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Alternate Places is a
completely new series that takes place in a unique universe. It is similar in
some minor respects to Other Places (the series) but takes place in a different
reality scheme. No matter what you're thinking this is, it's different than that.
It contains adult themes, sexual conduct and violence. This series is not recommended
for those under fourteen or people that are sensitive to adult material. Reader
discretion is advised.












Chapter one





 


Zack needed a job. Fast.


More to the point, he needed money.
How he got it was something he was willing to be flexible on at the moment.
Each day things had gotten just a bit harder lately as things slowly ran out
around the house. 


Troy, his roommate, had been great
about covering the rent for the last three months. After Zack had accidentally
lost his last job. Well... he didn't really lose it, he knew where it was,
but the restraining order his old manager had taken out against him made it
really hard to show up on time, much less collect a pay check.


The fact that the police had sort of
promised to enforce the paperwork didn't help either. Especially since
he hadn't done anything wrong.


It had occurred to him the night
before that something needed to break soon. Either he got a job or... Zack
didn't have anything to follow, the “or” except a sigh. Or what?
He had to go live under a bridge and eat out of garbage cans? He needed to turn
to a life of crime? None of those sounded like great options for him, personally,
so a new job it was. It wasn't like he asked a lot from the world, just enough
so that Troy wouldn't have to take care of him forever like some kind of
expensive, but ultimately useless, pet.


 With a bit of effort he managed to
get up at a fairly respectable hour. He'd been sleeping a lot lately, trying to
conserve energy. Plus, things had gotten a little boring around the house. More
than a bit. He liked to read, but when that was all he had to do, it started to
grow stale. Tedious even. Sleep was a way around that, if he did enough of it. 


Trying to be a good boy, or at least
not a total burden to his only friend, Zack had gotten up before noon at least.
If only just barely. Then cleaned up as best he could. There was still soap,
the last of a jumbo ten pack of Zest that he'd gotten on sale. Literally the
final portion of it, the blue sliver had about six more washes in it, already
having reached the stage where it became hard to hold onto while he tried to
scrub. The deodorant had run out a few weeks before. Even the little bit of
residue he could scrape from the yellow plastic dispenser with his fingers and
rub under his arms had vanished. Toothpaste... that could be borrowed
from Troy for this without too much guilt.


 A job meant more income for
everyone, right? Zack hoped Troy would see it that way, because he really
wanted clean teeth for the day. For the last week he'd just been using the
brush, hoping friction and effort would make up for not having anything on it.


 A fast, but thorough, shower later,
saving hot water by moving quickly so the electric bill wouldn't be too high,
and he was nearly ready. Not perfect, but his average looks, which were
slightly geeky and more than a little goofy looking, would never be that great.
Not even if he had millions of dollars and personal attendants to do the work
for him. The idea of him being rich made him laugh a bit. It wasn't a happy
sound, kind of hollow and distant, but better than the pure moping of the last
few weeks.


His clothes were... not good. Shabby
and dirty looking. They got washed regularly, but the laundry detergent was all
Troy's and while he'd never mentioned that he needed it to keep his own clothes
clean for work, not out loud, Zack worried about it, so had stopped
using it a while back. Now he just washed his clothes with cold water. Even the
clean ones showed too many holes and old stains for a good impression.


“Come on Zack, get it together.”
Muttering. Another bad habit that needed to be broken before it got him in
trouble again. People would put up with a lot, even outright crazy sometimes,
but talking to yourself tended to scare them for some reason.


That, he knew from personal
experience, was completely unfair. People weren't really worried about
you talking to yourself. They just didn't want to admit that they were afraid
you might be talking to someone else they couldn't see. It was a valid point,
Zack had to admit. He wouldn't want to sit next to the crazy person on the bus
either.


Not that he had money for that. So...


Bonus! There was a silver lining
for sure. Okay, not a grand thing maybe, but it was something to hang on to for
the day as he was hoofing it all over town. At least he had his shortcuts.
Those really helped in the transportation arena. Most people preferred using
the regular streets and sidewalks, but most people had cars, too.


Zack couldn't even drive.


Rummaging in the back of his closet
he found a cream colored sweater that looked all right, if a little bit last
decade in style, having a copper colored zippered collar, and some black jeans
that used to be too tight but now fit a little loosely in the waist and legs. Say
what you want about carbs, but a diet of all ramen for two months will
help you shed the pounds, even if you don't really need to.


His socks, the only pair of black
ones he owned anymore, had a hole in the right foot. It tore open a little more
as he put it on, so that it was just enough to let the big toe slip through it
completely. Annoying, but not a lot he could do about it right at the moment.
Really, if he was just going to be poor, Zack should learn how to sew. That and
cook. More than packaged noodles. If he could ever afford them.


A quick passing of a comb through his
hair, which was too long and shaggy, but presentable enough and a last check in
the mirror to make sure he didn't have anything sticking out of his nose or
jammed between teeth, and he'd be set. He remembered once having walked around
with a price tag, a bright orange thing, stuck to the right side of his face
for three days. No one bothered to mention it to him, not until after he'd
found it and taken it off. Then they told him how long it had been
there. He'd been really young then, maybe eleven or so.


He still checked for tags almost
compulsively. That and anything else that might be out of place. He felt
anxious and uptight for some reason. Like something was really wrong in his
world. It was a thing that had gotten stronger, over the last days. Probably
thanks to everything he owned fading away like it was.


 After what had happened at his last
job he didn't have any reason to really expect anyone would hire him now, which
explained his nerves reasonably well. Not that he'd done anything all that
bad. Just pulled a fire alarm... The lack of there being a fire got him
into trouble, but he'd needed to clear the building before the roof collapsed,
didn't he? He saw the cracks in it, and could see it droop visibly, so he'd
acted to try and save people. That's what alarms were really for, right?


It wasn't his fault that it
hadn't given way for another three days, was it?


His manager had thought it was,
accusing him of having done it somehow. Hence the restraining order. The judge
hadn't believed his story about having seen those things, either. Zack knew
because the man had told him that clearly. Several times. He'd even called him
a liar, to his face.


Like he'd lie about that kind of
thing?


It took a moment, and about a dozen
very deep, slow breaths, but he managed to relax a bit and drive the memory of
court out of his head. Then, before he could turn coward, Zack decided to head
out. At this rate he'd step sideways by accident, and start seeing
things again. That was never fun. Reality was hard enough without extra stuff
popping into view that no one else saw.


Troy still slept. Working nights at
the Tarantula dance club tending bar made his sleep schedule a little funny, so
Zack tried to be silent, literally tiptoeing. Slowly closing the door, so it
wouldn't slam or creak too loudly, he looked around the front stoop considering
his options for the day.


In the time he'd lived in this house
with Troy, about a year now, having answered an ad in the paper for 'roommate
wanted', Zack had learned most of the shortcuts available from the front porch.
These weren't normal. He knew that, but they worked, and as long as he
didn't talk about them, no one would think he was totally nuts again. Or, if
they did, it wouldn't be for that reason.


 The bend in the air about a foot
from the right side of the porch, just behind the thick rhododendron bushes,
was a good one. It took him directly to the alley behind the dance club. If he
walked around the corner of the small house, still on the right hand side,
there was a shimmer in the air that led to the Kroger's about two miles away.
Handy for shopping day. It was still a good walk, but not two miles,
more like... a hundred meters? Something like that. About the size of a
football field.


He didn't drive of course. No one
that knew him had ever even suggested he try to learn.


When you saw things other people
don't, even if only part of the time, it's was generally best not to get behind
the wheel of a giant death machine. The things he saw looked too real to trust
his eyes all the time. Or even most of the time. He called them Shadows, a name
he'd come up with as a kid and never bothered to change, but they most often
looked as solid and three dimensional as anything else ever did. 


Only to him, naturally, which was
wonderful. It meant he was special after all. Unique enough to get him locked
up. Other people didn't even notice what he saw most the time. The idea
of trying to drive freaked him the heck out. He'd tried, years before,
and nearly gave his grandfather a heart attack as he swerved and braked
suddenly, trying to avoid the animals and people in the road. It would have
been all right, but he kept doing it, well before they tried to cross the
street, sometimes before the person even showed up at the cross walk. From then
on Zack stuck to walking.


No one cared if you looked like a
freak while walking down the street, did they? Or, well, they did, but they
just stared, or made fun of you. No one died because of it.


Across the street there was a Shadow
under an elm tree. At least he thought it was an elm, it had the right kind of
white and smooth bark for it. That one looked interesting today for some reason.
It didn't call to him in words or anything crazy like that. It just... twinkled
alluringly. He'd noticed it in the past, so the shortcut was most likely going
to be around later, if he found something interesting out that way. 


Sometimes shortcuts, those bends in
space that he found so easy to walk through, shifted or moved on him, forcing
him to find other ways to where he wanted or needed to go.


 Some of them never moved,
they just hung in place, waiting for him all the time. Those were the good
ones. It was a guessing game really. Would he be able to get back the way he
came? Who knew? He crossed the road, carefully watching for cars, and looked at
this particular Shadow close up.


It hung in the air, like most
shortcuts did, about three feet from the base of the tree. Just off the
sidewalk, in the neighbor's yard. The house itself was... odd. It looked normal
really, even when things got strange but it felt... Scary.


He'd seen the man that lived there a
few times. The lean man always waved and smiled at Zack. It seemed friendly and
even warm, but it still scared the hell out of him at the same time. Zack made
a point of avoiding him. The man felt like death. Not like a serial killer, no,
those people felt different. Way less dangerous for one thing.


 The small indentation in the
floating Shadow indicated the entry point from this side. Hit the entry point
correctly, and anyone could use these things. He'd seen people do it on
accident a couple of times. Usually they rationalized what had happened. Blaming
inattention, black outs, or a memory lapse instead of seeing the reality.
That they'd stepped through a hole in space to another location.


 Once he heard a man claim that aliens
had abducted him and left him in the wrong place when they finished probing him.
Zack saw stuff, strange things, all the time, but never aliens. And if he ever
did, he doubted they'd be fixated on probing anyone. That was just... crazy.
How weird did you have to be in order to dream up things like that?


 Leading with his left leg he stepped
into the space and twisted, so that the next step took him not into the
tree, as one might expect, but into a parking lot.


Of a mall.


Interesting... This could prove handy,
if a job could be found near here. He didn't recognize the place, so it would
be a good way away from his house. Near the heart of the industrial area, based
on the look of the surrounding buildings. Most of them looked like factory
set-ups with warehouses set back from the road, an eerie cream colored sameness
to most of the structures, making the few light blue ones really stand out. The
mall, red and brown, almost glowed compared to the other buildings.


Of course he knew most of the area
around his house pretty well by now, since walking around had been one of his
main activities lately, being free, but he didn't know this place yet, not at
all. Zack turned to make sure the shortcut hadn't closed behind him and gave a
soft, nearly happy sigh. It was right there, just hanging around, looking
stable and friendly in its light blue and black shimmer.


The parking lot was pretty empty,
with maybe a dozen cars in it. Still, he'd come for a reason, finding a job, so
looking inside wouldn't hurt. There'd be work here or not, but if he didn't look,
he wouldn't know, right? 


The bluish black field around the
building seemed a little off putting, like his shortcuts, but more so.
Bigger and deeper than any he'd seen before. So Zack made a point of ignoring
it. A long time before he'd learned how important it could be to simply not pay
attention to some things. A monster in the room didn't count unless everyone
else ran away screaming. Even if Zack had to avoid it for his own peace of
mind.


This field, the blue-black glow
around the place, reminded him of something... One of those things from his
past that didn't want to be thought about. It almost made him turn around and
leave on the spot, that blackish field hovering like that. Sitting in
the world like a hole, not hovering at all. It scared him a little. Giving in
to fear didn't get the rent paid though, and if he couldn't find something
legitimate soon, he was going to have to seriously consider some kind of crime,
just to get by. So he took a deep breath and started walking. 


It was job finding time.


Zack grinned. It was nice to feel
slightly confident again. Even if it was a bit fake.


Inside the air conditioning cooled
things down, a lot. On a hot summer day it would have felt really nice. In October
it seemed a little chilly for the general public. Movie theaters did the same
thing, counting on large audiences to warm things up. Maybe this place had a
similar philosophy, counting on large crowds to provide heat? If that was their
plan, he considered, looking around, they may want to rethink it.


The mall felt barren. It lacked the
spark of life you expected from such places.


There were no families, no teenagers
hanging out near the wishing fountain. No wishing fountain for that
matter. Weren't those required in places like this by law? Or tradition at
least.


 Just brickwork tiles leading to
store fronts, with almost all of the storefronts being dark and empty.
Not even barred and caged like a regular mall. The windows were just dark, or
covered completely with white boards. It seemed a little sad, like the time his
grandparents had taken him to the boardwalk of a coastal town they used to like
to go to, to find the bad economy had closed almost everything down.


 “Well... in for a penny, I guess! I
came for a job, so let's see if anyone here is hiring.” He said out loud, to no
one in particular. Down the way, far enough that she wouldn't have heard him, a
woman came out of her shop and looked in his direction. She didn't smile or acknowledge
him in any particular way. There was just a glance and then the lady went back
into her shop quickly.


When he got closer the shop turned
out to be selling Frozen YoGurt, according to the rather brightly colored and
glowing sign above the door. Not a very original name maybe, but it did
make what they sold very clear, which could be a plus for business. Unless they
were really a pet shop, in that case it was an awful name. Then it
should be called “Frozen Pets” at least if the air conditioning was really
going to be kept like it currently was all the time. Zack didn't see anyone
else in the central walk way at all.


 The woman, or girl, it seemed hard
to tell, due to the sense of age that warred with her youthful outer being,
didn't make eye contact with him through the glass. That didn't bother him. Unless
he went into her shop why should she bother? Instead, without looking up at
Zack, she just pointed off behind him, to the right. It was eerie, like the
girl had just pointed at something totally unrelated to him. He glanced in that
direction, at a small shop in the corner he'd almost missed completely, tucked
away as it was. Candles and More.


Right there in the window hung a sign
that said “Help Wanted”. He waved at the girl in the window and said “thank
you” out loud. She wouldn't hear it consciously, of course. People never did. Subconsciously
she'd get it. People tended to become really uneasy around you if you forgot to
communicate on those deep levels, he reminded himself for about the hundredth
time that week. They needed body language and other cues to feel at ease.


 It would be important when he actually
applied for something. Everyone else did that stuff all the time without even
being aware of it. Speaking, pointing, making faces that communicated their
innermost thoughts. Everyone did it. No one really noticed either. They
just lived it all the time, doing it naturally. 


He ran in the exact reverse to that.
He saw it constantly, obviously, and worked to block it out most of the
time even. If he forgot to try and say something on that level, make the right
moves or signals, nothing came out at all. This freaked most people out,
without them ever knowing what bothered them. It made it hard for him to make
friends sometimes. Most of the time, really. Zack didn't lie to himself about
it, he only had one friend. Troy.


So he tried to smile and be nice on that
level when he remembered to. It took work and sometimes he just forgot to do
it, which made him seem empty and dull. The only person he'd ever met that
didn't seem to be bothered by it had been his roomie. Why he wasn't, Zack
didn't know, but they'd managed to stay friends without any problems, a virtual
first in his experience. Even his grandparents thought he was a bit “unusual”
and they were a bit odd themselves.


The shop did have a lot of
candles crammed in it. Some still sitting in shipping boxes collecting grime.
It looked a bit more like a storage closet than a retail outlet. Dust and a few
cobwebs hung in the corners, surrounding candles even, and dusty footprints on
the floor making a trail toward the back. The space ran about twenty feet by
forty, which was small for a store of any kind, but it could work well
enough, if the place were reorganized a little.


Or a lot really. It would take days
of work to make it look right. It could be done, with enough time.


The counter had a register, but no
clerk. Hence the sign asking for help, he didn't doubt.


He stood there for a few minutes,
looking for a little bell or something to ring, and indicate his presence.
There was nothing but slightly spotted glass and papers that didn't seem to
have anything to do with the store at all. Schedules and lists of names, mainly
hand written.


“Um, hello?” The shop didn't have a
very good line of sight, making it a shoplifting hazard. Still he could tell
that no one had just ducked down in the aisles. He'd see their Shadow self,
glowing, even through a solid object, unless he made a point to ignore it. Zack
tried again to ignore what he saw, and act normal. To just see what everyone
else would if they were standing here. It didn't impress him much. The place
really was a wreck, as far as stores went. It was actually kind of... dirty.
Even if there was magic worked into the very walls of the place, and wards put
around the whole thing. Strong ones too, that glowed away merrily. Not that he
noticed that kind of thing.


 A sense of movement from the back
got his attention. The air rippling in near silent waves, and a sense of Human
warmth. Zack looked over quickly and smiled, trying to be charming. It was a
woman so he went for harmless seeming, turning his palms up a little and
raising his hands just a bit. Not a great way to pick up chicks, but it worked
to seem non-hostile.


“Oh! There is someone here!
May I help you?” The woman was dressed in nice, brightly colored clothing. She
had a cute face and seemed like she might be around ten years older than Zack,
at least at a quick glance. So somewhere around thirty. Troy would have called
her a MILF, which Zack understood to be his way of saying he'd like to have sex
with a woman even if she might have children. A “Mother I'd like to Fuck”, if
it had been described correctly.


Yeah, that would be about right,
except this woman hadn't had a child. It was written all over her hip structure
and breast line. He forced his mind away from that and concentrated on
the woman's reactions and posture. So far so good...


“Hi! I noticed you have a help wanted
sign out front, is that position still available?” Zack noticed a sudden head
bob, very slight, but positive thing, which he hoped meant that the job really
existed. Her aura looked funny to him, having a very solid seeming silver-white
nimbus of energy that hung in the air, as well as a normal Human presence. In a
way it reminded him a little of his grandparents, but that line of thought got
shut down fast, since a lot of pain hung around it. Zack loved them, his
grandparents, who'd taken him in when his parents had died, but he didn't
really trust them, not after they'd sent him away to the institution.


“It is... Are you interested?”
She kept going without giving him a chance to speak, as if by talking enough
she'd keep him from saying no. That was odd, since he'd come for a job, but if
it made her happy, he'd deal. “It's a clerk position, but if that works out
well it can rapidly turn into an assistant manager's job. Forty hours a week,
with overtime available if you want it. I've been running the shop by myself
for months now since the last... manager went on sabbatical, and as you
can see, the place needs some work. When can you start?”


Zack could see she was actually
holding her breath. He could understand that, since he felt a bit like doing
that himself. Could she really be wanting to hire him without checking his
references? How freaking awesome was that? Not a good plan on her part, but
he'd take the gift without complaint.


“Well, I guess I could start now.
I don't have any other plans for the day or anything other than job hunting, so
if I have one... That kind of opens things up a lot. Do you want me to
fill out some paperwork or something?” Given the way the world seemed to him,
Zack didn't fluster that easily any more, or let on when he didn't understand
what had happened in most situations. This seemed fast to him really even given
that. Too fast, she hadn't even asked his name or anything before
offering him the job. She must really need the help, he thought. That...
worked for him.


“Great! Oh, I'm Lisa, by the way,
Lisa Penbroke. And your name was...”


“I'm Zack. Zachary Hartley.”


“Nice to meet you, Zack! Let me see
about that paperwork. Just have a seat behind the counter there and make
yourself at home. This could take a while to dig out. W-2's, we can just skip
the application... I need contact information though, so I can reach you. What
else... let's see...” Lisa said this last while abruptly walking away toward
the back. She didn't come back. He did hear papers rustling and movement,
meaning she hadn't just run out the back to get away from him. The idea made
him smile. Not because it couldn't happen, but just because women didn't
generally do things like that unless you asked them out on a date. Then it was
all bets off, of course.


Under the counter in the corner,
behind two boxes of candles, there was a bundle of rags and some Windex. Also a
half roll of paper towel. Zack figured he might as well clean while waiting for
the harried woman, since he apparently had a job here now. A clerk's position,
but that meant cleaning at every other place he'd ever worked at. Besides he really
wanted her to see what a good worker he could be, so she wouldn't change her
mind. Or decide it was important to get references or anything silly like that.


Dusting first he decided. Then he
could clean the glass and see if there was a broom around anywhere. His
previous job experience let him know that he needed to use the rags for dust
and paper on the glass. Otherwise it would probably make a bigger mess of
things, the rags leaving grease and the paper sticking to any rough wood
surfaces.


After dusting the whole shop, which
took nearly an hour, he remembered that Lisa should be back with some paperwork
soon. Not that he really cared about that part of things. The less he had to
write the better the odds that he'd keep the position. Taking initiative he
headed toward the back to check on things, just so he wouldn't look too out of
place. A normal person would have checked by now, right?


 The first thing he noticed about the
back room had to do with scale. It probably had nearly twice the floor space of
the storefront. The second thing he noticed had to do with décor. It actually had
some for one thing. A couple of nice cushy looking chairs in one corner both a
matching deep burgundy color. Also a nice throw rug on the floor with warm
browns and golds in it, covering a circle inlaid into the floor it looked like.
At least the blue and silver glow of power coming through the carpet looked
vaguely like a circle. It had a slightly fuzzy appearance to the glow. It did
have a rug over it, which meant that someone probably didn't want it to be
noticed. That was likely due to the huge shortcut right over it, floating in
the air. Massive and odd looking. 


Ah. More magic? Well, it wasn't his
business, unless that was part of the job. So far that had never been the case
anyplace else. So Zack ignored it as best he could, looking around for the
attractive woman with dark blonde hair.


Lisa was in a closed office to the
right. He saw her Aura moving, through the closed door, even though he knew it
to be made of solid wood, nearly an inch thick, which you didn't see a lot with
interior doors. Most of the time those were hollow or really thin. This one
looked like it could have stopped almost anything. Maybe she had important papers
or something inside? That, or she wanted to know that it could be used as a
safe room in an emergency.


What kind of candle emergency that
would be he couldn't imagine. Maybe it was an “and more” situation?


He knocked gently, then after a
moment opened the door. Zack might be crazy, but that didn't mean he couldn't
be a bit pushy too, if he tried hard enough. Lisa sat behind a very nice desk.
Large and made of polished oak, talking on the phone in a hushed tone, her back
toward Zack.


“No, it's all right, Beth. Let me
just call a few people and we'll see about getting you coverage for the whole
weekend.... Sure, no problem... Got it. Talk to you in about an hour? I'm on
it.”


Swiveling around in the chair she
caught sight of Zack and stopped cold.


“Oh! Paperwork! I'm so sorry! I
didn't mean to leave you like that.” She looked at him, chagrined. The body
language was clear. Powerfully so. Sorry... Beth needs me more right now.
It's an emergency...


Zack shrugged, it wasn't a problem
really.


“We can deal with that later if you
like... In the mean time, do you have a broom? I've started cleaning the store
up a little... If that's all right? If the dust and dirt up there is sacred or
something... then oops?” It wasn't imbued with power that he could tell,
but that wasn't the only thing that made things special.


 Lisa smiled and blew out a gust of
air, nodding. “The closet should have what you need for that, next door over.
Thanks for being so understanding about this...”


“No problem. Um, you seem busy, am I
allowed to use the till if a customer comes? Do I need a code or anything? Or a
key?”


“Oh, no one will come right now, but
if they do, just ring them up. Prices should be on the candles and if not, just
make something up that seems reasonable. You can haggle or whatever if you like.
The key is in the register, but it opens if you hit cash. Let me know if anyone
comes in that has a problem you can't handle on your own... Thanks so much! You
don't know it, but you're saving my life here!”


Nodding, trying to seem happy, and
like a good slave boy, he turned to the door and left. After all, the floor
wouldn't sweep itself, besides, he still needed to clean all the glass in the
place. It was caked with dust and grime and suspiciously free of greasy
finger prints. People, customers, always left finger prints. That the
glass didn't have them worried him a bit. Could the place really afford to hire
him if no money was coming in? Zack would have to change that if it was the
case. Get the place earning some money fast. If he got a chance he should
arrange some kind of display in the front window as well.... Right now the
store looked like someone had just put out boxes of candles and left them
there.


Mainly because someone had done just
that, so it wasn't exactly a mystery, was it?


 Maybe looking like a real store
would help?


 Something obviously didn't add up,
and it seemed clear to Zack that his special ability would be needed here in
full force. His ability to ignore strange and odd things and pretend that
everything was normal, no matter what. Noting this, he decided to start right
then, trying to not notice anything strange. If the candle shop turned
out to be a front for some kind of illegal operation, well, as long as no one
was getting hurt, he'd deal. Zack knew he didn't really have a choice anymore
and couldn't afford to be picky. If they were selling drugs or something, then
he'd just have to make sure no one got arrested on his watch, right?


The first thing to do was make the
store not seem like a fiction.


Zack got the broom and dust pan and
decided that sweeping would be the first order of business. The floor looked
pretty bad and that's one of the things that he'd noticed first when he came
in, meaning someone else might too. Besides, it would take longer to reorder
the store into some kind of shape that actually resembled a place that sold
candles, instead of just storing them for some reason. Perhaps he could find
some other things to sell as well, to round out that “and More” the name of the
place promised? Even if the place was a front, being clean and tidy
could only help sales, right? Zack wouldn't want to get drugs in a disgusting
environment at least.


When he had the floor cleaned, as well
as he could without mopping, he started working on the glass, front windows
first, then the interior glass, the stuff on the front counter, which also had
a glass top. This ate up another two hours or so. Lisa still hadn't come out,
and no one else had come in. She was right about that part at least.


He walked to the back to see about
getting a mop and bucket when Lisa finally rushed out, looking a bit flustered.


“Look, sorry about... Wow! The store
looks really good! No problems then? I... have to run out for a few hours. Do
you think you could hold the fort here while I'm gone? We need to stay open
till nine, then open up at nine tomorrow morning. That's really
important. The store should be fine if you run to the food court or something
for dinner. If anything comes up... just use your best judgment. Oh, here...”
She scribbled on a piece of paper and handed to him. “That's my cell number.
Call me if you really need me, otherwise, just... handle things. Nothing
should come up really. If it does, I'll back whatever you decide to do, as long
as it doesn't involve murder or burning the place down. I don't know if I'll be
in early tomorrow, can you open? I know it's a hard turn around for the first
day, but it would really help...”


Her body spoke of how serious and
tense things were for her. Zack felt confused, but just shrugged with a happy
smile. Why not?


“Um, all right. I can be here in the
morning and close at nine. Just hit the lights and lock the doors? I don't know
your procedure here for balancing the till or anything...” He held a half
shrug, not a normal movement, but the situation was odd too, so it kind of
worked.


“Oh, we don't bother with that. If
you need money for anything just get it from the till. Try to leave enough to
get through tomorrow and I'll fix it when I get back. If I have to be gone for
more than a day, I'll call. If you quit... leave the key on the desk and lock
up, but I hope you won't. You've already done more for the store in a few hours
than I've managed in weeks.”


Lisa shook her head. “This must seem
incredibly bizarre, but you seem like a good guy and we really, really
need the help. Oh! There, may or may not be people coming in and out of the
back... If you see anyone, don't worry about it, even if they look a little
strange... As long as the store opens and closes on time, more or less,
everything will be all right.”


She had a look that implored him to
stay at least, the kind of look women used with their guy friends when they
didn't want to do something, but knew it had to be done. Or when they were
begging favors.


“I... don't want to seem crass or
anything, but, I get paid for this, right?” Zack said, hoping that it didn't
seem like a rude question. Sometimes he couldn't tell what people would think
of as being strange or mean. Like an autistic person, he guessed, even though
the doctors had all agreed that whatever he had wrong with him, it was
different than that. Not that they'd had real help for him.


“Yes, of course. Don't worry about
that. I know things are weird here, but I promise I'll explain as soon as I
can. Thank you so much, I just know you'll fit in here famously!”


Zack smiled at her back as she left
through the front door.


Given how strange this place seemed,
he may fit in at that. Then again, if Zack just didn't, he could always try to
fake it. In that area, he had skills, after all. Faking it. Really, he had mad
skills. The kind that would be spelled with a z on the end if that
hadn't gone out of style when he was six.


No one came in while he rearranged
the store and planned out a stacked display of candles for the front window, to
replace the pile of boxes that was there right now.


The girl, or woman, from the YoGurt
shop watched him closely, while pretending not to. Not that he blamed her,
since the mall still didn't seem to have any customers in it right now. Her
shop, he noticed, fairly gleamed. She cleaned, one surface then another
and repeated that at least twice while she watched him work.


He made a point of smiling and waving
at her a couple of times. She probably assumed he was the new drug dealer for
the store or something. Then again, for all he knew, that was the case.
If so... people were going to be a little disappointed, because Lisa hadn't
clued him in on where that merchandise was. There was no price list either. The
idea got a smile from him as he worked. After all, no one had mentioned drugs
to him at all. Lisa seemed like she was on something, but he probably
did too, so who was he to judge? A lot of people thought that his distracted
and dreamy demeanor and frequent smiles meant something it didn't, so maybe he
should give Lisa the benefit of the doubt too? Even if the store did something
illegal to make ends meet it could be anything, right? Money laundering maybe.


That still needed a realistic store
front. So he kept working. With a smile.


At about six in the evening a very
large woman walked past, craning her neck to look in. A single, long braid of
very light blond hair poured down her back. She wasn't fat, just huge, and
muscular but with enough curves left that you instantly knew her gender.
Really, she looked funny to him. Massive in size, like a power lifter, but
somehow not mannish looking. Pretty. More than pretty really, if he stopped to
consider it. Giant, but hot.


It was obvious to Zack that the woman
didn't want him to notice her looking at him, but her actions became nearly
comical as she kept tilting backwards to look at him as she walked past. On her
third trip he smiled and waved at her. Zack wondered where she worked in the
Mall, because a customer would have just have walked in, or so it seemed to
him. Then again, she could have just walked in too. Double checking, he
made sure the open sign hung in the window.


Apparently three passes did the
trick, as she didn't come around for a fourth.


“I hope it wasn't something, I said.”
Zack muttered to himself, a small grin on his face.


Music. This store needs music! Taking
money from the till to buy a stereo system seemed like a little too much, for
the first day. Or any day.


Lisa must be a really trusting
person, to tell him he could use the money in the till. He hoped to earn that
trust, even if she seemed to give it freely already. Maybe he could pick
something up when he got paid or borrow something from Troy later? An old radio
would be better than nothing.


In a box under the counter there were
some pieces of fabric that could be used for the window display. They all held
a fine trace of intent, as if used in some kind of ritual magic or
something, which made sense, what with the circle hidden under the rug in back.
Still, taking a nice piece of black velvet and shaking it well, he removed all
traces of that from it and had a serviceable piece of material to use,
possibly by putting some decorative candles on it?


 Looking for some nice candles, maybe
with decorations or glitter or something, he found what seemed to be a pretty
comprehensive incense section. Disordered and messy, but with a good selection
of nearly a hundred different scents. Taking a bundle of something fruit
scented with cinnamon, that claimed to be apple spice blend, and a stone
incense holder he added this to the display as well. If the fire code allowed
for it, they could have incense going to attract customers maybe. People liked
it when things smelled nice, didn't they? He'd have to look into that first.
After the last job, and what had happened there he had a strong feeling that he
might be on the fire department's watch list.


As the clock on the wall neared nine,
a small parade of people started walking past. Two very large men. A
striking woman that made sexually suggestive movements somehow while outwardly
only walking, and a very nicely dressed man in a very expensive looking suit.
He looked about forty, but that stately kind of forty that played well in
movies or on television shows.


As he looked in the front window,
Zack recognized the man for what he was. He'd seen that kind before, on several
memorable, and dark, occasions. A lot of them locked away behind the wall of
things he tried not to think about. Things that made him feel weak and a little
sick to contemplate at all. The man was like his father.


Looking normal on the outside like
they all did. Inside however he had a dense black object, distinctive to Zack's
sight. When he locked eyes with the man, a demon looked back at him.


A Demon.


He really didn't like Demons.












Chapter two





 


Zack didn't sleep well that night.
Not that he'd expected to. That really wasn't a thing that was going to happen.
Not after having seen that... thing. Out in public, with good, if
strange people like it had been. Looking at him. Planning to...


Zack didn't know, but really would
like to never find out, if he had a chance. Demons were the worst kind of being
imaginable. As a rule he tried not to, but now he had visions popping into his
head, unbidden.


Dreams about Shadows, mainly. Huge
things that danced on the edge of reality and told him stuff he couldn't really
understand and didn't want to know. Things he had to learn, in order to
survive. Knowledge locked away in his mind by the biggest Shadow, that now
hinted he could remember them if he tried.


Like he'd do something as stupid as that?
Zack had worked hard to forget those things, and didn't want to undo all that
effort.


 Finally awake again, by a very early
seven in the morning, he forced thoughts of such things out of his head.


Over the years he had gotten pretty
good at that part. All he had to do was pretend everything was normal, he
reminded himself. Don't cause a scene, and don't notice things you
aren't supposed to. He'd finally internalized that, after years of torment. If
he could do that then everything else would take care of itself. 


So far it hadn't worked too well,
really, but it had kept him out of the funny farm. Mostly.


He got up and made a pack of ramen.
He hadn't gotten anything to eat when he got home the night before, so was more
famished than normal. Demons had a tendency to throw a guy for a loop and kill the
appetite after all. At least Zack always found that to be the case. So ramen
for breakfast. Better than starving. When he got paid, if he had any
money left after paying his part of the rent and utilities, he'd have to go
shopping. Maybe get something with a vegetable in it. Broccoli possibly, or carrots.
His mouth watered a little at the thought. More than anyone should over things
that just grew in the ground, but he hadn't had either of those in... Over a
year, he thought.


Since it was so early Troy hadn't
gone to bed yet. The thin and good looking guy was sitting on the sofa with a
game controller in his hand instead, like usual for this time of day. Even
after a full night of work he seemed dapper and well groomed. It would have
been annoying if the man wasn't so cool about it all.


Screwing up a bit of courage, since
he didn't want to ask his buddy for anything else, after everything, Zack made
himself speak.


“Hey, um, Troy, could I borrow some
clothes for work?” Zack walked into the living room. “I don't really have much
that's nice enough.”


“Yo! Whoa! Wait... you have a job
now? Tell me all about it, buddy! When, where, how and are the chicks hot?”
Troy didn't look away from the video game on the screen, not on the surface,
but his Shadow self stared, waiting for an answer. Smiling too, since Troy was
nice that way. He almost always showed kindness, even down to the bottom level
of being. It actually showed a bit less on the surface, and at that level he
was still pretty darned great.


“Yeah, I got it yesterday, it's at
the Underwood mall. A clerk position at Candles and More. It's nothing special
as jobs go really, I guess. Full time with optional overtime, so I should be
able to pay my part of the rent finally. I do think you'd find the women
hot enough, yes. I probably shouldn't tell you, since you'll seduce her before
I get a chance to even make friends, but my boss is a total hottie. A MILF?”
Zack smiled as Troy hit pause on the game.


“Hey, don't sweat the rent bro... I
think I have some things that could work, clothing wise for you, at least until
you get some new stuff and all. For today how about the purple silk shirt,
black slacks and belt and...do you think you need a tie?” He moved past him
quickly headed toward his bedroom to get the clothes. Zack knew he should just
wait and let him grab things. Troy's bedroom had a tendency to be disturbing
for him. 


Probably due to the slightly warped
presentation of his sexual identity. Troy thought he should be a player
and have a lot of women, at least consciously, when what he truly wanted had
more to do with attention and love. This coupled with hours and hours of internet
porn skewed things in there in an unpleasant fashion. At least to Zack.
He'd noticed a few of the women Troy had brought home having similar reactions
to it, even if the room looked normal on the surface.


That and Troy tended to be a little
messy in there. Alcohol bottles and magazines scattered around, mainly. Not dirty
as much as cluttered and disorganized.


He knew all of this about his
roommate in an unusual fashion. For Zack's world at least. Troy
had told him, when they'd first met. Normally things like that came from
a person's inner self, their subconscious being that interacted with others all
the time, if invisibly to the conscious mind of most people. Troy had a rare
ability to actually admit to himself what he thought on the deeper levels. This
internal honesty made it far easier for Zack to live with the man. It wasn't
perfect all the time, but he was the best being that way that Zack had ever
met. Better than that, he was a good person. On every level.


“I don't think I need a tie... Do you
think I need a tie? I'm not sure, but I think I may get to make up my own dress
code for this job...”


Troy came back with the shirt, slacks
and belt.


“I just hope they treat you well at
this one. That last place bit donkey balls...How are you getting there? That
place is what, fifteen miles from here? Are you taking the bus?” The body
language clearly offered to help with a ride. Even if it would cost extra for
gas to take him each day.


Zack just grinned.


“I have a great shortcut. It actually
makes this kind of convenient really.”


“You and your shortcuts... Don't be
too proud to ask for a ride if you need it, all right man? I'm tired, but not
so tired I can't get you off to work...” He gave a very pointed look. “You try
to do too much by yourself sometimes, you know? Let other people in every now
and again. I'm here for you, just say the word...”


“Nah, I'm good. But I do need to hit
the shower before I go and I better get moving because I need to get there to
open at nine.” As he walked to the bathroom he could hear Troy whistle behind
him.


“Seriously? You work there one
day and they let you set the dress code and open? I needs to gets me a
job like that! At my job it's all, 'follow the list of rules, Troy', 'don't
ogle the women, 

Troy', 'don't beg for tips on hands and knees, Troy'... Well, I'm back to my
game unless I'm needed for anything?” His attention had gone back to the game
already. 


It was some kind of fantasy thing
where you took turns killing monsters, because they were there. Zack had tried
to play it a little, but the encoded deep messages were too distracting. The
romance sub-plot had elements of three different programmer's failed
relationships for instance. They'd turned it into a wish fulfillment fantasy,
with magic and heroism, that seemed nice enough on the surface, but grated
on the deeper levels. Tendrils of despair, wafting out of the old color
television that sat on a worn out kitchen chair in their living room.


He preferred books. They still had
all of those kinds of things in them, bits of the author that clung to the
printed pages decades or even centuries later. The pacing of those signals
were controllable however, if it got too intense, he could just stop reading
for a while and come back to it later. Television and video games just pounded
you with those deeply embedded things, all the time. Most people not even
noticing it most likely. There was no real way to control the effect either. You
either watched them or turned it off. He always wondered how other people
managed to handle it, even just getting the messages on a subconscious level.


Taking a shower and shaving, and
using a little borrowed toothpaste so that his breath had minty fresh appeal,
got him almost ready. That plus the borrowed clothes and old tennis shoes got
him to a state that probably seemed a bit run down and scuzzy, but hopefully
showed that he was making an effort. It would sure be nice when he could afford
deodorant again. Zack really felt self-conscious without it, even after having
just climbed out of the shower. Like he was carrying a cloud of foul odor with
him everywhere he went.


“Hey, I'm off to work then. I don't
know when I'll be back. Lisa, my boss, said she may not be in today, not until
late, so I may be there all day long. Or not. I kind of hope so, because I
could use the overtime. We'll see. Later!”


“Later, man! Have as much fun as you
can get away with.” Troy threw his hand up in a retro “Peace” hand gesture that
he thought made him look cool. Zack couldn't tell if it did or not. The idea of
“cool” being a hard one for him to follow. It seemed like just another social
control mechanism to him, requiring people to follow rules in order to fit in.
Ones that no one could even be bothered to write down. Which he'd gladly
do himself, if he could figure out what those rules were. The idea of him being
popular made Zack laugh a bit. He might also grow wings and fly, if he
tried hard enough.


Timing the trip for future reference,
the walk from his front door through the shortcut, and across the parking lot
to the store took two and a half minutes. He could probably make it in less
than half that if he ran. So he could go home to eat if he needed to, in a
pinch. At least if he ever got a fifteen minute break or even had another body
in the place to watch the front. Good to know.


He used the key Lisa had given him
and switched the plastic sign to say “Yes, We're Open!” by flipping the card.
Zack had a feeling that Lisa often just left it turned to the side saying
“Sorry, We're Closed” based on the faded character on that side, compared to
the clean look of the open side. He found the master light panel easily
enough, having used it the night before. Right next to the broom and supply
closet still. Things like wiring rarely changed too radically from day to day,
luckily.


Some things did. Everyone else just
ignoring them when they moved or shifted. Keys left in a basket by a door would
end up in the fridge, and people make up stories about how they must
have put them there. Socks vanished, which most people only noticed because
they came in a set leaving them with one as a reminder, and people made jokes
about it. All so that they didn't have to think about where they'd really
gone.


He decided to give the store a quick
sweep, the idea being that cleaning was easier if you keep up with it. As he
ran the broom over the floor, he noticed that the same girl that had watched
him the day before seemed to be at the YoGurt stand again today. Maybe he'd get
to talk to her sometime. After all, she'd pointed out where he needed to go for
a job, sort of. He could thank her... somehow. Maybe see if she wanted to be
friends or something. Excluding Troy he, didn't have any of those, but it might
be nice to get one, he thought, if anyone could put up with him.


Trying to be sociable he waved to her
with a smile, expecting her to ignore him again. This time she waved back,
looking a little surprised it seemed. As if she expected him to be mean or
unfriendly? That would be silly. She had control over all of that YoGurt.
Whatever that was. It sounded like it might be food however, and that made her
infinitely interesting.


He busied himself cleaning for about
half an hour, when someone finally came through the door. The man seemed
harried. That meant his candle needs must be pressing, Zack understood. His
skin was white, pale white, as if someone had just tried to kill him, or
planned to in the next few moments. That seemed to be the case, focusing a
little, Zack step sideways for half a second, just enough to hear what the man
was actually saying on the deep level. It was all about him being killed.
Apparently for real. Goody. That wouldn't make a mess all over his floor, would
it?


“Hi! How can I hel-” Zack managed before the man
shouted over him.


“I am a full member of the guild in
good standing and I demand asylum and aid!” While he said this, nearly
screaming it in fact, his inner self kept chanting Help me, help me!


At nearly the same moment a whip thin
man with tattoos on both forearms, one of a snake, stormed through the door,
making it creak ominously as he slammed it shut. “Willet!”


The second man's Shadow self, more
solid than most people's at the moment, poked out in the form of a snake and
hissed "I kill you!" 


It has a hissing quality to it. That
fit though, so Zack just nodded a little, trying to take everything in.


The inner snake pointed more toward
Willet, presumably the other man, more than at himself. At least he hoped this
happened to be the case. The thin man looked and felt dangerous to Zack. Like a
criminal. Not a killer maybe, but the kind that would hurt a person for real if
they had to.


Going with his normal plan, he
decided to pretend this kind of thing happened all the time. Maybe it did here?
How would he know, being the new guy? So Zack smiled brightly on all levels of
being, still standing “sideways” so he could see everything, and tried to
pretend he knew what was needed. After all, maybe the place didn't sell
drugs at all and did this instead... whatever this turned out to be. Murder
negotiations?


Well, as long as they didn't make a
mess, he'd deal.


“Hello! Welcome to Candles and More.
I take it neither of you has come for our wonderful array of candles or
incense? Is there something else I can be of aid in, gentlemen?” He held up a
hand to stop them from both talking at once. “No, let me speak first, I
think. We can resolve this faster that way. You, Willet is it? You've claimed
asylum here. Why?” And who, Zack wondered, wanted asylum in a candle
store? He didn't mention that part out loud. People thought he was insane, but this
really seemed odd. Had he just missed that part about small shops in general?
Really, he'd thought that it was only embassies and churches that did that.


“Well...” He began to say before Zack
waved him to silence.


“No, don't speak out loud, just stand
there. I'm talking to a different part of you. Now, why?”


Surface Willet stood there
dumbfounded, while Shadow Willet spilled forth with the truth.


I had this job, see, and needed a
snake man to get through the ducts. I promised him half of what we took, but
then got greedy and thought I could claim we got a lot less than we did, only
he found out and now he wants to kill me. I probably deserve it, but it really is a lot of money...


“Okay, now you, what do you have to say about this?” He
pointed at the other man. “First, actually, what's your name?”


Impressively, the man just stood
there, still seething, but not talking as far as the surface went. Silas.
His snake self hissed as it shifted under his skin.


“Okay, Silas, please tell me your
side of this.” Zack noted that Silas barely batted an eye when he said his name
like that. Either being used to strange things in general, like Zack, or he
didn't want to anger the obviously crazy man making things up about him. Either
way, it made the situation easier to deal with by far, winning the man brownie
points with Zack already.


I got called into a gig by this guy.
A heist, and we must of taken a half million cold. Half of that's mine, but he
claimed we got twenty thousand and said I should be happy to get ten! So now
I'll just kill him and take it all!


Zack looked directly at Willet on the
surface and did something he rarely did on the second level, turning his
attention toward Silas he said, Calm down now. You'll get your money and win
this, but only if you calm down this instant!


Silas relaxed suddenly enough that Willet
took a half step back. Probably expecting the other man to attack or something.
After a moment he grinned, his deeper-self pumping his fist, realizing that he
might live through the day.


“So, Willet... How much did you two
take on this job?” He asked casually, almost as if he had grown bored with
this.


“Twenty-thou...” He started speaking
again out loud, causing Silas to tense back up suddenly. Zack raised a hand for
silence, and felt a little surprised when it worked. For some reason these two
men who looked pretty hard bitten, were taking direction from him. A
twenty-two year old goof-ball, that looked even younger than that to most
people, as if they were supposed to or something.


Oh, it was about four hundred and
fifty two thousand dollars and change. I have it right here in the bag. His Shadow-self pointed to the
messenger bag he wore. Mostly bearer bonds.


“Four hundred fifty-two thousand dollars, mostly in bearer
bonds. I don't really know what that means, but you admitted that half of it is
supposed to belong to Silas. Divvy it up here, and I think I might
forgive you. This time.” He gave the older fellow his best 'man of stone'
stare, feeling a little surprised when neither of them laughed in his face.


“I claimed asylum, you have to
protect me!” Willet started back pedaling into the store. “It's in the rules,
you have to! You have to!”


Zack smiled. On the deeper level he
rose up and pretended to be really big and scary. Sometimes that got people to
pay attention. Stop now! Freeze and do what I say... or die where you stand.
I can protect you, but only if you do what I tell you to, moron! He then
pointed at the man sharply. Pure bluff, but since the guy didn't know about it,
Willet couldn't filter this information out. That wouldn't happen if he knew it
had taken place consciously. 


The unshaven man froze instantly as
if locked in place. If he seemed scared before, now he seemed terrified.


“I'm doing what's fair. More
to the point, I'm doing what you know to be fair. I suppose we could
bother other people about this, but do you think you are really going to get a
better hearing than this from anyone? Think about it.” He made the idea clear
in his body language.


Since Zack didn't know what rules
Willet kept talking about, or who'd be hearing about this if he passed it along
to someone else, this approach had some risks. Still, most people disliked
thieves enough to be extra hard on them. Unless this had something to do
with a thieves guild of some kind. Possible, but unlikely, given the fact that
Silas almost certainly had to be some kind of shape shifting snake person. 


That, or he'd totally gone over the
deep end and only thought he'd become a snake. Either way, not someone to
trifle with, and not normal thieves guild material. Not if the fantasy books
he'd read were correct on the topic at least. Still, that would explain how
this tiny shop with no real customers managed to stay in business, if it was
just a front operation. It almost had to be something like that.


“Hand me that pack now, or we
deal with this the difficult way.” After he said it, Zack realized that since
he'd already gotten the man to freeze in fear, this might sound like a physical
threat rather than the opening of a can of red tape on his behind he actually
meant. Still, when he put his hand out to take the bag, Willet gave it over
without a struggle or even hesitation.


It didn't take long for Zack to count
it all up and divide it evenly. When Silas reached for his pile of cash and
bearer bonds, happy that the percentage seemed to have been forgotten, Zack put
out his hand and the other man stopped suddenly.


“Now, what's the normal percentage
this kind of adjudication would cost you?” Adjudication had been on Troy's
word-a-day calendar the month before. It pleased him that he hadn't been
wasting all that effort, trying to memorize the new words each day, not that he
had much else to do at the time.


Silas's snake answered, downcast, ten
percent.


Willet's Shadow piped up with, seven-point-five
percent.


Holding up an index finger on both
hands, he pointed first at Silas then Willet.


“Ten percent and seven-point-five
percent. Correct?” They both nodded.


“All right, today only, because I know
that there'll be no further problems from this, right? We'll go with
five percent even. That will only hold if there are no other problems
about this later, understand? If this comes back to me, well...” They both
nodded, saying nothing. “Oh, and buy some candles.” Both men looked
baffled at that last bit.


The Snake man gave him a horribly
baffled look, but only cleared his throat a little before speaking. It was
nearly polite.


“That's a fine deal. Better than I
expected, way more than fair given I'm not in your guild, even though it
shouldn't be needed at all,” Silas glared toward the other man, his face going
much harder, until he looked back at Zack. “But why buy candles? You can just
take the money, claim a fee or whatever... You could just give him that
asylum, and then claim the whole amount if you wanted...” Head cocked
quizzically, it seemed clear he really wanted an answer.


Zack smiled peacefully at them. At
least he hoped it looked peaceful, and then shrugged. “You just spent an hour
in a candle shop. If you leave without candles people will wonder what you were
doing here. Since each of you is carrying hundreds of thousands in stolen
material, I don't think either of you will want anyone getting suspicious?
Besides, that way I can give you each a bag to carry stuff in, which I
can't just do for free... it wouldn't be ethical. So, buy some candles, or
incense. Enough for a large bag.” Zack smiled at both men and waited. He could
see the huge holes in his suggestion, but still wanted the sales if he could
get them. He needed to earn his pay somehow or Lisa might just decide having
him around wasn't worth it.


Silas just nodded and started
browsing, seeming nearly cheerful about it all. Willet looked surly, but picked
out several vanilla scented candles, large ones about the size of a small loaf
of bread and a few decorative tapers. Silas got several handfuls of incense
from the rack, and a nice incense holder.


After plucking out the five percent
from each pile, charging them both the marked price for their goods, he dug out
plastic shopping bags from under the counter. Pulling the top one off first and
throwing it away because it was covered in dirt, apparently having sat there
for a long time. They did say the shop name on the side and were decently
sturdy, considering they were just made of plastic.


Then, trying for sharp looking
professionalism, he handed the men their bags filled with candles, incense,
bearer bonds and cash. As they left he called out to them “Thanks for shopping
at Candles and More! Please come back for all your candle and incense needs!” 


Willet glared back at him, a sour
look on his face. Silas chuckled at what he said, thinking it funny given the
situation, apparently. They left through the front door and headed off in
different directions. That made sense to him. After all, they each knew that
the other man was a thief, and would probably be willing to rob them.


Relaxing a bit, Zack let himself step
back into normal reality. Staying sideways like that was off putting to say the
least. Helpful this time, for once, but it ate at his nerves horribly.


Not knowing how they ran inventory,
he wrote down what each man had purchased, and put the twenty-two-thousand six-hundred
that made up the five percent he'd taken from them under the till. Between the
two of them they'd also bought a hundred and twenty three dollars and
fifty six cents worth of merchandise, after tax. Things were looking up sales
wise at least. He hadn't sold anything the day before at all. If he could
manage this a few more times the store might even make a profit for the day.


As it neared ten-thirty he decided to
give the floor a once over with the mop. It didn't look like it would be
getting busy enough to get messed up too badly by costumers before it dried. 


If it did he could always re-mop it
later. He found the bucket and mop in the storage closet and a new mop head
next to the handle. Luckily it had a screw on, old fashioned stringy mop head. Meaning
Zack knew how to use it. They'd used similar ones at that one place he tried
not to think about. The institution. He forced himself to think the words, then
blocked the concept out suddenly, so the memories wouldn't come flooding back
again. That situation had been really messed up. Insane or not, putting
him there had nearly made him lose what little hold on reality Zack had at all.


They even had a sign that said,
caution, wet floor, which he pulled out of the plastic wrapper it came in, and
put near the front door. Given the small floor space, the mopping only took
about an hour, and three bucket refills before the water stopped turning gray
with every squeeze of the mop head.


Thanks to the good ventilation, it
dried pretty quickly. The room was chilly, true, but the airflow was great.
While he waited he made a list of things that they needed in the store. Music
of some kind first. Then a little bell for the door, to add a classic “shoppe”
feel to the place maybe? That seemed to fit the place in his mind. Incense
burning, which he needed to find out about, because pleasant scents made people
want to linger for a longer time, which meant they were more likely to buy
things... He also needed to reorganize the shelves. That could wait until Lisa
got a chance to look at things. She may not want him to change anything
for some reason, though he couldn't imagine why.


They may want to put in some
knick-knacks. Small sculptures of wood or stone. Possibly some jewelry. Incense
really shouldn't be the only “and More” in the whole store. Though if people
came in for asylum after grand theft and stuff, maybe that's what it meant, not
regular goods? He'd have to ask, if he remembered later. Unless off course he shouldn't.
He'd have to see what Lisa preferred.


Zack felt a chill enter the room
without looking up. A cold stillness that pervaded the entire front of the
store. The girl from the YoGurt place walked in, carrying something. Something
that looked frosty... and delicious. He realized he'd been staring right at her
frosty pile of frozen yogurt, held at about chest height. So of course she'd
think he was checking out her breasts. The face behind this wonder smiled at
him regardless, which was nice of her. She was cute, he thought, in an almost
classical sense. A slightly roman nose, soft, pale cheeks, nice smile with a
hint of twinkle to the eyes. With pink lip gloss.


“I thought someone new might be
working here! I'm Claire Hawthorn, from across the way? I come bearing
gifts...” She waved the rather large frozen treat in the air a little. That
combined with her hint of accent, Irish maybe, got Zack's full attention
instantly.


“Hi. I'm Zack. Zack Hartley. As you
guessed, I am indeed the new guy here. That looks wonderful, what
is it?” He gestured to the yogurt. After two months of eating nothing but ramen
and condiment packets lifted from Taco Bell his, mouth literally watered at the
sight of it.


“This, is the World Famous Chocolate
Banana Split cup. With extra whipped topping and two cherries. Since those are
the best parts.” She grinned. It hadn't even started melting yet when she
handed it to him.


“Is it rude if I start eating this
right now? It just looks so great...”


“Oh, please do eat if you wish!”
Curiously she gave him a solid look and then delicately, almost invisibly
sniffed the air. It was an odd thing to do, but her face went still suddenly
after that.


 “Am I... handing food to a starving
man perhaps?” She asked with a sudden air of delicacy. Looking at how his
clothes hung from him no doubt. Her voice sounded both concerned and wary at
the same time.


“No, not starving in a literal sense.
Just too little variation of late. A lot of people get by on less than what
I've had.” He took a bite and had to fight the urge to make “Yum, nom, yum”
noises. He did roll his eyes a little in pleasure as a bit of banana hit his
tongue.


“This really is good. Thank
you.”


“I'm glad you like it. It is always
good for one's art to be appreciated.” She turned just slightly, so that she
wasn't staring directly at him as he ate. The look she gave him was almost
hungry. Desirous? Since she was kind of good looking that probably wouldn't be
about him though, would it? Not in a dating kind of way. That meant she wanted
something else.


“Um, do you want some of this?” Zack
asked quietly. He didn't know if that would be the right thing to say. People
didn't normally share food when they first met, in his experience, but if she
came from a foreign country, maybe the rules were different for her? What he
knew about Ireland wouldn't have filled half a page of notebook paper. If
her accent really was Irish at all.


“No. No thank you, that one's yours.
I can have as many as I like. I've lost my taste for them actually, to tell the
truth. I tend to like more savory things now.” He noticed her pale skin, the
sense of cold, her rail thin model type looks and it hit him all at once...


He needed to pay less attention to
her. Staring was rude.


This Chocolate Banana Split cup
really had everything a man could want. Chocolate, banana, caramel sauce,
strawberry and chopped peanuts. The sauces weren't even mixed, somehow
being put in side by side in the container, laying next to the banana which had
been split in half and rested against the sides held in place by the vanilla
soft serve. He congratulated himself on noticing how wonderful it tasted and
how well all the parts meshed together. Things like that could be missed, he
knew.


“So, Claire, I know we just met, but
I was wondering how old you were and if you're single, because this,” he raised
the Styrofoam cup briefly. “Has won my heart, and you're the local supplier, so
I think I need to get into your good graces as soon as possible.” He sounded
like Troy, on a good day, but still like he was trying to pick her up. He
wondered if she'd take it in the Troy-like fashion, focusing on the parts about
her, or a literal fashion, which had been what he intended.


Giggling a little she answered,
hinting that she'd hadn't gone with option number two. 


“Why good sir, I'm but nineteen years
old and am indeed unspoken for. Truly but a maiden...” She turned away batting her
eyelashes like an Southern belle, exaggerating the whole thing so that she made
it clear she was just playing at flirtation. Curious suddenly, Zack force his
attention sideways and stepped, mentally.


When her Shadow spoke to him it
corrected the untruths in what she'd just said.


I'm three hundred and twenty-eight
and long dead. I love none, and none love me. I haven't been a maiden in longer
than this land has been a country. You look tasty. Very tasty.


Forcing himself back to normal Zack
fought to keep any reaction from his face.


“Oh, hey, you won't get in trouble
with your manager for giving me this will you? You seem really nice and I don't
want you to get in trouble because of me.” He started to put the treat down, as
if to somehow distance himself and by proxy, her from its existence. He glanced
at it a little longingly. Maybe it would be better if he ate it all, thus
hiding the evidence?


“That's not a problem,” She waved a
hand at him to eat, “I am the manager. I also work days. We have other
people that cover night shift most of the time. You may run into the evening
man, Keane, if you're ever here that late. When does your shift end?” The way
this came out had an innocent air about it, rather than flirtatious.


“I don't know really. Lisa, the
manager here, said she may or may not be in today.” He shrugged. “I think
something came up suddenly, but I don't know what.” He shrugged and smiled at
her, since that kind of information was clearly what she really wanted to know.


“I should get back to my own store
before people start to talk out of turn about us, Mr. Hartley... It's very nice
to make your acquaintance and I hope we'll have a wonderful and prosperous
friendship in the years to come.” She smiled again, the kind that really lights
up a woman's face and held her hand out.


Shaking her hand he ignored totally
how cold it was.


“And I hope the same, Miss Hawthorn.
I truly do.”












Chapter three





 


Lisa walked through the front door,
and suddenly stopped in her tracks. She backed out and looked up at the sign
and came back in again. Smiling hugely. Her body language jangled a bit, but
her eyes looked at him warmly enough, matching the smile well.


“I wasn't sure I walked in to the
right store for a minute! This place looks great. You got things opened okay I
take it? I'm loving the window display.” She spun around in place
looking around. “Did you mop the floor? We have a mop? Wow. I think you
may be in for a raise soon if this keeps up!”


Zack grinned at her. She always had
so much energy. Probably the drugs, which would be speed or cocaine maybe, but
it still gave her a pleasant demeanor.


“One thing did come up, so I handled
it, like you said to? I hope I got it done all right... Oh, and we have a
hundred and twenty odd dollars in sales so far for today.” She did a double
take on that.


“You... sold... things? On your
second day? That's incredible! Did friends of yours come in or
something?”


“No, it had to do with that bit of
trouble. Where to start... I'd just finished sweeping and getting the store
ready for the day, because I'm a very hard worker and well worth keeping, when
a fellow named Willet came in and demanded asylum as a member of the guild. I
didn't know what that meant, but figured I'd fake it anyway, in case I'd just
forgotten what you'd said or something... It turns out he was involved in some
kind of heist with another guy, Silas, and tried to cheat him out of his share.
What they'd agreed on, you know? I got the full story out of both of them and
got Silas to agree not to kill Willet as long as he got his share as they
originally agreed. Oh, then I charged them both five percent of the total and
had them purchase some candles and incense. You know, as a reason why they had
been in here for an hour? That was... kind of faked up, but they did it anyway.
I wrote down what they got. The five percent is under the till. I know
the percentage is usually higher, they both told me that, but... Well, I
figured I could use the discount as a bribe, to keep them from having any more
problems about this?”


Zack tried not to hold his breath. He
knew it had been risky giving them a discount, but it felt like the
right thing to do at the time. Hopefully this wouldn't get him fired on the
spot.


“Willet came in asking for asylum?
From Silas? And they both gave you money... and everyone left alive?” Glancing
at the ground he knew she looked for signs of blood on the floor and probably
wondered if that's why he'd mopped so well. If so, he did good work, according
to her expression.


Zack nodded cheerfully. He made sure
to repeat the story on the deeper Shadow level as well, so she'd know it to be
the truth.


Lisa opened the till up and counted
the money.


Twice.


“You got over twenty-two thousand
dollars from them? Willet Stone and Silas Black? I... need to
make a phone call... Be right back, just a minute here...” Luckily the floor
had dried all the way already, or she may have slipped as she sprinted toward
her office.


Figuring he hadn't been fired yet,
Zack started to organize the main shelves in the front, the ones people would see
first when they walk through the door. First impression and all that. If he
could get the store clean enough, maybe she'd keep him on, even if he had messed
up with those guys earlier. He could only hope so. After all, he was new and it
would be a little unfair to blame him for not getting the full percentage,
since he hadn't gotten any training at all. Not that Zack expected people to be
fair all the time. Life had taught him not to expect that from people.


Lisa made it back within twenty
minutes. So far a new speed record. To be fair, he'd only seen her twice so
far, and something else seemed to be occupying her thoughts right now.


“I made some calls. Both of them are
still alive and, amazingly, unharmed. Silas Black reported his first
ever fair equity report with his guild, if you can believe that... Willet
called up the head office to ask what the hell was going on here, but he didn't
lodge a complaint about it. He just said the new guy was some kind of, and I'm
quoting from the record here 'Monster bad-ass'. What did you do to them?” She
didn't sound displeased about it, just wondering if he'd beaten them up or
something from the way she spoke. At least Willet, since Silas had apparently
put him in for a gold star. That was nice of him, really.


Zack let his bafflement show briefly
on all levels. “I just talked to them. They told me what was up, I got them to
fix it. That's pretty much it... I don't know why that would seem special or
odd. Of course I don't know why Willet got so greedy, either. It seems
like they'd make a lot more working as a team long term rather than bickering
about a few dollars now.” He shrugged and let his deep bafflement show to her.


“Zack... what are you?” The look she
gave had a frank and open air to it. “You just handled a guy that's been a major
pain in the rear of every high level guild member in the tri-state area since
he was fourteen, and got a stone-cold killer to leave him alive. A man renowned
for having killed men over much less than trying to steal from him. More than
that, he goes out of his way to send in a smiley face about you to my boss's
boss?”


Zack suddenly felt his stomach drop.
Here it came. He'd explain what he was and he'd be out on the street before the
door could hit him. Again. This job had seemed so promising too. Zack wished he
could lie about it, but lying didn't set very well with him. He could see too
clearly how lies robbed others of reality. Since he had a hard enough time
understanding anyone, lying to them never felt like a good option. Not for him.


He took a deep breath, trying to
steel himself and get ready for whatever came. Maybe she'd give him his pay for
the time he worked at least? It wouldn't cover much, but he could at least give
Troy a few dollars then.


“I guess you'll find out eventually,
if you check... I... was taken. Kidnapped when I was little, about seven, by
some... not very nice people. I don't remember all of it, but it was, really
odd, to say the least, um, some really bad things happened to me, you know...
The kind of stuff that happens to kidnapped kids. When I came back two and a
half years later – I was about ten then – I... didn't readjust very well. I
eventually ended up in an institution. It wasn't a nice place. Kind of a
nightmare for me, really... I still see stuff and hear things, even now. I know
it's crazy – I don't talk about it most of the time. Sometimes I do weird
things. I don't hurt people or anything, nothing like that! I mostly try to
ignore things, it's why I seem so odd to everyone. But... I really need
this job, please don't fire me...” Tears started to well up in his eyes. They
didn't overflow, but it took work to keep them in.


“Oh, honey... I'm so sorry that
happened to you.” She moved to hug him, hesitated for a second, then pulled him
in. “It's okay. You're doing great. Actually better than great, which is
the only reason I asked. Don't worry about anything. And if you see something
here, just assume it's real and act accordingly...” She patted him on the back
in a motherly fashion. Like a real mother, the kind from television or some of
the books he had read, not like his mother.


“Why don't you go splash some water
on your face and get something from the food court?” She looked at him
encouragingly. “Eating something might make you feel better.”


“I've been out of work for three
months before I got this job, I can't really afford to eat out right now. Maybe
I could pop home and get some ramen, that won't take me very long.” The thought
of getting some food actually sounded pretty good to him, which probably meant
low blood sugar had a part in his overly emotional reaction just now, he
figured. It was a good excuse at least, for acting like a wimp.


“Oh, just take some money out of the
till if you need it. After your work today you need to eat... Besides, I'm...
going to have to run out again and kind of need you to stay until close... So
you'll need lunch and dinner too. Here...” She opened the till and pulled a
couple of hundred dollars off of the stack of bills he'd gotten earlier. “Take
this as an advance on your pay then, and don't count lunch or dinner today out
of that advance, those are a bonus for all your good work so far.”


“Um, thanks.” For some reason he felt
very small just then. Like a child. “I guess I should go and eat, so you can
get on to whatever you need to do. I'll hurry right back.”


“No. You'll sit down and take a real
break, eat something nice and come back when you're good and ready. I can wait
a few hours. Now go, take a walk around the mall. Say hi to people, if you feel
like it. It's not healthy to be cooped up in one place for too long.” Her smile
softened the words a bit. Her posture told him she both worried about him,
given what he'd just told her, and needed the help so badly she could overlook
most things, including craziness, as long as he showed up for work regularly
and mostly on time.


That made him feel better somehow.
Less like his new job hung in the balance of every word or motion. Nodding to
her, he headed out the door.


He decided to make a circle of the
mall, since it was only one level. He figured a walk might help him focus a
little before he ate. He'd grown used to blocking out hunger anyway, so waiting
a bit for his food didn't seem like too of a big deal. Besides he'd had that
really awe inspiring treat from Claire earlier.


 He passed a blade shop that had a
wide array of swords, knives and other weapons hanging on the walls and in
display cases. Next to that was a Chinese Apothecary. At least the man in the
window looked Chinese to him and from what he could see the inside looked like
it held herbs and such. The food court came next. Surprisingly that had four
businesses making different kinds of food. It looked like they had Chinese,
Italian, a place that fried things and a hamburger joint. Impressive
considering he hadn't seen even one real shopper yet in his own neck of the
mall.


All of the names seemed a little off.
Well most of them. The Chinese food place just had a sign saying “Chinese Food”
and the “Italian Place” had the next store front over. On the other side, the
place that served fried foods, just had a sign saying “Fried Things” and stood
next to “The Burger Joint.”


Walking past that he found a weight
lifting Gym, the “Power Center”. A lot of grunting and clanking actually seemed
to be coming from there, so they seemed to be doing all right business wise.


At the end a business proclaiming
itself “Princess Pretty Nail” seemed to be doing well also. Several ladies sat
having their nails done by Asian women. Most of them were pretty, a few
stunningly so.


On the other side of the mall there
was an import shop, called only “Imports” and one of those arcade places that
has Skee-ball and video games with a wall of cheap looking prizes for the
winners. That one had the name “Fun Zone” which was at least pretty normal for
such places.


Further down he noticed a men's
clothing store, almost hidden around the corner. Its sign simply said “Men's
Wear”. It was kind of like the stores here weren't even really trying. Almost
like they didn't care if anyone came in or not.


In a mall with slots for twenty or
thirty stores only a small handful had businesses going and frankly, some of
those businesses were just plain weird. Who ever heard of a mall having a Power
Lifting Gym or an Apothecary?


Heading back the way he came, he
decided on Chinese food for lunch, since he liked it and hadn't had any for
nearly a year. Even when he'd held jobs for a while, before they found out
about him, or he did something so weird that he got fired for it, money had
always been a little tight. 


Troy had really been a good friend to
him, he realized, helping out when he needed it and never asking for anything
in return.


“Hi! I'm new here, down at Candles
and More? I don't want to be a pain, but I need to stay away from eating
meat... can you help point me in the right direction?” As he said this he
realized that the tiny man he talked to actually had a raised walkway behind
the counter he stood on to give him an extra eighteen inches of height. Even at
that he looked small to Zack. Height though, isn't the measure of a man, he
thought, letting that go as a concern.


The man looked oddly normal, as if
simply standing a long way off, rather than looking different than anyone else.
Perfectly proportioned, good looking even in a rugged sort of way, Zack realized.
Better looking than he was at least.


“I certainly can, young man! First,
since we should be friends, all working here, I'd be introducing myself. I'm
Mac.” He didn't put out a hand, though his glowing Shadow pressed against the
edge of Zack's a little, by way of greeting.


Zack hadn't even realized he was
standing sideways. Something had triggered him into it? That was odd, but not
impossible. A lot of stuff here was strange after all.


“I'm, Zack. Uh, Zack Hartley.” He
tried to return the greeting on the Shadow level the same way, mimicking what
had just happened, the small man's eyes bulged for a second, then he laughed
for a bit and bowed slightly.


“A pleasure, honored one.” The man
said, grinning hugely.


A small woman, with long red hair
pulled back into something that held it up, sort of twisted and piled on the
top, popped her head out of the back room and stared at him. Finally, after far
too long for it to have been comfortable for most people, Zack smiled at her
and waved, not knowing what else to do. She looked surprised, as if not
realizing he could see her, or would bother to see her maybe, and ducked back
into the kitchen quickly and silently.


Mac spoke then, noting this interplay
without mentioning who the woman might be.


 “Of what is here, most of it has
pork or chicken, being the custom, but the fried rice has only egg and the
spring rolls, steamed rice and sweet and sour sauce is free of meat all
together. If you have the time, we can also make up anything here, without meat,
for you.” Then he simply waited, as if he had all the time in the world. Of
course it wasn't like Zack was holding up the line, so maybe the man did.


“I'd like one serving each of
everything without meat then. I can eat eggs, so that's not a problem for me.”
He smiled at the much smaller man, and started to say thank you, when the other
man's inner self peeked out and said Do not thank me for doing my own work
or aiding you in yours of my own will. It's rude for my people.


The force behind this made Zack pause
for a second.


Instead he managed to turn it into a
simple nod when he took his food, moved down to pay for it and contemplated
ordering a drink. The whole meal came to less than four dollars, a good deal
considering the amount of food on his plate. He found an empty table and sat
down. An easy enough task as he seemed to be the only person in the eating area
of the Mall. It was a decent sized place, with about twenty tables, each with
four white metal chairs.


When he'd finished about half his
food, which actually surprised him by being very good, and not just because he
hadn't had it for a long time, he sat back and watched the space for a moment.
The huge blonde woman from the day before came in, and got a plate of food from
the area that served fried things. He smiled and waved her over when she turned
around to find a place to sit. 


No need to make someone wash two
tables later after all.


Besides, he wanted friends, right?


“Hi! I'm Zack, would you like to join
me? It would seem odd if we sat at different tables, I think, don't you?”
Managing to half-stand without tipping his wooden tray off of the table he
waved to the white metal frame chair across from him.


The woman sank into the chair with a
lot more grace than would be expected from someone her size. At least a half
head taller than Zack's own six foot, maybe more. With biceps clearly straining
under her otherwise baggy sweat shirt. She looked all wrong to Zack of course,
big and muscled, but with just enough fat that she still clearly looked like a
girl. Her breasts were big, which you didn't see on women weight lifters at
high levels, unless they had surgery to add them in again later. Hers looked
real, if he could judge by the pictures Troy had showed him over the last year.


Her Shadow self emerged, huge and
slightly distorted, much larger than her surface presentation. Hello. I
would be friends, if you will have me as such. Her inner self spoke
clearly, without accent, of course. All of them did to Zack.


He answered back on the same level. I'd
like to be your friend...


“Thank you, Zack. I am Hildgeurde Meorgeansdotter.
People here call me Hilda.” This came out with a thick accent. Not one easily
placed, though it sounded a little Germanic to him. “Not everyone here is as friendly
as you are... I normally sit alone to eat when I come here.” This last seemed
very honest, yet odd to Zack. He couldn't understand why people wouldn't be
friendly with her, she smiled a lot and seemed like a nice person so far. Being
pretty didn't hurt either.


Since she moved from that directly to
eating, it seemed like a good idea to do the same. The sweet and sour sauce
mixed with the fried rice well, and the spring rolls were probably the best
he'd ever had. Crispy, but not greasy at all.


Hilda kept looking up at him as she
ate, her giant Shadow self regarding him steadily.


“So, Hilda, you work at the Gym
here?” There, he thought, that should be a safe enough topic. Her shirt said
Power Center on it, so it wasn't like he was making some giant leap in making
that conclusion about her work place. “I work down at Candles and More.”


“Yes, I am at the Gym here. I work
the front counter because I speak English good.” She thickened her accent on
the last sentence and smiled hugely when she finished it. “Plus, you know, my
good looks....” She smiled again, as if to deflect from her last statement.


Zack found it a little odd, as she
seemed to be nice enough looking to him. Her face a little square maybe and the
clothing gray and baggy, but cute enough. More than cute. Maybe she
wanted him to compliment her looks? Her Shadow self just sat there looking out
at him. He used his own to look at hers and ask, Don't you know you're
lovely?


Nah, I'm ugly. All little and Human
looking. Everyone knows this. The giant version of herself replied.


“To many people you are good
looking, you know... I guess there are different standards and all, but with Human
guys you'd get dates easily enough. Well, as long as they aren't insecure about
being smaller and weaker than you, but you don't need that kind of
person anyway. I mean, you don't need someone insecure.” As he finished saying
this, Zack held his breath. Sometimes you should hold your tongue, he knew,
just as he knew how odd that sentence would sound. He didn't want to alienate
everyone on his second day. He had to work to not simply speak what he thought
most of the time. A side effect of not saying things automatically on the
deeper level. He just hoped this hadn't offended her too much. He didn't want
to hurt her feelings, and also didn't want her to hit him. That would
probably hurt, after all. A lot.


She was huge.


“Hah! You are very sweet, friend
Zack! Now if only the ones back home could see that. Instead I get sent here
like an outcast. At least the food is good.” Waving at the mostly empty plate
of fried things in front of her she delicately put what seemed to be a fried
burrito to her mouth. For all that she made the food virtually disappear from
her plate, she ate with very good manners. Not a crumb dropped, or sauce dare
to splatter as she did it.


“If it's not rude, I mean... I've
never met a person like you before,” He gestured at her Shadow self, doing so
on both levels “Big, powerful, but I don't know...” Shrugging he just waited.


“Ah, ya, well you would not have.
Most likely. My people are from very far away. We are Trolleinkein. Some
legends here call us trolls in this land, but that is sort of a bad word
amongst my people, like calling the dark-skinned Humans that n-word they
dislike, a bit. What are you? If that is all right to ask, of course...” It
seemed clear to Zack that she waited on his reaction. 


Did people sometimes react badly to
that question here, or did she fear he might not like Trolleinkein? It could be
something else. He tried not to eaves drop on what Shadows said, unless it
directed things to him on purpose. Things could get confusing if he did.


“Me? I'm just Human. Regular as far
as I know. Not special particularly. A little strange possibly. I get in
trouble because of that sometimes...” He tried to be honest with her, without
driving her away. Even someone as different as she seemed to be probably
wouldn't want to be friends with him if she knew how crazy he was.


Hilda laughed in a loud, roaring
fashion.


“I think not, friend. That is a good
joke! Regular Humans can't tell that I am not just Human too. I have met many
to know this well. Still if you want to claim Human, I will go with that. Human
you are.”


This outburst caused the rather short
people working in the Italian and Chinese restaurants to glance at them,
showing only curiosity, not anger at being disturbed. The tall, dark skinned
man working at the “Fried Things” swept the floor with a broom on the surface,
but his under-self stood watching and listening to them very obviously.


“No really, just a regular person. I
guess I do notice things a little more than most people, sometimes,
but...” He made a point to shrug on the Shadow level and say, Really. Just Human.


“Hmmm? Well then, Human friend Zack,
you should come to my gym and lift weights with me. I can help you build
strength and size. I will get you a good deal on membership fees. First moon
free because you said I was good looking, and a discount after that if you work
hard. Hey? Sounds good, yes? Maybe you can come after you work today?” She
turned away from him a bit and smiled in a way that seemed entreating for some
reason. Flirtatious almost.


“Well, not today, I don't think, because
I might have to work until we close at nine. Tomorrow or the next day maybe?
I'd like to do that. It sounds... interesting. I haven't lifted weights before
really, so, you know, don't expect much from me.”


“We're used to beginners here. All you
have to do is show up and try. We'll do the rest. There is this one fellow that
comes, a Human man, and when he first started he couldn't... Oh... Them.”
Hilda nodded her head toward the open side of the food court, away from the
windows that ran the length of the outside wall.


Two women, who looked a tiny bit
familiar to Zack for some reason, walked into the food court and headed toward
the Italian place. The taller of the two had smoky good looks, and a catlike
grace. Since she also had a large cat Shadow moving with her, that made sense
to him. The other looked plainer. Red hair kept short and tidy. She was almost
ugly, but in an affable sort of way that caught a person's attention. Trim and
energetic looking, too. Her Shadow seemed...Odd.


An inky presence, smaller than her
physical body rested inside her head. For a second it looked a little like a
demon, but the shape reminded him of something...


“A cat and a bat?” He spoke out loud,
possibly a little too loud as the red head spun toward him suddenly. She flashed
him a grin, winked, and... nodded. Zack wanted to blush, since that
sounded like something out of a children's book. A cat and A bat...


“Yes, that's Nessa, leader of the
local Weres. She's the cat person. The other is her friend Libby, who is not nearly
as stuck up as Nessa is.” Hilda had pitched her voice to carry, so Nessa turned
to look and then glare at her.


They continued on to the Italian
place.


“You don't get along with them?” Zack
addressed this to Hilda in a subdued voice not quite a whisper.


“Oh, they're okay really. Nessa just
refuses to carry clothing for people my size, so I have to get clothes from
Beautiful Plus. The clothes are good there, but the workers are all of the Alede.
You know, Succubi and Incubi? They get... touchy-feely... I believe the term
is.... More than just a little bit. It's not comfortable to shop there unless
you're into that kind of thing. Human women seem to like it. Maybe it's a Human
thing? I guess Incubi are more attractive to Humans? To me they smell like sex all
the time, which to a Trolleinkein means they're taken by another... To my
people that means you should stay away, unless you want a fight. Only with them
it's worse, more intense all the time.” Her shoulders hunched massively.
“Nessa says that there's not enough call for women's clothes my size, even men
that like to dress as women are not often as big. People here tend to be very
small. Er, no offense take on that. There is nothing wrong with being small, it
just makes it hard for me to get clothing that fits. I don't look like a Human
man, do I? Nessa implied that I did.” Her eyes narrowed a little and she cast
an angry look at the Cat woman's back.


That made Zack snort. Ridiculous!


“No, you definitely look like a
woman. Larger than normal, but there's no doubt that you're a girl to anyone
with eyes. She's probably jealous of your, er, endowments, really. She's a
little flat in certain areas, if you know what I mean.” A quick glance toward
Hilda's chest made her grin again.


“Ah! That makes sense then! But I
thought all men here like women that look like little boys? It is on the
television all the time and in the picture books in stores...” She looked over
at the Italian place.


Both of the girls standing there had
their backs to Zack and Hilda, but both of their Shadows had twisted around, to
watch and listen. Libby's under-self shook with laughter. Even if her physical
body tended toward the same hard, flat look that Nessa's did, if not flatter.


“You know, I always wondered if that
has to do with the fact that many designers of clothes are homosexual, and they
like that teenage boy look? So over the years they picked women that fit
that model and that's all people saw. So it became the accepted standard of
beauty? It's just a theory.” Zack glanced at the two girls. The bat one had
turned around to stare at him, and waved a little when he looked up, so he
waved back, smiling. Her friend glared at her when she noticed this interplay.


Hilda finished the food on her plate
in a few deft bites and stood up.


“I must needs go back to my job now.
I have enjoyed meeting you, new friend Zack. Maybe I will see you tomorrow at
the gym, if not sooner here?” A big smile covered both of her faces, the
surface and the deeper one.


“I look forward to it. I should get
back to my own work now too. See you soon.” Zack got up and started to clear
his tray. He couldn't find any place to put it. The glowing Shadow of the tall,
thin, dark man from Fried Things waved for him to just leave it. Zack did,
hoping he'd read that signal correctly. Leaving a mess left him feeling uneasy,
but if that was the way things were done here, he'd have to adjust to it.


Walking past the men's clothing
store, about five stores away from Claire's YoGurt place he saw the Beautiful
Plus sign. So Succubi and Incubi? As he walked past he caught sight of a woman
with shoulder length golden hair. She was dressed in fairly conservative
clothing, flat shoes and little to no jewelry. She also reeked of sex.
That was a thing he could feel, if not smell personally. It took an act of will
for Zack to pry his eyes away from her, so strongly did her allure draw his
attention.


Apparently that's what a Succubi did.
Use sex to some end.


Probably best, he figured, to leave that
alone until he learned what exactly the situation at this mall entailed, since
he tried to avoid such situations when possible. Not that he didn't get urges
and had even had a few girlfriends. Nothing serious, which made sense given who
he was. 


When it came to sex, the people in
that store all seemed very serious. Scary about it, even.


He made a point to wave to Claire on
the way into his own store.


She smiled and waved back.


Now there was a nice girl. Even with
what she was hiding from him she was sweet. She'd given him a treat, and
everything. 


With that thought, Zack wandered into
the store and got to work.












Chapter four





 


The next morning Zack passed through
his shortcut just in time to open the store at nine exactly. He'd slept longer
than he should have, nearly eleven hours all told. All those dreams with giant Shadowy
figures didn't help when it came to actual rest, causing him to sleep
longer than he'd wanted to when the real thing finally came. His back ached a
little from all the lying down. Nothing too bad, just enough to feel unpleasant
when he first got up.


He really needed to figure out a
shortcut directly to the store from inside his house. That would save time
coming and going he figured. It wouldn't do to get fired for being late, after
all. There weren't any shortcuts inside his house that didn't just lead
to another room, of course. A lot of buildings were like that, it was something
to do with the electrical currents running through the wires, he guessed. Zack
didn't know if that would really hold up to testing. Someday he'd have to try
and figure it out for sure.


He did a quick sweep of the floor and
decided that it didn't need to be mopped yet today, since almost no one had
been in the store since he last did it. He'd made good inroads toward
organizing all the shelves, taking the candles out of their boxes and arranging
them, so that people could see what they were. Stacking them in little pyramids
or making them into stacked circles at times. Where he couldn't, he just put
them in tidy rows. It still looked better than brown shipping box after box,
with the lids torn open at a corner.


No one came in all morning long, so
there were several hours to get things done. It was nearly noon when he felt
that chill again, the one that indicated the undead had come. Yeah, he got
what it meant, but if the girl from across the way wanted to work at playing Human,
Zack could let it go. He didn't want to be greedy, but he really hoped she had
come bearing another gift, like last time. If she had, he'd definitely have to
vote for her as one of his favorite people.


“Claire! Back here. Just finishing
trying to get the product onto the shelves. How are you doing today?” He walked
toward the front of the store quickly. There, in her hand, was another
frosty treat with a spoon sticking out of it. It had two cherries on the top
with the stems tied together and a dusting of finely crumbled cookie bits
around them, all on a bed of whipped cream. He felt a wave of pleasure run
through him at the thought of eating it, not even really knowing if she
intended it for him yet. It made sense that it would be. Why else bring it into
the store with her like this? He didn't want to presume, just in case it
wasn't.


“Oh, my.... If that's for me, I think
I may have to marry you. That looks fantastic.” Claire held it out to
him seriously, as if it had great import.


“Now, now, I'm much too young to
marry! Barely out of school, you know.” This came out with a playful lilt.


“Hmmm. This is soooo good! What is
this Caramel? It's different than yesterday's.” Savoring the bite he let the
spoon linger in his mouth for a few moments. When he took it out he let himself
close his eyes for a moment, distracted by the bit of perfection in his hands.
“You're what again? Three hundred and twenty-eight? That should be old enough
in most places. Now me, I'm only twenty-two, but still, that's legal so
I don't see a problem really. This is great, really. Thanks!” He
realized he had openly stated something that hadn't been said out loud again
and tried to cover it by taking a big bite of caramel and whipped topping.


Claire froze in a way that only
things gone dead can truly ever master. She didn't breathe. Her weight didn't
shift from foot to foot. There was nothing. She didn't blink even once. The
girl just stood, watching him. Staring hard. Almost angrily.


Not knowing what else to do, Zack
sent himself sideways, not moving at all. It felt like a step away from
everything, but that was just him. A perception, nothing more.


Her Shadow self rose up and growled
at him though. It took him by surprise enough that he actually took a physical
step back.


“Whoa! Did I say something wrong? I
was just joking about getting married and all. I guess it was a little too
much? Sorry...” The cup of YoGurt rose in front of him protectively, as if
warding her off with a cross in a movie.


She smiled at him grimly. “How old
did you say I was, again?” She took a small step toward him.


“Uh, three hundred and twenty-eight?
Oh! But you look really young! Younger than me even and people say I
still look like a kid. I'm sorry... I didn't think you would be sensitive about
your age like that. Are Vampires not supposed to tell people their ages? I
don't know all the rules. You're the first one I've met to talk to.” Her step
forward found a countering step away from him. He winced, realizing he'd had
done it again. Let things he wasn't supposed to talk about just come out
like that.


This place seemed to bring out the
worst in him for some reason. Speaking about what actually existed like that
instead of hiding it like he knew he should. Zack felt stupid and really wanted
to flee, but didn't, knowing that running away now would make him look
even sillier. Instead he plastered a worried looking smile on his face.


God, here he was alienating people
already. Someone who had brought him gifts, not just once, but twice
now. That was really friendly and kind of her and he was just a jerk. Zack
shook his head a little and winced.


Her eyes flashed red. A blood red
that turned flat after a moment, leaving her with no whites, just a red-black
expanse. Her Shadow self grew out of her body, taking the form of a huge fanged
beast.


So, yeah, pissed.


“Who told you what I am?” This came
out softly, almost sweetly, as if a young girl spoke to her lover, not the new
candle shop guy. The Shadow beast/Claire bellowed at him, “ ANSWER NOW!”


“Um, you did? Yesterday? I asked your
age and you said nineteen, but your Shadow-self, um, your inner being? It said
three hundred twenty-eight. Then your Shadow said you were a Vampire?
Remember? Or really, you said you were long dead, but I got the general idea.”
Moving a few steps back away from her at least let him look at her Shadow beast
in full. On that level he made himself say a single word softly, “Remember?”


“I said no such thing!” Starting to
take a step, her foot clunked to a stop as Shadow Claire suddenly returned to a
more Human form and said, Oh... I do indeed remember that! Sorry. Yes, I
told you.


Claire froze, her eyes going wide and
returning to normal, a cute brown with normal looking whites. Much less spooky
looking over all. The fangs that Zack had missed before, what with all the
distraction from other Claire, shrank back into her mouth, until they just
looked like regular Human teeth again.


“What happened? What did you do
to me? How did you force my beast back like that?” She stepped back, giving
ground before him as if he scared her suddenly. Her body language shifted too,
as if shrinking into herself. It was fake and slightly overdone, but humble.


Probably the point?


“I just reminded you and your deep-self
what you actually told me yesterday, and when you remembered you just relaxed.
That's all. Just a small misunderstanding, and now it seems cleared up. Mainly
at least. So we can be friends again without the implied ripping and rending.
Which is good, because I don't think I get benefits here. Just an hourly wage,
you know?” 


Zack went back to eating the frozen
yogurt. He couldn't help but make little noises as he ate it, as it managed to
hit all the right spots on his tongue to signal yummy to his brain. He wondered
if this was a part of some larger plan she had? Get him addicted right off the
bat, then later, when he had money he'd be running over to her shop and buying
these things daily? It could work he knew... They really were that good.


After a few bites he considered
things and let his head waggle side to side a bit. It was fake, but he did it
pretty well. It was a sign that he was thinking.


“If I'm not supposed to know about
you being a Vampire or something, I can try to make myself forget.
Though honestly, your Shadow will probably tell me again, if I do. The
subconscious parts of us don't lie as a rule, and that's kind of a big thing.
Being different like that. Sort of hard to hide, you know?”


Claire straightened and walked right
up to him, stopping about a foot away. He hadn't noticed how short she must be
until that moment, her head barely coming up to his shoulder. She leaned into him
and sniffed. This made him very glad he had showered earlier, but acutely aware
that he didn't have any deodorant yet.


“You smell... Human. Normal even, not
like a Mage, or reality bender. So what are you? Really, I mean?” At least she
seemed only baffled by him and not angry, a good thing to him at the moment
what with her having that whole Vampire thing going on.


“I'm Human. Just a regular person.
Though for some reason I seem to have to keep telling people that lately. What
else would I be?”


She put her arms around him and held
him closer as she breathed his scent in deeply. She did this for nearly a
minute, before reluctantly letting go. When she did, her fangs were back out,
but her eyes remained normal looking.


“Sorry. I can't smell anything else
on you, but at a Nexus like this, anyone could be any of a hundred, maybe two
hundred different races, or sub-types. That is kind of the point. Still,
I guess there's no harm in you knowing who and what I am, after all, everyone
else here does. I was just a little surprised that you knew already. I didn't
hear Lisa tell you about... well about anything really, so I figured you
to be clueless. It seems I was... mistaken about that.” Claire took another
step back and her Shadow rose around her again, looking at him longingly. You
smell so good. Can I have a little bit to drink, please?


He shifted focus on the deep level to
her beast, grinned and held up a single finger. I'm not food. Remember that.
He projected at her. Hard. It was rude, but he really didn't want to be
anyone's lunch, not if he could help it. Not that it was some big moral thing
with him, it just sounded uncomfortable, didn't it? All the biting and
bleeding...


Once again the fangs retreated
rapidly and Claire's eyes widened in shock.


“How do you keep doing that?”


Zack just smiled and shrugged. “Just
talking to you on a different level. I just said that I'm not food, that's
all.”


“Oh. Well, as long as that's
all....” Her voice held a bit of wonder, as if this seemed special to her or
something.


“Since we're chatting, and you know
what Lisa hasn't told me, could you fill me in on some of it? I mean, if you
want to and all....” He punctuated this with another bite of the caramel cookie
frozen yogurt she'd brought. The texture of the cookie off set the caramel
nicely.


Shifting back and forth between her
feet now, as if nervous and wanting to leave suddenly, or maybe just run to
burn off energy. Claire spun and walked toward the door, locking it when she
got there. Then she snagged his hand as she walked past, toward the back of the
store. She stopped in the main room and pointed toward the area above the
circle, actually pointing a little too far to the right, he noticed, if she
meant to indicate the thing floating there.


The huge shortcut in the air. Really
he'd been trying to ignore it. Something about it... Called to him. On a level
that was so hard to ignore it left him feeling lost and alone. Like he wanted
to be inside it.


Since the lights were off he could
see the faint nimbus of glow that enveloped the space inside and above the
circle under the rug he'd noticed the first day pretty clearly.


“This area, the whole mall, is
riveted with... holes in space, all leading to pathways that can be
traveled by some. They are all different. A few go from one point to another
directly, others open up into different lands and worlds. I don't know if you
can follow this... but, if you have enough power or the right contacts,
you can open these ways and move from one point to another, covering incredible
distances, or even going to places that can't be reached by normal means at
all.


“That's what this place is. A
nexus. At some points where this happens beings have set up shops of one kind
or another. In other places, where there's no need to hide what it is, there
are just offices and embassies. That's what Underwood really is, a bunch
of hidden embassies. When this place was discovered Humans already lived all
throughout the area however, so a mall was picked as a cover, allowing people
to come and go without notice, day and night. Plus it allowed a structure to be
built that was the right shape to encompass all of the node points.”


Cold fingers pulled him toward the
front again. She unlocked the door again and turned, facing him.


“The world is bigger, much bigger
than you Humans know. It contains not just hundreds, but thousands of species
all nearly as powerful as mankind. Some more so, some less.


“This place, Underwood, has
representatives from several different groups. Vampires, Weres, Mages and more.
Each operates a store front where their own kind can come for aid and trade and
others can come to have disputes settled, make deals for goods, services and so
forth.


“Different groups have different
strengths and people go to them for different things. The Demons control the
passages better than anyone else, with the Mages coming in second. They
both charge through the nose to open and hold a passageway, too. The Demons are
so bad that it's better generally to let your people die than to make a bargain
with them. That's not their only business, but it's the main reason for them to
set up here, specifically. They do manage very good work on clothing
here, but go in with cash or gold in hand and don't sign anything if you want
to buy something. Pay up front and they have to honor the spoken bargain, but
only for goods, so keep that in mind.”


She started pacing and clasped her
hands together in front of herself, bouncing them a little as she did. Her long
skirt shifting as she moved. He wondered at that, seeing plainly that all of
her movements were contrived, a show to set him at ease. He didn't mind, it
just didn't make sense, why bother?


“We Vampires deal mainly in world
politics, Weres tend to be involved in weapons and warfare. No one knows what
the Djinn do really, but they're so powerful that they may not need to really do
anything.” She spread her hands as if to say she had no more to share for now.


Zack looked out the front window.


“So each group runs a different place
here? The Trolleinkein run the gym, right? What do they do mainly? Other than
lift heavy things I mean? They look like they'd be pretty good at that, but I
don't know if it would make being here worthwhile, just to move piano's or
something.”


Her eyebrows rose a bit.


“They... tend to work as mercenaries.
They're very powerful in combat. If one comes for you, it's best to run away
and hide, even for my kind. Their sense of smell is as keen as nearly any, so
for someone like you, running would be your best bet. Possibly begging. They
have a tremendous sense of honor and often won't harm someone too much weaker
than themselves. How do you know of them? Their kind are not common knowledge,
I don't believe. More to the point I know it's not. Remember I was Human
too and have lived in this world for a long time now...”


He shrugged again. “Hilda told me.
She works at the Gym. We met at lunch today.”


Claire shook her head at this. “A
lovely girl, but not the sharpest tack, I'm afraid. Not if she's sharing such
things with a person she just met.” 


Zack didn't point out that Claire had
just told him a lot more than Hilda had, also having just met him. He wanted
her to keep talking and pointing out that it might be a bad idea wouldn't help him.


“So they do the gym, the Succubi and
Incubi are at Beautiful Plus, the Weres run a clothing store where Hilda wants
to shop, so that's not the Men's store. The Chasm then, most likely. What other
groups are there, what do they do?”


“Mr. Hartley... you really need to
take care. You have a fine mind on you and a startlingly keen wit, but at the
rate you're uncovering secrets some may take offense if you don't play them a
bit closer to your chest.” She looked up at him, into his eyes. “Still, as
you've already dropped into the nest, you should probably know what kind of things
you may be facing. The Djinn are powerful, as I said. They do things with fire
that... Well, let's just say I suggest politeness with them at all times. They
run the import store. They're fine as long as you don't cheat or cross them.


“The Brer and the tricksters run the
Fun Zone. If you have to deal with them, deal as fairly as you can. It may not
save you, but sometimes it can. They aren't bad, but if you have things
to learn and resist them teaching you, it can get hard, fast. I don't know if I
can even explain what it is they actually do. It's nothing Humans easily
understand in general, or my kind either. What I can say is that it's best to
just go along with what they want, no matter how odd or uncomfortable it sounds
at the time.


“There are those from Underhill that
work preparing foods for those that eat in the food court. They... don't like
my kind much. Which is mainly a political thing, so I can't tell you a lot more
about them, except that their ways are strange and they hold to different rules
of politeness. Apparently they make good food, I hear tell. They call
themselves Alfric. I recommend not calling them anything else.


“The Demons work out of the fine
men's shop.” Seeing that mentioning Demons created shuddering and cringing in
him, she nodded. “You seem to have the right reaction toward them at least. Don't
trust them. Don't deal with them. Let yourself die, let those you love
die, before dealing with them in more than the most mundane of matters. Even
Humans should know this, but you'd be surprised how often...”


Zack continued to eat as he listened.
Since her deeper-self hadn't contradicted any of what she said, that meant
truth. Still, he noticed a significant absence in her story.


“What about Princess Pretty Nail?
What kind of creatures run that?”


“That is run by a strange race
indeed... They combine hard work, skilled craftsmanship and greed in ways
seldom seen by the likes of mortal man. They are... Korean women.”
Holding her face still her Shadow finally rose up and started laughing.


Zack smiled and after a few moments
more Claire did too.


“For some reason they got in on the
original charter. They're too popular with the ladies here to get rid of now
and they keep to themselves enough not to notice too many strange things. One
of the rules of this place, being open to the public as it is, being that
everyone has to blend with the locals. It's why there are so few stores here.
Most groups can't field enough people to keep a concern going. Or, as with the
Mages, few are willing to put in the work, being inclined to laziness as they
are. Leaving poor Lisa alone for months at a time like that, even though this
area has many of them. She's a good person, if a little too trusting...”


Zack had to nod at that one.


"I know. Did you hear how she
hired some guy off the street and then basically left him in charge for nearly
two days once? With the keys and everything." He shook his head, but
didn't add any sense of irony to it. It was, after all, just the truth.


Reaching out she patted him on the
upper arm, letting her cold fingers rest there for a moment before she said
goodbye and headed back to her own shop. 


She glanced back at him, smiling. It
was charming. It was meant to be, and she was decent at making her moves seem
real.


Zack went in the back again to look
at the contained glow hovering in the air above the carpet. He could just make
out where it led, to a stream in a dark place, or so it seemed to him. It felt
familiar somehow, in a way that frightened him a little. Enough that he started
shaking, even if he didn't feel that frightened consciously. It was odd, his
body reacting so obviously while his mind didn't. He shook his head, smiled and
forced a laugh. It was just a shortcut, if a weird one.


After a few minutes it occurred to
him that he was being paid to work, not uncover mysteries, so he made
himself forget about it and went back to cleaning and arranging the shelves.


A hidden embassy? Well, that made...
Zack wanted to tell himself it made sense, but that wasn't true.
It was better than finding out that the place really did sell drugs or fronted
stolen goods. Of course, it might also do that, too. 


That stuff with Willet Stone hadn't
exactly been kosher, had it? Were all Mages like that? Zack had to
wonder... He didn't think so, not really. They were probably like most people
were. As bad as they could get away with. Having extra powers just meant they
could get away with more.


It occurred to him that he hadn't
made any plans to get dinner earlier. Luckily he didn't think he'd really need
to eat again after all that frozen yogurt and Chinese food he had earlier. Not
that day at least. One good thing about the low rations he'd gotten used to was
that he didn't have to eat all the time to feel good any more. The extra
calories from the frozen yogurt rushed through his system, making him feel a
lot stronger and more energetic than he had in a long while.


Zack set to work again, feeling
pretty good about things. After all, the Vampire girl he'd seen had turned out
to be real. Go figure on that one, right? He'd really expected her to
just run away after mentioning her age and stuff. Maybe stopping long enough to
call him crazy first, or at least think he was weird. That had worked
out a lot better than he could have hoped. She'd even seemed happy enough as
she left and not just because of the getting away from him part.


He'd just finished organizing the
shelves along the back wall when he heard the front door open again. The sound
was normally soft, but something seemed off this time, a feeling that told him
something was wrong... and people were anxious. The very air distorted from the
anxiety. When he looked up he saw about fifteen, maybe twenty, people coming in
and walking toward the back with a sense of purpose.


Lisa waved to him when she caught his
eye, summoning him over. She looked bad, like tears had recently been
running down her face. Shocked too. 


Afraid? That seemed right, but there
was no obvious threat yet.


“There's an emergency, I can't explain
now... but people will be showing up here soon. We need coffee and something to
eat. Donuts or cookies? Can you get that for us? Take money from the till. We
should set up a coffee machine, it's going to be a long night.” Then, without
saying any more, she turned and led everyone else into the back room.












Chapter five





 


It took him about five minutes to
follow the shortcuts first back to his house and from there go around the corner
of the building to Krogers. Which, luckily, stayed open until nine. 


Grabbing a cart he looked at coffee
makers. For a store that he mainly associated with food, they had a decent
number to choose from. As he stood looking at them, Zack realized that the
subject of which machine to get was one he personally didn't have the knowledge
to handle. He decided that expediency seemed best, since Lisa had said emergency
after all. It was probably wasteful, but Zack grabbed two different brands in
hopes that one would work.


Then coffee, filters, disposable cups
and plates, plastic eating utensils. Half a dozen kind of crackers. The
flavored kind so he wouldn't have to bother with dip or spreads. Three dozen
donuts, a platter of deli sandwiches and some sodas. Mt. Dew and Coke, for the
caffeine and sugar. Then he grabbed four different kinds of readymade creamer,
real cream in a big carton, and a box with little packets of sugar. Some people
didn't like coffee, Troy had told him that once. He found it hard to understand
personally. Hopefully sugary sodas would be a good substitute if it came up for
someone like that. He also grabbed a flat of bottled water, the expensive kind,
but not mineral water. That stuff tasted horrible. Literally no one
liked it. Not even the people that fooled themselves into thinking they did.


At the counter, the woman that rang
him up, a twenty-something chubby blonde in glasses with a kind face, asked if
he was having a party. She laughed when he shook his head and told her that
this was just a light snack. Zack had to correct that almost immediately,
because it wasn't true, telling her that it was for work, but the woman laughed
anyway. He smiled in a way that he hoped didn't look creepy, and paid in cash,
making sure to keep the receipt.


Getting the cart through the shortcuts
only got tricky because he had to lead it going through. That meant pulling
hard on the cart to get it over the curb in front of the Elm tree across from
his house. The thing nearly tipped, being saved mainly due to momentum rather
than quick reflexes. From there he was able to start pushing the cart directly
into the mall. Toward the closest entrance taking him almost right to the front
door of Candles and More at least.


He backed through the store entrance
too, to avoid pushing the metal cart against the glass. Breaking that would get
him sacked for sure, even if Lisa seemed like a wonderfully kind and
understanding person so far. Only three people were in the store's front area,
and all seemed to be looking at the candles. One of them had filled a small
wicker basket with some plain tea candles. The kind that come in their own
little metal cup.


A table in the back room, that just
sat in the far left corner was what he picked as the staging area for
everything. Zack set up the food and soda first, just putting them out for
people to grab as they needed. Then he tried to figure out how to make coffee.
It looked like it would be hard at first, since he'd never set up a coffee
maker before, or made any for that matter. It turned out to be to be
straight forward enough, just plug it in, get water, measure coffee grounds
from the bag into a filter, then let it run.


This, somehow, produced coffee. Good
to know. Now he had a new skill, and you never knew when even little things
might come in handy. He glanced over the table, sensing he'd forgotten
something. Zack couldn't see what it might be, but it nagged at him. Something
important was missing.


Lisa came out of her office still
looking horrible and turned to an older man, though she spoke loud enough for
everyone to hear.


“All right, everyone listen up. We
have less than four and a half hours to get Jennifer, or else she'll almost
certainly be killed. The people that have her are... not... kind to children.
Right now we have twenty more people incoming, but even with that it will take
us nearly a day to collect enough power in order to punch a hole through to her
probable location. That's about a thousand miles from here, in California, near
San Diego. If we can get him there, we've contracted Master Wu-Li for the
actual extraction. He'll lead anyone willing to go in. If you have skills in
that area or know someone who does, let us know. If anyone has any ideas,
anything at all, now is the time to share.”


Her voice had a rough edge to it. Her
Shadow stood muttering, help, help, over and over again. Circles showed
under her eyes that weren't there earlier. She looked up, saw Zack, and walked
over.


“I'm sorry... I just walked in and
barked orders at you. It's not your job to get us food... I don't even know if
you have a car. If you need a ride, we can find someone to take you to the
store to get...” The table loaded with food, coffee and soda caught her eye. “Or
not... That was... fast work, we just got here...” The blonde woman
looked puzzled, shaking her head a little after a few seconds, trying to clear
it. “Anyway, if you could watch the front until nine, that would be great.
Thanks.” She sounded so lost to Zack that he wanted to hug her, but knew it
wouldn't help right then. Plus, that might not be socially appropriate. He
didn't know the protocol for situations like this. Were you supposed to hug
people in emergencies? How would that help?


Zack saw her stiffen as a soft
sobbing came from her office.


Shadow Lisa turned to him. I
failed her. I failed Beth. I said we'd guard her daughter and we didn't do it. I
didn't do it. If Jennifer dies it's my fault. My fault for failing, as sure as
if I killed her myself.


Then she turned and walked toward her
office, setting her shoulders and face carefully before opening the door.


At that moment Zack noticed his own
failure, what he'd forgotten. Napkins. He could run back to the store of
course, that would take him out of the store front where he might be needed.
Instead he headed to the YoGurt shop to see if he could borrow some instead.


“Claire, could I...” Except Claire
didn't stand there.


A tall, good looking man with brown
hair and light eyes, probably blue, did instead. He smiled charmingly at Zack.


“I'm not Claire, but maybe I can help
you instead? You're Zack Hartley right? From across the way?” He smiled,
showing no hint of fang. A slight tint to his skin showed that he had probably
fed recently, if that's what that rosy glow meant at least. That plus his Shadow
rubbing his stomach contentedly, saying, Don't worry, I'm full right now.


“Good, glad you're not hungry... Can
I possibly borrow some napkins? We have an emergency going on and I forgot to
get any from the store. The emergency doesn't have anything to do with napkins,
I just forgot them at the store....anyway if I could...”


The man dashed around the counter
with good speed, reached down and grabbed three foot long bundle of white
wrapped in plastic. “Here you go. Back to your emergency. I'm Keane, I'll be
here most of the night, so come get me if you need more of anything.”


“Thanks. I'll bring back whatever is
left as soon as possible, probably tomorrow.” Zack did his own dashing now. Not
as fast as the Vampire had, of course, but fast enough. He hit the door quickly
and headed toward the back again. He situated a nice pile of napkins next to
the coffee cups and plates, another next to the donuts and sandwiches. Then he
put a small wastebasket next to the table.


Finding no need to stand in the back
with everyone else and mill about, he decided that the front made more sense
for him. That was his job after all. Being a clerk was what he got paid for. It
had just turned eight, and a few people looked like they might actually be
ready to purchase something.


He sat on the chair behind the
counter, a stool with a back on it rather than a regular chair, so whoever sat
in it would be visible all the time. Zack didn't know what else to do. No one
seemed to really be buying anything after all. They just milled in and out of
the store, unfortunately.


Sweeping seemed a lost cause until
people cleared out and reorganizing the shelves made no sense either. It felt
to him that the people milled and picked things up because they didn't know
what else to do with themselves. Well, he could fix the store later, if they
needed to mess it up now in order to gain some small bit of comfort. It wasn't
like his normal day was so busy he couldn't find time for it.


A small man, who looked Asian,
possibly Chinese, came in at about eight-forty-five or so. After glancing
around the shop for a few moments, sizing things up or looking for exits maybe,
he headed to the counter. “Excuse me please, but I'm Wu-Li. I believe I 'm
expected?”


“Ah, yes I believe you are, Master,
if you'll come this way?” Zack hopped up quickly, and led the gentleman to the
back. 


Something about him seemed...
strange. His inner-self moved in near perfect unison with his outer self, which
struck Zack as unnatural and a little eerie. It occurred to him that his own
Shadow self must be even more off-putting to people than this was. The man just
seemed... perfectly honest in everything he said and did. Not a bad thing, just
different. Pure. Focused.


Going straight to Lisa's office door
and knocking without hesitation Zack called out, “Lisa, Master Wu-Li is
here...” The door opened nearly immediately, but instead of letting the Master
in, Lisa came out and shut the door behind her.


She'd changed into a white robe-type
garment. It looked a little like something Greeks or Romans might have worn in
ancient history to Zack. Pretty. It probably had to do with this power raising
ceremony thing that they, the Mages, had planned. He wondered if that circle
they kept under the rug had anything to do with it?


Lisa passed Wu-Li a photo of a young
girl. “This is Jennifer. We have a half dozen volunteers to go with you, but...
I don't think we can get you there in time. We can raise the power to open a gate
to the local node, but even if we did it within the hour, you may not be able
to make it to where we guess she's being kept right now before her father kills
her at midnight. They may not even wait that long, midnight's just a guess...”


Zack went cold hearing this.


He felt his pulse start to race
without control. It took work to hide the shaking of his hands which he did by
holding his arms across his chest, folded. Then taking a deep breath he locked
down his fear for the little girl, that anger at her father. It was pure rage
really. Then Zack focused his mind as intently as possible, on nothing at all.
The shaking eased a little. 


The burning desire to harm the man
didn't.


This left a few questions for Zack,
even though everyone else seemed to understand the situation. For one thing,
why did her father want to kill her? The girl in the picture looked maybe six
or seven... Why not just sell her into sexual slavery, like normal parents?


Zack caught himself instantly and
stopped thinking about that. That wasn't normal and didn't bear thinking
about right now.


If they had her picture, why didn't they
just find her in the shortcut in front of them and go get her? They were all
mages after all. Even a child could do it. He could do it. It was scary
to imagine and he started shaking again. 


Lock it down, he told himself. Come on, don't
freak out here. Ignore this. Don't think about it.


Only... she was just a little girl.
Someone had to help her and if these people didn't know how... Glancing at the
point above the circle again made Zack feel weak, sick. Anger circled through
this too, at a father that would kill his own child like that.


He went back to the front of the
shop, shaking harder now, shivering like he stood naked in the snow. Zack felt
his breath catch and felt like sobbing. Things, black things, bad things,
threatened to surge to the front of his mind. It made him feel things. Horror
being the least of them. To get through it he forced his mind to be quiet. Silent
even. So carefully not thinking about his own past that he almost didn't notice
when the clock struck nine.


Zack locked the door and turned the
sign to say they were closed. 


Time to go now, he thought. His feet carried him to
the back room, almost against his will. It felt strange to him. Like he wasn't
really in control of himself. Zack knew he should just go home. He
didn't want to go to the back room. The position was store clerk
after all, not... whatever it was he was considering now.


Was moron a position you could get
for a job? If so, then he apparently had it already, didn't he?


 Still he walked. Moving against the
current of terror that threatened to overwhelm him, his body trembling in
reaction.


The sensation that came over him then
felt... strange. Zack's face felt numb, for one thing. Also, he didn't
feel like he could control his limbs at all. Almost like he'd become a puppet.
Like someone else pulled the strings that made him move now. It was really
annoying that whoever that was didn't realize he needed to go the other way. The
doctors at the institution would have called it a dissociative state, but
they'd have been wrong. At best it was an associative condition. 


He associated what that floating glow
in the middle of the room contained with all the things he didn't want
to think about.


Freaking heck. What part of run away
was too hard to understand? Just turn around and flee... God. So stupid. Zack
took a deep breath and grinned a little grimly. Three days in to his new job
and now he was going to die already? That was so bad that he couldn't even make
a joke out of it.


“Lisa, the store's closed now. I'm
going to go and get that little girl... I should be back later, I think. I hope
so at least. I really need this job, I haven't paid my half of the rent for...
months.” Zack heard his own voice, which seemed hollow, if filled with a bit of
cheeriness he didn't really feel. It sounded like he was miles away, tinny and
buzzing rather than the normal tenor he expected. Turning to the Asian man
sharply, Zack held his hand out to take the picture from him. The fellow, who
looked about thirty, and felt vastly older, just handed the picture to him
without question. Once he had it he stared for a minute, trying to get a sense
of the girl. Who she was, what made her... her. 


The tiny Shadow came through the
picture, crying out for help. Wailing in fear. Terror. He couldn't go to her
through a piece of paper, not that he knew of anyway. No one spoke to him or
said anything. They were probably used to weird people doing strange things at
odd times. Being a Mage could do that to you, he guessed.


He looked up at, then into the
space, the void in the air. He gazed into the glow and ripples so hard that he
nearly lost himself in it. After a few minutes he could see the girl from the
picture, lying chained to a table by a metal collar around her throat. She
still seemed scared, and tears streaked her face. The little Shadow-self inside
her looked up at him and cried for help again, silently. Afraid or not, going
to die or not, he couldn't leave her there alone. Zack wouldn't do that. That
was really the only thing wasn't it? They might both perish, but someone was
freaking going to try. No matter what it cost.


“Master Wu-Li... there seem to be
thirteen people in the room. Other than the girl, I mean. They all have knives
that I can see. Silver colored metal, with white handles, kind of shiny. I
think there's at least one or two guns, but there could be more. Can you handle
that by yourself? I... don't think I can take more than one person with me and we
need to go now. They're about to kill her. I may not be able to do
anything when we get there... I don't know how to fight or anything like that,
either...”


Zack said it without inflection,
quietly so that only those closest to him could possibly hear. Lisa was back
talking to some other people. Two women and an older man that looked important.


Wu-Li stroked his chin, it seemed
more like a habit than anything else. “I should be able to take out ten under
such conditions, if they're not great fighters. Possibly more. Less if there
are supernatural forces involved.” The man smiled gently. “I think it is worth
going, if we can. Death awaits all men, after all. It is not to be feared.
Right now my greatest fear is that I will fail this child, not my own death.”


It hit Zack what half his problem was
then. He sighed and shook his head.


“My greatest fear is what I might
meet in that abyss. I know it's cowardly...” Shaking almost uncontrollably,
Zack took the Master's arm in both hands, turned toward the glow in the air,
stepped into it, and vanished.


Everything went dark around them. This
kind of dark could drink your soul, the voice had said to him. You're
just a Human, so protect your soul, by turning it into a single thing,
something compact and hard. Burying it inside of you, so deep the Demons
couldn't see what you had done. That had been about something else, he
remembered. It all came back in a rush. Everything.


He heard it all now, the voice,
smooth and deep, deeper than could be heard. Zack heard it anyway. The Shadow,
the Big Shadow, stood around him, huge, implacable, protecting him from the
vast nothing.


You can do this, little one. The voice, the Big Shadow, told him. Let
your inner self grow and spread around this being. If you bring others here,
protect them as I protect you now. Do it. Do it or the old man dies now. If he
dies the little girl dies as well. DO IT!


Zack made his Shadow-self grow,
surrounding the ancient being he pulled with him through the line. Wu-Li, in
this place, in this moment, the man held no secrets from him. The hundreds of
years he'd walked the Earth opened to Zack, his skills and desires merged and
held no mystery. To protect his mind, Zack made himself forget most of it
immediately, as he'd learned to do long ago.


Good boy! You remember what I taught
you. Now, you'll have to exit the line at the node point, remember? Then you
must carry him to the girl. Quickly now, time runs short for her. You'll be in
pain when you come out. You must take the pain, and leave the man unencumbered
by it so he may fulfill his part in this, but you must not hesitate too long...
The Big Shadow
pointed without movement, directing him to a place that didn't exist.


There, go out through there, now,
that is the way to her. Go!


Zack took a step that wasn't a step toward
the point where he needed to go. Will I ever see you again? He asked the
Big Shadow. 


See me? Yes. I will always be here
for you, even when I'm not... But I think this may be amongst the very last
times that you will need
me. Now go and save the little one from the Monsters.


He finished the step he had started
in Washington and came out on the ground in California. Pain coursed through
him. He knew it had to do with how long he took to cover Master Wu-Li. It was
his trip through the line, so he took the penalty for his failure. The lines
didn't allow mistakes. It freaking hurt though. Enough to drop Zack to his
knees.


“Are you well. Can you walk?” The old
man spoke urgently though quietly. “I don't think we have much more time...”


“Right. Sorry, I messed something up
and have to suffer for it, so I learn to do it correctly. Something like that
at least. This way.” He took off at a dogged trot, his own Shadow flowing and
pulling him toward a shortcut to the girl. At least he hoped it did. The pain
receded only slightly as he focused on the world around him. The memories that had
been blocked from him had come back, all at once, demanding his attention. Zack
knew he couldn't afford the time it would take right then. To think too hard on
those things would cripple him right now. Jennifer couldn't just wait, so he
made himself set it aside.


“This... isn't going to be fun. I
can't explain it quickly. Basically, I need you to hang on to me, and run, keep
moving no matter what and don't let go of me. I don't know how long this will
take, so be ready to fight at any moment. Got it?”


“Yes.” The word was simple, pure and
committed. As if the man just accepted that Zack could do what he'd just said.


Who knew, maybe he could?


Taking the lead, so he could pull the
ancient master with him, he leaped sideways and twisted with all his might toward
the next gap in reality. Wu-Li, impressively, tracked with him through
this, landed on his feet and kept running, hanging on to his belt by a single
hand the entire time without more than a light tug at his waist as he changed
directions suddenly.


Again he twisted, this time through a
tiny Shadow, too small to be seen most of the time, even by him. He could
follow it only because the void had caused him to let go of his normal filters,
forcing him to see even more of reality than normal. It opened up onto a
highway. Because that just had to happen eventually, didn't it? The traffic
came at them, but he charged straight at it. He had to get to the girl.
To Jennifer. He had to. Because no one had gotten to him. Not in time.
He remembered that now. He remembered it all, but he couldn't process it. There
would be time for that later.


No twist would do it this time, so he
leaped, instead, right at the headlight coming at him not ten feet away. Wu-Li
simply leaped with him. He didn't even blink, Zack thought, as they
landed. Then he stopped thinking suddenly.


They were in water. Salt water it
tasted like as he sucked it into his lungs. Zack started to panic and coughed,
his head going under water as a small wave caught him, he kicked, but only made
it to the surface because Wu-Li still had him by the belt.


 “Can't really swim!” He gasped, even
though he tried to keep struggling toward the next shortcut about twenty feet
ahead.


“That's all right, I can. Relax now.
Roll to you back, arch it and take a full breath of air. I'll push you. What
way?”


The thin young man rolled over,
arched his back, relaxed and took as deep a breath as he could, fire burning
through his lungs for a moment from the first breath he took of water. “Go! The
way my head is pointed, about twenty feet or so.”


The Master pushed him, kicking
strongly through the water. In about thirty seconds they reached the spot, more
or less. Zack fought the burning in his lungs and tried to hold back the panic
he felt.


“Grab my arm. I'm going to pull us
through. I think this is the last one, we should end up in the room with the
girl. Ready”


Grasping his arm firmly with both
hands the elder man took a single, very slow, breath. “Ready”.


He rotated his body in a way that
couldn't quite count as a flip, turned and pulled, catching a face full of
salty water that went into his lungs again, then moving them both into a dark room
lit only by candles.


There was time for two heart beats
and a loud cough from him as water was forced from his lungs.


Then all hell broke loose.












Chapter six





 


Wu-Li moved silently, with no yelling
or shouting. In that way it wasn't like a good Kung-Fu movie at all. Just in
every other way.


He walked across the room. Waving
his hand in one direction, a person on that side would fall, even if it didn't
make a lot of sense to Zack. Then he'd kick another person to hit a leg at a
precise point and someone else would go down. There were what looked like
flourishes, except that each of them ended with someone else being hit, so hard
that a lot of them didn't get back up.


When a man wearing a flowing red and
black robe charged him with a knife, the Master held up his right hand and made
a few small circular gestures. At the end of this pattern, his Shadow stretched
out of his body, circling into and through the man and into the floor, then
came back to his body in a continuous stream.


The man screamed in pain as all of
his muscles locked up and he danced backwards like a person with a high voltage
current running through him. Or maybe, Zack thought, the man screamed in shock?
His Shadow didn't show pain, just looked baffled and worried.


Zack wanted to help, but the pain hit
him again. He'd fought it ever since he left the line of darkness, just as he
fought not to think about what he had remembered in that place. It had been
right to fear it. Not because of what waited him there, which turned out to be
a good thing. His oldest and best friend. It was because of what it freed inside
of him. 


Some things are better left buried.
Now it was too late for that. He remembered the void, and remembered what had been
hidden from him even there. For longer than seemed possible. The time before
the void. Those moments between his being given away and the absolute
nothingness that he'd spent so very long in. He focused intently, locking all
of this away from his thoughts for the moment, so that he could pay attention
to the now.


Zack was gasping and wheezing due to
the water he'd sucked into his lungs at the end of last shortcut. If they
survived this, he really needed to get some swimming lessons, he
decided.


The ancient man had downed four of
the people coming at him already, even if it had only been a few seconds. Then moved
toward where the largest group of them stood. They mainly tried to run away
from him at this point, as everyone that got close to him screamed or fell down
suddenly. On the other side of the room a man pulled a small handgun from
inside his robes and pointed it at the Master.


“Wu-Li! Left, gun!” The
croaking sound apparently had enough force behind it to get his attention,
because the old Master dropped to the floor suddenly, in a strange position,
his legs spread and balanced on one palm and his feet. A bullet fired into the
space he'd just been in. He countered by returning a punch with his free hand toward
the man, a kind of screwing gesture, that sent the briefest flash of his
internal self toward the robed gunman. A black line of force that struck at the
man instantly.


The gunman's face caved in like he
had been struck with a sledge hammer, dropping him to the ground, mewling
soggily, before he could fire again. It was impressive.


After wheezing a few more drops of
water out of his lungs, Zack tried to stand. On his second attempt he managed
it and started toward where the little girl, Jennifer, was chained to the stone
alter. After a few clumsy steps he saw that a man, one with a beard and
freakishly piercing light blue eyes, stood pointing a gun at the girl.


“I do this for my Lord, the only true
lord!” The man screamed out loud, as his Shadow self screamed incoherently.


There was no way he could get to them
in time. The feet on his legs could barley mange to walk, so running was out
already as an option. Even if he could do that, speed wasn't really his thing.
Nothing physical really was. In panic Zack tried to copy what he'd seen Wu-Li
do with his own Shadow, hoping it would do something, at least. Even a
small distraction would be enough. 


He focused a sudden burst of his
inner self, his Shadow, and sent it toward the man. It ripped into him like
some kind of clawed beast, then remembering what he'd noticed earlier, Zack
wrapped this around and through the man's body, past the floor and into himself
again. It got held as long as he could manage. The man had fallen down, but he
didn't know what happened after that. He couldn't see the man past the table
the girl had been chained to, he could still hear the screaming from the other
side.


A few moments later, at least it
seemed like a few moments to him, Wu-Li appeared.


“Mr. Hartley, though the being still
cries out, I think his soul has departed. You may wish to release your hold on
him, unless you plan to use this as a warning to others here that still live?” The
older man sounded very calm about the whole thing, relaxed even.


“Right. Sorry.” Letting go felt
wonderful... and horrible at the same time. Every nerve screamed, again and again.
Not in pain, or pleasure. It was something different. Or some
combination of the two. He couldn't tell. Eventually it stopped, leaving him
breathless and empty. 


Then the world went dark and
everything stopped for a while.


He woke to find a small form clinging
to him.


“Hello.” He spoke in a soft voice so
he wouldn't scare her. He used his Shadow self to say, I'm a friend. Your
Mommy sent me. Of course after projecting that he realized that he didn't
actually know that Beth, the only name he'd heard mentioned with Jennifer's,
had anything to do with being her Mom, or that “mommy” was a good word that
would let the girl feel secure.


Still, the girl seemed calmer, so it
may have been a good thing to say. Her mom must be a good, normal mother. Not
like his had been.


“Are you okay? Don't die. I don't
want to be alone again.” Jennifer didn't say this very loud, it had the tone of
a little girl whisper, talking to her doll or God.


“Yeah, I think I'll live.” It took
some struggling to sit up. “I just fell in some water earlier and I don't swim
very well. Hey, have you seen the other man that I had with me?”


She nodded and pointed to a blue
painted wooden door off to his right.


“He said if I heard screaming I
should cover my ears like this.” Hands covered her ears on either side and she
pushed her shoulders up for extra sound proofing. After holding that pose for a
second she uncovered them. “I haven't heard anything yet.”


More struggling took him to his feet.
He felt like someone had taken turns kicking him after he passed out. He also
felt like someone had burned his throat with a cigar or maybe a butane lighter
and then fed him hot sauce. Zack realized that all of that would have taken
planning, except the kicking part, so odds were none of it had taken place.


He half-fell, half-walked to the door
and knocked.


Wu-Li opened it a few seconds later.
His face crinkled into a large and genuine grin.


“Good! I see you're recovering from
your exertions already. It hasn't even been five minutes yet. We're done here
now. I think we should leave as soon as you're both ready. It wouldn't serve to
be here if the constabulary arrives.” His Shadow, which had so far acted in
nearly perfect concert with his external self turned to him now.


I've killed them all. I don't wish
the child to know, but they couldn't be left alive. We have no way to control
or punish them for their crimes otherwise. Please don't mention this...


“Right. Give me a few seconds and I should be ready to
go... Hey, Jennifer, are you all ready? We may have to walk a little bit to get
home, is that okay?” The little girl stared up at him and nodded.


“Very good then.” The old man simply
stood. Relaxed and waiting, as if they had all the time in the world. After a
few minutes it became clear to Zack that this level of discomfort would have to
serve, as it wouldn't be going away any time soon. Not without drugs at least. It
was possible to block out the pain, he knew how, somewhere inside, he just
couldn't bear to sort out the memories right now. Later, when he'd gotten them
back safely, he'd try. He'd start to work back through it all. There was so
much, more than was really possible to deal with.


Zack moved toward the door, then
remembered that not only did that room hold a bunch of bodies, but going that
way would require swimming.


“Hey, Wu-Li, can you get us outside
do you think?”


The youthful looking old man, who for
all his centuries might be younger than himself, Zack realized, nodded and led
them up some stairs. He went first, not finding any resistance to their
leaving. All the monsters had been at the sacrifice, no doubt.


Several minutes later, everyone
safely outside, Zack found a shortcut that took them all the way into Oregon.
This led him to an extended series of links that eventually got him back home
and from there he got them all to the mall. They had to walk with him in the
lead, and all holding hands, but Jennifer didn't seem to find this unusual. 


She also didn't seem to notice the
rapid changes in scenery. It took about an hour of walking, mainly because
Jennifer didn't have shoes on and while she walked without complaint, it
obviously hurt to do so. Wu-Li carried her when they weren't actually going
through one of the shortcuts.


They got to the Mall at about
midnight, a little before that really, meaning that whole mad dash, fight and
him lounging around after, with a complicated trip home, had taken less than
three hours all together.


He still had his key to the front
door in his pocket, which, considering his swim seemed fortunate, so he just
let them all in to the store. 


“Um. We're home...” He called out as
they walked to the back.


A woman he didn't recognize came out.
She had steel gray hair, and a burgundy colored sari on. At least, Zack though
it was a Sari. It could have been something else, a loose wrap of some kind?
When she saw Jennifer she started yelling “It's Jennifer! They got her in time!
Beth, Jennifer's here, she's all right, Beth!”


Beth ran out of the back, knocking
over the small table that had been set up as an end cap display in the process
and ran straight to Jennifer, nearly pushing Wu-Li over in the process as well.
He just smiled though, and stepped back.


“Oh, my baby, my baby!”


“Mommy!” Jennifer grabbed her and
instantly started crying.


Zack realized his instinct had been
correct, and Beth actually did seem to be Jennifer's Mom. He made a point of
filing that away for later, focusing on it intently for a few seconds.


An almost palpable sigh of relief
traveled through the crowd as the tensioned ended. Everyone had been on edge
for hours now, no doubt.


“I'm not one to look a gift horse in
the mouth... But what exactly happened here tonight?” This came from a man that
looked to be about forty, wearing a nice suit, which stood out amongst all the
robes and raiment the others had on. He looked like a lawyer.


“We got there and Master Wu-Li
stopped them from,” he looked over at Jennifer “doing something bad. If you
want to know anything more I think you should talk to him about it in the back
room.”


The lawyer looking fellow actually
took the hint and smiled a little. “Yes, if you could all join me in the back
then, or perhaps Lisa's office, if she'll lend it to the task?”


Lisa nodded and turned, leading the
way.


Half the crowd tried to go with them,
the other half stayed with Beth and Jennifer. Zack wanted to stay in the store
with that group, if he wasn't going home, but several people motioned
for him to come with them instead. He shrugged, not understanding what they
could possibly want him for. 


Plus, it was bedtime.


Lisa had a nice office. Spacious
even, though the twenty odd people crammed in made things a little tight.
Someone thoughtfully gave chairs to Wu-Li, Zack and a very, very old looking
woman. She situated her robes carefully, all eyes upon her. Only when she
seemed ready did the suit start talking again. That was polite of him, Zack
figured.


“Master Wu-Li, could you share with
us what happened this evening? Please start at the beginning.”


“Very well, Mr. Penbroke. At around
eight I found myself contacted by your representative here, Lisa. She informed
me of the situation involving young Jennifer and asked for my assistance, at
normal combat rates. I agreed and waived short notice remuneration due to the
special circumstances.” Wu-Li filled in the time before the trip from his own
perspective, which was different than Zack's, holding a lot more worry from the
Mages in the back of the shop. Then he talked about how Zack had come back
after closing the store and looked into the void.


“He said something about fearing what
he might find within the line, and then immediately took me within it.”


Penbroke held up a hand at this.
“You're aware that only Demons can do that, right? Only Demons have the ability
to walk the lines under their own power, and only very strong ones can
take another being with them, especially on short notice. It takes us days to
collect enough energy to open and hold a line and tens, sometimes hundreds of
people....”


“Perhaps that is true. I do not know.
What I do know is that in that line I felt myself start to drift away. Mr. Hartley
then extended his qi, his life energy, over mine to protect me. When we emerged
an instant later, he was wracked with great pain. I deal with chronic, severe
and even terminal pain in my work as a healer and apothecary. I know the signs.
Still, he nearly instantly got up and began to take me through what he called
shortcuts I don't know the exact distance we covered going, but I'd guess it
was over fifty miles of travel in about seven minutes. I'll have to check some
maps and other data to confirm this later though.


“The second to last of these shortcuts
took us into a body of salt water. At this point, Mr. Hartley nearly drowned.
We made it through and into the sub-basement where Jennifer was being kept,
chained to a stone table by her neck.


“We subdued the people there, exactly
thirteen and armed as Mr. Hartley had seen. Then after making certain that none
of them survived, we walked back here, using more of those shortcuts, rather
than a Nexus or line. That took about an hour.”


The old woman looked at her hands,
which rested in her lap. After a few moments everyone looked at her. She kept
staring at her hands though.


“Mr. Hartley. I wonder if you would
do me a favor... I have a trinket I carry with me... would you be willing to
carry it for me for a while? It would probably set some minds at ease if you
did...” When she turned her hands over, the right one held a necklace with
beads on it. They looked like small bones, each inked with complex runes. She
held her hand out to give them to Zack.


“What do I do with it?” He asked.


“Oh, if you could put them on, that
would be good enough, just slip it over your head, it should be long enough to
fit easily.” Her smile felt genuine, but her uncertainty showed on a deep level
to Zack. She hid it pretty well from everyone else, looking merely interested,
not concerned with the outcome.


He slipped it on as suggested. It
didn't have a clasp anywhere. It buzzed with intent, with Magic. Still, that
intent didn't seemed aimed to hurt him so he sat waiting for a minute while
everyone looked at him, many even seemed to be holding their breath while
waiting.


“Very good then!” The old woman said,
and clapped her hands together once. “He's not a Demon. We didn't think
so, but I had to check, you understand. Until today no one else has ever done
what you did except for Demons and to the best of our knowledge your trick with
these 'shortcuts' of yours is something even they can't manage. You can take
those off if you want, now.” She addressed most of this to Zack directly.


“Did you meet it?” A man's voice came
from the back. “In the line, did you meet what you feared would be there? I
heard you say something like that before you stepped into the Nexus point...”
The voice sounded embarrassed to be asking, but didn't retract the question.


“Oh. That.... yes.”


The Lawyerly Penbroke leaned forward.
“What did you meet?” He said this suggestively, as if asking if it had been
some kind of monster or Demon.


While Zack had met something like
that, that hadn't been what he feared to meet. It never had been.


“I met my missing memories there. I'd
been making myself not think of certain things from my past, but I couldn't do
that there. Now I remember everything. I... really wish I didn't.”


Lisa's eyes popped open, realizing a
bit of what this might mean.


“About when you were missing as a
child? About what happened to you?”


Penbroke jumped on this as if it held
a prize for him “So, when you were a child you made some kind of deal with a
Demon? That's unusual, but I've heard it can happen. What did they make you pay
for this ability?”


“What? No, no deals with anyone. I...
remembered that my parents sold me on the black market as a child sex slave and
being passed around for a year, more than a year, before something rescued me.”
Something must have passed over his face then, because even though his Shadow self
hadn't reacted to this outburst, both Wu-Li and a tall women standing to the
left of Penbroke stiffened in readiness to fight. The woman, a blonde, fingered
a crystal held loosely in her left hand. Wu-Li oriented his attention toward her,
as if ready to strike her down if she tried to attack Zack.


The old women just reached over and
patted Zack's hand. “I'm sorry you had to go through that at all, much less
have it wake back up helping one of ours. George here will apologize now and
we'll stop rubbing salt in old wounds, isn't that right, George?”


Penbroke managed to actually look
chagrined. “Ah, yes, I'm sorry. I was being insensitive and foolish. You're a
hero here today, no matter what you are. Please accept first my apology and
then my thanks for what you've done.”


“Yeah. No problem.” Zack yawned.
“Hey, if there's nothing more I'm needed for right now, I'd like to get some
rest. I don't know if I'm supposed to open tomorrow or not, but either way I
need to sleep soon.”


Lisa looked at him with surprise on
her face. “Oh, I'll open tomorrow. Of course. Come in whenever you feel like
it. You deserve a rest.” Her words hung in the air for a time.


The crowd around her looked oddly
awkward suddenly, as if it hadn't occurred to them that he still had to work the
next day. He couldn't quite place their thoughts, and had too little energy to
bother checking in with their deeper selves. If they wanted him to know, he
figured someone would tell him, eventually.


He stumbled up, said good night and
made his way out the front. He got a hug from Jennifer as he walked past and
another from Beth. A third woman also gave him a hug. Which baffled him a
little, as he had no clue about her identity. They did let him get to the door
after that, so it was fine.


Ten minutes later his head hit the
pillow. Three minutes after that, sleep hit him.


Hard.












Chapter seven





 


A night full of dreams in which he
relived every bad memory from a very bad time in his life didn't do much to
restore Zack's energy. It did get him up early though, so there was a
silver lining there. It just turned ten when he decided that trying to sleep
more would just lead to bad things anyway, so instead he decided to get up.


Climbing out of bed he managed to go
through all the early morning motions. Washing himself with hot water for about
ten minutes, trying to loosen up the stiff muscles in his back and neck, which
had been strained sometime during the night. Either during his trip or as he
tossed and turned later. His lungs hurt too, probably from the inhaled water.
He tried to remember to get swimming lessons when he could afford it.


After shaving and dressing he headed
to the living room and plopped down next to Troy on the old sofa they had found
sitting on a street half a year before, who had a game control in his hand,
though the game didn't move on the screen. Paused probably.


“Hey, are you working today?” The
game controller held loosely, jiggling up and down a little as his bare foot
fidgeted on the floor.


“Yeah, I'm not opening today though.
I'm heading out in a few minutes.”


Shadow Troy looked at him, seeming a
little worried. We need to talk money now...


“Oh, yeah! Hey, wait here a second. I have some money.”
Zack went to his room and searched his pockets for the money he gotten the
other day from Lisa as an advance.


Returning with it in hand he gave it
all over to Troy. The bills were damp from being in his pocket when he went
swimming. Grinning he told Troy about being dunked in water the night before by
accident. It would dry, he knew.


After counting it, Troy glanced up at
him and set it aside. “That's great! With that and what I can put in this month
we'll be all caught up on our bills, if we can just come up with two
hundred more. We have a week, so it should be doable if we hustle. I should be
able to cover it actually, if tips are good. Cool. Looks like things are coming
together finally.”


Nodding at the other man, Zack sat
down again. “That's an advance on my next check that Lisa gave me. I don't know
how much more I'll have left after that, if anything. I'll try to think of
something so that you don't have to work so hard. You've been carrying me for
months now.”


“Don't sweat it, man. You'd do the
same for me and you know, that which does not kill us makes us stronger and
all, right?” Shadow Troy looked over at him with a sly glance. “Tell me, any
ladies catching your eye at work? This Lisa sounds nice for instance, giving
you money already... I know I'm a fan. Any others calling to your little
Zack?”


Troy had moved into his “playful”
mode. The only things Zack could do right now required him to either walk away
quickly or go with it. Since exhaustion made running too much work at the
moment, sharing seemed the order of the day.


“Well, the girl from the frozen
yogurt place seems nice. She's the manager there actually. Her name's Claire.
She's brought me a couple of ice cream things. Frozen yogurt, I mean. Anyway,
they were really good. There's this caramel thing she brought me yesterday...
so wonderful.”


The inner Troy stared at him with a
leering grin.


“Oh, and I met this really nice girl,
Hilda. She's foreign, German or something, I guess. She works at the Gym.
That's about all so far, at least to talk to.”


Leaning forward to drop the game
controller on the cardboard box they used as a coffee table, Troy turned on him
suddenly, pointing at him accusingly. “Dude, I think you forgot the most
important thing here!”


Shifting away from the finger
hovering about three feet from his face he cowered a little. “What did I
forget?” This came out meekly.


“Just the most important things! Are
they hot? If so, are they single? Are you going to ask them out and if
not, do you mind if I do? Details man! Details!”


“Oh. Uh, that's way more than one
thing. Well, I don't know if Lisa has anyone, but she's good-looking, I guess.
My boss... so I'm not going to date her or anything. She's older, a bit, like
thirty something older...”


“Nice. A little MILF action, you
mentioned that before... Go on.” Waving hands replaced the accusing finger.


“Um, Hilda's good-looking, I guess. I
didn't ask if she's seeing anyone, but I don't think so. She seemed a little
down on herself, about her looks, which doesn't fit because she's great looking,
tall and kind of muscular, but not like a dude, you know? Claire's a little
thin, but pretty enough, I think. I know she's single. I asked. I don't know if
I'll ask any of them out. Definitely not until I get some money coming in.
Inviting women back to my place for a dinner of ramen my roommate bought
doesn't seem like a very workable strategy.”


Shadow Troy laughed at this. Outer
Troy nodded sagely though. “Sound plan, to wait a bit. Still, you need to
work them now, let them know if you're interested. The first few interactions
are crucial. If you wait and try to be their friends for too long, women put
you in that category forever. Which means no sex for you. Best to either write
them off that way early or let them see that you want them. Speaking of women,
there's a couple hot ones coming into the club lately. You should come in this
weekend some time and have a look. Even if it's just window shopping...”


They agreed that Zack would try to go
in to The Tarantula Friday or Saturday, if he could. Not that he wanted to, as
crowds didn't sit really well with him. All those conflicting messages from the
inner and outer selves. What else did he have to do though? Sleep?


The Tarantula, now that he thought of
it, seemed a funny name. He knew it meant tarantula, everyone pronounced it
funny though, 'Tar-un-too-la' like a foreign word or something. The club had
been all right the few times he had gone before, even though he just sat and
drank Sprite.


Sleep sounded nice at this point,
though. If he could do it without dreams.


That decided, Troy headed off to bed
and Zack thought it wasn't too early to go in to work and see what damage had been
done to the store by all those people the night before.


Once out the door he got through the
shortcut across the street and covered the parking lot at a quick walk. Mainly
trying to work out some of the stiffness from the previous night. He made it to
the mall in just a few minutes, which was a little slower than normal, but not much.
It wasn't like he was damaged that badly, just a bit sore. 


Inside he saw Claire through the
window of her business. Zack waved when she looked up. She didn't wave back.
She looked a little shocked to see him for some reason, actually. Maybe she
hadn't expected him to be working since he hadn't opened in the morning? It was
hard to know and asking felt a bit rude, so he smiled and went into his own
place of work.


The back room still had all the food
sitting on the table uncovered, though someone had rinsed out the coffee
pot and left it sitting upside down next to the machine, which should make
cleaning it easier later. A few crumbled napkins littered the floor near the
trash can. Plates with donuts and partially eaten sandwiches sat on the floor
in various places where people had set them down, lacking anywhere else to put
them.


Shaking his head, he headed toward
the supply closet. On his way past Lisa's office door she called out to him.


“Hello?”


“Hi, Lisa. I'm just grabbing a
garbage bag, so that I can clean up the back room. Sorry I left so quickly last
night. I was just exhausted, you know? Oh! What do you want done with the extra
food? The sandwiches have meat so they should be tossed I think, but the donuts
are still fine, the ones in the closed box at least should be. The crackers are
the same...”


She rounded her desk and grabbed him
around the arms in a tight hug.


“Are you all right? What are you
doing here? You should be at home resting and recovering. I can take care of
things here for a day.” Worried eyes stared at him from about six inches away.


“Well, I'm a little stiff. My
lungs hurt, too. I don't know if it's from that running around I did last night
or the bad dreams I had. Tired, but I couldn't sleep anyway, so I decided to
come in.” Shrugging as well as he could while being hugged, Zack tried to smile
on both levels of being.


“You know, I wonder if the people at
the Gym would like the donuts and stuff. I know that Hilda eats fried food, so
maybe the others do too? Should we just keep the left over sodas? They should
keep for a while, right?”


The older looking woman let him go
and stepped back. Her inner self looked at him, worried still and asked him if
he really felt well. He signaled that he felt okay and could work, just
telling her this outright on the deeper level.


She smiled on the surface then. “You
know, I don't know if the Gym people would like donuts or not. I suppose it
can't hurt to take them some and see. I don't think it will be taken amiss at
least.”


Nodding he set to work. A few minutes
later he had the donuts and crackers ready to go, the unused napkins sitting on
top, to be delivered to the YoGurt shop on the way over. There was also a small
bag of trash, tied off and ready to go out to the dumpster that sat along the
back of the building. Lisa told him that his front door key also would work to
let him in and out the back way, so he didn't have to take the trash through
the mall itself. That would be less tacky, which was a good thing.


He ran that out first, making sure
the lid closed tightly before coming back in. A sign on the dumpster asked him
to. He generally tried to do what signs said. Most people didn't really seem to
see most of them and ignored them about half the time, but they were almost
always accurate.


Then Zack washed his hands in the
tiny bathroom across from the supply closet and set off to deliver everything.
Claire's napkins first.


After a moment Zack realized as he
walked into the YoGurt shop that he should take some napkins with him to the
gym. He'd have to ask Claire if that would be all right, he decided.


“Mr. Hartley! How are you, this fine
day?” Her accent, normally an Irish lilt that barely surfaced, seemed much
stronger today. “I heard there was a little excitement across the way last
night. You're well, I trust?”


“Yep. Doing fine, thanks for asking.
I borrowed some napkins here from the night man, Ken, I think he said his name
was? Nice guy, he really saved the day. I'd have had to go all the way back to
the store otherwise.” Zack skewed the man's name on purpose, because it was odd
and people expected little errors in speech. It made them feel more
comfortable in the long run. He also knew that he had to respond on the inner
side of things too or she'd be worried. Keane did great! Thank you for the
napkins. I'm fine.


Grinning she spoke, her accent much
less pronounced, “Keane? He'll be glad to hear that his actions were the lynch
pin to the evening's success. I'll be sure to let him know. Now, why do you
have a box of donuts?” I don't eat food...


“We got these for people last night,
in case they needed quick energy or something. I'm just going to take them down
to the gym, in case some of those people might like them. Otherwise they'll
just go to waste, so, I figured, why not?” As Zack watched her, she seemed to
come to a realization of some kind, at least Shadow Claire snapped her fingers
and looked up suddenly.


“If you don't mind playing delivery
man, might I also add some of my wares to your hoard for them? Perhaps they
could make a party of it of some kind?”


Zack waited a few minutes while
Claire worked magic with frosty streams of frozen yogurt and various toppings,
sauces, cherries, whipped topping that she made fresh and put in a plastic tube
to squirt out on the top of the treats. Nuts, sprinkles and cookie crumbs
followed.


Then she placed them into two four
pack holders, added spoons and napkins in a bag and stacked it all on top of
the cardboard donut box.


“There we go Mr. Hartley! Please send
my regards to them as well.” Shadow Claire smiled with no hint of fang. Her
inner self saw this as a political act of some kind. A kind gesture to bridge
differences, he saw.


Zack walked the distance more slowly
than normal, carrying a precarious load as he was. When he got to the Power
Center door Hilda looked up at him from behind her counter. Her face lit up and
she bounced around the counter to open the door.


“You came! I didn't know if you
would. What's this?” Her nose actually twitched a little, her big gray eyes
drifting from his face to what he carried.


“We had some people in the shop last
night, so we got donuts and crackers and stuff. Way more than we needed. So
Lisa and I thought that you folks here might like what was left? The frozen yogurts
on top are courtesy of Claire. She wanted me to let you know that she also
sends her regards.”


Just then a large, powerfully built
man with a lot of hair, pulled back in a pony tail and a huge shaggy beard
walked up to them. He stared at Zack openly. His Shadow self stood nearly nine
foot tall and regarded him equally intensely. Are you the one then?


“Look, Merle! Zack brought treats!
Oh, Merle this is Zack... Hartley?” Glancing at him to make certain this was
right. She continued when he nodded and smiled. “Zack, this is my boss and the
headman here, Merlait Dervog. We all call him Merle.”


A huge hand thrust toward him,
followed by a hearty chuckle. “Good to meet you, Hartley! I've been hearing
many things about you. You're the new one down at Candles and More? Cleaning
the place up I hear?”


Without being summoned, a half dozen
giant men came out of the gym and started grabbing frozen yogurts and donuts.
As quickly as they came they disappeared into the back again. They left a few
donuts and two of the frozen yogurts for Hilda and Merle.


“Zack is going to come and work out
here soon. I asked him yesterday. I'm giving him the first month free. He
said I'm pretty, so don't go back on that now!” Her outer face smiled, but her
inner self turned toward Merle and crossed her arms with purpose.


No worries, lass, I'll not ruin your
chances with the boy.
Shadow Merle turned to Zack and watched him closely again.


“Good!” He said out loud. “We need
more people from the mall working out here. We'll get you a schedule and some
work out clothing. I think we have some things small enough for you in the
back. When can you start? How about next Monday? That way we can debate about
who gets to be your trainer without you watching.”


Hilda glanced at her boss. “I'll do
it!” A blush rose after saying this.


The big man put a hand on her
shoulder. “You know that everyone will want to help, no fair jumping the line,
Hildgeurde. I don't want any fights breaking out over this.”


Hilda mock pouted, her larger form
smiled though, which probably meant some kind of teasing had taken place, Zack
thought.


“Please thank your employer, the Lady
Lisa, for us. We appreciate these gifts. We'll send an emissary to express
thanks to the Vampires. Again, on behalf of us all, I give thanks to you as
well.” Merle actually bowed slightly, which looked out of place given his sweats
with “Power Center” logos all over them.


Zack bowed back. When in Rome and
all. He hoped that he did it right. The giant Merle smiled warmly on both
levels though, so it couldn't have been too far off, he hoped.


Waving goodbye to Hilda he left and
walked quickly back to the shop. As he walked by “The Chasm” an obvious play on
“The Gap”, the Bat girl saw him and smiled, waving. Her looks weren't as good
as some of the others in the mall, but her smile made up for it. Waving back he
tried to smile the same way in return. Nessa, seeing this, rolled her eyes at
her friend, then stared with interest at Zack.


Her Shadow looked at him and said, Did
you really do it?


Zack walked quickly back to Candles
and More, not wanting to take too long away from work. Especially since he
didn't know if delivering the donuts counted as a fifteen minute break or not.
Now he just needed to go over the front and see if anything had gotten broken
last night, fix any messes and see if he could get Lisa to okay anything on his
list of suggestions.


The shelves needed to be straightened
up a little, but nothing too bad. One of his displays had been half dismantled
for some reason. It only took a minute to put it back together. Someone
probably messed it up not knowing what to do with themselves. People did
strange things like that when they got stressed. He could see that happening
easily enough, given everything the night before.


The small table that Beth had hit
when she ran out to get Jennifer had to be re-set completely, of course. The
contents having been scattered over a third of the room. Going to the box of
cloths under the counter he picked a deep green piece that looked like silk to
use as a little table cloth. It didn't have too much magic residue or intent on
it, and the green worked well enough with the light colored candles on the top.


Collecting his list from the front,
and the receipt for the food and such from the table in the back first, he
approached the office door again. Lisa seemed to be having a heated discussion
with someone on the phone. He started to step away when he heard his name.


“Zack's here actually. I know. It
surprised me too. No, no, he cleaned up the store though... He hasn't asked for
anything. I know! Seriously, I don't think that would bother Beth right
now, do you? Hm, hm! And there he is now! Got to go, talk to you later. Bye.”


He entered the office and handed her
the list and the receipt. She looked concerned for a moment, then baffled.
Looking up and raising her eyebrows she smiled at him encouragingly and nodded
her head a little.


What's this Zack? Inner Lisa asked.


He made a point to speak with two
voices. Hitting both the Shadow message and his surface on in identical terms.


“The receipt is for the food and
stuff from last night. I got two coffeemakers, but one can go back. I kind
of added the change from that into what I gave my roommate for rent by accident
this morning. I took two hundred from the till, so that minus the amount of the
receipt, plus what you gave me the other day will have to come out of my next
paycheck or two. Is that all right? If it isn't, I may be able to get it back
from Troy...”


Her mouth hung open a little for about
ten seconds before she spoke. “Ah, no, that's fine. Don't worry about it at
all.... This other list is...?” It seemed clear that she desired a change of
conversation for some reason. Possibly to move away from something he had said?
He'd have to try and watch that. He didn't want to put her off.


“That? I came up with some things
that seemed like they may be good for the store. I didn't know what you'd say,
so I didn't get anything or do anything about it yet.”


She looked at the list again.


“Well, the sound system is easy, we
have one that's wired to the store in that cabinet right there. Feel free to
use it or not, as you choose. Just try to keep the Punk Rock Death Metal to a
minimum, in case we ever get a real customer in here.... Incense? I think that
will be okay. You should talk to the people in the Import store about it. They
also do fire control for the mall. A bell for the door... What do you mean?”


Pantomiming with his hands he
described a little bell above the door that would ring when someone came in. He
explained that he could probably put it in himself with simple tools. Just a
drill, probably.


“All of that sounds fine, Zack. You
can just take what you need out of the till for anything. Fully authorized to
do whatever you want with the store from now on. If there's not enough in the
till for something, just let me know and I'll get you the money.”


She stared at him again for about ten
seconds. It almost crossed that fine line between interest, and an indication
she either wanted to kiss or fight.


“You know, you truly are a marvel,
Zack. I wanted to thank you personally for all your help last night. You saved
a life, you know. Maybe two. I don't think Beth would have lived long if
Jennifer didn't make it. I also wanted to let you know that we won't let anyone
take advantage of you, and this thing you can do. I think you can count on
Master Wu-Li for that too. You seem to have won him over...”


The phone rang again. Lisa picked it
up and frowned after the other person spoke for a minute.


“No! Seriously. Normal channels for
this kind of thing. Goodbye. No, we will not talk about this later, unless you
go through the council. Goodbye now.” She hung the phone up a little harder
than strictly needed.


Rubbing her face with both hands for
a moment, then brushing hair out of the way with the left she rose.


“Zack, I hate to do this to you, but
I need to go to the local office and talk to some people in person. Could you
hold things here for me? I don't think I'll be able to lock up tonight. You can
just do it early if you need to. I know you must be exhausted!”


As he nodded, the phone rang again.


He walked to the front of the store.
Only a few hours had passed since Zack had left home, which meant he could
count on a full work shift today. Now, if he could just figure out how to make
a little more money he could cover, if not his fair share of the back rent and
bills, at least enough to get them caught up.


Lisa said goodbye, and made sure he
had her cell number again and left with a wave over her shoulder. Zack noticed
his eyes lingering on her back as she left for some reason. He shook himself
suddenly, realizing he had been staring at her behind, not her back. He decided
to focus on other things for a while.


The music system worked well enough.
He found a radio station that played classical music and left it there. Didn't
classical music get people to buy more? He remembered hearing something like
that once. Or maybe that had been shoplift less. Either way it couldn't hurt.
It seemed to fit with the ambiance of the store.


To this backdrop he started sweeping,
and then he mopped when it looked like no one would be coming in any time soon.
Of course, as soon as he did that, and put a sign out saying wet floor, someone
did walk in.


Not just someone. A man, dressed in
some of the nicest clothing he'd ever seen. If you could call a person with a Demon
living in them a man any more. He instantly responded as he had been taught as
a child by the Big Shadow. He balled up his soul in the middle of his Shadow
and tightened it all into a glossy black ball, making it impenetrable to Demons,
he'd been told.


“Hello. Welcome to Candles and More.
How can I help you today.” He knew he sounded cold, he meant to. Demons were
bad. He remembered them now, and didn't want to.


The Demon didn't smile or move at
all. He just stared. After nearly a full minute he spoke, a slight hint of an
English accent in his dry voice.


“I'm Devon. From the Men's Wear Store
down the way. Would you be young Mr. Hartley?”


“I am. Did you come to buy candles or
incense? I can probably get you a nice deal if you're willing to buy in bulk.”
Zack held himself in that glassy black ball without wavering. He stared at the
being in front of him, trying not to show fear. Like facing down a wild dog or something,
Zack told himself.


“Perhaps another time. Today I'm
afraid I simply came to gawk at the new oddity everyone's talking about.
Running the lines without magic or sacrifice, I hear? And laying no
claim to being one of us... Interesting, Mr. Hartley. Even as I stand here in
front of you I can't tell what you are. Amazing, really, as that's a special
talent of my own. Determining who and what a being is. Somehow you're making
yourself nearly invisible to me.”


Devon flowed forward, almost as if he
didn't have bones in the same places a normal man would.


Zack nearly growled as he approached.


“I'm working right now. If you just
want to chat, maybe we should do lunch sometime?” Zack gestured toward the
door. “I really should get back to my duties if you've seen enough for now?”


“Oh, of course! How rude of me. Yes,
let us do lunch sometime soon. Allow me to leave a calling card for you. Please
feel free to call on me if you find yourself free to meet. Anytime will do.
Also, if you need any clothing, do let us know. We have some of the finest
tailors in the world working for us right here in the Underwood Mall.” Tilting
his head in a slight nod he turned to leave. “Until next we meet then, Mr. Hartley.”


Zack just nodded silently, holding
himself as tightly as possible to prevent the Demon from gaining any insight
into him.


Claire smiled at him grimly from her
vantage point across the way. This time she had watched him without any
pretense of cleaning the store. He nodded to her, to let her know he
appreciated her implied support.


Holding himself in that tight ball,
he kept working. His stomach started growling at about three-thirty, but he
didn't dare leave the store unattended if Demons might come in. Not that they'd
steal or anything, not here. They just couldn't be trusted as a rule.


Hilda went into the YoGurt shop about
four and talked to Claire for several minutes. Laughing she turned toward the
door, carrying something large and white in her hands. Then walked the not
quite straight line over to him with purpose, smiling when she noticed him
looking at her.


Coming through the door she held out
the white container in front of her.


“My turn! I got dinner for us from
the food court. Mac said that you told him yesterday that you do not eat meat?
So I got you the same stuff that you ate yesterday, I hope that's all right?
Claire said she thought you'd forgotten to eat today. Say to me, why does this
place smell like a Demon? Has Devon been in here? It smells of him. I brought
forks and chopsticks. I didn't know if you knew how to use them, the
chopsticks?”


Just then the Bat girl came walking
into view with a drink carrier that had three cups in it. Both Hilda and Zack
watched her come into the store and walk over to them.


“Hi! We sort of met the other day in
the food court? I'm Libby. The one that changes into a bat, like you guessed
before? Nessa noticed everyone else, meaning Devon and Hilda, seemed to be
headed this way so she sent me to spy on you. I brought drinks.” Her Shadow bat
self squeaked out, Spying, lemonade, cute boy. Fun!


Opening the box with mounds of food
inside Hilda turned to Libby. “I don't think I got enough for all of us. I
didn't know you'd be joining us.” It took Zack a second to realize that in her
mind she'd merely stated a fact. What looked like a dinner for six seemed like
two portions to her.


“No problem, I'm not hungry yet. Do
you have chairs though? I've been on my feet for hours.”


The chairs came out of Lisa's office.
They were the same kind as in the food court. Someone had probably lifted them
the night before.


Sitting around the front counter,
Libby started talking as soon as Zack loaded his plate and poured some of the
sweet and sour sauce over his noodles, fried rice and spring rolls. He used a
fork, but Hilda used a pair of chopsticks deftly, as if she had grown up using
them. Which for all he knew she had. He knew nothing of her culture. He should
ask some time if he got a chance. It had to be fascinating.


“So, I'm supposed to find some things
out for Nessa, and all them. Can I just ask you? It's loads easier that way.”
Having just taken a bite of delicious fried rice he nodded for her to go ahead.


The Bat girl, pulled out a small pad
and a pen, and read the first question, scrunching up her face in a way that
didn't make her look better, but still seemed incredibly cute somehow.


“Cool. Okay. First, are you a Demon?”


Hilda's eyes shot open and her Shadow
self reared back, a scandalized expression on her face.


“Nope. Just a regular Human. I had to
pass some magic test last night to prove that. I suppose someone from the Mage
Guild will know about that.” He answered frankly.


“Okay. You walked into a line last
night and took Master Wu-Li with you. How did you do that?”


Again the biggest reaction came from
Hilda. “What! That's ridiculous, no one can walk the lines except...
Wait, what happened? No one ever tell me anything!” It seemed to be a real
issue to her, since her inner self echoed the words. If in better English.


The Bat girl nodded, making the
motion a lot bigger than she really needed to.


“Exactly. Only Demons walk the
lines like that, but Master Wu-Li told Nessa and Ang that it wasn't like that
at all. It seems that some Mage girl got stolen and Master Wu-Li and Zack
walked a line and got her back after a huge battle. They almost died a bunch
and stuff. Master Wu-Li said that Zack saved him in the line somehow.”


Both versions of Hilda turned to him
and growled “Tell me!” at the same time.


Taking another bite of food to stall
for time while he collected himself and came up with a short answer.


“I'm not a Demon. I learned to walk
lines, or whatever you want to call it, when I was little. I had to in order to
survive. I... don't really want to go into it now... Anyway, Master Wu-Li
wouldn't have been in trouble in the line if I'd done it right from the get go,
but I'm rusty with that, walking lines. I did nearly die, by getting
myself drowned while getting to the girl. Jennifer. I can't swim and we ended
up in the ocean. Then Master Wu took out like thirteen guys using his martial
arts skills and stuff. We got Jennifer and came back here, using some shortcuts
I found. That's all.”


A bite of spring roll punctuated
this. It was really good. Nearly perfect. Again.


“Right. So then they want to know
what you're charging for this service.”


That made him pull up short. Charge?
For going to get a little girl in trouble? How could he charge for that?


“I'm not... charging... anything.
Jennifer needed help. So I helped her. I wasn't even on the clock or anything.
Why would I charge for that?”


Hilda and Libby just stared at him,
dumbfounded. Across the way Claire stood in the window of her shop, staring as
well.












Chapter eight





 


“What?” Everyone stared at him
and kept staring for at least twenty seconds. It went past creepy into so
bizarre that he nearly ducked behind the counter for protection. “If a little
kid is in trouble, you help them, right? If a friend needs you, then you do
your best for them, even if it's inconvenient. You just do it. I don't see why
not billing someone for this would be a big deal... Honestly, it seems like the
other way around would be wrong, doesn't it?”


Libby kept looking at him, while
Hilda picked up a napkin and blotted at her eyes.


“Zack... What you did, it would... No
one would... I...” The large woman stammered.


Libby shook herself slightly, as if
to remind herself to speak, “Zack... It's like this... A century ago a prince
of my people was taken by another group of Weres that we warred with back then.
They were going to kill him to teach my people a lesson. The king, my great
grandfather on my dad's side, tried to make a deal with some Demons to do less
than you did last night. Half of my people offered their lives and
everything they owned to the Demons to get him free. This wasn't even nearly
enough for them. This is what most of us live with, all the time.


“It can take years to get the Demons
to take even one person through a line and costs so much that Demons don't even
charge for it in money. They work in souls, and lives.”


Hilda nodded and her Shadow self
cried, tears flowing down her giant cheeks.


“And you just saved a little girl,
almost dying to do it and can't even understand why we wonder at you.
This does show that he is no Demon though, yes, Libby?” She reached across the
counter and squeezed his shoulder gently. “No Demon would have refused payment,
or done this without taking all they could get.”


Zack waved that away.


“But the Mages, last night, they were
going to open the line on their own... They just couldn't do it in time, so I
helped out a bit... That's not such a big deal. Even if I do look kind of cool,
if you only hear the story, and not about how I was gasping and flopping around
through most of it.”


Hilda took her hand back and spoke in
a low tone, “No, they desperately tried, knowing they couldn't do it in
time. Many peoples can open a line and shove a person or two through. Mages are
slow, but they can send a dozen or more through a line at once, if they start
weeks or months ahead of time. My people, the Trolleinkein can do it faster. With
the sacrifice of a life of one of the people, though only one or two can pass,
and only in one direction that way. Vampires can do it too, but they don't.
The cost is just too high. Only Demons run the lines without great cost. Well
them and now you. So people are going to want you and want what you can do for
them.”


The Bat girl's Shadow unfurled it's
wings and stretched, flapping a couple of times.


“So last thing... I guess I should
ask, what do you want? Basically, if we need to hire you what can we do to get
your attention?” Then she batted her eye lashes at him playfully, her Shadow
indicating a certain Bat girl might be an option for payment.


He shook his head and ate several
more bites of food before speaking. Then took a sip of lemonade. It had been
made with real lemons. For a food court in a Mall, the food managed to be
really high quality. He wondered if that had to do with this place really being
more like Embassy Row than a rundown mall?


After a minute or so he finally
spoke, “If it's really important, and someone needs help, then I'll do what I
can. I can't leave some kid in trouble because I'm scared or because I
think I should make more money from it or something like that. I guess that
goes for everyone else too, not just kids. So, tell them... Tell them I don't
know exactly.” Another sip of lemonade. “Right now my main goal is to make at
least two hundred dollars this month so that my roommate and I can pay off all
our bills in time. Do either of you know of anyone that's hiring? Maybe I could
get another job or do temp work on my days off or something?”


This time they stared at each other.
Zack figured this meant he said something stupid again.


Hilda nodded her head. “You know, if
you're serious, a couple of places here run on really small staff numbers. The
Power Center has plenty of people, so does Princess Pretty Nail, but the Fun
Zone only has two people to keep it going all the time. Claire across the way
is the only one of the Vampires old enough to come out in the daylight, so she
has to work every day... I'd check with her first. Even if she doesn't have
anything, she probably has ideas that are worth listening to. She's smart.”


Libby smiled then and pointed at the
front window. “Claire says that that may be an excellent idea and that she'll
come over after the next shift gets there and talk to you about it. Oh, and she
says to thank that 'darling girl Hilda' for saying she's smart.”


“She can hear us from here?” Zack
looked through the widow at her.


“Oh sure. About half of the beings
here can hear what is being said in most of the stores from anyplace else in
the mall. Hilda's folk can't, but they can track an individual snow flake in a
storm by scent. I don't know what the Djinn do, but they always know everything
anyway. Speaking of knowing everything, I need to get back to The Chasm and let
Nessa in on all of this. Her hearing's good, but she can't hear us from there. My
hearing is that good, but she's a cat, you know how they are...”


With that the girl-bat moved out of
the store without looking back. In a few seconds she disappeared from sight
totally.


“Hilda... Did... did she just say she
was a princess?”


“Oh, yeah. Don't be too impressed
though, everyone here is someone or something special in some way. Hey, I'm a Chief's
only daughter, which is basically a princess for my people. Glen, the tall guy
at 'Fried Things'? He's a duke. It wouldn't surprise me if a lot of people here
had something like that going on. I know that Lisa's family is really high up
in the Mage power structure, too. Almost every manager here is an Ambassador,
even Nessa, if you can believe it. In most groups you don't get this kind of
job unless you can do something special or are really well connected. Even the
guys at the gym are all extra qualified. They all had to learn English, which
is hard for us, and were handpicked for being calm and reliable warriors, as
well as able to pass for Human.”


They both returned to eating after
that, finishing at about the same time.


“Oh, I hate to run like this, but I
have someone coming for a session in about ten minutes, I need to get back.
Thanks for having dinner with me!”


“Thank you for thinking of me and
bringing the food! I'll see you soon I hope. Bye.”


“Bye.”


The mess left from the food and
drinks took only a few minutes to clean up, and that long only because he took
his time, trying to understand everything that had been said. 


For all that he had a lot more
history than he had let himself remember before, his experience with people had
been very limited and mostly traumatic. He knew that he simply missed a lot of
important things that everyone else seemed to already know without even
thinking about it.


He just happened to be looking out
the front window, while doing nothing in particular, when Keane came into work.
The tall Vampire raised a hand in a half-wave, acknowledging his presence, so
Zack waved back.


Claire's Shadow self came over without
her. He'd seen this kind of thing before, if only rarely. If someone thought
about him intently, they'd often show up like this. He'd seen it with other
people too, as just part of normal communications. Most people ignored it,
except in extreme emergencies, when their Shadow selves insisted that they pay
attention.


I'm coming to offer you work, taking
my place for a day or two. This is because I like you and think you worthy of
trust, but also because I really, truly, wish to get my hair done.


 That communicated she shrank back into herself.


A few minutes passed, then a few
more. Claire came through the door and carefully shut it behind her.


“I think Hilda likes you.” She
teased. “A woman doesn't bring a man food for no reason after all.” Her smile
quirked. The deeper part of herself rolled her eyes.


“Yeah, Hilda's cool. Let's not start
pointing out how bringing people food has meaning though. Because you've hooked
me up several times now and this morning both of us not only gave Hilda food,
but seven very large Trolleinkein as well. Really that's not something I want
to consider right now.” Shaking his head somberly he kept a smile off his face
for nearly five seconds, then it spilled out.


“Oh, I don't know, a couple of those
fellows remind me of my first husband. Of course things were different back
then and hygiene rules tended to be a little... spotty.”


She moved closer to him. Her interest
increasing suddenly, her Shadow showing more hunger than it had before. “Let's
get down to business, Mr. Hartley, before we lose more of the night. I need to
feed soon or I'll get cranky. I overheard young Hilda's suggestion that you
seek employment for your next off day at another establishment here in the
building. There's logic to her suggestion. You already know about everyone and
seem willing to work with others, even if they're of a different sort than your
own. I myself could use someone, shall we say, reliable, that's capable and
honest. Plus your innate ability to go out during the day means that you can
cover my shift, allowing me to take care of some delicate tasks. That's not
important right now. What is crucial here is that we make it on a week day. If
I may inquire, what days are you off this week?”


This caught him off guard. Really, he
had been working on the principle that he came to work at nine and left at nine,
unless told otherwise. He held up a finger and went to the phone. As he
suspected, Lisa didn't know either, but he explained that he needed a week day
off, so that he could cover during the day for Claire. After a period of
silence, she answered that he could get Friday and Saturday off this week if he
wanted. Claire's eye lit up and her inner beast clapped her hands like a little
girl.


Then she asked if she could speak
with Lisa.


“I just don't want you to worry, Mr. Hartley
is just attempting to earn a bit more money, to cover his monthly obligations,
I believe... Yes... Truly it isn't much, but I think he'll insist upon earning
it directly... From what I've heard, that does not seem at all likely. Oh, yes.
The Demon Devon was in earlier. From what he said I think that Mr. Hartley is
actually quite safe in that regards right now.... Ha ha! Of course. I just
wanted to make certain you understood that this is only a normal business
arrangement, nothing untoward. Certainly, one moment.”


She held the phone out to him. Lisa
reiterated that he could just grab some money if it became pressing. He tried
to explain that he didn't want to push his luck at his new job. For some reason
that he didn't exactly get, this made her laugh.


“It looks like Friday's good for me,
which is... okay, I actually have no clue what today is. We need a calendar or
something in here.” Shadow Claire, looking a bit less Human now growled to him
that, Today is Thursday. I need to get an appointment now. You can't count
on walk-ins any more like you used to. I'm so hungry! Are you sure you aren't
food?


He stared at her for a moment with
his own Shadow. Indeed, I'm not food.


“You need to go, I see. Um, do you
need me to make your hair appointment for you? I don't know how pressing it is
that you eat first or not...” He hoped she didn't, because he knew nothing
about making hair appointments. Troy had cut his hair the last three times and
he'd never been to a barber that needed you to make an appointment in his life.


“Oh! No, that's fine, I have a girl
that can call for me at home. I just need to go now. The end of the day tends
to be a little hard for me lately, for some reason.”


Her inner Vampire beast came to the
surface then, all fangs and blood red eyes. She purred at him in an almost
sensual fashion.


You see, Zack, I really, really want
to drink your blood. I know it's wrong, but I get so famished! You smell so...
tasty...


She just turned on the spot and left
the store. Her Shadow turned and blew him a kiss though.


Several hours passed without any
problems, allowing him to plan out a new display for the front of the store.
Those things should change about once a week, he figured. He'd need more
material in a single color, maybe something shiny? Some of those dead stalk
things, the ones that looked like bamboo, could work as well. While he pondered
this he looked out the window.


 A woman stood in front of the shop. A
fairly cute brunette, who was maybe thirty by looks. Nicely dressed in a dark
striped skirt, medium high heels, a cream-colored blouse and bright red
lipstick. He would have thought her really pretty, except that she
unfortunately had a Demon right in the middle of her.


Slamming everything into a black
ball, Zack tucked his Shadow inside of himself as deeply as he could. He tried
to work it back further and further inside. After a few moments, the Demon
blinked and looked through the window. She shielded her eyes as if against
glare and pressed her forehead to the glass.


Even though he stood not four feet
from her, she didn't seem to be able to locate him.


Not a muscle twitched within him. He
kept focusing on hiding himself, pushing his Shadow self, his soul tucked
within it, into a place where even Demons couldn't see or follow. He heard a
voice coming from his deepest memories.


That's right Little Shadow, just a
little bit more. Slowly, don't let them see.... Carefully now...


Keane threw down the cloth he used to
wipe the counter inside his shop and leaped over the counter. His speed had him
to the door of Candles and More so fast that Zack couldn't track the whole
thing with his eyes.


“What the bloody hell did you do you
bitch! If you've harmed him in any way that's in violation of the treaty, you
and your kind will be out of this Nexus come hell or high water for a decade. Do
you understand? What did you do to him!” His inner vamp surfaced fully, fangs
out, eyes blood-red, his fingertips reshaped into hardened talons. He didn't
swipe at her, which clearly took self-control.


“I'm just watching him. I don't know
where he went. Maybe he teleported or whatever he does? There's no breach of
treaty here. We're allowed to spy on one another. I need to report this to
Devon. Now.” Demons may not be as fast as Vampires, still, the brunette moved
pretty well none the less.


Keane came all the way into the
store. “Mr. Hartley! Are you killed, Mr. Hartley? I hope not, Claire will have
my head if I let you die before she gets her day off....”


“Is she gone?” Zack spoke without
dropping his concentration. Keane didn't seem to hear him.


Slowly letting up on his focus, he
tried again.


“Keane, is she gone?”


Keane, a Vampire, brave and strong,
jumped back screeching like a small schoolgirl. “What the bloody... Ah! Don't
do that to a bloke! You're alive then? Where did you go?”


“I didn't go anywhere. I've been
standing right here the whole time. I just hid from her to make her life
harder. I didn't realize you were watching. Thanks for coming to help. Demons
freak me out.” His Shadow apologized for getting him worked up.


Keane relaxed nearly instantly.


“That should teach her, at any rate!”
The Vampire laughed for a few seconds.


They spent a few moments going over
some things. The demoness turned out to be Beatrice, who worked with Devon at
the Demon's clothing store. Apparently she did fittings and fine tailoring.
Neither of them knew why she had been watching him like that, though Keane
wondered out loud if they were trying to intimidate Zack for some reason.


Zack allowed that, if intimidation
had been her intent, it had worked well enough. This made Keane chuckle a
little, as if he'd heard a joke.


The rest of the night managed to
actually be quiet. 


He went home carefully, watching for
Demons the whole way. You never knew what they were going to do, and that...
Was always bad, wasn't it?
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The YoGurt shop stood dark when he
got there. Unlike other stores in real malls, there were no pull down metal
meshes to protect the merchandise or money. This probably had to do with the
fact that most of the places here were barely real anyway. Stealing from these
“stores” wouldn't be worth it, in more ways than one, he imagined.


The long stone planter between the
shops made a handy place to sit while he waited. Inside it the plants turned
out to be fake. This made sense, considering there couldn't be a lot of light
at this end of the mall, much less a sky light, given all the Vampires. They
were good fakes, with no threads hanging loose or obvious plastic sheen at
least.


Lights came on as Claire moved into
view, she had probably come in through the back. The Vampire did something with
the door, turning a dead bolt and a small latch it looked like. “You're here
bright and early I see. Let's get you situated, and then I'll be on my way.”


The term “whirlwind of motion” had
never made much sense to Zack before, not until that moment. She moved fast,
flipping switches and dials, checking temperatures and moving to a small
notebook that sat on the counter next to the till. The notebook had an old feel
to it, as if many hands and eyes had touched it over the years. The cover was a
faded blue, the paper holding a slight yellow color where it could be seen on
the unopened edges along the side. Lines of thought and activity clung to it,
most of them Claire's, he realized. This must be a treasure, he decided,
something very important to her.


He glanced at the register. It had
the operations key already in place. In all ways that he could tell, it seemed
to be the same kind of machine as the candle store had exactly.


“Well, that's easy then. I can use
this register.”


She nodded and pointed to the
notebook next to it.


“In this small book are all of my
recipes and secrets, at least the ones that deal with frozen yogurt. Few have
seen it. I trust you will not be selling my secrets to all and sundry?” A
serious look on her face, she held his eyes with hers. Shadow Claire rose to
the front and grinned at him. “They've taken decades to get just right you
know.”


Holding his right hand up in a
three-fingered salute that Troy said the Boy Scouts used, he intoned “I promise
not to let any of your secret recipes or yogurt techniques leave my lips.”
Inner Zack spoke the same words at the same time. This cemented his promise
more concretely than Claire expected apparently, because she blinked suddenly
several times. Zack felt he may have overdone things again, hoping that she
wouldn't notice too much.


Notebook in hand, she started
speaking and pointing to various machines. She pointed out the vanilla soft
serve machine, the different flavors of hard frozen yogurt in the cold case.
Then showed him where they kept the cream for whipping and watched him make a
caramel fudge twist, with nuts and whipped cream as she called out
instructions. Then she simply tossed it in the trash when he finished.


“Good! Now, you probably won't
actually sell anything today. When in doubt, give people more than they ask for,
rather than less. For today, free extra toppings for everyone. That should keep
you out of trouble. Eat all you want and give away products to your friends.
Just make sure that you make quality items, eh? We have a reputation to uphold,
after all.”


Then the other directions for the day
came.


“There's nothing planned for today,
no hearings or anything you should need the back room for. If anyone comes, use
your own discretion. There will probably be Human serv... Humans during the
day, with some petty problem or another. Most of the time they just need
someone to tell them what to do while their, er, Vampire friends are asleep.
Sometimes they call on the land line. Here's a number you can call if anything
comes up you can't handle.” From deep inside her she spoke, It's my home
number.


After covering everything again she
patted him on the arm and grinning happily left through the back.


Nothing happened. He noticed when the
lights came on in Candles and More about nine thirty, and Lisa popped her head
in about ten. She held a small, but thick, envelope with his name on it.


“It's Friday. That's payday by the
way. Each Friday, unless you ever need it sooner. If so, just let me know, or
take it out of the till if it's there.” She smoothed her grayish tan skirt with
her hand after handing him the package. A bit of a nervous smile on her lips.


“Now, I didn't know if you had a bank
account or anything, so I put it all in cash this week. If you want direct
deposit or paper checks I can do those too.”


He looked into the envelope, which
held twelve hundred dollars. Freezing in place came naturally to him at that
moment. This being more money than he had ever made in a single month, at least
after taxes, much less a week. Three full work days really, it just seemed
longer.


Recovering, swallowing on a dry
throat, he pulled half of the money out and tried to hand it back to his boss.


“I got that advance, it came to about
six hundred after everything.” 


Her Shadow spun out of her surface
being and told him not to be silly.


“Oh, I figured you'd say something
like that, so I already took it out. That's the remainder.” Holding up a hand
to stop him from speaking she continued. “Don't try to say it's too much!
You've been doing more than what a simple store clerk would all week long. You
do the job you get the pay for that position. Eloise's orders in fact.” Tugging
at the bottom edge of her short, turquoise blue jacket and standing straight
she spoke in a more official voice, “I quote: 'If you let that boy get away you
can just find yourself a new job, girl.' Unquote. Now, I don't think
she's serious, but if you need more money, let me know. Pretty much anything
you need I can get you with full backing from the Council.”


“Eloise?”


Lisa blinked.


“Oh! I guess we were a little
short on introductions the other night. You met her though, the older lady that
put the necklace on you? That's her. She's kind of, well, she's my boss's boss,
I guess is the easiest way to put it. Everyone listens to her. She likes you, I
think. You should have heard what she said to George after you left!”


It took him a few seconds to
remember. “George, is that the lawyer guy who thinks I'd deal with Demons?” His
voice held derision on the word Demon and he let this carry through on the Shadow
level.


This made her nod, but uneasily. She
explained that he actually had a law enforcement position in the guild, a kind
of lawyer mixed with a police officer.


“He can be a bit officious, don't
take it personally though, he's trained to expect the worst in everyone and
normally finds it. Eloise ripped him a new one, in front of everyone, when you
left. It was funny, but a bit awkward.” Dad...


Zack nodded. A lot of these
communities seemed to either be smaller or at least tighter than the regular Human
world.


“So, if he's your dad, then Eloise is
what? Your grandmother?”


Shock covered both her faces. The
surface one showed it a lot more than the secret face did. “What? Who told
you...” Shaking herself a bit for a second then going on, “My great aunt
actually. She's never liked George much. How did you know?”


Since no one seemed to be coming in
to The YoGurt place for the moment, he motioned for her to sit and tried to
explain how he saw things. About how everyone had a Shadow inside them that
talked to him and to other people, all the time. How he could ask questions
directly to them and get information. How this inner part seemed to be honest
all the time, even if a person tried to lie on the surface.


“So, like telepathy?” She asked.


“I don't know. I don't hear thoughts,
not really, I just talk to people's Shadows. Sometimes people can show up and
talk from far away though, so maybe it is some kind of telepathy?”
Shrugging he went on, “I really don't know. When I was locked up the drugs made
it really bad though. For a while almost all I could see was the Shadow level
of things. I had to learn to ignore it in order to pretend I was well enough to
get out of there. I think the doctor in charge, Dr. Marsh, suspected I was
faking, but he eventually decided that if I could fake it that well, for that
long, I should be safe enough to let go.”


Her Shadow reached toward him, a sad
look on her face.


He smiled and stood straighter. “Good
to know I'm not insane after all. That all this stuff is actually real. I
thought I'd lost it the first few days here, to tell you the truth. Vampires
and Trolleinkein girls, walking through the lines again... That's what did it
though. After that I remembered everything. I'm still avoiding thinking about
most of it, there were... Some bad things that happened to me. But I remember
it, I remember why I had to forget...” Sadness touched his voice then.


Looking up he noticed that a man
looked through the window of the candle store, pointing this out caused Lisa to
scurry over to see what he wanted. Zack put his pay in his pocket and decided
to get to work. He started wiping down all the surfaces with a cloth from
behind the counter, dampened in the sink. He just finished when the man walked
out carrying a bag.


Lisa came back smiling.


“A real customer! I almost passed out
when I asked him if he needed help and he asked for advice on scented candles!”


They both laughed, then Zack shooed
her out so he could sweep and mop. She shook her head, but left quickly enough.
He finished both of those tasks quickly. Unlike Candles and More, the Vampires
working here seemed to really put a lot of effort into keeping the place
spotless.


Waiting for the floor to dry, caution
sign out in the middle of the floor, the notebook called to him. Not literally,
it just seemed more interesting than sitting and doing nothing. He'd had
objects call to him for real before, so he knew the difference.


Claire hadn't been kidding when she
described it as a book of secrets. Inside, it gave detailed information on
everything. How much sugar, exactly, the average person liked in whipped cream,
what grades of whipped cream worked best, depending on the item being served
and if it would be eaten there or taken away from the store. Heavy cream if it needed
to travel, medium grade otherwise. Light cream if the sauce or yogurt had
peanut butter. How to grind regular table sugar into an extra fine powder,
because commercial powdered sugar had corn starch in it which could make some
things seem slightly gritty.


It went on like this, with each
aspect being covered. About halfway through she had even drawn a diagram of how
to tie two cherries together by the stems in a loose granny-knot she called a
lovers twist.


He actually read the whole thing
before two in the afternoon when Hilda walked by carrying a food container. She
went into Candles and More. After a few minutes she came over smiling.


“There you are, Zack! I could tell
you were here somewhere, but you weren't in your store. Lisa said I could find
you here. So it seems that Claire took you up on your idea?”


“She did! I'm here all day until
about five-thirty when Keane is supposed to take over for me. And it wasn't my
idea. It was your idea. A good one too!” He let her know on a deep level
how much he appreciated her advice.


The large woman smiled and blushed at
the praise. In short order the food had been laid out on one of the tables
meant for two people. Today the food looked and smelled different.


“Mae, at the Italian place,
complained that the Chinese place was hogging the new man. She made this for us
special. It doesn't have any meat in it at all. This is Eggplant Parmesan, this
is spaghetti with a spinach sauce and this is garlic bread. I really like it. I
have it almost every time I eat there. She also added a salad. I guess that
must be for you?”


Hilda served, putting about twice as
much food on his plate as he could actually eat and placing the full container
of salad in front of him. She opened the salad dressing and smelled it deeply.
It had some kind of creamy base, ranch style by its look.


“Hey, this is good. They've never
given me this before! Is it a sauce for the noodles?”


Smiling he took it and dumped about
half of it on the huge portion of salad. She looked chagrined, blushing. He
pushed the container back to her and said, “Try dipping the bread in it.”


Her eyes literally rolled back into
her head in pleasure. Her giant Shadow self started making grabbing motions toward
the bread, but stopped at the last second, showing a bit of self-control. Zack
took two slices of it and passed the rest over. It made sense to him, knowing
how much she probably had to eat, because of her size, that her natural
inclination would be toward higher calorie foods.


They ate in silence for a while,
Hilda eventually said, “You really don't eat very much do you?”


Her other self bent toward him and
asked if this explained his skinniness, not liking food much.


“Oh, I like food, but I haven't had a
lot of money for a long time. Even when I had my last job things were tight.
Troy would buy food, but I started trying not to eat much so I wouldn't strain
the budget, since he was doing all the work. I think my stomach shrunk a bit. A
lot really. I used to be about twenty pounds heavier.”


She hit him on the arm from across
the table, nearly hard enough to send him flying out of his chair. “Well, you
can eat up now! We will get you fed correctly, and get you exercise enough that
it turns to muscle and not fat, don't you worry about that.” She beamed at him.
“I think your lean times are over now.”


He ate about half the salad, his two
slices of garlic bread and the surprisingly good pasta and eggplant on his
plate. Normally Italian food didn't strike him as all that great, but once
again the humble mall's food court surpassed expectations.


He didn't finish all of his food and
Hilda raised an eyebrow at him. He explained that if he ate much more he'd be
sick. To change the topic he went around the counter and asked her what she
wanted for dessert.


“I obviously can't do as good of a
job as Claire would, but I may be able to come up with something passable.”


When she asked if it would be all
right with Claire, he explained that he actually had orders from her to give
away free samples to his friends if they came by. Hilda blushed again. Her
giant form batted eyelashes at him coyly, copying what Libby had done the other
day, he knew that for a fact, as this came across too, though not in words.


Hilda indicated that she'd have to
take it with her, since her break had about finished. Remembering what he read
he used the heavy cream to make the topping and measured the amount of finely
powdered sugar in a special container marked 'For Whipped Cream' on the top and
put it in the plastic tube to spray out on the pile of frozen yogurt. He dried
the cherries on paper towel as the book said to and put the almost powdered
peanuts on before them.


He handed her this in a cardboard
carry tray with a spoon and several napkins.


“This looks great! If you decide to
leave the candle business you can possibly fall back on doing this maybe!” The
sentence came out a little awkwardly, sounding cute and very much like what an
excited child would say. For all her size, she had an air of innocence about
her that Zack liked.


She took a bite as she walked away,
her Shadow popping back up in front of him, even as she walked out of view. This
is great! Thank you, friend. I have a new friend. You said so. We're friends,
now.


Then he found himself alone again. He
cleaned the table they had used, perfectly clean already where the large woman
had eaten, a few stray bits of food left on the table where he'd been. It never
ceased to amaze him how delicate and precise she managed to be with everything.


He decided to work on his own table
manners from then on. If he noticed they needed to improve, other people
probably would eventually as well.


Just after five, two men came in.


Both had good looks in their own way,
one, a Vampire, had a cool and angry sense about him, the other man, Human,
looked almost like he belonged in an old cigarette ad as a cowboy, his Shadow
self actually wearing boots and the appropriate hat for that job. This image
made up a part of his personal identity then, Zack knew, from past experience.


The angry Vampire didn't even say
hello, he looked at Zack with momentary surprise and said “You're just a
servant? Fine, you will find in my favor and aid me in this!” At the
same time his Shadow beast grew out of his body, and yelled, Do it now!


The Human instantly flagged and
turned away in defeat.


Zack just looked at the Vampire.
Letting his own Shadow out and making it grow to a size considerably larger
than the Vampire's beast self he looked down at the man.


Relax and put your fangs away. You
aren't here to fight, but rather to resolve some issue, right? Relaxed focus
will aid you more than anger now.... Do that instead?


The Vampires eyes turned from their
blood red color to green in a matter of seconds, his fangs receded and he
visibly relaxed.


“Look, I'm not here to fight anyone,
I just need someone to explain to Samuel here that there are procedures and
clearances needed to turn a person into a Vampire. You understand this right?”


The other man, Samuel, shook his
head, “I was told that if I stayed on as a servant and food for ten years I'd
be made one of you. I served and it's time, but now I'm being given the run
around. If I'm not worth turning, then why not just kill me and finish it?”


Keane had come in from the back
during this exchange, Zack realized. Samuel looked from his Vampire to Keane
and back, ignoring Zack almost completely.


“Morcock. What is this? Did you think
to run this through before I got here?” Keane glared at the man. “If so, that
was a mistake. Mr. Hartley's in charge here until I take my shift, and after
the way he just schooled you, I'm of a mind to let him continue. I suggest you
talk quickly. I don't take the breaking of a contract easily, as you may know.”


“Schooled? I don't take your meaning,
Keane. I'm just trying to get someone to explain things to my friend here.
That's all.” The Vampire looked at Keane, who shook his head and looked
pointedly at Zack.


“Address this to Mr. Hartley. I hear
he's fair and honest.” Keane waved at them in dismissal and floated back
smoothly to sit lightly on the edge of one of the small tables.


Not wasting time, Zack turned to the
Vampire, Morcock, and asked his Shadow self, less beast now, to explain the
situation clearly.


I made those promises and mean them.
I haven't turned anyone before and sometimes new Vampires lose the first ones
they try to turn. My mentor died in war just after making me as I am. I fear
killing my friend Samuel, if I fail. I'll be ridiculed if others find out about
my fear! I can't win. I thought I'd be ready, but I'm not yet. Not alone.


The inner Samuel shifted to look at
the Vampire and spoke. I know this. There's always, was always, risk. I
trust you not to fail, my love.


“I see,” Zack spoke aloud now. “Keane,
Morcock lost his mentor a long time ago, yes?”


“Yes, I believe I heard something
like that. I believe he was lost in the campaign of eighty-three. I fail to see
how this relates however...”


“That being the case, I think that
Morcock should, under supervision of an experience individual transform Samuel
within one month, or longer if his supervisor deems it needful. We'll make sure
it isn't attempted until it's as likely as possible to succeed. Does that sound
fair to everyone?”


The whole group relaxed. Samuel
smiled, feeling that he'd won. Morcock pretended to glower at Zack, but his Shadow
told him that this would work well, and thanked him.


For his part, Keane seemed to have
stepped down in tension, having expected trouble to come from one of the two
over this for some reason. He collected their information and logged things
into various notebooks pulled from the back. Then took a fee from the Vampire
in the form of a small bag of gold coins and logged that too. Then he signed
it, had both Morcock and Samuel sign as well and finally gave the paper to Zack
to do the same. Each page got its own stamp, in red, and a copy was given to
both parties.


They left together. If not holding
hands, at least close enough that their inner selves could and did.


“That was... well played. Morcock can
be a pain in the ass as often as not. When you shoved his attempt to dominate
you down his throat I thought he'd burst! Instead he acted like it was nothing.
Heh! Then your ruling... How did you know about his mentor? Anyway, shrewd of
you to figure out he worried about his lover like that, and a kindness to make
certain the Human would be all right. Most of us would have just ordered him to
do it or kill the man. I probably would have. He got lucky getting you, I
guess.” Shifting a bit, he took a good look at Zack and nodded. His inner self
did the same, Zack tried to ignore what else went on inside the Vampire though.
“Now, if you don't mind waiting just a few minutes more, I have some things to
do in the back, before I take over for the evening.”


Shrugging in a friendly way, he
turned to make sure he left the place clean. Everything looked tidy to him, but
he tried to look at it like a Vampire would. He could faintly smell the Italian
food from hours earlier, a faint hint of garlic hovered in the air. He hoped
the garlic wouldn't be a problem for Keane.


A few minutes later Keane came back
smiling, an envelope in hand with a wax seal on the back.


“Here's your pay for the day. Claire
asked me to send her thanks and I'd like to add my own, my lack of tolerance to
daylight means that she's forced to work day after day. She never complains
about it, but it will do her good to not have to work every now and again.”


The envelope felt heavy to Zack's
hand.


“You'll be wanting to open that now I
think...” said the Vampire with a smirk.


Inside he found three crisp hundred
dollar bills, inside was a note, written in a very clear hand, the same one
from the notebook, it thanked him and invited him to join 'them' for a night of
dancing at club Tarantula.


“You should come if you don't have
other plans. Blake is coming to take over from me in a few hours. I'll be there
and Claire, so you'll be with friends. Please consider it. About ten-thirty?”


Zack promised he'd try to make it if
he could, even though he didn't really like the club scene. The mix of truth
and lies, hopes and people crowding together set his nerves on edge. Plus,
dancing was something he'd never really learned to do, not well at least, which
played at least a small part in his reluctance to go.


Thanks to the shortcut from the
parking lot he got home a few minutes later.


Troy got up around six to get ready
for work himself.


“Hey, you coming to the club tonight?
I picked out some clothes for you that don't suck too bad. You won't
look as good as me, but then, who does?” He mock preened for a moment.
“Seriously though, you promised... I'll comp your drinks. It won't even cost
you anything. Just come and sit or something. It's not healthy to stay at home
all the time. We don't even have cable... It's Friday, you're young, live a
little?”


Reminded of money he pulled out the
envelope with his pay in it and handed half of it to Troy. He counted it,
whistled and said, “Dude!”


“Do they have you selling drugs or
something? This is big money for a Candle store... That Lisa must really like
you! You two hooking up or something? Got herself a little Zack sized boy toy
maybe, huh?” He didn't sound mean about it, as if that was a good occupation to
have, if you could get it. The sex toy part. Troy didn't do drugs. The money
disappeared into his room all the same, and no more questions were asked about
it.


He agreed to go to the club, knowing
that he'd probably regret it later.












Chapter ten





 


Committed to a night out, he moved
quickly to get ready. First stop, Krogers. It was the only place he could get
to quickly enough, using a shortcut. There he got everything he'd missed for
the last weeks and months. Deodorant, toothpaste, dental floss, and a new
toothbrush. For the first time in his life he actually purchased mouthwash, and
stocked up with a ten pack of bar soap. He wanted to be ready in case things
got tough again.


He also got a ten pack of
cheap disposable razors and some shaving cream. The one razor he had left he'd
been using for over a month, with bar soap he frothed up in his hand for
shaving cream. It worked, but it didn't feel as good on his face as the real
stuff would.


They didn't carry clothing really,
but he could pick up some new black socks that would be good for both the club
that night and for work after that.


His next stop took him to the eight
dollar hair cut place. That ate up about an hour all told. He left the barber a
five dollar tip, since the hair cut worked out pretty well, being much shorter,
with no particular part, so he could just run a comb through it and go.
Functional.


Back home, after a quick shave, with
teeth taken care of, mouth washed and body showered, he finally got to put on
deodorant. It had been months and to tell the truth he'd been more than a
little self conscious the whole time. Trying to not stand too close to people,
for instance, in case he didn't smell very nice.


He dressed and then waited. It neared
nine, but he really didn't want to show up early and sit there alone. Maybe he
could make an appearance for an hour or so and then beg off? Would “they”
understand? If they were all Vampires they might not, he reasoned, since they'd
be up all night anyway.


The clock moved slowly as he waited.
He practiced not thinking about anything while the time passed. There always
seemed to be so much to not think about in his life. Some would call it a
meditative trance. Instead of worrying about things like that, he just
didn't think.


At ten-twenty, he walked out the
front door, turned right as he left the porch and stepped directly into the
alley behind the Club Tarantula, some three miles away. Walking around to the
front he found himself standing in a line with about a hundred other people.
The line didn't seem to move at all, so he finally walked up to the doorman.


“Excuse me, I'm supposed to meet
someone here...” He didn't get the next sentence out before the doorman, who he
didn't recognize from his previous trips to the club said “If you aren't on the
list, you don't get in. Name?”


Knowing that Troy wouldn't have
thought to put his name on the list, he shrugged and gave it anyway. The
doorman's Shadow self told him that he was only pretending to read the list,
thinking Zack a poser and not important, then stopped suddenly when a girl came
out of the club. She had nice black hair, a tight black dress and heels that
could have doubled as stilts. Leaning in she whispered to the man, pointed at a
spot on the list and smiled at Zack.


“Mr. Hartley! Sorry about that, you are
on the list. Come through please!” He moved aside quickly and smiled
apologetically. “Lots of people claim to be on the list...”


The girl, a Vampire Zack saw, took
his arm to lead him through the club. She said something as the wall of sound
hit him, he couldn't make out what she said on the surface, so he asked her Shadow,
which looked like her with fangs at the moment, to repeat it for him.


I'm Nikki. Claire and Keane heard you
outside and sent me to get you. The door man's new here, so he wouldn't have
recognized you.


Thanks. I can't hear in here. He told her.


The scent of sweat, perfume and beer
permeated the room. Darkness saturated the place, though hundreds of glow
sticks and L.E.D.'s in various colors broke it up enough to walk without
bumping into anyone. Nikki guided him deftly, people moving out of her way even
though she didn't touch or intimidate any of them. A few tried to
'accidentally' touch her he saw, reading their intent clearly, she avoided them
all, even though she let him know she normally wouldn't. That was what a place
like this was for, after all. Claire had told her to treat Zack as a dignitary,
so she wanted to look proper and all, her inner self shared as they walked.


At the table he saw Claire, Keane and
another woman sitting, talking calmly. The new woman didn't have a beast inside
her, but a regular Shadow, so a Human as far as he could tell.


Claire's mouth moved, though he
couldn't hear her at all. He requested that everyone share with him on the deep
level so he could understand.


Claire's beast smiled at him, Mr. Hartley!
So glad you could join us. You know Keane, of course. The lovely woman at your
side is my second lieutenant, Nicole. This sweet girl by my side is my Human
servant, Betty.


Keane turned to him on both levels,
Glad to see you made it. I honestly didn't think you'd come. 


“How can you hear in here? You aren't
even raising your voices...” This came out loud, so everyone but the Human
woman, Betty, could hear him.


Claire grinned, Selective hearing.
We can block out pretty much any sound we don't choose to focus on. If you need
to talk to Betty, or want to, just write a note on the pad she has in front of
her.


He took the pad and pen from in front
of Betty and wrote “Hi! I'm Zack.” on it and pushed it back in front of her.
She said hi in return on both levels at once, like the others were doing.


“I should go get a drink from the
bar. My roommate, Troy, is working tonight and expects to see me. Does anyone
need anything?” He took the pad and wrote, “Going to bar. Want anything?” so
that Betty knew too.


She looked up at him, gratefully it
seemed and said, Water, please? Ice, maybe a lemon wedge?


Noticing Claire's hair he smiled and
let her know that it looked very nice. Her cheeks dimpled a bit in pleasure at
the compliment.


Claire also seemed amused by this for
some reason, Perhaps Nikki could go with you? It wouldn't do to have you
distracted or stolen away by other women when you just got here, after all.


He nodded and put his arm out for
Nikki. Zack knew that Claire had said something different, if only slightly,
because her mouth didn't move long enough to have said all that. That happened
on the Shadow level, you got what people really meant or thought, not just what
they said out loud.


Nikki fairly towed him to the bar,
and when she found an opening, tucked both herself and Zack into the space,
pressing her body against his from her hip to shoulder. She didn't feel warm,
but the chill he expected didn't come either. She must have fed recently, that
or the warmth of the place was catching.


Troy did a double, then triple take,
literally. Eyes bugging, he held the order pad out for Zack instead of making
him shout. Zack wrote down the water with lemon and ice that Betty wanted, then
wrote in the Sprite that he wanted. Troy knew him well enough to know he meant
something without alcohol that wouldn't stain, not that specific brand name
beverage.


He had the drinks for them in
seconds. No matter what he tried to say, Troy worked hard and did a good job at
whatever he did.


Zack waved, and paid for the drinks,
since he had money and didn't want Troy to get into trouble for giving away too
many freebies and went back to his table. He didn't tip him though. After all,
he'd just given the man six hundred dollars earlier. If Troy wanted his money,
he knew where Zack lived.


Back at the table he presented Betty
with her water. She smiled and thanked him, smiling hugely as she did.


Are you a Vampire? Her other self asked him. Even
though her lips didn't move he took the pad from in front of her and wrote
down, “No, I'm just Human.”


Claire and Keane didn't react, but
Nikki picked up the pad.


But you didn't say anything did you?
She didn't say anything to him did she? Claire tilted her head slightly to one side and shook it. 


Brows furrowing, Nikki looked hard at
Zack. After a few seconds her inner self started talking, Are you reading my
mind? Catacomb, barnacle nose, chocolate mouse. Three.


“I'm not reading your mind, not
really, I only know what you tell me. Um, catacomb, barnacle nose, chocolate mouse,
three? Chocolate mouse? Is that a mousse dish for cats? ”


The girl looked shocked and simply
nodded her head for the others to see.


So you know everyone's inner-most
secrets? The
brunette asked. She didn't seem shocked or doubtful, just a bit resigned.


He shook his head. “No, not really.
If I know to ask the right question people's other selves will usually tell me
things and so far as I can tell people always tell the truth on that level, but
most people don't go around calling out everything. Most of the time they share
things like, my back hurts, or you look tasty. Or at least lately people have
been sharing such things... Most of the time I try to ignore things on that
level as hard as I can. I only got all that right now because I really can't hear
in all this noise, so I'm paying attention to it.” He lifted his shoulders,
hoping he looked non-threatening.


She shook her head.


Well, I'm glad you're on our side!


Everyone at the table grinned, except
Betty, who didn't know what had just happened.


They talked for a while, commenting
on other people in the club mainly. As crowded as it seemed, the Vampires could
pick out who was drunk, who looked to get lucky and who just wanted to dance,
with, if not perfect ability, at least a pretty high success rate.


Claire declared that people should
dance. This time when her deep self spoke he knew for certain that he got a lot
more information than she spoke out loud though.


Vampire politics say that I can't
dance with you first. Normally I'd offer you Keane, but you might find that
off-putting. It would be considered an insult to offer you Betty as she's a
mere servant and below your station. It is a bit of a quandary really. I think
the best thing to do is have everyone dance in a group. Betty and Nikki first, then
Keane, then you and I will join.


Keane didn't bat an eyelash at
whatever she said out loud. Nikki stiffened and looked at Keane who gave her a
look that basically communicated “Uh, yeah.” with a sarcastic edge to it.
Betty's eyes popped open, when Nikki wrote all this down for her.


“Claire, I don't really know how to
dance. I usually just sit and watch...” 


She smiled and said. Dance! It
will be fun and given your temperament I don't think you'd want to drink
Keane's blood or have sex with us all tonight instead, which are the only other
options left us barring complicated ceremonies that we can't put together
easily on short notice. It would be a grave insult to turn down this offer and
not accept something else.


“Dancing then. Or in my case,
flapping around to music.” Sighing he waited for the girls to hit the floor,
rebuff the first three waves of guys trying to come and dance with them, then
watched Keane take the floor and merge with them. It wasn't so much dancing as
sinuously twisting around each other without touching. Other people actually
stopped their own dancing and stared.


Claire tapped him on the shoulder
lightly, signaling him to go. He dragged himself across the floor, hoping to
find some way out of this. Nothing came to mind as he reached them. Nikki and
Keane stopped suddenly when the music stopped, Betty a beat later. The music
started again, a fast driving beat. Keane's Shadow reached for him then Nikki's
did. He summoned his own Shadow around him and twisted as if he were trying to
move through a shortcut that would take him into Betty, following a path he
could barely sense at all. They responded by moving away, then Nikki swung back
around toward him and he moved into the space between Keane and her, swept his
hand past Betty who undulated. Up close he could see that the Vampires were
doing all the work for her, acting as counter point to her movements. She
suddenly spun toward him, again he twisted and spun, this time with her,
holding himself about four inches away from her, their Shadows intertwined.
Nikki took over, pulsing in front of him, a complicated gesture that he didn't
understand, but could feel and follow anyway.


Keane thrust past her, their energies
touching as the beat hit, he locked with him and they moved side by side. He
just let his body do whatever Keane did, then after twenty seconds of this, the
girls moved into him, they rocked in counterpoint to him, never touching,
passing back and forth from Keane to him.


The music ended shortly. He turned to
go back the table when the music started again, a slower beat this time. Claire
moved over to him, actually pressing her body to his. He caught the idea after
a few seconds, he needed to follow her, sticking to her and not breaking
contact. Their palms touched and he synced his movements to hers, letting his Shadow
self mingle with hers just enough so that when she moved back he felt pulled toward
her and when she moved forward he felt her pushing slightly against him.


Toward the end the movements got
complex, and it took all his attention to match her movements. Thankfully she
remembered not to move faster than his body could take, or he probably would
have cracked a vertebrae. Well, in reality he'd just have fallen down or
something, but it would have been embarrassing, which could hurt too, if on a
totally different level.


The music stopped suddenly and so did
they. Dead still, instantly.


People around them started clapping
and cheering. When he looked around to see what had happened they seemed
focused on Claire and himself. Apparently the Vampire had carried him well
enough to make the whole thing look good.


Claire took his hand and moved him
back to the table. Sitting he took a sip of his drink. They chatted again for
about ten minutes using the strange system they'd worked out. The topics ranged
from dancing to politics. They all complimented his dancing. He told them it
had really been all them, that he'd just followed along. This made Keane
chuckle inside, his face remaining blank.


 Drinks started arriving for the girls,
much to their amusement, and one for Keane which he acknowledged with a glance
and a lifting of the drink toward the cute, but slightly heavyset peroxide
blonde that waved to him. They didn't actually drink, not even Betty who could
have. Zack just didn't drink alcohol so hadn't thought about it before, but
Betty didn't seem to either, even when it came for free.


Much to his shock, a drink came for
him as well. A small note with it said, “Want to dance? Valerie.” It had little
hearts by it. Zack blushed and showed it to Keane who sat next to him. He
didn't have to wait long to find out what Valerie looked like because she
walked up to the table.


“You must be the famous, Mr. Hartley.
I'm Valerie, perhaps you've seen me around the mall?” She wore clothing, but it
seemed hard to notice this fact when he looked at her. Blonde now, he
recognized her indeed, having seen her twice. Her hair had shifted color, he
thought.


Just to make everything clear, Claire
spat out, Succubus! Her lips moved in time with the word he heard from
her inner self.


“I can see you're here with friends,
but perhaps you could spare time for a single dance?” She addressed Zack
directly. Given the show they had all just put on, he could hardly claim not to
be able to, he didn't know how well he'd do with anyone else. Claire and the
others had definitely led out there and carried him.


The music restarted.


Apparently the Succubi could
communicate without issue even with the music.


He couldn't 'hear' her Shadow speak,
not without opening up the raw flood of sexuality she represented. He could
hear Claire and the others still, so he used that as a guide to the
conversation.


They negotiated something, dealing
with him and dancing. He got that much. Claire demanded that the other woman
restrain herself and not use any of her 'tricks'. Part way through this another
man approached. His Shadow self had as strong a sense of sexuality as Valerie
did, but it didn't call at him like hers managed to, thankfully. That would have
been too much for him to handle, given the memories that had awakened a few
days before.


Valerie smiled and grabbed his hand
suddenly, pulling him toward the dance floor. He found his body responding,
even as he tried to turn his focus away from her. She stopped and pressed
close, swaying suggestively while just barely making contact with him.


Desperately, he turned his mind away
as hard as he could. She represented loss of self, to Zack at least, even if he
didn't understand why. This wasn't something to play with, that much resonated
through his entire being. Focused on the crowd, searching for distraction, Zack
noticed something he would have missed a few moments before.


A man in a white jacket, hair a bit
too long or too short to be fashionable, with thick, dark-rimmed glasses sat
across from a girl, leering at her. She seemed a little drunk, or perhaps
tired, her Shadow slowing in its actions as he watched.


The man smiled and looked around. His
Shadow fairly crowed. Something seemed very wrong here, this reaction didn't
seem like a guy that wanted to just pick up a cute girl. The whole thing
felt... wrong.


Zack focused on him and stretched his
inner self toward the man asking, Why so happy, friend?


The Shadow within the man looked
normal, but felt horrible, like a monster of some kind, it turned toward
where Zack danced with the Succubus and said, This girl is mine now. Some
drugs in her drink and she won't even remember this, if she lives. It can't
fail! Now to get her to my car. Wait, let her get deeper. She didn't come with
friends, there's no one watching for her...


“Valerie, can you hear me?” He asked,
close to her ear. Feeling her nod as he watched, he said, “In the direction I'm
looking, there's a girl, Asian? The man she's with put something in her drink.
He plans to rape her, I think...”


She spun around to look, after a
moment she yelled in his ear, “The girl is Charli. From the mall. Come on.”


They raced back to the table. Valerie
slapping at men's hands as they tried to grab her while she walked. She pulled
him along behind her as fast as the press of bodies would allow.


“Norris, get over here! Mr. Hartley
says that Charli, from Princess Pretty Nail, has been drugged by some creep
that plans to rape her. We need to stop him.” This got everyone's attention,
except Betty who just looked confused, then expertly hid it.


Keane nodded to Nikki, who looked at
Zack.


Her Shadow told him what she needed,
and much as he did when he'd danced earlier, he let her lead. He held out his
arm again and they danced across the floor. As they closed on the table she
spun toward him, then away, letting her hand seem to slip at the end of the
move, flying toward the table, knocking the drinks over. Spending a few seconds
apologizing she then turned and said, It's drugged.


Keane moved to run interference, but
to his surprise Valerie walked up to the man and hit him with a full dose of
whatever it was she did. The creep stood, a dumb look on his face, hardly
moving, until she guided him away. Zack could literally see waves of lust and
passion wafting up around them as they walked, a glittering, rose-colored
pattern that looked a little like a heat shimmer on a summer's day.


Claire and Nikki took Charli by one
arm each and carried her out. Betty floating behind them.


Out the door, Claire suggested they
think of a place to take her.


“My house. We can get there quickest
I think. Through the alley in back. This way.” Valerie had already led the
would-be rapist back there with Norris and Keane. 


They discussed what they should do
with him.


Claire took charge instantly. “Take
him far away and deal with it. You know what to do, Keane. We need to take
Charli here someplace where we can arrange for aid. Mr. Hartley has volunteered
his dwelling and for transportation there... Mr. Hartley?”


“I can only take you one at a time,
but the shortcut goes right to my door step. You have to step about six inches
high when I take you through or you'll trip. It doesn't hurt or anything, this
isn't like line travel even, it's just like taking a step. So Claire, Nikki,
Charli... Who else is going?” Valerie raised her hand, but Norris and Keane
both said they had other things to do. Betty raised her hand.


“Right. Then, Claire first.”


He took her arm and delivered her to
his doorstep. Almost instantly he stepped back for Nikki. Then decided Betty
should go, leaving Valerie to hold up Charli, which she did without effort.
Getting the girl through turned out to be difficult. He finally just picked her
up and carried her, glad that this shortcut had more of a step sideways than a
twist.


One more trip was needed to collect Valerie.
He took her arm and felt passion and sex rip though his body. He dropped her
arm and stepped back.


“Sorry. I can't take you if you're
going to do that. Can you calm it down again?” She nodded that she could,
though it took her several deep breaths. Her eyes closed in concentration, her
body relaxing visibly as she stood there. When she opened her eyes again he
took her arm gently, ready to drop it if needed.


The energy coming off of her still
caused his soul to ring with desire. With longing, but he got her
through, somehow. It helped that the contact lasted only a few seconds.


The others had already gone in.
Charli lay on the old thread bare and broken down sofa, with Nikki kneeling by
her. Claire spoke on the phone, her voice calm and practiced, professional as
if this kind of thing happened all the time.


“Yes, the address is... What is
the address Mr. Hartley?” She told the other person to wait a moment and handed
him the cell phone.


“Mr. Hartley? This is Wu-Li. I'll
come directly, what is your address please?” Zack told him. He said he could be
there within thirty minutes. He'd be bringing his apprentice as well.


“Wait, are you near the mall at all?”
He asked the Master before he could hang up.


“Dan and I both, yes.”


He asked them to meet him at the
entrance of the mall nearest the Candles and More, tossed Claire the phone
which she caught easily and ran out the door. Wu-Li must have understood his
intent, because he saw two men running toward him when he stepped out the other
side of the shortcut. They both moved with greater than normal speed, not the
blurring speed of a Vampire, but fast enough to get either of them a gold medal
in the Olympics.


When they got to him, he took the
Master's arm and led him through, not hesitating at all. Then he stepped back
for the other man, who looked to be about thirty-five or so. White, with a well
cared for mustache, and a heavy case with a strap. Without hesitation he put
his arm out and walked with Zack through the point in space his master had just
disappeared into. Zack felt impressed, since walking into something like that
without knowing what it was required either fearlessness or great trust, and
the man, Dan, hadn't even met him before.


“Across the street there.” They
padded over quickly and were inside, the whole thing taking less than a minute.


The two healers went to work quickly.
They discussed the nature of the drug with Nikki and to Zack's surprise, Valerie.
The succubus seemed to have more than a passing knowledge with the effects of
various drugs for some reason. Particularly ones used in rapes.


“I think I've heard of this one. It's
something new, a combination of Flunitrazepam, you know, the date rape drug. Very
pure, with some other drugs. It hits hard and fast, the effects last about six
hours, sometimes more. If an overdose is given, death generally occurs in two
to four hours, when the person stops breathing.” Valerie nodded toward the girl
on the sofa. “She's not very big. The jerk could easily have misjudged the
amount in the dark. Drugging a person like this isn't as simple as most people
think. Not if you want them to live.”


Wu-Li looked up at Dan, his
apprentice. “What would you suggest?”


“Samsara root would be best, but we
don't have any. I know it grows wild in the Himalayas, but I don't know of
anyone that might carry it around here.” He shook his head. “Other than that my
next move would be to take her to an emergency room...”


“Just so. The Underground Market
outside of Toronto would have it, however.” Wu-Li said.


Zack looked at the old man.


“Okay, so we go there and get this?
Is it near a Nexus point at all?”


All eyes on him suddenly, except for
Betty and Charli. Betty had moved in and was applying a cold compress to the
girl's head, which appeared to be all right with the healers.


Wu-Li told him briefly about the
Underground Market, literally underground, secret and a Nexus hub like
Underwood was.


“You'll need gold, to purchase the
Samsara. I don't have any on me. Dan, you can take some from the box and use
the node point in the back of our shop. Mr. Hartley, can you get there though?
You've not been there and have nothing to identify the location with...”
Concern covered his face.


“Dan, do you know where it is?” Zack
asked.


“I went once before. I don't know if
I could find it on a map...” he replied.


“That'll work. We'll make it work.
Come on.”


Without question, Dan ran with him
out the door.


When they hit the mall Zack motioned
the other man to take the lead, starting to gasp as Dan easily covered the
distance. Zack's legs began to burn as he pushed himself, trying to keep up,
and failing. It occurred to him that what he'd thought had been a mad dash to
save Jennifer had been a fairly mild jog in reality. Luckily for him he'd been
in the lead, setting the pace.


At the store, Dan asked for a moment,
which worked for Zack as he sat on the floor sucking in air. Something about
the night seemed to be taking a toll he noticed.


Moments later Dan came in with a small
dark brown cloth bag in his hand. Whatever was inside it clinked as he moved,
only once, then the man held it silent in his hand as he tucked it into his
waist somehow.


Getting to his feet he walked to the
room, much smaller than the one in his store, that held the Nexus point.


“Dan, quick, focus on the
Underground. Remember it. What was it like? Did you go to the Apothecary there?
Think about it. What did it smell like?” Dan closed his eyes in focus.


Zack merged his inner self with the
apprentice, his inner self just skimming the other man's, finally getting a
vague sense of what he needed to look for. Then he stared into the void through
the Nexus point.


“Got it. Get ready.” Zack took a step
forward.


“I wonder what it will be like, I've
nev-”


Then they entered the line.












Chapter eleven





 


“-ver done this before. Whoa....” Dan
gasped as they stepped into the nexus room over three thousand miles away. To
his credit he didn't stop to gawk, heading straight to the front instead.


“Hello! Master? Master Yang? It's
Dan, Master Wu-Li sent me?”


“Up front!” He called. “Come up front
and get Samsara now. Don't wait on an old man!” They jogged to the front
counter. The set up, Zack noticed, held no resemblance at all to the Underwood
mall. For one thing, people, beings, walked by in decent numbers, huge
really, considering it was still night in Toronto.


There were also a lot of new types of
people in the crowds. He didn't have time to try and catalog them, but
apparently being Human, or at least Human looking, didn't make a big difference
at this location. That was good. He'd hate for the universe to be as boring as
all that. Of course that meant that they didn't have that at Underwood because
Humans were bigots or unpleasant, but it was interesting to know.


Master Yang stood as an example of
that. The man had large pointed ears that flopped over a bit at the ends. Plus
a nose a little too long for a Human, strictly speaking. Also long white hairs
on his head and face contrasting with the pale, yellow-gray skin beneath. His Shadow
however looked perfectly Human, and smiled at him when he caught him looking.


“You then, might be Mr. Hartley? The
Nexus Walker who isn't a demon? I'm most pleased to make your acquaintance,
sir! Most pleased! Here are your herbs, Dan. Three gold, of an ounce or better
each, please. Yes, steep the price, but also hard to come by, no?” Dan produced
four coins, telling them both that they were all a little light, but four
should do. The strange being checked them with his teeth and pronounced them
acceptable.


As they turned to leave he stopped
Zack with a hand on his arm. “Please, take my card. You never know when you may
need the aid of one such as I, no?”


Zack placed the card in his pocket
and nodded, murmuring his thanks to the man. They went to the back room and
stepped back through the Nexus to Wu-Li's shop.


They started running almost
immediately. Dan in the lead again, forcing Zack to scramble after him. His
legs burned even faster this time, having barely recovered from the last
sprint. Was Dan running so fast because the situation was so dire, or just
because he thought Zack would be able to keep up? Either way Zack tried his
best, just in case it turned out to be important.


It took nearly two minutes to get to
his house, because the apothecary shop added nearly an eighth of a mile to the
trip, which meant Dan had to wait for him to catch up to get through the shortcut.


Wu-Li had water boiling on the stove,
in the one pot Troy and he shared, and shredded the root directly into the
water using a rasp from his case. Most of the root ended up in the water, but
the remainder got wrapped in what looked like wax paper and put away in the
Master's case. Since even that bit must have been worth hundreds of dollars, he
couldn't blame the man for being careful with it.


“Don't use this pan again. The
effects of Samsara root are... unpleasant. And not something to experience by
accident. Indeed, you'll all most likely wish to leave the room while the
treatment and its effects take place. We should move her to someplace that can
be washed easily. Do you have a tub here?” Zack nodded and pointed vaguely toward
the correct direction, when the old man finished speaking.


Nikki agreed to go into the room with
the drugged girl, protecting her clothing by the simple expedient of taking her
dress off at the door and throwing it out. The door closed then. Nikki had been
instructed to have her drink the full pot of tincture if she could get her to
take it, since what was in the pot would fill only a small cup of undiluted
beverage.


“Now we wait,” Wu-Li sat upon the
floor, his back ramrod straight. Dan copied him after a few moments.


Claire and Valerie sat on opposites
sides of the now vacant couch. Rather than move closer to the Succubus, Zack
decided to sit in a fashion similar to the masters sitting on his floor. Having
gone through the Nexus with both of them, it had become clear to him that Dan
had reached true mastery some time ago, regardless of the fact he still thought
of himself as an apprentice. Oh, he didn't know everything perhaps, but
that would come with time, most likely. Dan had reached a point where he
wouldn't die unless killed, for instance, and had mastered dozens of martial
arts styles, armed and unarmed both.


The sounds of retching and less
pleasant noises came from the other room. It sounded awful to Zack. After an
hour the sounds reached a crescendo and slowly tapered off after that. Two
hours after it had begun, the sounds stopped.


Suddenly the Succubus and Claire both
perked up and looked at the bathroom door. A few moments later he heard the
water running and then the shower being engaged.


“Charli is talking and her heart
sounds much better now. Nikki thinks we should find some clothing for her.
She's washing her now. Um, she also thinks we should probably burn the towels
in there after this. Nikki's not prone to exaggeration, I'm sorry to say,
Zack.” A peaceful look came over her then.


“I'd gladly trade towels and pots for
a life. Those are just things, and not important comparatively... I'm tired...
Did that even make sense?” Zack yawned. “How are we all getting home? I can
take people to the mall or the club easily enough, but I don't know where
Charli lives. Someone will have to give her a ride.... I don't know....”


The lack of sleep and the events of
the night suddenly hit him all at once and he felt his eyes close. When he
opened them again people had packed up and stood by the door. He'd laid on the
floor, curled on his side dozing. Zack made himself stand. A little woozy
still. Enough so that he didn't even feel embarrassed about dozing off on
everyone.


“Right, who goes where?”


Both Claire and Valerie had cars
parked at the club. Betty volunteered to stay with Charli, as she'd seen her at
the club many times, which gave her a plausible reason for having taken her
from the place when she'd been drugged. Wu-Li and Dan needed to go back to the
mall, where it turned out they both lived, in the back of their apothecary.


So Betty would 'call' her roommate,
Claire, to come get them and take them home. Claire would 'suggest' to Charli
that nothing too bad happened and that she got lucky, but needed to be more
careful in the future. Which, except for the whole Samsara thing, turned out to
be pretty much true. That part, it was decided, could be written off as part of
the being drugged initially.


For all that he felt weak and woozy,
it seemed somehow easier to take people through the various shortcuts right
now. It took less focus for some reason. Probably a side effect of so many
trips through the lines in short order. That or practice, outside of any energy
driven or magical effect.


It took nearly an hour for Claire to
get back. Charli thanked him blearily and Betty thanked him too. Claire didn't
come back in, just waiting in her car for them to come out.


Feeling heavy, he crawled off to bed
and slept without dreaming for ten wonderful hours.


Then he dreamed for what seemed like
forever. Dark things. Huge men. Pain. Fear. A giant Shadow.


This finally shook him back to
awareness about three in the afternoon. When he rolled over to get out of bed
he found himself met by a pair of velvet eyes. He moved back toward the wall
suddenly, hitting it with enough force that the crashing sound had definite
overtones of creaking.


Zack stood up on his narrow bed,
sleep filled eyes finally making out Valerie's face.


“I hope you don't mind. The door was
unlocked so I just let myself in. I brought breakfast.” She swung up lithely.
Whatever caused her to seem like sex personified had been toned down to a level
that made her seem only like an incredibly hot, very available woman.
Something he could deal with mentally, thank goodness.


“What? Okay. Let me wake up for a
second here.” He walked off the bed, avoiding touching her as he leaped past,
as if a giant spider stood there instead of a beautiful woman. He looked down
at himself. Sweat pants and a t-shirt. At least Troy's nice clothes had managed
to come off before he climbed into bed.


Valerie watched him too closely, it
seemed predatory to him, hungry. She followed him as he walked to the bathroom
and smiled when he said she could make herself at home. He took time to brush
his teeth and shave, finishing by splashing cold water on his face.


When he walked into the living room,
he saw that the small kitchen table had moved into the room, and that candles
burned in the center of it. There were real plates, knives and forks, wine
glasses with a red liquid in them and flowers between the candles. On one of
the plates sat a cinnamon roll about the size of both of his fists put
together.


“In the glass is a sparkling
cranberry. I was told that you don't drink by your lovely roommate before he
left work last night. Troy, I think he said his name was? Very
informative fellow. He also said you liked sweets, but hadn't had a lot of them
lately. I hope my offering is acceptable.” The lilt of her voice managed to
convey a lot less sex today than it had last night. “Shall we sit? We need to
discuss last night and debts to be paid...” She gestured gracefully for him to
sit. When she settled into the chair a sudden wave of sensuality came off of
her, quickly reigned in.


“First, I think you'll be happy to
hear that our endeavor went well last night. Charli Walsh is safe at her
mother's home and doing fine. We don't know that she'd have been harmed
by the drugs in her system, but the heroic measures taken certainly helped to
make sure nothing went wrong.” Waving at his food, indicating he could eat if
he wanted, she continued.


“Each group will have to deal with
you on their own, since nothing had been planned or apportioned. As signatories
to the treaty, all others present last night were required to give aid to our
fellow, even though she doesn't know about it. Basically, if you work at the
mall, we have to help you out if you're in danger and we know about it. Within
reason. A Human trying to harm her illegally falls within the level of
reasonable intervention.”


Zack nodded. On reflection it did
seem a little odd to him that everyone had instantly shot into action like that
last night. Vampires and Succubi weren't superheroes by nature, not from what
he could tell. Master Wu-Li and Master Dan made sense, as it related directly
to the kind of work they did as apothecaries. He just hoped that the different
groups wouldn't charge him too much.


“I guess I should reimburse Master
Wu-Li for his time. That Samsara root cost a lot too, like three ounces of gold
I think. And Claire drove Charli home. Am I supposed to pay her for gas and
time? Nikki did the actual hard part though, I mean, I wouldn't have wanted to
be in that room from the sound of it. I hadn't even considered her hyper-acute
senses... that had to be hard on her. So she should be paid for that, I
guess. You and Norris helped get the guy. What do I even pay for that? I'm
going to have to put in more hours at work, I think... Am I forgetting anyone?”


The Succubi stopped and looked at
him, a sweet smile on her lips.


“No, Zack. We – Wu-Li, Claire,
Norris, and I especially – were required to give aid if we could. It's you
that we need to clear the books with. You kind of fill a special slot in the
order of things here... You work at one of the embassies, but you aren't an
ambassador or even beholden to the Mages for more than your work as a store
clerk. If you got in trouble we'd all have to help you, but you aren't mandated
to do anything at all for us. Loophole logic, but it's what the treaty says so
no changing it now. If things were reversed and Charli had helped us with you,
I'd be talking to her right now, or more likely Norris would be. Patty, my...
'boss', sent me to negotiate what our contingent needs to provide you for your
efforts, since I told her we already had formed a... connection. It would be
fair to spread the cost at least three ways though, don't you think?”


Cost? Zack sat for a moment, buying
time by taking a few bites of his cinnamon roll. It had thick frosting on the
top, kind of like a cake. Cream cheese flavor hit the back of his tongue.
Tasty, a bit too rich at first. He ate slowly, thinking about the interplay of
flavors and textures until he noticed the woman looking at him anxiously. He
carefully ignored her Shadow self, just in case, so he wouldn't be hit with an
overwhelming wall of sex.


“This is good, the cinnamon roll, I
mean. Um. Really. What do you think would be fair, everything being
considered?” There, when in doubt, throw the ball back into the other person's
court. He waited to see her response.


“Right. Well, technically speaking,
no one would have signed off on using the Nexus in an emergency for a Human
girl if we were dealing with Demons. Can we presume that you have no interest
in souls or enslaving generations of anyone's families?” This got a nod and
half-shrug from him, so she continued.


“Good then. For our part, I have been
authorized to open with this: we'll provide you with twenty-five thousand
ounces of gold, in ready form, services from any employee at our Embassy for a
time of twenty years and one 'boon' to be decided later. That's like owing you
a favor. It can't cost anyone their life or cripple them though. Does that
sound equitable to you?” This last came out sounding worried, as if she
expected him to ask for far more.


He took another bite of cinnamon
roll. It really did hit all the right spots.


“I guess I should make a counter
offer now? Let's see. How about this. My Friend Hilda, the Trolleinkein? Do you
know her?” Valerie nodded. “She says that your store has nice clothing, but
that it's hard for her to go there, because of all the sex stuff coming from
you guys. Do you think you could find a way for her to get clothing she likes
without all that? That would be good.”


She nodded, thoughtful for a moment.


“That can be done, I think, without
issue. I wasn't aware that this had been a problem for her or it would have
been addressed already. In the interest of good relations if nothing else. Is
there anything specifically that you'd like for yourself?”


He looked down at his plate. “Is
there another cinnamon roll?”


Smiling she walked into his kitchen
and came back with a box that held three more. Using the waxed paper provided
by the bakery she eased another on to his plate.


“So, are we good with what's on the
table?” Her smile seemed genuine and lacked all but a subtle trace of sexiness.
Zack figured that this actually took a lot of control for her and probably
meant relaxed and focused on her part.


He nodded. “I think so. You haven't
even touched the food yet.”


Chuckling she said, “I meant,
twenty-five thousand in gold, services for twenty-years, a single boon, and clothing
provided for Hilda the Trolleinkein. Are we good with that? Or is there more
you'd like to add?”


He shook his head at her. “Sorry, you
misunderstood me. The clothes for Hilda. That's all...”


Her sex vibes spiked suddenly,
washing over him in waves. Her stare bore into him, with an almost sharp
sensation.


“I don't think I understand.... nope,
I don't understand at all. Are you saying, that you don't want the gold
and services or that we need to add more maybe? We can't just give Hilda
some clothes for this!” Her eyebrows pulled forward. A movement that distinctly
had no Human analog. They actually bulged toward him just a little bit.


“Why not? I suppose you guys could
get some candles from the store if you need them on occasion, if you don't
already. That seems fair.” He continued to eat. “Plus, I got a second cinnamon
roll. Oh, and don't show up in my bed anymore. Unless you're invited. The same
for the rest of you. That was freaky. Call or something, like a normal person.
I was having nightmares, where I was being raped so... Don't just walk in
unless, you know, it's an emergency or something. Okay?”


It took an hour of negotiation, and
she finally got him to accept five thousand gold and 'services' for five years,
he didn't have to actually use these, he hoped. She also insisted that he keep
the boon as well. Since he couldn't know when a favor might be helpful and it
would be signed off on by the national committee, which would be, she assured
him, a much bigger deal than if it just came from their office alone.


He signed something, just a sheet
she'd written out by hand, saying that he accepted these things as payment for
services rendered. She signed too and left two blank spots. One for her boss
and one for his “signatory” he didn't know who that would be.


As she packed up she turned to him
and gave him a kiss. It had no impact other than a normal touch of lips on his,
just a soft caress.


“That's for being such a kind soul,
Mr. Hartley. The world has few people as good, I think.” She left the plates
and candles. The knives and forks too. He figured that to be a comment on the
state of his house and the way he and Troy had been living.


Since he had some money left and
figured he might have some visitors soon he decided to try and do some
shopping. He walked to Krogers and bought several bags worth of food, about as
much as he could carry in a single trip.


Then he worked out how to get to the
local fabric store, a Jo-Ann's, where he picked up eight yards of a shiny cream
colored fabric that would look good as the back drop for the new window display
at the store. He blanched a little at the cost, but paid for it out of pocket
and kept the receipt for Lisa.


The fabric store turned out to be
right next to a craft store called Michaels. He found those dried stalk looking
things he'd envisioned for the back drop and some fake flowers that would
brighten the whole thing up without looking tacky. At least he hoped that
turned out to be the case. He didn't know if he had very good taste as far as
such things went.


He rounded this out with three big,
wooden vases. Their dark color would stand out without detracting, he thought.
Zack also found some big stone pieces that were actually plastic, but claimed
to be fire proof. If he could get incense going, the stone would be a good
thing to have under that to prevent fires.


Without hurrying Zack went home in
the dark, taking only a few minutes of walking to get there, now that he'd
figured out where the stores were.


Chatting with Troy for a while, he
realized they needed to throw out the pot that had been used for the Samsara,
before Troy ate from it, and convinced him to eat cereal instead. Then he went
out and bought a full set of towels and a large box with pots, pans and other
kitchen stuff. It would be an adventure of sorts, actually owning a few nice
things, he reflected.


He got to bed earlier than expected
and shocked himself by sleeping without any dreams.


 


 












Chapter twelve





 


He rounded the corner just before
nine in the morning, hands loaded with the things he'd bought for the window
display, to find the store already open. Lisa waited for him at the front,
sitting behind the counter. She watched him with a smile as he walked up to
her.


“Zack! How are you doing today?”


“Good. I thought I was supposed to
open today... Don't you get today off? You just worked open to close for the
last two days.” He put the bags on the counter, which landed heavily on the
glass surface making him want to wince a little.


“I'm just here for a bit, then taking
off for the day. Some people are coming to do some paperwork in a few minutes.
So I heard there was a bit of adventure Friday? It was good of you to help out
Charli like that. Claire told me that you and Apprentice Dan went all the way to
Toronto, to the Underground there? I hear that place is wild!”


She nodded at the front door as
Master Wu-Li and Dan came into the store, followed by a very
good-looking woman with brown hair, and Valerie. Claire saw this, walked over
from her shop, and came right in. Lisa invited them all into the back, taking
Zack by the arm so that he knew that he needed to come too. A ring of chairs
had been set up off to the left of the node and the carpet that covered it. He
sat next to Lisa as she indicated him to do with a wave of her hand and a small
smile. It wasn't real, being a bit too professional for that.


“We've all been filled in as to why
we're here, or were present at the events in question. As Zack's employer, I'm
here only to represent his interests and not in any other capacity at this
time. Shall we begin?”


The woman with Valerie stood up,
drawing all attention to her instantly, even though she didn't project any air
of allure that a pretty face wouldn't have commanded.


“Mr. Hartley, I'm Patricia Swanson,
leader for the Alede at this location. Did you sign this document yesterday?”
She held up the paper Valerie had written the day before. He nodded after
looking at it and smiled at Valerie, who looked a little subdued.


Patricia handed the paper to Claire,
who read it, then handed it off to Master Wu-Li, who in turn handed it to Dan.
Dan looked perplexed when he read the document. He handed it to Lisa, who spent
the most time reading it.


“Zack... You know you could ask for a
lot more and get it, right? What you're charging for this is... small compared
to what anyone here would have expected,” said Lisa, frowning. Her Shadow self
asked him straight out if Valerie had coerced him using sex... or threats.


He answered in the same way that
Valerie hadn't and that she had actually behaved herself pretty well in that
regard, all things considered. The Shadows of the others chimed in all at once,
except Wu-Li and Dan, who simply regarded him in identical postures on both
levels of being.


“Well, honestly, I can't see that I
did anything so special. I mean, I'm glad we were able to help Charli and that
she's okay, but I can't see why you'd be paying me for anything. As it is, as
far as I'm concerned, we can tear that up if you want. Valerie wouldn't leave
until I took more than making shopping available from Beautiful Plus for Hilda.
She said that people would think they were taking advantage of me or
something.”


Lisa looked at him, deliberating for
a moment. “I see. Well, that document is signed by Zack already, and Valerie. I
say we run with it, on the condition that this emergency situation doesn't
reflect on any future work or payment. Let's finish that and move on then?”


Patricia signed it, glancing from
Lisa to Zack several times first. Lisa took the paper and signed it next, then
handed the paper back to the head Succubus.


Master Wu-Li went next.


“What do you think would be fair from
us, sir? We can easily match what the ladies are offering in gold. I doubt that
either my or Dan's 'services' would be as interesting to you however.” The room
chuckled as one.


“Actually... I think maybe you could
help me with something. Could you, or Dan maybe, show me how you do that
running thing you do? Dan almost ran me into the ground the other day and I
know he slowed down a lot, waiting for me to catch up.”


Dan started to say that it took a
long time to learn such things, but Master Wu-Li held up a hand and asked Zack
if he'd like to learn some other secret things as well, such as what he
witnessed in the basement when they got Jennifer back.


Zack agreed readily. The old man knew
stuff, a lot more than he showed in those few moments of one fight. While being
able to run fast and without stopping would be useful, probably more useful
than fighting, it would be interesting to see what the Master had to share with
him.


“That's... probably worth more than
what Patricia and Valerie signed for, if I can learn any of it. Is it
fair of me to accept that?” He looked first at Lisa then at Claire, who
wouldn't steer him wrong in such a thing.


Claire spoke up, saying that it would
be a valuable thing indeed, if he could master any of those skills and that she
thought it of at least equal value with the first contract. Even Patricia
nodded after a moment.


Lisa wrote up this contract, leaving
what secrets to be shared up to Zack's ability to learn and any strictures
Wu-Li's group might have. They all signed, this time Claire also signed as a
witness.


That left the Vampires.


“Normally my, organization, would
trade information, favors, or gold for such things if we could. We're prepared
to offer fifty-thousand in gold, unspecified information that may be requested
or provided as needed, at our discretion, over the next five years, and
contracts to no less than five businesses for candles. Oh! Also I'll deliver
frozen yogurt upon request three times per week.”


The others stared at her for a
moment, no mouths hung open, but they were truly baffled. Zack smiled though,
getting it for once.


He looked at her and returned with a
suggestion of two frozen yogurts per week, two thousand gold, information as
they saw fit, business contracts for Candles and More and dancing lessons.
Because he knew that he had been sorely lacking in that department, even though
it had been fun in an odd way.


She actually clapped her hands and
said 'oh, goody' in front of everyone before she said it would be agreed, as
long as he took at least five thousand in gold.


This agreed and signed to, he shook
hands with Master Wu-Li and Dan, Patricia and Valerie, who held themselves in
so tightly they seemed like normal people at the contact, and then Claire,
whose hand left a chill on his own for several seconds after she let go. Then
Zack ushered them out of the store so some actual work could get done at some
point during the day.


“You know that if you'd asked for ten
times as much, and no one would have batted an eyelash, right?” Lisa said. “For
that matter, you probably still could. Since the topic of payment for services
has already come up, there's that little matter with Jennifer... Everyone is
waiting for your demands, or requests, as I think this incident will show
everyone that you aren't dealing like the Demons do at all, once word gets
out.”


She sat looking at him, the soft pink
sweater dress she wore looked nice on her, he thought. She also had on a belt
that looked cool, made of silver rings maybe? She wore the same mid calf boots
as the other day, he noticed. He realized that he'd pulled his mind away from
the topic at hand, trying to avoid it, knowing she wouldn't like his answer too
much, or at least her people wouldn't.


He took a deep breath and let it out
in a soft sigh.


“No.” He made eye contact then.


“Huh?”


“No. I won't charge for that. A
little kid needed help. That's all. You just do what you can in that kind of
situation. So, no. Tell them I refuse to take anything from them for it. If
they want to fire me because of that, then so be it. I really like working here
though, so I hope they won't. But that's my answer. No.” He repeated it on the Shadow
level as he spoke out loud, so she would know he meant it and they wouldn't
have to argue the matter for hours.


“I... I'll tell them that, Zack. Beth
and Barbara might have something to say about it, but everyone else will just
have to accept it if that's what you've decided...”


“Barbara?”


“Oh! That's the other woman that left
with Jennifer? Beth's partner. They run a bakery. They're also a couple... I
don't know if that kind of thing matters to you. We haven't had a lot of time
to get to know each other yet, have we?” She had tilted her head down and
looked up through her lashes at him a little.


“Why would it bother me that they're
dating? Or is it the bakery that might bother me? I like baked goods. I
thought you were all Mages and stuff, though. Do Mages run bakeries often?” He
leaned forward, interested in her answer.


“Most high level Mages, and Beth is
high level, make money a lot of different ways. Beth is worth millions. She
runs a Bakery because it makes her happy. Barbara knows about us, but she's a
regular Human. What I meant though, was that I didn't know how you would feel
about gay people.” She held his gaze meaningfully.


Her Shadow self cleared her vague
hint up though, being nice like she was. I like women. I have a girlfriend.
Can I bring her here or do I need to hide her, so you aren't uncomfortable?


“Oh, I see. Well, I'd love to meet
your girlfriend, Lisa. What's her name?”


Lisa sat up suddenly. Getting up she
rounded the chairs and went into her office coming out a few minutes later with
a framed picture.


“Her name is Deidre. This is her
here, on the left.” They were both in the picture. Lisa stood next to a
slightly round lady with short, curly, dark-colored hair and light
olive-colored skin. The woman, Deidre, had a nice smile.


His inner self spoke to the photo, Hello,
Deidre!


Her Shadow self poked out of the
photo briefly to say, Hello, person I don't know!


Handing the photo back he told her
that her friend seemed nice. He hoped they could meet in person soon. Lisa
beamed at him, as if he had done something particularly special or good.


“All right, Lisa. Now, unless you
have work to do, go home or do something fun! Go, go! It's Sunday, I should be
able to hold things down for a day or two even. I'll call if I need you... Bye!”


A short thirty-five minutes later he
got her out the door. He wondered if she might be a workaholic or something?
When she had gone, he started getting things ready to change the front display
into something special.


Hours passed as he worked, slipping
by in a haze. The display looked good as he finished it, even if he was saying
so himself. There was a mass of cream silk, bright flowers, candles, oil lamps
with red oil in them, and two incense holders. As he finished he realized he
hadn't gone to the Import store to check in with them about having incense
burning.


“Hey, Claire? Is there a directory of
phone numbers for stores in the mall? I need to call down to the Import store
and make certain it's all right for me to burn incense here. Lisa said they did
fire safety for the whole building, right?” He saw her through the front glass
of the store, coming over with something held in her hand.


“Indeed there is, but I wrote the
number down for you so you won't have to rifle Lisa's office.” She appraised
his work as they stood in the door. “I have to say, I'm impressed with your
window display. It looks very professional. Have you had similar experience
before?”


“I worked in a fine furniture store
for a few months. They mainly had me doing floor displays, then fired me when I
didn't sell enough furniture... The furniture looked nice on the surface, but
it was all wood, mainly, and they didn't kiln dry it, so it would crack and
stuff after people bought it. So... yeah... I didn't do so well there in
sales.” A shrug followed this.


“Well, this looks great. People might
actually start thinking this is store and not a storage room with a glass
front. Lisa's a doll, but her idea of running a store... Well, you saw what
that was. I guess I don't have to mention it, really.”


A hand reached out and touched him on
the upper chest. It chilled him a little through his shirt. Her inner self
simply said, You did well earlier. People will begin to understand soon, I
think.


Then she turned to leave after
handing him the paper, a small smile on her face.


Since he didn't have anything better
to do he decided to give Imports a call and see what the fire code and rules
were. The phone picked up instantly, without ringing, and a voice with a Middle
Eastern accent spoke.


“Imports, this is Ghurian speaking,
how may I be of service today?”


“Hi! This is Zack, down at Candles
and More? I was told that I needed to check with you about fire safety and
such. I have a new window display and I thought that it might be nice to have
some incense burning in it. So...”


“Ah! Very good then. I shall be right
down to check as to its safety. I shan't be a minute.”


The phone clicked.


About that minute later a man with
dark skin and hair, brown eyes, and a very nice suit walked in the door.


“I am Ghurian. We just spoke on the
phone I believe, Mr. Hartley? You are Mr. Hartley, yes? You said your name was
Zack? Very good to meet you. Much talk has been about you in the last few days
here and in some other places as well.”


The man appeared to be made out of
fire. He didn't have a Shadow in him at all, he seemed to be the Shadow,
with fire and flame being condensed somehow within him, to make the solid parts
visible to Human eyes. It made sense that his people would be in charge of
safety that way then. They probably knew all about not burning the world down,
after all.


“Yes, I'm Zack, Zack Hartley. I... I
don't mean this to be rude in any way, but, are you made out of fire by any
chance? I sometimes see things that are unusual, so I thought I'd just check,
as this one is new to me...”


The man laughed out loud and clapped
him on the back heartily. His hand warm, but not burning.


“I'd been told you were a man of
great discernment! Indeed, I and those like me are of fire... Speaking of fire,
shall we look at what you have for me today?” He walked to the front and eyed
the display for a moment.


He suggested an additional fire
extinguisher be placed on the wall near the display, and gave him the number of
a company he could contact to have it installed. They found a small one in the
supply closet that Zack could place near the display, but out of line of sight
until one could be put in permanently.


“I do like your use of fireproof faux
stone there. If it's not stealing your idea, I'd like to use something similar
in my own window in the future... Not that it's my business... but incense can
at times irritate those with sharp noses. You may wish to check with the
proprietress across the way before you begin? Just so you won't have to call
again, yes, I think you are also safe for candles and oil lamps. Anything with
a flame less than four inches should be fine. If greater fire is desired,
please do not hesitate to contact me. Allow me to leave my card with you.
Please use it at need.”


He bowed slightly and left.


Taking the Djinn's words to heart, he
selected a dozen different sticks of incense from the display, discarding most
as being too strong even for him. Walking them to the front of the store, Zack
waited a few minutes and smelled them again, after his nose had time to recover
from the first scent testing. He discarded two of them and packed the other ten
over to Claire for the real decision.


He stood outside her shop and
explained what he had in mind before she came out, in case it turned out to be
a bad idea. She laughed and came out, smelling each one in turn.


“Oh, this one is rather nice...
No...No...I could handle this I think...No...Yes.” The final one she
pulled out had a rose color and a slight woody scent to it.


“This one is very fine. You should
check with your Hilda, but I think this might work for her as well. She has a
keener nose than I do though.” She smelled the stick of incense one last time
and handed it back to him.


“My Hilda?” He tried to raise his
eyebrows as he had seen others do.


“Well... You've shared meals with her
several times, and in dealing with Succubi you made a point that they were to
deliver her pretties and not bother her with their, erm, intense natures? That
could be construed as laying some claim toward her at least, so yes, your
Hilda, I think.”


He pondered this for a moment. He
hadn't really thought about it in that light. He certainly liked her, but since
he had been making a point of not thinking about his past, that meant avoiding
thoughts of sex all together at times, since so many negative things from his
past had involved that topic, the idea just hadn't come up for him.


He said as much to Claire.


“I wonder if that's why I keep trying
to avoid them, the Succubi. The Incubi too, come to that... That Norris guy
creeped me out the other night, to tell the truth. Hm. I guess I need to face
that stuff eventually. I can't go through life avoiding all thoughts of sex
forever. Or my past, as much as I'd like to.” Seeking to change the subject he
cast around in his brain for something less potentially painful.


“Um, you know when Master Wu-Li and I
went to find Jennifer and bring her home? I killed a guy. I think it may have
been Jennifer's father.”


She just nodded as if they were
talking about the weather. He wondered if she'd already figured most of this
out for herself, or if she just had a superior poker face, what with three
centuries of practice and all.


“It was her father, according
to the Master. He said that you acted only to protect the girl from certain
death. How do you feel about that?” She had turned and looked down the almost
empty mall, toward the other stores.


“I don't care if it was her father,
as much as I don't understand why he'd try to harm her. Of course, my own
issues had just come back to the front not minutes before, or else he'd
probably have just died instead of dying in agony, like he did. I still would
have killed him. He was going to shoot her while she lay chained to a table
like an animal. Actually, come to think of it, I'm pretty okay with him having
died in agony, now that I say it out loud...”


Zack didn't feel any relief for
having talked about it, but he didn't feel any worse about it either. In truth,
he realized, some lives simply meant more to him than others. To him, if you
hurt a child, you lost your right to live. End of story. No take backs.


“I think you'll be all right, Mr. Hartley.
I'm here to talk if you wish, about anything, not just hard things you rather
wouldn't. I do think young Hilda is a good girl. Or even Libby who's listening
to us from in front of the food court.” She nodded toward the bench about
halfway down the hallway where Libby sat with a drink in hand. She looked up
when her name was spoken.


Zack looked at her and waved.


Libby waved back and Claire laughed
softly at them both.


Returning to work, making sure the
store looked clean and tidy, pains were taken not to think too much. He made a
note to call the fire extinguisher people, and see about getting one put in as
had been suggested by Ghurian. That would have to wait for a week day though.
No place like that would be open on a Sunday, he guessed.


Hearing movement, he looked up just
in time to see that something vaguely Hilda shaped stood there before he found
himself pulled bodily halfway over the counter into a hug.


“Oh, I love them! Thank you! Patty
came and brought clothes for me to try on, and didn't touch me at all. She
seemed all normal and calm, not like they normally are with all the sex. She
said that I could have clothes all the time now, all I had to do is put in a
call! She also said it was because you saved Charli from being killed, is that true?
Charli's a friend of mine. She always does my nails, when I go, and never
mentions my big hands like the others sometimes do when they think I can't
hear.” Realizing that she held him off the ground, she carefully put him down
and said sorry softly.


He explained to her what had
happened, that Master Dan and Nikki the Vampire had really saved her and
that Wu-Li had paid for it at the time. To his mind, if anyone deserved a
reward it would be those two, Dan and Nikki. He decided that he'd try to work
something up for them if he could. Hilda said she'd help. That probably meant
it was a good idea.


Libby came in a few minutes after
Hilda did. She took a few minutes to actually look at the front display first.
As if it were a work of art, not just some fabric and store items put there to
look pretty.


“I heard Claire say it was good work earlier,
but that's really good. I mean like, you could get a real job doing that kind
of thing. Maybe you could give me some pointers for the window display at The
Chasm sometime? Right now we just have manikins dressed up in jeans and stuff.
It's all right, but a little plain for a store that's trying to claim to be
trendy.” She turned to Hilda and looked at her appraisingly, after a moment she
made “spin around motions” with her hands.


“You look good! Hot. If I liked
girls I'd totally ask you out. Heck, who am I kidding, I'm totally going
to ask you out.” Libby smiled up at her as Hilda blushed.


“Zack got them for me. It was part of
the payment for his helping Charli the other day.”


Libby nodded.


“That's kind of why I'm here. Nessa
thinks we should give you a present for helping her, even though we don't
technically have to, since none of us were there. What do you want?” She said
this with a cheery air, seeming genuinely happy.


“You know, if they don't mind parting
with some clothes, that could make a good gift for Nikki maybe? That way the
Weres won't be out much and you could fulfill your plans there.” Hilda shrugged
at her own words as if instantly dismissing them.


Turning to Libby, Zack asked if that
would work. He could throw in some money if need be, but from what little he
had seen of Nikki, she did seem like 'The Chasm' would fit her style.


Libby surprised him by suddenly
walking out of the store. She headed directly over to the YoGurt place and
popped her head in. After a minute, she turned and ran down the Mall.


Claire smiled at them through the
glass.


Libby padded back in about eight minutes
later, not at all out of breath from her jog. Being a bat probably provided a
lot of exercise, flying sounded like a lot of work to him.


“Nessa's down with it, and so is
Claire. We can surprise her with it tonight. Claire said she'd come back in at
nine so we could take her down to the store. Nessa would like you to make an
initial showing, Zack, but doesn't expect you to stay. Hilda can act as your
representative, if that's all right?”


Hilda smiled and nodded. Zack nodded
gently, glad he wouldn't have to stay for the whole thing.


“I'll meet you all back here at a little before nine then?” Libby grinned
at them both.










Chapter thirteen





 


Hilda walked through the door first,
wearing a stunning red dress that made her natural curves stand out and displayed
far more of her cleavage than Zack had seen before, but then he'd really only
seen her in sweats until now. Her hair still hung in the normal single braid
down her back, although she, or someone else, had gone to the trouble of
applying make-up that further smoothed out her already pristine complexion,
making her lips a dark pink in color. The only thing that detracted a little
from her ensemble were the large and clunky, military style combat boots on her
feet.


She didn't bother trying to hide
since Keane was working in the YoGurt shop, which meant Nikki hadn't come on
shift yet. He winked at her and said something Zack couldn't hear.


Libby walked in the door a few
moments later, also made up nicely, though her naturally plainer looks made her
look a little dowdy compared to Hilda. Still cute somehow, her big smile
lighting up her face, turning average into, if not stunning then at least very
pleasant.


“They're coming in the back now.
Keane called Nessa. He already ate, so he can keep working while Nikki gets her
surprise. Claire told her that this was a gift from the Weres to you, for
aiding Charli. They have a big reveal planned for her at the store, so don't
say anything!” Zack could literally feel the excitement coming off of the small
Bat girl. Her innate goodness made a special treat for anyone else a treat for
her as well. Her inner bat flapped and danced, sharing a lot of what she
expected to happen with him.


Claire walked Nikki through their
shop, Keane waving a little salute to them as they passed. Zack turned the
lights off and locked the front door as he left.


“Ah, there's the man of the hour now!
Shall we go then?” Claire didn't wait for a reply, instead she simply started
walking as if trying to make sure he didn't have time to give everything away.


They reached the store after half a
minute or so, since everyone else walked so quickly by nature. Zack pushed
himself to keep up, but didn't complain. Even if it did feel like they were
hurrying to a fire.


The lights were all on at 'The Chasm'.
Nessa, stood in the center of a group of powerful looking men. One, a large
man, looked rather uncomfortable, and out of place. The bear Shadow inside him
shifting uneasily as all the girls walked into the shop. He didn't seem angry,
just really shy, and maybe a little bashful. Next to him a giant dragon Shadow
sat within a fairly small Asian man, who'd dressed in clothing that they
probably carried at the store. The third man had a wolf-man form, standing as
counterpoint to Nessa's cat.


“Welcome! We of the United
Communities stand proud today to honor one, who went far beyond what could be
expected of them, in accord with the treaty that binds us all. In helping one
girl, possibly aiding the saving of her life, this individual has shown the
honor and selflessness that brings us together and allows this Nexus to
operate. Nicole Bartlett, would you please step forward?” Nessa held her hand
out to the Vampire girl.


“We honor Nicole today for her part,
a particularly difficult and taxing action, in the rescue of Charli Walsh.
Thank you, Nicole!”


Everyone rushed forward and shook her
hand, or patted her on the back. As Zack moved in to take his own turn he
noticed that Devon and the female Demon, Beatrice, had walked into the store as
well. No one else seemed to notice them yet. But then no one else around
here seemed to have a proper respect for just how evil these beings really
were.


He dreaded doing it, but moved to
stand between the crowd and the two Demons that approached their backs. He
wasn't a child any more. If they wanted to harm him, his new friends or even
people Zack didn't know, he'd try his best to stop them. Even if it meant his
death.


“Mr. Hartley. So good to see you. I
trust you're well? We've come to help young Nicole celebrate. I assure you, we
have invitations...” Devon spoke smoothly, so smoothly it grated on Zack's
nerves more than a bit.


Claire came over and took Zack by the
arm. “Why, Devon, so good of you to come. And bearing gifts I see? How kind.
I'm certain that Nikki will love it. Please, come in.” She turned slightly with
a sweeping gesture. Her Shadow self came around to face him.


Are you all right? Is there trouble
here, other than Demons being Demons that is? We're safe here, the treaty
holds. They'll not harm us, nor could they easily, if they chose to, in this
company.


Zack could see the sense in that. If
the United Communities honored Nicole, then of course everyone else
would have gotten an invitation.


The demons moved off, but the woman
kept looking at him. After a few moments she simply walked back over to him.


“I think I owe you an apology of
sorts. When I came to spy on you the other day I was less than subtle, and this
apparently caused you to go away somehow. If I caused you any stress or difficulty,
please, forgive me. I intended no harm. I was only trying to see if I could
discern what you are. I know that I am a Demon and we're known for
making hard bargains and being crafty on the terms of those bargains, but I
assure you that I'm not selling, or buying, anything today.” Holding a hand
out, as if to shake, she waited. 


Zack stood there, knowing he had to
respond, not wanting to be rude, but not wanting to let her touch him either. So
he bowed as he had seen others do here. After he did it, he wondered if the
others had been avoiding contact with him for similar reasons.


Beatrice covered smoothly and bowed
in return.


He broke from her, backing away
rather than turning his back, her demon core laughing at him, but still not
trusting her enough to let her behind him at close range.


Valerie, Norris, and Patty came in
about that time. The people in the room subtly closing with them, except for
himself and Hilda who held their ground. Even the demons moved toward the
sexually powerful beings. Their allure was so strong that the press of bodies
in the room just shifted away from Nikki, almost like a school of fish shifting
in unison.


Hilda walked over to stand next to
him, noticing that he also hadn't moved.


“They're nice enough, I guess, but, I
don't know, their signaling is all wrong for my people. If you want sex, you go
up to a person that doesn't reek of sex and say 'hey, let's do it' then
they say yes or no. If a person smells like they do, you leave them
alone until it fades. I don't get you people sometimes. All this mating and
dating, but sex means the opposite of what it should...” She shook her head.


Zack asked her about what they did if
they didn't date and get married and so on. How did people know who was safe to
have sex with and such, so people didn't sleep with the wrong people, relatives
and such.


“Oh, well, you can smell who a
person's parents are. If you have a child you take care of them for the first
twenty years. Man or woman. No one shirks. My kind don't have a lot of little ones,
not all at once. I have eight brothers, two of them full brothers even, which
is rare, but we're all nearly a hundred years apart in age, the oldest to the
youngest.”


Zack tilted his head, pondering this.


“That could be hard for you here
then, because Human guys, and I guess other types of people that find you cute,
probably won't know if you smell right or not. On the other hand, someone that
isn't having sex is at least more likely to not be in a relationship than
people that smell like that to you, if I get that right. So that can work.
Really, I guess I should teach you how to look for rings. That will only tell
you who the married ones are, but that's the most important part. This really
could get complicated for you, as good looking as you are.”


Claire walked over then, clearly
having been listening, according to her inner self. She held a drink in one
hand and put her other arm around Zack's back comfortably.


“More to the point, dear, I think I
should go over what to look for rather than Mr. Hartley, who means well,
but probably doesn't have the same level of, shall we say... experience, in
these matters? It's a good idea and will give us a chance to chat sometime.”


Claire looked at Hilda meaningfully.


Zack just nodded and agreed. Pointing
out that most of his experience didn't really deal with people at all.
Claire, a Vampire, had to be a master of the Human condition by now, it being
part of her lifestyle after all. She'd need to understand her prey if nothing
else. That idea made him uneasy, so he let it go and tried to focus on the
party for a moment.


Laughing softly, the Vampire took his
arm and moved close to him. He could feel the coolness of her body against his
arm, even while she took pains to do this carefully, avoiding pressing the side
of her chest against him in any way that might be provocative. He understood
this from her inner self's dialog with him.


Libby walked up to join their group,
letting them know that Nikki's shopping spree had begun and the party would be
moving around with her now, as clothing would be presented, then Nikki would
try it on and model it for them. This way Nessa, who considered herself a bit
of a fashion guru, could steer the Vampire toward things that flattered her
form.


Valerie saw them and added herself to
the little cluster of people around Zack, her friend from the club, Norris,
followed her. Hilda stiffened at first, then almost immediately relaxed.


“Hilda! I'm so sorry. Patty told me
what you said about your experiences with us before. We didn't realize we'd
caused a negative reaction like that. Does it help at all if we choke it back
like this? If not we'll remove ourselves from your presence at once.” Norris
looked at her closely, trying to gauge her reaction to them, making it clear
that he'd leave at the earliest sign of discomfort.


Hilda smiled and indicated that this did
seem much better. For a few minutes they discussed this effect, how choking
back their energy like that actually changed their scent to Hilda. Norris
wondered out loud if it had something to do with pheromones. Then the
conversation turned back to Zack suddenly, in a way that made him feel fairly
uncomfortable.


“So, Mr. Hartley, are you seeing any
young ladies – or men – at the moment?” Norris asked.


Zack muttered a soft no, turning red.
Norris dropped the topic, realizing that he'd hit on something uncomfortable,
but Libby picked it up, pointing out single people he could date, including
both guys and girls.


Hilda looked confused. “Does dating
mean having sex with? I thought it meant something else...”


This started a long conversation, led
mainly by the Succubi and Incubi about the possible meanings of dating. Including
simply sharing a meal or an event like a movie. Valerie pointed out that her
shared meal with Zack didn't count, because that had to do with business, but the
meals Hilda shared with him did count, regardless of the fact that they were at
work when the events happened, because Hilda didn't have to be there at the
time.


Then they carefully diagrammed how
sex could, but didn't always, play into such things.


“The Trolleinkein way is so much
simpler. For instance, I could walk up to Zack, say, hey you haven't been
having sex with anyone else, would you like to with me? And that's that.” The
large woman spread her hands. “Simple.”


Libby spoke up then, possibly under
the influence of a little too much wine or whatever her glass contained, since
she seemed a little off balance. “Except Zack isn't having sex right now
because going through the line to save the little Mage girl opened up a bunch
of bad memories, which he carefully doesn't think about, which means he isn't
thinking about sex at all either. Right?” This she addressed directly to Zack.


Claire turned on Libby suddenly, eyes
blood red and fangs protruding visibly, looking ready to rip the Bat girl's
lungs out, after dismantling her throat to get to them more easily. Her Shadow
beast grew huge suddenly in a combat frenzy, or nearly so.


Reaching out with his own Shadow Zack
soothed her, almost on instinct. On both levels of being, in that way that
indicated pure truth to almost everyone, he said “It's all right. It isn't a
secret... After all a few hundred people know about it by now. It's just
something I have to deal with. You know.”


Claire came back to her normal self
instantly. Not quickly, instantly, which caused a few heads to turn when they
noticed it. She apologized to Libby for her lapse in manners then turned to
apologize to Zack as well. He shook his head and squeezed her upper arm a
little, reassuringly, he hoped. After all, she'd only reacted to what she
thought would be something hurtful aimed toward him. Hard to get upset about
from his perspective. He smiled at her a bit, letting the corners of his mouth
quirk just a little, hoping it didn't look too much like a smirk.


After mingling for a while with the
others around him, Claire went back to Nikki, giving her input on styles and
clothing choices as well. A dark-skinned man, nearly a purple black color,
stepped up to him. A giant and friendly smile on his face.


“You'd be Mr. Hartley?” His hand
extended professionally.


Zack took the hand and shook it, the
man shook hands well, and for just the right amount of time. Zack tried to
follow his lead on it, taking cues from the man's Shadow, much like he'd done
when he danced with Claire. He could see that the man's Shadow looked like a
rabbit of some kind, except huge, the size of a man or at least nearly. It
shifted in and out of being, other shapes taking its place at times. A small
dog, a man with a strange head dress, a bird... It rested longest in the shape
of a rabbit. This man could probably choose many shapes in both body and mind.
For a second Zack wondered if having the mind of a rabbit would give him
super-powers somehow, then shrugged the idea off.


“Yes. Call me Zack, please. Everyone
keeps calling me Mr. Hartley. I'm not sure why though, to tell the truth.”


“Oh, it's a sign of respect, Zack.
People don't know for certain what you are, so they default into being extra
careful around you. I'm Riley. Some call me Brer. I work at the Fun Zone with
my twin sister, Rose. She's there now. You should stop in and meet her
sometime. She's nothing like me.” His Shadow self nodded hugely and
danced a bit to music only it could hear.


“You called me Zack, though. Maybe
you know what I am then?” Zack bantered. The man's inner self had started
telling him things, giving hints and suggestions, though Zack knew he couldn't
possibly process it all while speaking to the man. If normal people and beings
seemed like a fire hose of information on the deeper level, this man seemed
like a raging river.


“Yep, it's as obvious as the nose on
your face. Not the nose on my face, which I can hardly see at all, but your
nose, which is clear as day to me. And Human. I know that you're Human.
You know you're Human. Rose will probably know you're Human, too. She's
smart like that... The Demons think you may be one of them, or something else,
hiding inside a Human skin, because they've forgotten that Humans can be
powerful too, even though that's why everyone else hides what we are from them.


“The Humans, the Mages particularly,
since everyone thinks of them as Human, even if they really aren't, they don't
know what you are. Some of them fear you, but some also think you're neat. I'd
hang out with that last group. The others are a bunch of stuffed shirts.


“The Djinn know you're Human. They
know practically everything, good folk to have as friends, but be careful, they
have fiery tempers-by definition.


“The Succubi fear you, because you
seem Human to them, but have resisted them so far. Few can do that, and less
ever bother trying to. I think they'll get past that after a time, as you're
around them more. When they see that you're a force for good and wouldn't harm
them, even if you could, they'll not fear you, simply accept. It'll be good for
them, it might take a lot longer than you'd think, as a group.


“The Vampires view you only as a
power and one equal to, or greater than, many. They don't care what you are,
just that you are. If they can use you, they will. If not... well as
long as you don't oppose them too often you should be okay.


“The Trolleikein think you are
something different than they've seen before, which is true, but they don't
think you're Human. Except the girl Hilda. She trusts what you say, totally.


“The Alfric know what you are, or
some of them do, but they aren't talking, not even to me. They don't know that
I know that they know, though. I'd spend my time looking there, when it becomes
important, which it isn't yet. It probably won't be for a while.”


He took a breath.


“No, right now, only one thing
is important. Desperately, needfully, important... Will you fill in for me one
day soon at the Fun Zone? It's a long shift, but I'll make it worth your while.
If it goes well, Rose will probably want your services soon as well. We heard
that you filled in for the Vampire of the day – Claire – to great effect and
hoped you would do so for us. It's easy work, but it's always in one place.
Please consider it at least?”


“I... don't know when I can do it,
but as long as you show me what to do, I can give it a try. Can I get back to
you as to what days I have off this next week?”


The rabbit in him nearly hopped out
of the man's skin in happiness. A big smile covered his face again and he made
a whooping sound.


“Thank you! You won't regret this, I
promise you that! Yes, if you can let me know, please, as soon as possible?” He
relaxed a lot after that, bouncing in place just a little.


Hilda came to find him and when he turned
around to continue talking to Riley, the Brer no longer stood there. Or, given
what he himself had done to Beatrice and Keane the other day, he may have been
standing right there but unseen. Either way, the conversation had ended.


“Hilda, I should go and congratulate
Nikki, then be getting home. Work comes early and I need to sleep.” A yawn
helped to accentuate his point.


“Someday you'll have to tell me what
that's like.” She said.


“What?”


“You know, what sleep is like. I
don't do that. Trolleinkein don't. It seems like a big chunk taken out of the
day to me. We can do that another time. Let's go find Nikki.”


He had to walk through a crowd of
admirers to get to her, and since she looked stunning at the moment, as well as
being the focus of the party for her contribution to Charli's wellbeing, he
could see why. When he got to her he held out his hand for her to shake, and
found himself pulled into an embrace instead. She pulled him close and
whispered “thank you” in his ear.


After a few seconds she let go and he
managed to give her a smile as the crowd called out for another costume change.
He faded back as the focus found her again.


He made a point of saying goodbye to
everyone, including Nessa, and Ang, the small man with a dragon inside of him,
who indicated a small need for ceremonial candles and incense. Zack told him to
visit the shop sometime soon, and that, if they didn't have what he needed,
he'd find a way of ordering it for him.


He saw Wu-Li and Dan coming in on his
way out the door.


“Master Wu-Li, Master Dan! I'm just
on my way out, but I'm glad you could come. Nikki did a great job the other
night, I think. That had to be hard for a Vampire. I know I'd have had a hard
time with it, she really stepped up.” Dan looked uncomfortable for some reason,
but Wu-Li beamed at him, nodding.


Wu-Li said, on both levels, that
indeed, Nicole deserved praise for her actions, having stepped beyond what many
of her kind would or even could do to aid a Human. He turned to Dan and
said that they should have thought of this or something like it for her. Dan
nodded.


“Mr. Hartley, I'm flattered, but...
I'm not a Master yet. Just an apprentice Apothecary....” Both of his selves
moved in that perfect unison of action and word that Wu-Li's did, giving lie to
the statement, meaning that Dan clearly believed it to be true.


Zack snorted softly.


“I'm Zack, not 'Mr. Hartley'
but everyone keeps calling me that for some reason. I think you're just going
to have to get used to being called 'Master Dan'. I carried you through the void.
That means that I've seen what you really are. Master Wu-Li is
impressive, but you aren't less impressive, just younger, I think. Still, if it
really makes you uncomfortable I'll just call you Dan, if you'll call me Zack?”
He put his hand out so they could shake on it. After a few seconds Master Dan
smiled and took it.


He agreed to call him Zack, at least
to his face.


The older master who looked no more
than thirty or forty smiled with genuine pleasure at this interchange.


“As I've told you, Dan. When others
start calling you Master, you'll have to assume the mantle, ready or not. You,
however, are ready. Past ready in fact!” He stepped back and bowed, a short
choppy affair that seemed more Japanese to Zack than Chinese, not that he had
any real knowledge of the subject outside of some cartoons Troy had shown him
on his computer. Anime he called it.


Claire walked over to them from
across the room.


“Why, Master Wu-Li, it's good to see
you could join us. Master Dan! Congratulations on your promotion in status. We
really should get together soon and discuss your future... Come please,
gentleman, I'll escort you to young Nicole! She'll be happy to see you as well,
she thinks quite highly of both of you, you know...” Taking the elder Master's
arm she led them off toward the changing area where Nikki modeled clothes for
everyone.


As he left the clothing store a Shadow
suddenly jumped him from the right, grabbing his arm in a solid and powerful
grip.


Devon stood, holding his arm. A
primordial panic started to rise within Zack as the seconds passed and he
started to withdraw into that black ball of Shadow the Demons couldn't sense.
Almost as if an electric shock had touched him, Devon suddenly let go.


“My, my, Mr. Hartley... So you really
are a Human. Amazing.”


Then the well dressed Demon simply
turned and walked away.












Chapter fourteen





 


The next day went smoothly. He opened
the store on time, just barely rushing in at the last second. Then Claire came
by to ask if he wanted anything from her shop, reminding him that he could
simply request something and she'd bring it over directly. Before she left she
touched his hand and told him that Nikki had really enjoyed the gifts, and the
party.


“She knows that you arranged a good
portion of it. Young Libby is a dear thing, but I may have to strangle her if
she doesn't learn when not to speak. Still, no harm done. While the Weres won't
get full credit for the idea, perhaps, their actions will be noted. Anything
that aids in solidarity between the different groups is a good thing in the
long run, after all. Nikki asked me to thank you again, personally. I do
believe you're well on your way to making her too into a friend.” She smiled,
and her Shadow looked at him in wonder. A rare thing, to make friends with
so many of different stations and type here...


Later in the day Hilda came with a
large box of food, this time from “Fried Things” and laid out a plate of
battered and fried vegetables and cheeses for him. She even tried some of the
fried cauliflower, her Shadow shuddering a little as she swallowed, though she
kept her face blank. He told her not to rush into the veggies, since her kind
didn't really seem to need them in their diets like he did, at least none of
the Trolleinkein bothered to eat them at all and they all seemed healthy
enough.


They ate in a companionable silence
for a time, then talked about pastimes and hobbies.


“I like animals. Back home I have a
pet...I don't know the word for it in Human. Pig? Only bigger. Logt is bigger
than me and nearly as smart! My mother watches him for me now. I probably won't
be back to see him for years though. Travel from there to here takes a long
time. We must go in secret by truck or travel at night for many a long time, at
first, then go by ship and hide for months inside while we go around the world.
It's hard for us to get papers to fly, and we don't really fit in the seats, I
hear. I miss Logt. My mother too, of course... What do you do to 'pass the
times'?” She looked interested.


Zack thought about this for a moment.
He mainly worked lately, of course, and sometimes went to the club and sat,
watching people dance, but only when Troy made him. He sat and didn't remember
things, which could be called meditation, he supposed. That sounded
better when said out loud at least. At times, when he could get books, he read.
Other than that he talked to Troy a lot.


“Oh... Is Troy your girlfriend then?”
She said this seriously and with a straight face. Her giant inner being told
him that she really didn't get the concept at all, explanations of last night
aside.


He smiled at her.


“No. Troy is my roommate. Which means
we live together, but don't have a sexual relationship. We're friends. Also,
he's a guy, so if we were together he'd be my 'boyfriend' not girlfriend. But
we aren't together. I like girls, women, and so does he.” He hoped some of this
made sense to her.


She nodded and told him about how she
had roommates too. She sometimes had sex with some of them though, but not all
of them 'liked' girls all the time and a couple of them didn't think she looked
nice enough, being small and not hairy like a proper woman.


“I have sex with girls too, when I'm
home. Not often. Most Trolleinkein women have enough sex with men seeking them
out to keep them happy. The boys outnumber the girls five to one or so. I'm
here mainly because I'm so small, and well, I got tired of everyone treating me
as a child back home because of it. It's hard to find a woman of my people
that's under this tall.” Standing she held a hand over her head indicating a
height of about seven and a half feet.


“My mother is about this tall for
instance and that's pretty normal.” Her hand raised to about eight foot.


All of the Trolleinkein here, she
told him, were very small for her people since they had to blend in with
Humans by the rules of the treaty. They'd also had to remove most of their
hair.


“I have more hair than this normally,
but it runs a bit thin. I usually look like a blond... chimp? Most people have
much thicker hair. I blend well here. The Glara, gave me a charm, so my hair
doesn't grow fast and I shave it all off if it grows out too much.” Her Shadow
supplied the information that 'Glara' roughly translated to Shaman or wizard.
Zack concentrated on the word, trying to commit it to memory, in case it came
up later.


She reminded him that he'd promised
to come to the gym after he finished work, whenever that was. He mentioned it
might be late, since he'd planned on closing with Lisa.


“That's fine, we're open twenty-four
hours a day. We don't sleep and who knows when business will come in, yes?”


No one came in for the rest of the
day at all, but more people than usual did come to look in the window. Some of
them stared at him, but a few actually looked at the window display, which
pleased him.


He locked up at nine, leaving Lisa in
the back to finish up some paperwork. Then Zack waved to Nikki who smiled and
blew him a kiss, making his face warm for some reason. He got to the gym a few
minutes later. Merle saw him standing at the front desk and came over with
Hilda and a giant man, who must have been over seven and a half feet tall, that
Merle introduced as Lars.


“That not my name toe, ist Largnonin,
but Humans have troubles wit dot, so 'Lars' ist gut enough, yah?” He stuck out
a hand Human fashion, and restrained his grip so that the handshake didn't quite
bend the bones in Zack's hand out of shape.


Merle told him that Lars and Hilda
had won the right to be his trainers in various contests over the last few
days, that being the way such things were often decided among them when the
issue wasn't too pressing. His giant Shadow told him that in matters of war and
combat, his word would be followed absolutely and without hesitation.


“I vas vinner in de strong test. Ony
just doe. Hildgeurde won wrestling doe. Hit me wit barbell when did not see.
She gut wrestle.” The accent's thickness made it almost impossible for Zack to
follow until he explained this to Lars on the Shadow level. With his Shadow
repeating everything, the large man was much clearer and suddenly sounded a lot
more intelligent.


“I think we should start by getting
your height, weight, and base strength today, do you agree Hilda?” He glanced
at her for approval.


“Yes, and exercise clothes. We have
some sweats that should fit, with our... sign? on it, so when you wear them
other places people will know where you work out. Come with us. We'll get you
dressed. Weight first. Come.”


Modesty didn't seem to be a
Trolleinkein concern as they had him strip naked to weigh and measure him.
Hilda didn't bat an eyelash, except to gasp, which her Shadow explained had to
do with how skinny he looked under his clothes.


“The scale says you weigh 144 and the
height measure reads 73 inches. That weight is light for that height for a Human,
yes?” Lars asked seriously. “You need to eat more. Hilda, can you see to that?”
She nodded and made notes on her clipboard.


Lars pointed at Zack's groin. “Hilda!
He has some hair here? We've all been shaving everything. Is this normal?”


Zack blushed, but told them that, indeed,
adults had hair there, though many did shave it off as well, especially
women, so that wouldn't be taken amiss in most places, at least not in the U.S.


After a few minutes, which seemed
longer to Zack, since he'd been standing there awkwardly naked, they had him
try on various sizes of sweats. After two shirts and three pants they found
some that weren't too long or loose. Baggy, but they didn't fall down at least.


Lars turned to Hilda and said
something in their own language. It came through in clear English to Zack on
the deep level though.


Has he been ill? Even for a Human
he's underweight and pale.


Hilda answered in the same language. As
I understand it, he went through a famine time that just recently ended. He had
only small scraps to eat that his friend provided him. This should be over now,
with his new fame and his abilities. Still we need to watch him and make
certain he gets plenty to eat over the next months, to put conditioning back on
him. He doesn't eat meat. I don't know why. We should find out. The extra
protein and fat would make things easier.


“I don't eat meat, because, well, it
carries a part of the being that it used to be. I can feel its fear and death
when I try to eat it... I know it's weird, but that's why I don't eat
it...” He said, mainly to Hilda, as he didn't know how well Lars understood
English.


Lars swung around and looked at him
closely.


You speak our tongue? How?


“It's more like I understand you, not
your language itself, if that makes any sense?”


They discussed this for a few minutes
while Hilda set up the first of the weight lifting tests, to see where he
should start. He figured that they'd laugh at how little he could lift, but
they both regarded the numbers professionally. They did urge him to try as hard
as he could, but accepted the weights lifted as being true indications of where
he should start. By the end of it he felt a little tired but not too sore.


“I think you'd be best served doing a
power lifting regime, perhaps with some running added in after a while.” Hilda
said and looked at Lars to back her up. “Not only is it what we specialize in
here, but you don't need to lose fat like many do. We should focus on building
up muscle as quickly as possible, which lifting heavy weights once or twice a
week should do.”


Merle sat at the front counter
talking to Master Wu-Li, who'd come in and watched the last few minutes of
testing. Seeing that they were done, Merle suggested Zack change and called his
two trainers over to the front desk for a discussion. Zack had a suspicion that
the topic would be him, but let go of the idea, since it sounded a little
paranoid.


When he'd finished dressing Zack
carried the sweats to the front counter under his arm, not certain what he
needed to do with them. There was a basket for used towels but not for
clothing, so maybe he was supposed to take it home and wash it himself? He
could do that at least, having a washer and dryer there. As bonus, he even had
soap for that now.


Hilda smiled at him and pointed at
the bundle under his arm. “Those are yours now. I wrote down the size so we can
get you more. You might need them when you work with Master Wu-Li?” The Master
nodded serenely at this.


The Trolleikein girl smiled at him,
happily. 


“We worked out a schedule for you.
Two days a week here: though you won't lift weights all the time at first, you
need to build up- some light jogging, and maybe other aerobics. Also two days a
week learning with Master Wu-Li. He'll be the one to check your health and make
certain you're not being over-worked. We'll push you hard, don't worry about
that. You'll spend much time being sore and getting strong here.” Hilda and
Lars both smiled as if being sore would be a good thing, Lars patted him on the
back, powerfully, but not painfully.


They packed him off, Hilda giving him
instructions to eat at least 500 calories before he slept so that the work he
did could be turned into strength later. Her large inner self told him that he
pretty much needed to eat as much as he could keep down for a while, and looked
worried now that she'd seen what lay under his clothing.


He stopped at the food court and got
some Chinese food to go. Explaining to the man behind the counter that while he
didn't eat meat, but his roommate did. Mac smiled and quickly put together a
nice array of food for them. It only cost about ten dollars for everything,
which was a decent price considering how much food he'd gotten. Zack planned to
leave quickly, so that he could get the food home still warm. The small red
haired woman walked out from the back, shyly holding a container that she
handed to the little man, saying something in a language that Zack didn't
understand.


The small man, Mac, looked at her
with surprise and added the container to the bag of food.


“My sister would like you to try this
dish, with our compliments. It contains no meat.”


Zack smiled at her and bowed.
Fighting not to say 'thank you', and figuring that not talking might be the
best plan there. The words just wanted to pop out every time he came here, he
noticed. He wondered how they handled people that didn't know who or what they
were? A regular person would thank them without thinking about it, and so far
their reactions seemed... extreme when it came to that subject. Did they have a
special dumpster out back for all the people that messed up?


Since Monday meant Troy didn't need
to be at work, and likely wouldn't have a date, he found him at home on the
sofa, playing a video game when he opened the door. He set the food on the
table that still sat in the middle of the living room.


“Oh, something smells good! Is there
some there for me too?” He asked, hopefully, but not really expecting anything.


“There is. I even got some things
with meat in them – beef and chicken. General Toa's chicken... You like that
right? Some spring rolls we can both eat, rice, fried and white. A vegetable
dish with noodles which is good. They don't do fortune cookies there though,
not that I've noticed at least. The lady at the Chinese place also put this in,
I'm not sure what it is.” Troy's eye lit up. He went to the kitchen and grabbed
the real plates and forks Valerie had left.


“By the way, I've been meaning to
ask, why is the table in here?” He loaded his plate, taking mainly meat dishes
and spring rolls.


Zack explained that Valerie, a person
from the mall, had come and brought him breakfast the other day.


“Wait, you mean Valerie-Valerie? The
blonde from the club that everyone drools over and I think I may love? With
the,” he made gestures in the air indicating bust line and hips, “and all? She
came over? I mean she talked to me about you, but I didn't think... Wow, man I
didn't know you were a player like that! Way to go. I think I'm jealous.”


Zack chuckled.


“Don't be, we just talked. Her boss
wanted her to go over some things with me. There was some Candles and More
stuff, you know, business. She did bring breakfast, which I thought was
nice of her.”


Troy nodded, putting big bites of
food in his mouth. While not as thin as Zack, he'd missed more than a few meals
the last couple of months, trying to make everything work. They ate for a
while, Troy commenting on how it surprised him that a food court would have
such quality food.


“Oh hey, The Tarantula is doing a big
remodel, you should come see it when it's done. I guess we're going more Gothic
now, with a lot of candles and lamps? I get to help light them each night I
work...whee... Still, it should look cool when it's done. The regional manager
came in the other night and told us about it. Apparently it's a whole upgrade
thing. We're expanding the bar and the dance floor is being remodeled, even the
bathrooms.”


Putting two and two together took a
moment. A sudden upgrade at the club he met the Vampires at, just after they
said they'd have candle contracts for five businesses? Okay, that didn't take a
genius to figure out, and somehow a dance club had more of a Vampire feel to it
than an ice cream parlor. That probably meant that ice cream, or frozen yogurt,
made a much better cover business for them.


“Hmm... I wonder if I can get them to
think about getting some of their candles from where I work. You know, maybe
give them a deal or something?” Zack put forth, just so Troy wouldn't get too
suspicious later when the club did business with him, if that was indeed what
happened. Not that he cared if Troy knew about Vampires, but if they wanted to
stay hidden he couldn't see a reason to out them yet.


Troy just shrugged and said that he
didn't know about that kind of thing, but it couldn't hurt to take a card over
and introduce the idea. The worst they would do is say no, and they had to get
the candles and lamps from somewhere, right? Zack nodded at this. Even if it
turned out not to be a Vampire owned business and just a coincidence, that made
sense.


After they finished eating, Zack
decided to get straight to bed. It neared midnight and the morning would come
early. Oh, so early. Ugh. He wasn't a diehard night owl like Troy, but mornings
weren't his favorite thing most days. He drifted off easily, sinking into his
warm bed, sleep cozying up around him, making everything seem soft for a while
in his head.


He woke with a start. A giant Shadow
hovered over him, screaming. Help me! Help!


Zack jumped out of bed and hit the
light. The Shadow stayed in place, crying. It took him a second, more than that
really, but he finally placed it as Hilda. Her Shadow loomed, looking very
different than her surface self, which is what threw him off, this version
being covered with long hair and standing nearly as high as the ceiling.


My brother is taken....


Throwing on his old clothes, jeans
and a t-shirt with his old pair of tennis shoes that needed to be replaced, he
headed out, moving as fast as he could. For a bit he felt confused. Her
reaction indicating to him that her brother would be younger than her, a child.
After a bit, sleep finally getting knocked out of his head he realized that all
of her brothers were older than she was.


He didn't know where she'd be at this
time of night or what the situation required. If he went to the mall and she
couldn't be found, then that lost time might make a difference. Where else
would she be? He calmed his mind, which still held a little of Hilda's panic
and tried to find her. He focused, trying to remember what her presence felt
like, forcing himself to let go of anything but a sense of her. Nothing but his
new friend. If her deeper self had sought out Zack, it must think he could help
somehow, or maybe just that she was desperate. Either way, he needed to get to
her fast.


He started running barely aware of
his direction. He hit one shortcut and twisted, heading off at an angle from it
on the other side. He did this time after time, without stopping, thinking only
of racing to his friend as fast as he could. At some point he may have fallen,
as his palm stung a little, he really couldn't tell for sure. Zack focused on
his goal and only on that, blocking out the pain of running, of falling, thinking
only of her and the line of thought that ran to the giant woman.


The large house he ended at stood
well away from any other dwelling. The lights were on, so he ran to the door,
hoping that he had the right place and not caring overly if he looked insane to
the people inside.


He pounded on it several times. Zack
heard, almost felt, the house move and the door opened after only a few
moments.


“Vot?” One of the Trolleinkein he
didn't know by name stood there looking at him. Before he could think of anything
to say the huge man peered at him more closely. “Misser Hartley? Gut! Hartley!”
He yelled and pulled Zack inside, slamming the door behind him.


Hilda ran out of the next room and
slammed into him, almost crushing him.


“Oh, Zack! My brother, he's been stolen
by bad men near our home. Near our lands. He'll kill himself soon.” She clung
to him and started crying loudly, pulling him around bodily each time she
shifted even a little.


Merle came in and explained that
Hilda's brother, the one just older than her, but that shared both of the same
parents, had been taken by men, or possibly Weres, while standing guard with
three others at the border of their lands. It took some time, but Zack finally
understand that this border seemed a little like one of his shortcuts, but a
single point that anyone could walk through if they found it. So it stood
guarded at all times. One of the others had fallen in battle and two had
escaped and managed to close the border somehow.


Hilda's brother Karl, whose full name
Zack knew he couldn't master that night, if ever, had been taken away in a
machine that flew, a kind which only Humans and Weres use. The ones with
spinning that rise and float, Merle told him.


“They took him away by helicopter?
That sounds official; military, or at least a government agency of some kind.”
He considered this for a moment. “Do you know where he was taken exactly?” 


Merle shook his head. He explained
that air travel made it too hard to follow the scent trail, since scents floated
upwards for the most part, carried on rising air currents.


“Hilda, do you have something of his,
or a picture? Something like that?” She shook her head no.


“We... fought the last time we spoke.
He didn't think it would be safe for me here. I was angry, so I gave back
everything he'd given me and left. It was petty of me. I wish I had that stuff
now. It's at my mother's probably. He didn't think I'd be safe and now he must
kill himself to protect the secrets of our lands. It's what the border
guardians are taught to do, if they are captured...” Hilda cried again,
clutching at him wetly.


He asked Merle if there might be a
Nexus line into the Trolleikein lands. It turned out they actually had two full
complexes similar to Underwood and several more that stood undeveloped.


He patted Hilda on the back, firmly
several times.


“Hilda, friend, snap out of it. I
need something of your brother's to trace him, because I don't know him. So we
need to go to your mother's to get something of his. We don't have a lot of time
for you to recover yourself. I'm sorry, but we need to move now. We don't know
what's happening to him.”


Merle looked shocked and barked
something to the fellow that had opened the door. He ran and came back a few
seconds later with car keys. Merle said to take his truck.


“No, we don't have time... I'll take
Hilda to the mall. Can you let your people know we're coming? Five minutes or
sooner?” He grabbed Hilda by the arm, turned, and started running toward the
door. He pulled up short as Hilda didn't move.


“Hilda, we need to run. Follow me, I
can't yank you along. Just go where I go!” He started to run again. She
stumbled after him this time, her eyes still dripping tears. Hugely fat things
that a Human couldn't have produced at all. She probably couldn't see as she
ran, but she followed along now that movement had started.


They had to go to his house and use
the shortcut from there, but he managed it in half the twists and turns he'd
taken getting to her in the first place. Just knowing the destination helped a
lot, saving on the little adjustments that a blind target forced him to make.
He got them to the mall and ran to the gym as fast as he could manage. If Hilda
held back in speed she did a better job of hiding it than Dan had done,
trailing just behind him the whole way.


Inside the gym she led him to the
back room where the others waited. He waved at them as they passed, but didn't
say anything.


 “Hilda. Think of your home...
please. Focus on it. Remember your pig Logt... Remember your mother...” He took
her by the arm again, merged with her Shadow and surrounded her with his own
being. Then he stepped...


And they came out in a small meadow
in the sunlight. He pulled her into a run. It took him several minutes, but he
followed the path set by her inner self well enough that they arrived at a
large, very well made, circular dwelling about ten minutes later. The wooden
structure was made of logs in places, but looked clean and tidy. It had a brown
coating on the outside, not paint, more like a stain. The roof was round and
hung down low over the walls, steep as if to let snow and rain fall off easily.


Hilda started shouting when she saw
it, calling out over and over again. A group of very large beings came out of
the house. As the Trolleinkein girl ran to the group Zack realized that she
really was a lot smaller than the average for her kind. Much so. She looked
like a tiny child approaching large adults.


He also noticed that they were all
covered with hair, and looked like what he'd always imagined a Bigfoot would
look like. Only bigger. In his head a sasquatch would only ever be about as big
as Lars back at the gym. These people were... vast. Huge just didn't
capture how massive they were. Even knowing they were friendly he felt things
inside tighten in fear just a little.


He padded over slowly, not wanting to
startle them with his strange appearance or anything. No need to have them all
suddenly decide he was the one the stole their Karl away. The idea was
ludicrous, but people under stress sometimes believed bizarre and unlikely
things. So Zack kept his movements slow, and as calm as possible.


Hilda shouted something as she neared
the group. One of them moved forward and embraced her. They talked rapidly back
and forth for a half minute. Hilda wailed suddenly and turned.


“The things aren't here! They are in
storage... What will we do now?” She began to cry again.


Acting on instinct, he asked Hilda to
translate for him. Zack stared for a minute, thinking, then asked if the large
female holding Hilda happened to be her mother. When she said yes, he smiled,
if a bit grimly. An idea occurred to him, unfortunately he didn't know if it
would work or not. Still, trying and failing was better than standing around
doing nothing while everyone waited for Karl to die.


“Ask her to think about Karl. He's
her son. She has to have a connection to him, right? Can you explain it to her.
She needs to focus on him as much as she can. Oh! I'll have to touch her too,
ask her if that's okay...”


After Hilda spoke for about thirty seconds,
the large woman held out her left arm. It had a thick covering of hair on it,
longer than a dog's would be and at least as thick. Even given that difference
Zack could meld easily with her memories and the links to her children. She was
focused on the problem, and felt worried he'd die soon, so Karl's connection
stood out as the strongest. Zack followed this line to where the Trolleinkein
man sat in a cage. A box really, so thick and strong that even his great
strength hadn't dented it. It had enough room inside it for Zack, easily, if he
could figure out how to get there.


Zack ran, yelling at Hilda to stay there
for now.


It took about ten minutes to find the
closest Nexus line and head through, knowing he'd have to come at this
carefully if he wanted to get Karl out of this in one piece.


He could almost feel the giant man's
time running out.












Chapter fifteen





 


It took him nearly two hours to track
Hilda's brother down. The area had hundreds of shortcuts, maybe thousands, but
only a few went in the right direction. He ended up standing about a mile from
the compound, a serious looking military instillation surrounded by armed men.
Helicopters coming and going constantly. The fence around it had round strands
of wire on the top, and bent inward, trying to keep something in, it felt like
to him, rather than to keep other people out.


After about twenty minutes of extreme
focus he found the last shortcut he needed, one that would he hoped twist him
into the cell with Karl. Then he could just grab Karl and get out of there.
Since they might have cameras in the cell and he didn't know whose military
these people might belong to, Zack decided a disguise might be a good idea. The
installation felt foreign to him, but that didn't mean they wouldn't
hunt him down for stealing their find, right? The whole idea was insane, but
better to look like a moron now than to end up in more trouble later.


Backtracking to a small stream a few
shortcuts back and many miles from the base, a place he probably wouldn't be
noticed while planning, he searched for materials to help hide who he was.


He looked around and found some dirt
along the bank that seemed to have a lot of clay in it. Sticky and reddish
brown, it looked about right. A handful dug out with his fingers and mixed in a
bit of water from the creek made a fairly gooey paste. Smearing this on his
face and head as thickly as he could, then repeating the whole thing until he
had as good a mask as he could come up with on short notice, left Zack feeling
silly.


Then he found some leaves and grass,
that, after he collected them, he pressed into the mud on his face to try and
distort things even more. He covered his hands with mud too, on the back, which
did nothing to disguise him really. This, he figured, would have to do, as
every moment could be the one Karl chose to kill himself to protect his friends
and family from whoever these people were. Their normal plan to avoid
questioning seemed sound, if a little harsh, to Zack. As far as he knew, the
dead didn't answer questions well at all, not even under torture.


Heading back to the last point he
made the final step and found himself in a dark box of metal, probably thicker
than tank armor. Definitely designed to keep things other than just normal
people in. The box didn't have any light inside, or windows, which made sense.
Why leave a weak point like that, after all. He turned to speak to Karl, when
he felt himself hit across the chest and flew into the unyielding wall behind
him.


Zack must have blacked out, because Karl's
Shadow crouched over him in the dark, probably close to where he stood
physically, when Zack opened his eyes. He felt a warm finger poke at him. Hard.


Karl said something he didn't
understand, then the Shadow spoke.


You smell of my sister. What have you
done with her!


Zack focused. With as much sincerity
as he could muster, he said on both levels, “Hilda... Hildgeurde sent me.”


His outer voice croaked a bit, but
came out clearly enough, he hoped. He said it several times.


“Hildgeurde zont vos?” Karl spoke
aloud. His deeper self translated clearly.


My sister Hildgeurde sent you?


He said yes and projected that on as
deep a level as he could. An alarm sounded outside about then. Apparently
whoever was watching had noticed him. Heat sensors or night vision maybe? He
made his way to his feet, shakily, barely able to stand yet and took a hold of
Karl's arm trying to pull him toward the shortcut that sat flush with the far
wall. The giant didn't budge. Zack didn't blame him, but tried to pull him by
force, not wanting to take the time to communicate things to the giant while
armed men were coming to get him. It didn't work, as hard as Zack tried.


He explained what he needed on the Shadow
level, but Karl didn't understand why he should run into a solid wall. Finally,
seeing that talking would get him nowhere, at least not fast enough to get out
before someone came in, he walked out of the cage and back in a moment later.
Zack knew the other man couldn't see him in the dark or sense things the way he
did even, but he hoped Karl could catch that his scent faded and came back or
something. He did this twice more before Karl tried to step with him.


Outside, Karl reeled for a moment,
nearly pulling Zack to the ground while trying to maintain his balance. Zack,
for his portion of things, gasped in pain, his lungs burning and head ringing.
He let go of the big Trolleinkein, who stood over eight foot tall at least, and
staggered away to vomit in some handy bushes. He could still hear the sirens
from the base and helicopters taking off. At least one came their way it
seemed. With an act of will, he forced himself up, took Karl by the arm and led
him, slowly, to the next shortcut.


Karl didn't know what had happened
for certain, but this didn't stop him from following the tiny being that led
him away from captivity. His Shadow relayed that he could always just kill the
tiny thing if the strange creature took him somewhere he didn't want to go.
Zack didn't care, as long as Karl kept following along. The burning inside his
head that he felt and the brightness of the world distracted him too much to be
concerned about someone merely killing him.


They made slow progress. Zack needing
to take a break every few minutes to catch his breath. He continued on
doggedly, trying not to stop for long. This went on for hours before they found
a Nexus, one just sitting in the middle of nowhere, unattended. From there,
Zack got them back to the meadow pretty easily, even though he did fall to the
ground gasping a little after taking Karl through. The trip to Hilda's mom's
house only took three steps, faster than before by far, practice really paying
off. He tried to vomit again, but being empty already, he just heaved
occasionally as he walked.


Karl recognized the place when he saw
it, and shook off the little hand on his arm and ran toward it yelling. A huge
noise erupted from within with even more people coming out. Karl had a half
dozen large beings grab him almost immediately.


Zack didn't get too close, letting
them have their moment. Also, he realized, he didn't want them to accidentally
crush him. The power that Karl had used against him left him wary and a little
shaken now that he'd had time to think about it. If the giant hadn't been
sitting when he struck out at Zack the blow would have probably taken his head
off. He'd be dead at least, his skull crushed against that metal wall.


After a minute, Karl said something
loudly, causing Hilda to whip around, running to where Zack sat on the ground.


“Zack! Are you all right? Karl said
he thought you might be sick or hurt... you're covered in dirt...”


He related the story to her, how he
put the mud on to prevent pictures from being taken and accidentally got hit by
Karl. “I may have a concussion, a bump on the head that could kill me if it's
bad enough, so don't let me fall asleep... I don't know why but that's what
they always say to do with concussions. I may have cracked or broken some ribs
too. Lift up my shirt in back and describe what you see to me.” He leaned
forward a little to encourage her.


She hissed.


“That isn't your normal color at
all... It looks blue and purple with black spots over about half of your back.
What do we do?” Concern colored her voice enough that several others came over
to see as well.


“Um. Well, I'm not doctor. Don't let
me sleep, even if I want to... I can't think of anything for the bruises, but
if you have pain killers that would be good. I should probably get up and get
someplace out of the way, if that's all right? I really don't want to be
stepped on here if I can help it.”


Karl came over and asked Hilda if
they should carry the little being in. Zack said no, a little panicked by the
idea, because it would hurt worse to be carried than to walk. They led him
inside and put him on a sturdy piece of furniture made of wood. It had been
polished to a fine sheen with a vaguely lemon scented oil and had flowers
carved into it in a symmetrical fashion. From his time at the furniture store
he could tell it had the air of quality about it, for all that it looked
over-sized and a bit strange to him. The seams were almost invisible and the
direction of the wood grains all matched nearly perfectly.


They used some soft cushions to prop
him up, making a small cocoon of them for him, carefully keeping them away from
the bruises where they could.


The huge woman, Hilda's mother, came
to stand in front of him. She motioned for Hilda to come to her. It was a firm
thing, but didn't seem mean or anything. Hilda had explained that he could
understand her, but he couldn't answer directly. Since that happened to be
functionally true if not literally, he nodded and explained to the woman's
deeper self what he needed for communication.


You have brought my son back to me,
from the lands of the lost and dead. What I have belongs to you. My life and work
are yours to take. You'll want for nothing as long as I live.


Hilda nodded and simply said, “Me
too.”


Zack didn't reply for a few moments.
When he finally did speak he tried to make his voice as cheerful as possible,
wondering if he was going to have this conversation every few days or something
now.


“Hilda's my friend. There can be no
debt here...”


He hoped that this didn't cross into
some social taboo or insult them. He didn't want them to feel obligated either.
Why couldn't people understand that they didn't owe him anything for things
like this? The guy needed a hand, so Zack helped. Simple, and to him at least,
straight forward. No big deal.


Hilda translated this and her mother
started crying. They hugged speaking rapidly. Their Shadows finally said
something along the lines of, Are you sure? Is this real? Though it got
muddled as others came in.


They talked back and forth for
several minutes. Hilda finally shouted them all down, but did it with good
spirit in her voice. She talked at length then. He fought down a wave a nausea,
not wanting to get sick in front of everyone in this very nicely decorated
room. It wasn't just the people looking, but that didn't help. He couldn't
really track it all at the moment, not even enough to hear what Hilda's Shadow
said to the others.


Finally she turned to him.


“They couldn't believe that you would
turn down what they offered. Oh, and others had offered half of all they owned
each too, everyone in the village, so you know. I told them that your debt was
being held only between you and I, is that right? Because I'm your friend? Then
I told them about the little girl and how you went into your greatest fear to
save her from death, seeking nothing in return and how later you helped save
another girl taking only small payment, and then only when thrust upon you so
that others could save their honor.” She took a breath. “Then they asked if
that was because they were Human or girls. I told them that you didn't seem to
measure things that way...”


He smiled at her and told her that it
sounded much better when she said it than when it had happened. He shifted,
carefully keeping himself from wincing.


“I don't want to kill the party,
Hilda, but I think I need to get to work soon. Do you know the time actually?”
She held out her watch, it read seven thirty-two. “Okay, so I need to get to
the store by nine. I think I can make it. Are you coming back with me or would
you like to stay here for a few days. I can come back and get you if you would
rather.”


Hilda excitedly translated this to
her mother, who hugged her and said something that her deeper self didn't
bother to translate.


“Mother says I should go for now, but
that we should come back soon and visit, if that's possible?” She looked
hopeful. “I don't want to stress our friendship, I owe you so much already...”


Zack looked at her mother and focused
on matching his words with his deeper impression. 


“I'll bring her back in...two weeks,
all right with you, Hilda? Two weeks then.” Everyone in the room stood
straighter and some took a step away from him. It seemed that he managed to
make himself understood more clearly that time.


Hilda beamed.


On some level, he knew that he
shouldn't try to walk back to the mall, interestingly, the announcement that he
had to go to work, injured or not, didn't cause a stir among the Trolleinkein
present. That seemed to be accepted as perfectly natural. Zack didn't know if
that had to do with their incredible will or the fact that they didn't
understand how badly he might be hurt.


Karl didn't clap him on the back.
He'd started to, but stopped when Hilda snatched his arm in mid-strike.


I heard what you said and will honor
your ways, friend. But if you need my help, or need anything I have to give,
know that it is yours. Also, look out for my sister? The world is dangerous out
there.


They worked their way to the Nexus
point in the meadow quickly enough. From there they reached the gym in about
ten seconds. Zack asked if he could use their shower to get the dirt off. Hilda
grabbed a fresh pair of sweats for him and helped him get undressed and into
the shower. Realizing he could hardly lift his arms, she stripped down and
joined him without blinking.


This probably should have made him
uneasy, but for some reason it didn't. Maybe Hilda's natural innocence made him
feel at ease. More likely, the head wound just provided enough distraction to
keep him focused on that instead of her. He soaked his head for a few minutes,
with her washing his head and face over and over to get all the mud off. He
noticed that the soap they used smelled vaguely of flowers. It seemed strange
for a power lifting gym at first. Still, if a three hundred and fifty pound
power lifter wanted to smell like flowers, who'd make fun of him for it? Not
Zack.


He also noticed that the skin on her
stomach, while abs showed, also had enough flesh over them to not look...wrong.
She just looked like she kept herself in really good shape. It reminded him of
something, though he couldn't think of it at the moment. He figured that it
would come to him eventually.


She didn't even try to wash his back,
though she washed his stomach, legs and then between his legs without blinking.
She did smile as he began to respond physically, but didn't say anything, just
helped him rinse off. Zack just kept his mind locked down and got through it as
best he could.


The gym had amazingly soft and fluffy
towels, pure white and slightly fruit scented. Hilda patted him dry as gently
as she could and helped him dress. He put on his old sneakers without socks,
because the ones he had on before had dirt caked into them for some reason,
though he didn't remember running through mud.


She threw on some sweats herself, out
of her locker. He tried not to watch, but did notice she didn't have any pubic
hair, as Lars had mentioned and that she didn't bother with underwear. Which,
when he stopped to think about it, made sense. Not one of the Trolleinkein had
worn clothing or had need of it, what with all that hair, in their own lands.
Clothes were an affectation for them, as much as Human mannerisms were for
Claire and the Vampires or talking on the Shadow level was for him.


“I'll walk you to work, if you don't
mind?” She didn't try to take his arm, just moved beside him slowly, letting
him set the pace, obviously ready to catch him if he fell or tripped.


He wondered if she thought that
helping him would shame him or something, or if she thought that he might think
that way? He'd have to ask sometime. For now it worked well enough, so he went
with it. He kept having to fight down the nausea, his stomach and head both
burning a little as they went down the red tiled walkway.


At the door he realized his key sat
on top of the cardboard box he used as a bedside table. He grinned and told
Hilda about this.


“It's almost nine. How long will it
take to get to your house?” asked Hilda.


Zack started walking immediately,
catching her hand on the way past, to bring her along. This time she didn't
make him try ineffectively to drag her.


“I think we can make it. I may need
your help, so be ready to hold me up.”


She expressed her concern as they
walked across the parking lot, still holding his hand. She stopped when he
stepped through the shortcut a little more than halfway across. He pointed out
that his house stood right there in front of them, across the street. They had
to wait for traffic, but not too long, a minute or so, because he had to walk
across slowly, not dash like he normally would have.


Once inside – luckily the door had
been unlocked, since he didn't have a key – Zack grabbed his work things quickly.
Hilda looked around appraisingly, but didn't comment on how the place looked.
He realized that it probably seemed like a mud hut compared to her mother's,
which while different than what an extremely wealthy Human would have here, had
been furnished and decorated at a level that would be at least comparable.
Hilda's mom definitely wasn't poor.


The trip back seemed easier to him,
probably because Hilda took his arm and carried about a quarter of his weight
without even thinking about it.


He gave a little cheer internally
when he saw that he had the door open at nine exactly.


Hilda didn't stay, but instead
crossed the hall and talked to Claire for some minutes then headed down the
mall. Claire kept looking at him as he sat gingerly on the stool behind the
counter. After a few moments, she walked over and spoke to him.


“The young lady says that you had
quite a night. This time you saved her brother from an army, and took injury in
the process?” She seemed both concerned and bit skeptical at the same time.


“Well... yes. Though the way you
said it makes it sound like I got injured fighting them, possibly with one hand
tied behind my back? The reality's far more boring. Her brother
accidentally knocked me into a steel wall. It lacks in good story telling, but
still hurts. Her brother is huge. Literally over eight feet tall. I don't want
to be the type to complain, but, you know, whaaa. I can assure you that
physical strength is not lacking in her family. As you may have already
guessed.” He smiled down at her from his perch.


"I'd imagine not, all things
considered. Well, it was a good thing to do, even if hard. A thing that few
would have even thought about, truth be told. I mean I've never fought
an army for a being that I didn't even know." Then she turned to look
behind her and a few seconds later Master Wu-Li and Hilda walked into view. “Ah,
good Hilda, I see you got one of the healers.” She didn't excuse herself, standing
back only a little way to watch what happened with Hilda. Zack noticed that,
for all the external praise, both of them seemed concerned.


About him. It was different than what
he was used to, but real enough. Shadows never lie.


Wu-Li helped him lift his shirt,
revealing what was apparently an impressive sight, since Claire's inner self
remarked that it looked about bad as she'd seen on anyone before. Living people
at least. The healer felt his head and looked into his eyes deeply. Then he
stood back and passed his hands over Zack's body, held about five or six inches
away. His Shadow self pushed along the surface of Zack's as he did it.


“You have a concussion, a mild thing,
thankfully. You also seem to have three cracked ribs on the left side, which will
make sleeping hard for a few days. You're remarkably without chi blockage or
sluggish flow however, so you should heal rapidly. I have some herbs for you to
take. Boil them in one and a half cups of water for fifteen minutes and strain,
then drink the liquid. Do this once every three hours for three days. I trust I
can count on you ladies to make certain this happens? Drink the herbs even if
you don't feel any pain at the moment. What I'll give you is strong, but
doesn't affect the mind much, except to stop pain. You shouldn't sleep for a
time, a day from the point of injury should be more than enough. If there's any
other problems, please call me directly.” He addressed this last bit at Claire
and Hilda in turn as if he expected them to be responsible for Zack. That
wasn't the nature of their relationships however. A few meals or treats didn't
mean they'd want to watch an invalid for days on end.


He wasn't even sure that Hilda had
that kind of concept. Her people were all so strong that they didn't seem to
get hurt very often at all. Claire... Well, she was hundreds of years from
having to deal with that kind of thing herself, right? Zack was pretty certain
that he was going to be on his own that way. It was how things worked in real
life.


They both nodded, as if this would
only be expected and natural. Maybe it was a cultural thing that Zack just
didn't get?


The first herb packet in the bunch was
given over to Claire, who took it without comment and left, hurrying away. The
Master said he'd have more packets made up shortly and that he'd put them in
the front of his store for pick up in an hour and left as well, presumably to
make those up. He didn't exactly scurry away, but his walk wasn't slow, either.


That left him sitting there, with his
head aching, and Hilda watching him closely the whole time. Like she thought he
might just fall to sleep without warning. It was kind of tempting, but he knew
better than to do that. Not that he had a clue, even now, of what might happen
if he did. A bit of brain swelling wouldn't get worse if he did. Maybe it was
lying down that he needed to avoid? So blood wouldn't rush to his head?


Claire came back with a cup of brown
liquid twenty minutes later. It was unsweetened and tasted a bit like leaves,
with no strong aftertaste in particular. So, as far as cups of things like that
went, not too bad. He downed it in a few large swallows. Hilda got a chair from
the back and sat for a time, then asked what needed to be done around the
Candle shop. Clearly bored. He related his morning routine, sweeping and such
and suffered watching her do his job for him. That was harder than he thought
it would be. She did a good job too, working hard the whole time and being very
exact about it all. While looking cute.


In all Zack couldn't help but think
she was actually better at it than he was. It was the good looking part that
did it.


Hilda was mopping when Lisa came in
around ten-thirty. She smiled when she noticed who was working on the floor and
that Zack sat behind the counter.


“Did you hire extra help?” She
quipped, a small smile on her face as she watched the larger woman sweep.


“Nah, Hilda just feels bad because
her older brother accidentally bumped me into a wall, so she's insisting on
doing my work to make up for it. That's all. We don't get to keep her or
anything.” He smiled and realized that the pain medication had taken effect and
that he actually didn't feel anything except a little buzzed.


“Oh? Too bad. It looks like business
is going to pick up soon. We have orders to fill, due to those deals you made,
or at least we will in the next week or so." There was a big pause then,
and Lisa looked at him a bit blankly. "So, um, Deidre is coming for lunch,
so you can meet her?” Her Shadow looked out of her and said, I want you to
like her. She's my life.


"I wouldn't miss it."
Looking over at Hilda he called out the whole situation. It got the woman to
stop for a second in her mopping endeavor and walk over.


She seemed more somber about it than
Zack would have thought, and Lisa seemed a bit worried. Like they were going to
judge her or whatever it was that people did when they were being stupid? 


“So this woman is Lisa's? Her
girlfriend? I got that right, because she is a girl, yes?” Her brow furled,
wracking her brain for the needed information. “And this is two
girlfriends, right? Neither is a boyfriend?”


"Exactly. Lisa wants us to like
her, but that should be easy. Anyone that's with her is probably a cool person,
right?" She'd at least be all right, he didn't doubt. If she knew
that Mages were real, then even a person as weird as he was might seem normal
enough. As long as he didn't say anything annoying or too invasive.


 Zack managed to get the ordering catalogs
from Lisa and organized them so that people coming in could look at them if
they wanted the store to do a special order for them. He didn't feel any pain
yet, which was nice. That meant he did enough work to not really feel like a
total waste of space. At about one Claire came in with the next dose of pain
killer.


“What's this?” Lisa asked pointing to
the cup.


“It's a powerful pain killer. Did you
see his back?” Claire asked the other woman.


Not asking permission, Claire rounded
the desk and lifted his shirt carefully. Lisa gasped in horror at what she saw.


“Oh my god! Why didn't you tell me. I
didn't know! You should be at home, not sitting here. Or a hospital. I'm so
sorry, Zack...” Tears came to her eyes briefly.


“He has a concussion too.” Hilda added
blithely from across the room. “He rescued my brother from an army, getting
injured in the process. Then carried my brother across hundreds of miles
and came back from the Trolleinkein lands in time to open the store on time!
And he's modest about it and turned down a huge reward, too. Because I'm his
friend... It's a great story. The village bard said he'd be writing a song
about it. I'll have to get in touch with him, so he knows to add the part about
opening the store.”


Lisa looked up as a slightly round
woman came into the store. She smiled at Lisa, then looked around, noticing
first the store and then the other people in it.


“Hi!” She said brightly. Staring at
Lisa a little. Her inner self, clearly Human or possibly Mage, which could
sometimes look Human, depending on what they were doing at the moment, came to
the surface and raised her eyebrows. Who are these beautiful women and what
are they doing around my Lisa?


“Deidre, this is Zack Hartley, who
I've mentioned, this is Hilda, Zack's friend and Claire from the shop across
the way. Everyone, this is my friend Deidre.” Lisa smiled, but knew that Deidre
might be a little jealous.


“Nice to meet you all.” Deidre said
brightly, even as her Shadow growled and looked around suspiciously. The others
Shadows presented themselves, but no one spoke on that level. Claire's growled
back, probably feeling Deidre's reaction to be a challenge on some level.
Which, Zack considered as he watched it all unfold, it was. The woman held
together well on the surface, but deep down... Not so much. Jealousy and
insecurity streamed out of her. That was odd, since it wasn't needed, but he
doubted that telling her that would help, would it? After all, he had a lot of
the same things going on almost all the time, and managed to ignore even the
kindest of statements about him, didn't he?


“I had a bit of an adventure last
night, so Hilda's helping me out today. Claire just came over to bring me some
pain medication. Herbs actually, but they work pretty well.” The new woman
didn't seem to really trust this and said as much on the deeper level.


“Hey, Claire, could you lift up my
shirt for me, I want an unbiased opinion about how bad this looks. Deidre won't
baby me like you all are. I can't see behind me, so all I'm getting is the girlish
cries from these three. I think they might be telling me it's worse than
it is so they have an excuse to make me do what they want.” Zack wrinkled his
nose at them, hoping it seemed playful. Claire complied clearly feeling
slightly riled by the curly haired newcomer.


Deidre looked at it and said “My
god... did you get hit by a truck?”


She looked slightly horrified, but did
accept then that the girls weren't there trying to swipe her girlfriend, at
least not at that moment.


Lisa suggested that they postpone the
planned lunch date due to Zack's injuries. He wouldn't hear of it. Besides, he
told them, here he had two lovely and highly talented ladies to watch over him,
while at home he'd have one, most likely sleeping, roommate, that needed him
to boil water for ramen half the time. Troy was great, but not a chef by any
means.


Mollified, they left after only a few
more minutes of protesting.


“What was that?” Claire asked
sharply when they were out of Human ear shot. “She acted like we were poachers
or something!”


“Well, yeah, that's pretty much what
she was thinking. Only about you two. No worries about me at all. I
should probably be concerned that I'm not seen as a romantic threat, but there
you have it.” He sighed gustily, then regretted it as his ribs twinged
suddenly. So... no sighing for a while, he decided.


After that, people started coming by
in ones and twos, as word apparently leaked out of the last night's events. At
first he didn't understand it, but Claire explained when she brought him a
small, plain, frozen yogurt, and two large, far more complex dishes with extra
toppings for Hilda. Clearly a concussion meant he couldn't eat whipped cream or
chocolate sauce? It was still pretty good though, so Zack didn't whine about
the slight.


The Vampire looked at the door, and
nodded a few times. Very precisely.


“Yesterday you were a new thing,
powerful, with a new talent, that had helped some Humans in trouble, your own
kind. Today you're a person that might help anyone, of any race, in a
pinch. It makes all the difference to some, your helping a Trolleinkein. That
you took damage in the event and didn't use it as an excuse to strip Karl's
land of wealth and populous is, well, it's huge, Zack. We should
probably put someone in charge of these things for you so that you don't have
to deal with a hundred pleas for help per day. We'll talk to Lisa about it when
she gets back.”


No one approached Zack directly,
though a lot of new faces started showing up. When Lisa came back, with Deidre
in tow, the store had eleven people milling around, most of them trying to get
a glimpse of Zack without it being obvious. But some bought things, which Zack
managed to ring up, if more slowly than he liked.


Valerie and Patty came in hard on
their heels, followed by Riley the Trickster and Ghurian, head of the Djinn a
moment later. Apparently they'd all followed Lisa when she came back from
lunch.


Claire made a phone call, then came
over and suggested to Lisa that they meet in the back room, if that was
possible. 


They all moved to the back, a few of
the would-be patrons of the store following as if invited, which since they
weren't asked to leave, seemed likely.


Merle came in the door, and Hilda
ushered him to the back too, where she stayed as well.


Zack for his part, managed to make
several sales and helped a nice older woman pick out some scented candles for
her Christmas decorations. She apparently made centerpieces using real holly
and evergreen branches for friends and family. They decided that apple cinnamon
evoked the holiday best to both of their minds. It meant that he had to move to
help her do this and then bring the twenty large candles to the front. He ran
to the back... well... slowly hobbled to the back, and grabbed a box
that he hadn't thrown out yet to put them in. Then waved to Hilda, who came
with him and carried the candles out to the woman's car for her. He gave her a
thirty percent discount, since she'd bought so many. It made her smile, and her
Shadow self thanked him for the kindness.


When Hilda came back she waved to him
without making eye contact, and went straight to the back again. That wasn't a
great sign, he didn't think. The part where she hadn't even glanced at him. It
was pretty purposeful too. Like she was hiding something.


They stayed for hours, Claire coming
out only to get the next dose of herbs for him and make certain he drank it
all.


Master Wu-Li and Dan came in and
checked on him, then also moved to the back. A few people came in with chairs,
and later several pallets of food came from the food court. The small man from
the Chinese place, Mac, separated out a box for him and a container with sweet
and sour sauce before he went into the back rolling the food cart.


By five he figured fifty people had
gone into the back. The thing there was that he didn't quite understand why
that would be. It had to do with him, he thought. The thing there was that he
didn't even know fifty people at the mall yet. Why would anyone care about him?


Which probably meant he was being
silly and it was about something else that he simply hadn't gotten, because he
was Zack, and reality rarely managed to mesh up with what he saw. At least
parts of it might be that way.


At six-thirty Beth and Barbara showed
up as well. They didn't just walk by him, but stopped to talk first.


“Mr. Hartley!” Beth moved to hug him
and he held up a hand.


“Sorry, injured myself a little. Do
you want to see?” He was so bored he actually took a slight bit of pleasure at
their horrified reactions to the bruising. “Don't worry, Master Wu-Li gave me
some really strong painkillers. I'm not feeling much. How's Jennifer?” He asked
belatedly, realizing he should have asked that first thing.


The women tried to be positive, but
it seemed clear that the little girl would have issues for a long time. Maybe forever.
Her father had tried to kill her and had been killed for it in front of her.
That would leave a mark on her mind.


When they'd thanked him again, about
five or six times each, he showed them into the back, claiming, truthfully,
that all the praise made him feel uneasy. This made them laugh for some reason
Zack didn't really understand. One of those social things he didn't really get
most likely. Their Shadow selves couldn't explain it to him either. Or
wouldn't. They went silent rather than trying to speak to him, so that was
interesting. Especially since they both did it. Normally at least one of them
should have explained it all.


When Claire came out again to make
another dose of Wu-Li's herbs, he gestured toward the back and raised his
hands, trying to silently ask her 'what's up?', she answered with a grin and
put a finger in front of her mouth signaling silence, then went off to make the
herbs.


After he drank the whole cup she
said, “Almost done, I think,” then promptly left again.


Half an hour later everyone came
pouring out, most looking at him, some smiling, some just nodding to him as
they passed, leaving quickly. They seemed happy enough, in general, with only a
few people frowning, and none of those doing so in his direction
particularly. The collective inner selves murmured and spoke in hushed tones,
mainly about him, but with so many people it was hard to filter things out
enough to understand exactly what the situation was.


When everyone except Lisa, Hilda,
Claire and Valerie had left he turned to them and finally asked. It was
starting to bug him a bit, though he didn't let that show. “If I'm allowed to
know, what happened back there today? Is something wrong?”


They all looked at each other a
little guiltily for a few minutes, until Claire finally spoke, waving her hand
in the air as if dismissing the events as trivial.


“Oh, that...We were all just planning
out your future, that's all...”












Chapter sixteen





 


They insisted on taking him home
before telling him what exactly they meant by planning his future. Not that he
actually had plans for the future per-se, at least not past taking Hilda to her
mother's in two weeks. Zack had just always imagined that he'd be the one
planning it, or at least would have some kind of input into the scenario, if
an actual plan were to be made.


It wasn't comfortable, but Claire
stuck him in her car for the ride, instead of letting him simply walk back and
take them all through. The car had tiny seats and even his head hit the
ceiling a few times as they drove. A Volkswagen bug from the sixties, he
thought, not knowing cars well enough to be sure. They claimed it had to do
with needing transportation later, but their Shadows all clamored about
needing to buy time for something.


Claire drove, saying nothing and
trying to think of nothing except driving as they went, causing her inner self
to mainly reflect that they thought he'd be angry with them regardless of the
fact there hadn't been a lot of choice ultimately. It had been making some
concessions now, or facing a possibly huge war later.


They drove in silence for the most
part, since Zack didn't actually know how to get from the mall to his house
using the roads. It meant he wasn't needed to give directions. He decided to
take some time to practice not thinking or remembering anything, especially if
a betrayal might be coming. He'd been betrayed before, after all, so knew to
expect it now. It hurt more than he wanted to recall. So for the moment he
chose not to remember it.


Half an hour later, four vehicles
pulled up in front of his house when they did. Valerie didn't, even having left
at the same time everyone else did, but Betty, Claire's servant showed up in a
rather smart looking electric car. Much newer and nicer looking than Claire's,
for some reason. She pulled several bags out of the seat next to her and
carried them into the house as Zack made his way toward it a little stiffly.


Hilda came up behind them, hanging
back a little. Her Shadow kept telling him that she felt very sorry... and
happy all at once. At least her main worry was about the damage Karl had done,
the happiness... that came our garbled and barely made sense even to her.


Once inside he made his way to the
ratty old couch and sat down carefully. Zack knew that he should offer the
couch to the ladies, but he didn't think he could get up again if he sat on the
floor right now. Even sitting on the sofa was a bit of a risk that way. Exhaustion
covered him, but he knew he had to fight it, so he did. It took focus, but by
concentrating firmly, sleep and even drowsiness were pushed back.


Claire went into the kitchen to
prepare the next dose of pain herbs. She found the new pots and exclaimed
admiration for his having purchased them. Then stated that the quality could be
better, on the Shadow level. She told him that heavier pans with copper bottoms
were more durable and heated more evenly. He filed this away for later, in case
he ever needed to buy cookware again.


Troy came out of his bedroom wearing
only pajama bottoms. His lean torso had abs that seemed almost like he worked
out, rather than just being too skinny like Zack was. He rubbed his eyes,
looked at the room and nodded as if it all just made perfect sense. Then he went
to the bathroom without speaking. Sounds of hand washing and face splashing
followed and he walked back to his bedroom, coming out fully dressed in a
relatively short time.


“Zack, you okay, bud?” He asked this
carefully, looking around the living room at the out of place faces. They were
all women, so he didn't start out defensively, but he clearly felt a little
uneasy at the same time.


That just made perfect sense to Zack.
In the year that he'd been there, he'd only had a handful of people come over,
and all of that in the last weeks. This seemed strange and out of character,
didn't it?


“Troy, isn't it?” Claire asked,
rhetorically it seemed, since she began to speak almost immediately. “Pleased
to meet you finally, though I believe we've seen each other at The Tarantula
before? At any rate, your friend Zack had an unfortunate run in with Hilda's
very large brother and is in some pain. He has a mild concussion and isn't
allowed to sleep, and also has some bruising on his back that will probably
leave him uncomfortable for some days to come. He'll be all right, but he needs
constant care for a day or two, so we may have to invade your privacy, I'm
afraid. People will be coming and going and we're going to have to bring in
some furniture so everyone can be comfortable. Is this all right with you?”


She said all of this with no coercion
or force behind it, just a simple statement of fact. 


Troy nodded his face closing down a
bit.


"Why did your brother beat him
up?"


“Karl didn't beat him up. He just
accidentally threw him into a wall, really hard. It was dark and Zack kind of
dropped in right next to him. Karl feels horrible about it.” Hilda spoke
quickly so Troy wouldn't think Karl meant to harm anyone. That was a big deal
in her world, it seemed. At least her Shadow kept claiming Karl's innocence
over and over.


It amazed Zack a little how easily
Troy decided to go along with everything. He saw the bruising on Zack's back
and made an obligatory – but heartfelt – statement about how he was glad it was
an accident so he didn't have to go and hunt Karl down. You could tell
from the way he said it that he both would have done it, and knew his chances
of doing anything except ending up in a similar shape wouldn't have been very
good.


Lisa smiled at the bravado, but oddly
enough both Hilda and Claire simply nodded as if to say, of course that's what
would happen. If someone hurt his friend, he'd go and make them pay for it,
naturally.


Claire finished preparing Zack's
herbs and had him drink them, adding a little cool water so it wouldn't be too
hot and serving it in his only coffee mug, an old thing that had been in the
cupboard when they'd moved in that Zack had claimed as his own over the months.
It had some chips and cracks, but held the liquid in well still. 


Lisa's phone rang and she started
talking about bookings and how such things were only in potential at the moment
due to injury. Zack wanted to raise an eyebrow at her or to say something witty,
but couldn't manage it at the moment. His head just hurt too much, even with
the pain killers. It felt like someone had stuffed cotton between his ears,
replacing his brain, but that the cotton had a headache.


Betty disappeared into the kitchen.
Making noises coming from there periodically, clanking and swirling sounds that
Zack couldn't make sense of at first. Troy finally went to look, clearly
baffled too, and stopped in the doorway and came back after a few moments.


“Why is there a hot chick cleaning my
kitchen? I mean, it's not that it doesn't need cleaning, or that I
dislike incredible women. I just think I should know, that's all...” He sounded
so innocent and slightly confused when he said it that everyone but Hilda
grinned, even Lisa who stood talking on the phone.


Claire just smiled up at him
pleasantly and said, “That's my friend Betty. She offered to clean the kitchen.
She's very good at cleaning.” Nothing else got added to the thought. Claire
acting as if her explanation made sense in the real world, but Troy knowing
that no one volunteered to clean your kitchen without wanting something
in return. He didn't stop the woman from working, Zack noticed.


It had been dark out for a while, so
Zack didn't really feel surprised when Keane showed up at the front door. Hilda
let him in instantly.


“Hello, Zack, Claire, Lisa. How are
you doing, Hilda? Good to see you all. I hear it's been a busy day? Troy, I'm
actually here to get your input on the Tarantula remodel. The ownership would
like a young person's perspective.” Keane put his hand out to Troy, to shake.


“Hey, aren't you like, the regional manager
for the club? I saw you there a few days ago, right?”


Keane nodded, as if this kind of
thing happened every day. He offered, persuasively, to give Troy a ride to the
club and promised it would take a few hours at most. Hinting broadly that they
were grooming Troy for a promotion.


When they left, Lisa talked on the
phone until Valerie got there, then switched it off and put it in her purse. It
was the first time that Zack had ever seen her do anything like that. Her cell
was practically attached to the side of her head, most of the time and was
always ready to take calls. It was part of her job. He thought that was the
case at least, since she almost never seemed to be just chatting with friends
on it.


Lisa started the conversation,
sounding both official, and at the same time hesitant. That was always a sign
that people were about to drop things on you. Zack tried not to make a face at
her, but wondered if he should. It would probably be rude, so he decided just
to watch her closely and wait for her to explain.


“Okay, it became clear today that we
had to make some rules as far as you and your abilities go, or you, and us, by
proxy, were about to be overwhelmed. We set up some ground rules for the hire
of your abilities, and got everyone to agree to them, though that took
some doing. You'd be surprised at what some of the people involved wanted you
to do... The first thing we came up with is that you're allowed to refuse any
business without giving a reason why, and it should be understood that it's
most likely simply a resource or time issue. We retained the right to refuse on
your behalf, too. That way you don't have to hear people begging every day.
Which you would otherwise, trust me. I've had to turn down nearly a
dozen already, most of them people wanting you to help them make even more
money than they already have.


“The second rule is that you're to be
paid in gold, goods, or services that are deemed by us to be worth an average
of ten thousand ounces of gold per trip, each way. This is to keep the rate of
customers down. We can adjust it later if you want, but everyone felt it was a
fair starting point.


“The third is that you can cancel any
engagement, without notice, for a full refund of gold or goods.


“The fourth is that you can use your
abilities for personal travel, amusement, etc., and anyone complaining about
this will be blacklisted for a period of one to ten years. Depending on how
annoying they are about it. This keeps people from whining if you take a
vacation. Which again, they would. People were already talking about
trying to get you to work twenty-four hour shifts, we explained that you
actually do need to sleep and might want something of a personal life.
Some people didn't get it.


“Finally, we agreed that real
emergencies can be submitted and that you'll look at those requests yourself on
a per case basis. We'll make sure they're not just people looking for free
travel first.”


Zack regarded her carefully for a
moment.


“All right. I guess that's fine. If
people hold mainly to simple Nexus jumps I can do that while I'm working, and
it should only take a few moments per trip. As long as I'm going to a known
place at least. Is there an established Nexus map? If I learned it, or parts of
it, ahead of time that would speed things up. How many of these trips do you
think people will want per day?”


Lisa looked at Claire then back to
Zack.


Valerie spoke up, clearing her throat
gently, her smooth voice easing toward his awareness. “Zack, people will
probably pay for as many trips as you can manage. Especially into the other
lands. A cross-country flight is a pain, but doable if you look Human enough. Going
to some of the other places is really hard, or even impossible without the
lines. You took Hilda to the Trolleinkein lands, right? How long did that take
you do you think?”


He tried to work out the actual time,
including finding the destination from Hilda's thoughts.


“A minute each way maybe? Less now
that I know where it is and don't have to search the route out. The travel on
the line itself is nearly instant of course. It's hard to tell from that,
though, because a lot of other things were going on at the time.” He started to
shrug, but a searing pain in his chest stopped him from doing that. No
shrugging he reminded himself. Or sighing. Even if this conversation had a
quality to it that seemed worthy of a few mighty ones.


“Now consider that the Human lands
only cover about one three hundredth of the known lands, and I think
you'll begin to see why this service is so potentially lucrative.”


Zack nodded. He could see the
use of it, when put in that light. Hadn't Hilda said how hard and slow her trip
there had been? It might be worth some gold or trade goods at that. It seemed
like real pains were taken to be fair to him. He could pretty much just say he
didn't want to do it anymore and it ended, right? Or that he wanted to help
some little kid for free instead of some guy paying top dollar for a luxury
trip? Or he could say no just because he didn't like someone. Though
really, he tried to give everyone a chance, at least mainly, and the ones he
didn't like on sight, Demons, well they could take care of all this for
themselves.


Claire looked at him and cleared her
throat. Since she technically didn't need to breathe, it seemed an odd nervous
tick for someone her age.


“There is one more small
thing. It isn't nearly as big an issue as it may sound like at first, so please
don't blow it out of proportion. It's mainly a matter of management, and
doesn't hold legal weight in the Human world. So really, it's almost a joke, if
you want to take it that way... but some of the cultures we're dealing with
needed assurances that management is undertaken by specific factors, mainly
family, or people bonded to you by oaths of loyalty, that kind of thing.”


She shifted slightly, her Shadow self
sinking deep within as she tried to hide from what could happen next.


“So, well...” she went silent, as if
searching for the words.


“Yes?” He prompted.


“So, we appointed management. That's
all.” She looked relieved at having gotten through it. The others all frowned.


Lisa tried next. “Look, Zack, you
don't have a lot of family, just your grandparents, you said? Since they're
regular Humans, they can't act as manger's for you, unless they know about all
this... No group wanted any other single group to have singular or special
control over your ability, so we, um, married you off to several women. On the
bright side, we did manage to keep you from being married to any men. We
can add those in later though, if you want? It really is kind of a joke, but
needed because some groups take this kind of thing really seriously...”


Zack thought about this for a moment.
Yes, it was a shock to the system, still, Claire did say that this
existed on paper mainly and he shouldn't make too big a deal out of it. He
decided to not try to run for it until he could find out how true that turned
out to be. Taking a moment, he placed his mind in an emotionless state and tried
to act rationally. That took some work, joke or not. It hit a bit too close to
things that were issues for him.


He'd never even kept a girlfriend for
more than a few weeks. How was he supposed to deal with wives. Plus,
that was totally illegal. You were only allowed the one of them at a time.


“First, what does that really mean?
Is it the same idea of marriage I'm used to?”


Oddly enough, it turned out to be Valerie
who had an answer for him this time. She pulled out a notebook and read from
it.


“For these purposes, marriage is
given as a union between two or more beings in which the property of one is to
be divided evenly between all parties upon death or eventual dissolution of the
marriage. There are no strictures or preconditions to be given otherwise. Full
management options are included, but may be precluded by a majority vote of the
wives or, if a special case is decided at any point, by the husband.”


She explained that to him again after
reading it.


“Basically it means that if you kick
it for any reason or break off all the marriages, everyone gets an equal share
of what you have. All of the wives have an equal say in management, and a
majority vote rules. What you say automatically trumps those votes though,
always. It's just presumed you won't do that most of the time. You aren't
required to sleep with any of them for them to be considered your 'wife'.
That's really what the 'no preconditions' thing is about. For that matter,
while most of them expect it, they don't have to sleep with you either.
So in that way it's like dating rather than the idea of marriage many of these
cultures have. You don't even have to live with them. Um, but I take it some
of the groups think it's necessary...”


He wondered if it could possibly be
time for more pain medication soon, because his head had started to really
hurt.


The clanking from the kitchen had
stopped and turned into a regular swooshing sound. Betty had moved from
cleaning the stove and cupboards to washing the counter? At least there
wouldn't be a mountain of dirty dishes. They only had two real plates, the ones
Valerie had brought over.


“So this council of managers... how
many are we talking about, exactly?” This he addressed to Valerie again, since
she had the pad with things written on it.


She counted, pushed her hair back
over her right ear delicately, but carefully not projecting any sense of sex.
She counted again, made a note and looked up at him.


“Nine so far, but there may be others
later. At least two other groups wanted in, but didn't have any candidates
available at the moment. We made it clear that even though sex wasn't an issue,
you'd balk at the idea of being married to a man. Maybe we could figure out
something like 'blood brothers'? Until we do, girls only.” She smiled and tried
to seem official.


Nine. He wasn't certain he knew
nine women by name. Even if these were only managers, it would have been nice
to know some of them first. That's really what it came down to for him. The
name seemed pushy, calling them wives instead of managers, but if that's what
these different groups needed, he could work with that. The not getting a say
in it really rankled though. It was his life, right? His ability that they
wanted to gain control of?


“Who are they? Do I know any of them
at all?”


Again with the looks, he thought, as
they suddenly got all shifty again, glancing back and forth at each other.


Valerie turned the page and cleared
her throat.


“In no particular order: Representing
the Vampire community we have Claire Hawthorne. The Were community is being
represented by Vanessa Whit. The Trolleinkein are represented by Hildgeurde
Meorgeansdotter, The community of Mages by Lisa Penbroke, The Alede community
by Valerie Renner, the Alfric by Mariposa Of The Dawn, the Djinn by Yasmine,
the Tricksters by Rose, and the Demons by Beatrice. More could be added later
though, as mentioned.” She marked the page, but closed the notebook.


That of course, marked the point
where the inevitable fight began. Really, Zack thought before he spoke, they
should have just asked him first. They married him off to a Demon? Even a Demon
manager wouldn't have flown with him...


An hour later he said it for at least
the fiftieth time.


“I don't care if it's not real, if I
never have to touch them, or if it is only on paper. I will not be
married to a Demon. I will not work with a Demon or be a Demon's blood brother.
I don't care if the Demons at Underwood seem all right to everyone else.
All Demons play by different rules than we do and they make a point of not
telling any of us what those rules are. If this is a deal breaker then so be
it. We can redraft the deal, or I can get another job or go live under a
bridge. Whatever. This is something I will not budge on. Fix it or
don't. That's up to the rest of you now. I'm going to my bedroom, where I'll
sit up and not sleep for another,” he looked at the clock, “six hours. I'll
leave the door open, but please don't talk to me unless it's important, and not
about demons. Thanks.”


He didn't storm to his room. Not only
would that be childish, but it would simply hurt too much right now. He also
didn't flop down on his narrow bed. The process he used took about three
minutes and left him lying on his uninjured side.


This meant he kept trying to doze off
so he slowly sat up and propped a pillow beside him to absorb a little of his
weight.


Valerie came in about twenty minutes
later. She talked for a bit about how their society worked and how even if Zack
hadn't personally signed off on anything, his community could indeed sign him
into deals and indentures. That's basically how the Demons worked, after all.


“And what group am I supposed to be
beholden to? The Mages? I'm simply not one of them. I can't do most of what
they can and vice versa. Am I to be controlled by your group then? Or by
the Demons? I am my group and I haven't signed off on anything.
I'm not trying to be difficult here, but seriously, this situation is crazy.
I'm nearly positive I'm not in the wrong here and even if I am, even if I'm
being a horrible person, I still won't work with Demons.”


The Succubus turned on her heel and
left. A lot of low murmuring started in the other room. He couldn't hear it
really, door opened or not, but their Shadows kept showing up in front of his,
their spectral forms talking to him in slightly muted but realistic color.


Hilda: You're my friend. I'll not
wrong you... I didn't know...


Lisa: I saw no other way. Deidre
will kill me for this. I should just say goodbye to her now...


Claire: The Demons are jockeying
for control. This may give us the opening we need to seize things back. Perhaps
something else could be done here. We must think hard now.


Hilda, surface Hilda looked into the
room, trying to sneak a peek at him.


“Do you hate me now? I just wanted to
help you and I thought that being there in that group would do it. Plus, I've
never been married before, and probably will never have a chance again. I don't
think any Trolleinkein has ever been married. It would have been interesting I
think....”


He looked at her and smiled softly.


“Oh, don't worry. I'm not even mad
at you. I just find it supremely unlikely that with all the brain power
represented in the room at the time, nine sham marriages is really the
best they could come up with. How about, oh, I don't know, simply telling
people to appoint someone and if some beings didn't like that they weren't
related, then tough? If it cuts into business, well, I'm mainly doing this to
help them. They can come or not as they please. This whole marriage idea
seems shaky and like something the Demons would cook up to try and trick me
into some kind of servitude. If not them, then some other group. Whose idea was
it originally anyway?”


He didn't have to wait long before
Claire called out from the other room. “The Brer, now that I think about it. He
said it so cleverly no one really noticed...”


She darted into his room “Oooh! We
need to tread carefully here then! This is not happening in its current
form... not without further study at least. Lisa, please tell everyone that the
deal is off until further notice, Make the calls needed and let me know if you
need help with anyone. The Brer is behind this. That means it's probably based
on a trick or a lie. Let's stop this now, before it explodes on us all.”


Zack relaxed. So this is what it
feels like to be married and unmarried nine times in one day.


Very odd.












Chapter seventeen





 


Zack knew that he felt a bit
irritable. Who wouldn't? No sleep, constant discomfort, and with stressful
things hanging over him like they were. It all made the slight irritation he
felt make sense. Meditation helped a bit, and so did regular doses of pain
killers, but helping a bit was way different than fixing the problem. By
nine in the morning two of the women left for work, Lisa and Claire, both
promising to call in with regular reports as to any backlash or progress made.


Claire got in touch first, with some
news that surprised Zack a lot. Upon hearing his stance the Demons had simply
and gracefully bowed out, even to the point of allowing the rest of the
agreement to go forward without them, unimpeded. To his mind, this meant that
they probably saw some trap in the agreement as it stood, or at least thought
it wouldn't serve them to be a part of it.


Lisa called with other surprising
news. Mariposa of the Dawn, from the Alfric, refused to allow the
dissolution of their 'marriage' without fair hearing in their courts. Which
Valerie told him probably meant that by the laws of her people they were
married and no mere treaty or lack of one would stop that or alter the fact
once stated publicly.


This seemed an interesting and
possibly terrifying wrinkle. He didn't even know what an Alfric was. Zack could
only hope they weren't worse monsters than Demons. Hilda piped up with the
answer instantly when he asked the room.


“You do know them. The Alfric are the
food court people. Merri runs the kitchen at the Chinese food place. She's the
one that put on extra vegetable dishes since you started eating there... She's
cute, too. I think you'll like her. You should at least meet her and see what
she has to say first. She isn't unreasonable, so if she won't say you aren't
married, it must be important to her for some reason.”


Valerie for some reason, agreed with this,
that he should at least meet with her before casting her aside. Oddly, her
reason had nothing to do with treaties or bargains. According to the Succubus,
it just would be cruel to do that without even giving her a chance.


Something came to Zack then, as Valerie
sat there next to him on the sofa. She hadn't hit him with waves of sex all
night long. Instead she'd held herself locked down tight the whole time, being
no more alluring than, oh, a playboy centerfold taking a provocative pose while
nude.


He asked about this, and she looked a
little uncomfortable at his mention of it.


“We Alede can control our
abilities. It just takes energy that has to be replaced. I'll have to feed
soon, but I didn't want to leave you alone. Still, you do have Hilda. That
should be fine. She's reliable and trustworthy. She can keep the herbs coming
on time I think. Right, Hilda?” The tone seemed patronizing to him.


The large woman just nodded. Zack
felt a little annoyed on her behalf, not saying anything out loud, but still
feeling bothered. He told Valerie on the Shadow level that she should treat
Hilda as an equal, not as some half-brutish child. She wasn't that and if they
were all going to be friends it was important not to act that way.


“So you take energy from people when
you have sex with them?” He asked politely, instead of calling her on how she'd
treated Hilda openly.


Their mechanism of feeding turned out
to be more complicated than he thought. They didn't drain energy. That
turned out to be old Church propaganda vilifying them for their sexual nature.
They actually helped create, and then harvested, sexual energy from their
partners. Energy that happened when anyone had sex. It normally just floated
out into space, unused. True, because of their abilities they increased the
amount of pleasure – and therefore energy – resulting, but it still didn't
drain the person any more than really good sex did.


“Well, don't tire yourself to
exhaustion because of me. Go and find someone to have sex with if you need to. I
can't do it right now, for a handful of reasons. Hilda would probably find it
troubling, since when you open up fully you kind of drive her away. Though I
don't know that you have to open up fully to feed, do you?”


She bobbed her head side to side, not
yes or no. “Not really, but like Vampires, the older we get the better we get
and the better our control. If you ever want to ruin all other sex for
yourself, you should have sex with Patty. Talk about good. I can't
really feed without opening up enough that I think poor Hilda would be
turned off. We could probably do it without feeding though. We should try that
sometime.” Valerie smiled devilishly, possibly expecting a blush or strong
response from the large girl.


Instead she just looked at her,
shrugged and said, “Okay. But not today, I have to be ready to make the herbs
on time. I also need to get food. I haven't eaten for hours. Zack and Troy
don't have much food here. I can make it a little longer, but it's going to get
hard soon to maintain control without enough food...”


Zack knew, because Hilda's Shadow
told him every time the Alede were around, how hard she had to work not to get
angry at them, even now that they took pains to lock themselves down around
her. It had been much worse before, she let him know. More than once she'd
almost torn into one or another of the Succubi and had to physically distance
herself from the Incubi altogether to stop herself from attacking them.


Betty had fallen asleep on Zack's bed
at about six in the morning and it seemed unfair to wake her just to go get
food for Hilda. Troy also slept.


Zack decided that he should be all
right if they both went right after his next dose of tea. After all, it had
been 24 hours and he hadn't died. He could even, theoretically, sleep now.
Worse come to worse, he could even go and brew the tea himself, he assured
them. Admittedly it did seem more fun when they did it for him... Zack smiled
and tried to wink, but the action made his eye hurt for some reason.


Valerie waited, got him the herbs and
left shortly after that, trying to hide how anxious and edgy she obviously
felt. Hilda seemed reluctant to leave until he pointed out to her again that
she had three whole hours, and could do a lot in that time if she wished. Eat,
go shopping, get clothes and a shower or even get in touch with Merle so that
he'd know that Zack hadn't stolen his only girl Trolleinkein away.


That last one convinced her
eventually and she too hurried away, looking over her shoulder at him with a
worried look on her way out the door. He faked a smile and waved his hand at
them, trying to tell her to move along.


About an hour after that, a soft
knock came from the front of the house. He almost didn't hear the noise, it
came low on the door, and was soft and tentative, almost like someone knocking
that didn't want to bother anyone so they could just go away. He could see a
strange being on the other side of the door, brightly shining. Not on fire like
a Djinn, more like the gentle light of dawn coming over the hills.


He called out, asking for a moment,
and slowly moved that way. His muscles had stiffened in the last day, and even
with fresh pain medicine in him, it hurt to move too much.


When he opened the door a small woman
stood on the other side. She had brilliant red hair hanging down her back unbound.
There were also fantastic green eyes that in a Human wouldn't exist without
contacts, which was striking. She was standing about four feet high, even
counting the fluff of hair on top of her head which must have added an inch...
In many ways she felt similar to Hilda as odd as it seemed. Both of them were
very nearly perfectly formed women, but looked off scale. Hilda at a distance
looked like she simply stood a good bit closer. This woman standing close
seemed perfect, but as if she stood about thirty feet away.


“Hello... are you Mariposa Of The
Dawn?” He asked her gently.


“Aye, I am that. Would you be Mr. Hartley?”
The voice that came out of her seemed very small and soft. Almost a whisper
really. The kind of voice that could easily be lost if a person did not pay
attention.


“Yes. Please... call me Zack.
Um...Come in please.” He tried to smile reassuringly. She seemed to bring out
the desire to protect in him. It was, he decided, her tentative nature, instead
of her size that left Zack feeling that way.


She looked around carefully and
stepped inside very delicately. It felt like she appraised the situation but
didn't seem to judge. He asked her to sit, and then eased himself on to the
other side of the sofa, turning to the side so that he could see her, with her
taking a similar position facing him.


He waited, to see if she would speak.
After a few minutes it seemed clear that she was waiting for him to
speak first, her head bowed a little, not making eye contact. Realizing she
wouldn't say anything until he did, he finally tried to come up with something
to say.


“So, it seems that by the laws of
your people, somehow, we're really married? Even though we haven't met
and the bargain that others assigned to me is without merit? Can you tell me
why this is? I'm not necessarily saying that we can't make something work here,
I simply wish to understand, so that I know what I should do...” There, he
thought, that's about as kind as could be managed under the circumstances.


She nodded and looked up at him.


“My King said I was married to you,
and that I would, in years to come, have a task I must perform for you... I'm
not allowed to say what it is now, but it's truly important and something that
you and many others will suffer without, including my own people. He also told
me that the prophesy said that I'd come to love you and that you'd love me in
return... The heart of the matter is that I cannot divorce you, as my people
don't have that, nor do we have annulment. The king said it was so. So it is.
If you send me away, we'll still be married, I simply won't be where I need to
be when the time comes and others will suffer. Prophesy isn't perfect, but I'd
not try the King on this, if it's up to me.”


He looked at her and watched as her
shining Shadow self, even less a true Shadow than most peoples, since it glowed
so brightly, looked him in the eye and said, I speak truth, always and
forever. Please do not send me away... That ends badly...


“Well, you know, I'm not even
thinking about sex except as a word right now, and I mean that literally, by
the way, in order to keep old memories away. I need to deal with those and will,
but it won't be much fun that way for a while, maybe a long while. I also have,
by that treaty or bargain or whatever it's called, seven others that could
potentially make a claim identical to your own in the coming hours or days. On
top of that, well, this place is no palace, I don't know if you'd actually want
to stay here, but this is what I have for now.”


He wanted to shrug, but instead said
to her on the Shadow level, Are you certain of what you want?


She nodded to him in response on the
surface level as if she'd heard him clearly.


“Yes. I'm certain. Even if I must
share you with others. My own King has a thousand wives and concubines after
all. Eight or nine is not so many for a great man. And while your abode may be
simple now, it serves, with good roof and walls. The rest of the home is for
the wives to exploit and bring to beauty. It's well known that your station has
recently changed greatly and that you soon shall have plenty. If you don't...
well, I too am hard working and have value. We'll not want, regardless of what
the future brings us.”


He spread his hands, then stopped the
gesture as it pulled painfully on his back, especially on the left hand side.
Instead he looked at the small woman with her shining Shadow and radiant hair
for a few moments. He tried to consider everything as fairly and honestly as
possible.


If he sent her away, she said there
would be trouble. Not from her, but possibly from her King? That seemed
important to her. Zack knew that he didn't have enough information to know if
that threat had power behind it or not. He also needed to find out about what
she thought she needed to do for him in the future. Right now she seemed pretty
closed mouthed on that due to orders from above.


She seemed sincere in what she told
him, as if this all really mattered to her and not for little reasons either.


He also remembered Riley saying that
the Alfric knew his true nature. Since Riley had also suggested this whole
mess, this may have been his actual agenda. To put Zack in a position to get
information later. It was hard to know if the strange being really had an
agenda at all. The Tricksters did stuff, he'd seen Riley around, talking
to people or whispering in the back of a room, guiding things. But for some
reason they never just told you what they wanted. At least that's what he'd
heard from the others on the topic. Maybe they'd just tell you what they needed
you to do if they thought you'd listen?


Zack would need to research some
things it seemed.


“Well... you know, if this was a
book, or movie, I'd probably get all defensive, distrust you expecting a trap,
and cause no end of trouble by doing that. Life isn't like that though.... I
guess, if it makes you happy and keeps you from being in trouble, there's no
reason you can't be here. I have to admit this whole 'marriage' thing seems odd
to me. It's like someone is playing a joke on me or trying to trick me into
something. Still, that doesn't mean that you're the one doing it, so why
should you suffer for it? I'm game if you are, I guess.”


He held out his hand to her as well
as he could, intending to shake. Instead she held his hand and looked up at him,
pleased. Scooting closer to where he sat, so she wouldn't have to stretch out
awkwardly to do so. She didn't let go of his hand for a long time.


He asked her questions and tried to
remember the answers. After a few minutes an idea hit him and he asked her if
she could bring him some paper. She found an empty notebook Valerie had left
under the one with the information from the 'agreement', they were both yellow
legal pads. Without needing to be asked, the small woman found him a pen and
some extra pillows to put on his lap so he could write without too much
discomfort. Then she asked if he'd like anything to eat or drink.


He shook his head gently and started
to thank her, catching, for the first time, an angry flash beginning to form on
her face.


“This is why I need to write
things down. Your people, the Alfric, you don't like being thanked. I need to
know things like that. Um, I'd like to propose an agreement just between you
and I right now... Please don't get mad or offended if I accidentally do thank
you for something. I'll try to phrase things differently, but it's kind of the
way we do things here and it doesn't mean much to us, certainly nothing
negative. Is that all right?”


She nodded and smiled up at him.


“Wisdom already. Yes, we need to be
tolerant, being from different cultures and all. I'll do my part in this, I
give my word.” She reached out and touched his arm.


He wrote her full name at the top and
started asking questions again.


When he got to her age, she paused
for a moment before speaking. It seemed that something about this question
bothered her.


“Well, aye, I suppose you should know
that. Your age is greater than my own... Still, please don't be angry...”


He held his breath. He couldn't tell
her age at all. She looked young, perhaps too young? Did he just accept
a child bride? His tension level began to rise sharply. He wouldn't harm a
child. If this had been a set up like that...


“I have forty-three years by your
reckoning. Still, I've reached full growth and won't change much over the
passing of years... This form is the one I seem to have settled on, for good or
ill. I can change my hair or use make-up like Human women do, if it offends you
or you desire something different from me...” Her voice went soft again, barely
audible. He tried to lean closer to hear her but his ribs protested too much.


He expressed his relief, since he'd
feared her too young, as in a child by Human standards, and that her age
didn't matter past that to him. After all, he had no problem with Claire and
she had nearly three hundred years on him, right?


"Um... How old do you think I
am?"


The small lady looked at him shyly,
and then away, with a tiny smile.


"I know not exactly, but you are
truly ancient, that I can tell. Greater age than mine own King and he is nearly
as old as any of us. Only the most wise are older. True, you sat between for
that time, but is that not a sign of your greatness? No one does that."
She seemed pleased by that though, as if it were a good thing, rather than
making him uncomfortably old for her. Maybe she liked older men?


He made a note of that and found out
that her kind didn't track the day of birth, just the season. Every spring,
when she'd been born, the count simply increased by one. He made notes on all
of this.


They talked for a long while, until
Hilda finally came back with her arms loaded with bags of groceries, carried
easily. Her face lit up when she realized who sat next to Zack on the Sofa.


“Merri! You came! Have you two had a
chance to discuss things? What have you decided, if anything? Wait here!” She
moved deftly to the kitchen, dropped the bags with heavy thumps and came back
quickly. Sitting on the floor, next to the upturned cardboard box Troy used as
a coffee table, she waited, looking anxiously from one to another.


“Oh, Hilda, love, he said I could
stay and that he wouldn't cast me out! It's so wonderful! I was so
scared when I came. What if he was foul to me or beat me for my presumption?
Instead he's been kind and good and honest with me. Me, a stranger to
him that others forced upon him against the strictures and rules of his
own people. And then, then he gets pen and paper and makes note of my
whims and cares... No man of the people, my people, would have thought of that,
or, truth be told, expect themselves to be the one to learn the ways of others
of lower station, like a mere wife.”


Hilda nodded with much enthusiasm.
They went on like this for a few minutes, making Zack's every action seem like
some kind of wonder. He mentioned that he really hadn't done anything yet, but
they wouldn't hear it. Hilda jumped up suddenly.


“Oh! It's time to make up his
medicine. I nearly forgot. Come with me, Merri? We can keep talking while I
make the tea stuff and unpack the food.” Hilda walked into the other room while
still talking. “Have you heard of how Zack saved my brother? Come and I'll tell
you about it!”


Merri looked up at him, as if to ask
if she had permission, literally looking a little panicked, not knowing what to
do and not wanting to offend. “Mr. Hartley, may I go and help in the kitchen? I
won't be long...” She said so softly that he almost didn't hear her.


“Merri... If you're going to hang
around here, we need to get some things straight right now, or everyone will
overwhelm you, I think.” He held out his hand toward her again, which she took tentatively
this time.


“First, you're as important as anyone
else here. Probably more important than me really, so you don't have to
defer to me or ask my permission to do anything. Just do it. Ask if you really
aren't certain, or want my opinion, but don't let anyone boss you around. You aren't
a servant here, so don't act like one. Some of the people that have been around
here have strong personalities and can be overwhelming, so stand up for
yourself. I'll stand up for you too, of course, so don't worry about that.
Hilda will too, I bet. Now, go to the kitchen, or stay here, or do something
else entirely if you like. As it pleases you.” He squeezed her hand very
gently, and let go so she could get up.


Her eye's teared slightly, and she
ran quickly to the kitchen. In hushed tones she told Hilda what he'd just said.
Her glowing Shadow self beamed so brightly he could make it out clearly through
the wall. He heard Hilda, who was putting cans in cupboards, agree with what
had been said calmly. To her that just made sense, after all.


Valerie returned a little over an
hour later with Master Wu-Li in tow. He checked Zack's eyes, pulse, and back.
He pulled out some more paper packets and handed them to Hilda when she came
in. They each had written instructions on the paper. Merri stayed out of sight,
Zack noticed.


The Master pronounced that Zack
should sleep that night and pointed to one of the packets, which held a
sleeping herb mix.


“It smells bad, and tastes worse, but
will let you sleep even if you're discomfited. It's a western herb. Valerian.
It works well, though.” He went over the instructions with Hilda carefully, as
she currently seemed in charge of such things.


Then the Master asked Zack if he felt
up to trying something, which would hurt, but might help him heal faster, if
he could do it correctly. Standing in front of him the Master moved his hands,
describing as he did, the circulation of qi.


“There are large and small
circulations, that run into, through, and out of the body, as well as small
circles within the field, like this.” As the master spoke, he moved his Shadow
self in time with his words, circulating it through his physical body, out and
into the ground, then in through his head as this energy circled around.


He did this in time with his breathing.
It didn't look too hard, it was just manipulating his Shadow really, so Zack
gave it a try, awkwardly and while seated. Pain stabbed into his chest and
back, but he managed to copy the older man well enough he thought.


Wu-Li appraised his efforts and offered
gentle, but specific suggestions, having him draw in his Shadow in some places,
speeding flow in others.


“Widen the flow as it moves into the
Earth... good! Now as you inhale, let the flow come back around, not too fast.
Into the top of your head again... Don't forget the micro circulation in the
mouth...” They kept this up for an hour, then two.


Valerie moved into the kitchen, where
Zack heard soft talking. The Master gently chided him, saying he needed to pay
attention to what he tried to do, not the ladies in the other room. His tone
held a very serious edge.


After four hours, Claire returned and
watched for a few minutes, then joined the ladies in the kitchen. They were obviously
going to be more interesting, so Zack didn't blame her at all on that one. Valerie,
Claire and, to his surprise Merri, all left. The Master snapped at him lightly.
“Attention!”


At six hours he relented.


“If you can do this often, and keep
the level of focus as high as possible, you'll heal much, much faster. Try
moving a bit now.”


Zack stretch out his right arm first.
His back felt tight, but there didn't seem to be any real pain. The same for
the left. He stood carefully and found he could walk. When he tried to bend
forward, his chest hurt sharply, but all in all he seemed much better.


Wu-Li explained that by doing the
exercise, qi-gong, which just meant energy work, he'd increased his vitality,
his life energy, itself. By doing this as often as possible, he'd increase in
power and strength. With enough practice he'd eventually learn to do it all the
time without really thinking about it.


“That, of course, takes time to
learn, but it's fundamental to what our agreement requires Dan and I to try and
teach you. I have to say, you're surprisingly good at it so far. Most impressive.”


Zack examined the Master's Shadow and
saw that, indeed, softly and lightly, the man still continued to do this, even
as he moved and spoke. He decided that he would try to do the same and
restarted the exercise.


Hilda brought food then and ordered
him to eat. She smiled but it was still slightly gruff in tone, telling him
that there was no other choice on the menu. He didn't feel hungry, a side
effect of the of the energy work, Wu-Li told him. Food, and the energy
contained within it could only speed healing, if he could make himself eat, the
Master added. Hilda beamed at the older man and offered him dinner as well.


After he ate enough to satisfy both
of his keepers, trying to keep his Shadow self, also his qi, he guessed they
were at least partly the same thing, circulating as shown he was given two cups
to drink. The first was the same grass tasting beverage he'd grown used to. The
second was the sleep draft, which did indeed taste horrible, a bit like
how unwashed feet smelled. Nasty unwashed feet. He didn't complain, making a
point to just drink it. If it was that bad to him, he figured, it must be a lot
worse for Hilda to be around with her hyper keen sense of smell. If she didn't
complain, how could he?


About that time everyone came in at once.
Including Lisa.


"Hey... How do you feel?"


Zack closed his eyes for a second
then tilted his head from side to side for a bit. "Better actually. I
should be back at work soon. I'll try to hurry things up, healing wise. It
wouldn't pay for me to get lazy."


She waved that away like he was being
silly, and shook her head.


"Nonsense. Take as long as you
want. I can handle things myself."


He redoubled his effort to increase
the circulation of energy, hoping that really would speed healing enough so
that he wouldn't stay a burden to everyone else for too long. After a single
day, being a quasi invalid had already grown stale and old.


He moved to stand, sleepy and reeling
a little, but smoothly enough no one dove to catch him. Claire looked slightly
amazed, and said something he didn't catch to Wu-Li who answered her in a few
sentences. Valerie walked up to him and gave him a hug, which, though he feared
it might, didn't hurt.


She let go suddenly and stepped back,
sex flaring from within her. She excused herself, seeming embarrassed, almost
running from the living room into the kitchen.


Claire hugged him as well. “Oh, yes,
I can see how that might do it. You're filled with life right now, more than
three would have normally, I think.” She kept holding him, until the others
started making small noises. “Oh! Sorry.”


She grinned and let go.


Her Shadow self looked at him
hungrily. Making little noises that seemed to indicate something delicious
might be in the offing.


Hilda moved in next, a quick hug. She
just shrugged and said goodnight. There were no funny reactions from her.


Merri looked like she wanted a hug
too, so he put his arms out, his mind growing tired and too fuzzy to think
about the fact he had only known her for a few hours.


Lisa just smiled, kindly enough, and
told him goodnight.


He tried to keep the energy flowing
properly, even as he drifted to sleep. Regardless once the head hit the pillow he
drifted off almost immediately.


Sleep that night held a strange
quality. He simply laid there, keeping his qi flowing, or at least trying to,
knowing he slept, but unable to move very much. Dreams came eventually, and the
large beings, mainly men he knew, though some other things too, came to make
him do things. Or do things to him. He felt fear, but he knew that he dreamed
this time, so he turned on them and fought. Or tried to fight. They overpowered
him, and started to rape him, when a shining light suddenly cast through the
darkness of the dream.


A small woman with glowing armor made
of light with a sword nearly as big as she was, entered the fight. She said
nothing, just hacked and slashed her way through the men. Moments later a giant
hairy being joined her in battle. A club the size of a sapling in her hand.


He got to his feet and started
fighting again himself. Punching and kicking without great effect, but with a
lot of vigor. They did this until the others were all gone.


The women smiled and left him.


In the darkness between dreams he
kept making an effort to circulate energy. In this part of sleep his time in
the void became sparkling clear to him. Awake, but knowing he slept, in the
dark endless void of his own thoughts. He'd lose track of it, the circulation
pattern, every now and then, but could always pick it back up again.


Dreams came repeating what had
happened before. This time, taking a clue from the last set, when the giant men
came for him, he summoned a sword. A tiny thing, about as long as his arm. It
was dull metallic silver, not shining at all, but sharp enough for the job.
After the first attacker fell, the others ran away. Being cowards that had to
prey on children, they couldn't stand an adult fighting back, it seemed.


This pattern happened over and over
again.


Until, finally, he woke.


 


 


 


 












Chapter eighteen





 


When he woke, he found movement had almost
fully returned. Other than the tiniest bit of tenderness, even his back felt
fine. Full, deep breaths came without trouble, too. It felt really nice to be
able to breathe again. Apparently the energy work had really paid off. He
decided to try and keep it up. Maybe he could learn to do it all the time like
Wu-Li did.


Zack did the morning things like
always. Showered, cleaned and shaved. In the mirror his image smiled at him and
waved, pointing out the new energy flows around him. The image seemed happy
about it, so Zack smiled back and waved.


The image had been pretty cooperative
lately. Maybe, now that he knew he wasn't crazy, or at least not only
crazy, his own inner self had begun to relax a bit. Then again, he didn't know
if the image had anything to do with that kind of thing.


Walking out into the living room, he
found it missing.


Well, the walls and ceiling were
indeed still there, but everything else had changed. The floor, which had been
ratty, rather ugly wall to wall carpet had been replaced with hard wood, that
fairly gleamed where it hadn't been covered with a large throw rug that took up
the center of the room. The old sofa didn't sit in its spot, a new one had
taken its place. Actually, the room was now ringed in sofas that wrapped
around the whole far end. The wrap around kind that looked like one giant sofa,
even though this one had three – no, four – parts. Two large, comfy looking
chairs sat in the open area, turning the room into a box of sitting. Off to one
side a television sat in a hutch, which meant you could only see it from half
the sofa and neither of the chairs, unless they could be turned to face it. It
wasn't even the old set they'd been using, gotten from the Goodwill a long time
before, but something new. Larger, with a flat screen. Really large. Not that
he cared that much about television. Since he had to focus on ignoring it so
hard in order to watch it, he generally just did other things.


Art hung on the walls. It seemed a
little eclectic, but it all spoke of quality. There was a mask on the wall,
away from the front door, that had a decidedly non-Human feel about it. A
coffee table sat in the center of the throw rug with some kind of sculpture on
it. A bear about the size of a large food can that seemed to be made out of
some kind of melted metal. It stood on a metal base that had been arranged to
look like wood, even showing the grain pattern that should have been there.


He couldn't tell for sure, but it
seemed like the walls might have been painted as well. No smell of fresh paint
came though, so maybe not.


Merri came out of the kitchen. “Do
you like it? We all worked all night on it. I thought we'd wake you for
certain! The workmen tramped in like cows – mainly Claire's kind of person, so
they quieted once she asked them to. Did you know that past that door,”
she pointed to the basement door, “there's a stairway to a whole extra level to
the house? We're doing that next. I heard you getting up, so I put on some oats
for breakfast. I... hope that's fine?”


He carefully didn't thank her, though
he did express his amazement. Everyone had done incredible things while he had
slept. It made him feel a little lazy.


Zack looked at the clock and found,
to his pleasure that he had time to eat and get to work without being
late. Though he didn't think Lisa would expect him to open that day. It would
be good to take some time and plan out the new window display and maybe come up
with something to do about the shelves. They still looked a little too much
like racks of candles to him. They were, of course, but that could be presented
better.


Hilda came up from the basement
followed by Valerie, Claire, and Betty. All wore work clothes of one kind or
another. Claire and Betty in painter's jump suits, Val in blue jeans and an old
looking t-shirt. He realized that he'd never seen Claire or Valerie in
anything except skirts or dresses before. Betty had worn jeans the other day
when cleaning the kitchen, he remembered. He'd often seen Hilda in sweats of
course, given her job.


“We sent Troy for donuts. Hilda and
Val can eat them and, Merri, you can too, right?” Claire asked, looking at the
small woman who stirred a pot on the stove.


She turned, brandishing her spoon
mockingly like a weapon.


“I could, but that's not a
proper breakfast, and while I understood the need to get rid of young Troy for
a while, we won't be doing this regularly.” She grinned and turned back to the
stove quickly.


“Zack, we need to know what you
intend to do with Troy,” the Vampire said baldly. “If he's staying, he needs to
know at least part of what's going on. If he's going, we do him no kindness
keeping him while we change everything.”


He thought for a few moments. Then
shrugged.


“Why don't we just ask what he wants?
He's my friend and carried me for months through hard times, I don't
know if anyone realizes how much he did for me. I literally would have been
living on the streets if not for him. I don't think he should have to go. He
deserves anything good I can give him.” As far as he could see, that's all that
would be needed, though Claire remained unconvinced.


Troy came in a bit later with two
dozen donuts. Hilda descended upon him. He laughed as she took the boxes from
him and called out, “Save me a jelly filled!” as she disappeared into the
kitchen with them.


Zack turned to Troy and looked at him
frankly.


“Um, Troy...”


The other man looked back, a bemused
grin on his face. “Am I being kicked out?” He asked with good humor. “I mean, I
get it, you suddenly have all these hot women in your life and while I
don't know where they all came from, I wouldn't want me around getting
in the way either...”


Zack shook his head. “Nah, that's not
it. Everyone likes you here. Plus, you know, your name's on the lease, so I
couldn't kick you out anyway. No, it's just that I wanted to tell you some
stuff. We'll prove it later, if you want, but it's the truth. Do you want to
hear it?”


On the Shadow level Zack explained
what would be coming as carefully as possible, making sure he sounded happy and
friendly the whole time, reminding Troy that he should stay relaxed and
accepting if he could. Especially since everyone here felt him to be a friend,
after all. Merri looked at this and nodded approval. The Shadows of the others
went on alert, ready for a negative reaction from the man.


Zack covered a thumbnail of
everything, starting with his famous shortcuts. Troy knew that those were odd,
and that Zack did things that didn't always make sense, at least not to him.
Then Zack covered the rest of the story in about twenty minutes. Everyone else
adding bits and pieces as he went.


“Hm. Well... That explains the girl
with blood on her mouth last week at the club in the alley when I took the
trash out. It makes sense, I guess.” Troy accepted it all easily, mainly due to
the Shadow prompting, Zack supposed. Then again, Troy had always accepted
science fiction and fantasy stuff easily on the deeper level, maybe that had
conditioned him to accept this as well?


Claire quizzed him on who this girl
with the blood had been. What she looked like, if he'd recognized her from
anywhere before, and finally decided it had been Nikki.


“Well, it looks like someone's going
to be in trouble. I'll have a chat with her about this. Thank you, Troy.”


Just before nine, Zack suggested
they'd better get going.


Everyone looked at him, baffled.


Valerie gave him a baffled look,
“You're injured, should you be going to work?”


Zack did some twists and turns,
showing he had returned movement and didn't hurt any more. He explained about
the energy exercises Wu-Li had taught him and how he'd done them in his sleep
most of the night, or tried to.


“Apparently it works.” He shrugged.


Claire watched Troy carefully and
asked if this would last on the Shadow level. Zack honestly didn't know.
Probably though, since they'd told the truth and none of it should hurt or
scare him. They needed to keep an eye out though, to make certain he adjusted
well.


Betty apparently would be staying
there all day, to let some delivery people in and keep working.


As they started out the door, Merri
stopped him, a hand on his arm.


“Please, if it's all right... could
I... keep working at the restaurant? At least for a time? It makes it harder on
my brother if he must run both the front and the back alone...” Her body
language became demure, almost frightened.


“Sure! Why wouldn't you? As long as
you want to work there I mean?” Her look seemed like sunshine coming through
clouds after a brief moment of hesitation. As if 'letting' her work felt like a
gift or treat.


He took Claire and Valerie through
one at a time, but Hilda and Merri just held hands letting themselves both be
pulled through at once.


“My, that is faster than
driving, isn't it?” Claire looked around, a bit amazed, even though she'd done
it before. Merri oddly seemed to simply accept that this kind of thing happened
around her new husband and began walking briskly to work.


He and Claire had the first stops
from that entrance. Merri touched his arm in parting, Hilda gave him a light
one arm around the shoulder squeeze, her inner self telling him that she didn't
want to accidentally hurt him, in case he hid the extent of his injuries from
them. That was what the strong sometimes did, after all. Valerie reached out a
little longingly, but didn't touch him. Claire just raised her eyebrows
at him slightly and grinned.


He had the lights on and most of the
floor swept before Lisa walked in.


She stopped. “You're here?”


Going over the whole thing about
Master Wu-Li and the energy work, then explaining that he'd be well enough to
work at least, got her to give him a slightly incredulous look. That was a
little unfair, since healing magic wasn't exactly an unknown thing to Mages,
was it? This reminded him to try to keep the energy circulating while he worked
today. He made a solid effort to keep it going while he talked to his boss. It
took a while to convince her that he really had his health back. Mainly at
least. He didn't want to try wrestling or heavy lifting for a bit, he joked.


“But, yeah, I should be able
to run the store and stuff. If it gets to be too much, I'll let you know, I
promise.”


The morning went slowly, as usually
happened, until about eleven-thirty when a medium sized man in a gray suit with
silver gray hair, a wig since his Shadow didn't have it, approached him at the
front desk. 


“Excuse me? I hope this is the right
place... I need to book a... Transfer? I heard I could, possibly, do that
here...” This came out loudly, as if the man worried that he didn't have
the right place, and wanted to make up for that with volume. His Shadow seemed
worried and anxious about even asking. If it wasn't so important he wouldn't
even consider it. His inner being let Zack know all of this in a rush.


Lisa came out and listened to him for
a few moments, then invited him into her office.


About five minutes later she came out
to talk to Zack.


“He'd like to go to the Central
Australia Nexus. That's a prime hub, so knowing how to get there can't hurt. I
told him that he had to pay triple for a one way trip because he's a walk in.
He agreed. Do you want to do it? I mean do you feel up to it? I said you were
just back and had been injured, so we can beg off or reschedule... He has an
emergency there, but it's only some financial thing. He could just fly.”
Her eyes sought his meaningfully. Her Shadow self begged him not to harm
himself over this, there would be other days for work like that, if it proved
to be too much.


“Sounds great! Let's hope I can find
the place.” Zack grinned at her, realizing how nice she looked today, she
seemed to have on a new blouse, or at least one he hadn't seen her in before.


The man went to his car and came back
with a small suitcase.


“I don't know if I'm allowed
baggage...”


Lisa looked at Zack.


“Sure. As long as we can carry it
through the Line by hand. That should be fine. Shall we go?”


The whole thing took about two
minutes, but only because Zack insisted on making certain that he'd gotten his
passenger to the right spot, and that everything seemed safe for him. He
told the man to call ahead for his return trip and handed him a card with
Lisa's contact info on it. That would save a lot of gold. He hadn't known that
the price would go up that much just for walking in. It seemed a little off,
but he didn't complain. Even split nine ways that was a lot of money. Whatever
his personal reason, the man had seemed pleased to pay it too.


Over the next few hours, five others
came in asking for passage, and all of them were willing to pay triple rates.
Three others scheduled trips at a later date, since that could be had for the
regular price. 


Merri sent Hilda with a large box of
food at lunch time, because she was clearly a saint. If her people had that. She
sent enough for Lisa as well and packaged the meat dishes separately, which
Zack appreciated. If anything the Chinese food managed even higher quality than
usual, somehow.


Master Wu-Li came in about three in
the afternoon, looked at him, smiled broadly and made several harsh, exacting,
and of course, absolutely precise corrections to Zack's qi flow exercises. Zack
made a point of correcting the flow patterns immediately.


Then the young looking old man went
still for a second. "Could I possibly speak to Ambassador Penbroke in her
office? It's rather pressing, I fear."


Lisa was good with that, and opined
that Wu-Li didn't need to ask, but only in passing.


They came out a few moments later.


“Zack, there's an emergency
situation. A colleague of Master Wu-Li needs several incredibly rare herbs in
order to help stop the spread of a disease in rural China. About sixty people
are infected right now, but it's spreading, and the World Health Organization
can't handle it. No one else can possibly get everything in time... I don't
know if you feel up to it but...” Zack had already started toward the back room
and the Nexus point. Wu-Li followed without hesitation.


“Lisa, can you cover for me? I know
it's a hassle, but, please?” He begged as he walked. It was a good sign, being
able to manage the two things at once like that.


“Go, I can handle things here.” The
phone rang and she stopped talking, but her eyes followed him, a strange look
on her face for some reason that Zack didn't understand.


The first several ingredients were
easy enough to find and though they had to go off the line to deliver them. It
took only a few hours really, using dozens of shortcuts and trying to find
people that could possibly have such things in stock.


"The next two ingredients have
to be harvested by hand. There will be... Hardship in getting them." Wu-Li
told him this as they jogged. 


Zack found shortcuts for them into an
arctic tundra, that was apparently the right place, or close enough. Wu-Li described
how Zack could use his qi to warm his body, and demonstrated this while they
walked. Since it came down to doing this or freezing to death while Wu-Li
collected the special lichen that the disease treatment called for, he paid
close attention. By the time they had enough, an hour later, he'd gotten decent
at generating internal heat. He still felt really cold, of course, but in the
end he had all his fingers and toes, which he otherwise wouldn't have.


The last ingredient also required
cold weather techniques, and took them high into some mountains. Wu-Li showed
him a node point, like the one into the Trolleinkein lands that seemed like a
permanent shortcut that anyone could use. He could see why, the warp being
huge, and the center of it dipping in at least fifteen feet across. Normally,
the shortcuts he used had ripples that were mere inches across and were pretty
directionally oriented.


 This led to another place, still
cold, with people that looked more like white Trolleinkein then anything else –
though they did have their own established nexus, with shops and trade.


Wu-Li explained that they had to go
in the hard way, but could take the Nexus lines out. Since he'd never been
there before he couldn't lead Zack in.


What they bought, a root, looked more
like a shriveled, dried rock than a part of a plant to Zack. Wu-Li pointed at
the root and provided gold coins until the giant white furred being handed over
enough of it for the project at hand. They didn't haggle, though the giant
being's Shadow self told them that the price was fair for the amount they
bought. Zack relayed this to Wu-Li, who bowed at the creature in parting.


“That, is a very useful talent, being
able to understand people like that. Given the amount of travel you may end up
doing it may be particularly useful to you.” The master bowed to him as well,
though only with the slightest inclination of the head.


Two nexus line jumps and about twenty
shortcuts later Zack had the herbs delivered and left Master Wu-Li to aid the
other Master on the scene. He asked if Zack could check on them every day or
two for the foreseeable future, and let Dan know the situation.


“Not a problem. Um, let me know if
you need anything here? I don't know how much I can bring, but, you know...” He
told the man before he left. It got a smile in return and another bow.


Once back, he sat down at the front
desk, and nodded to Lisa tiredly.


“Okay, now I'm tired. That was
a trip and a half. I think I met a Yeti though, which makes the whole thing
worth it, even without the real part. Hopefully those sick people will be all
right.”


He related the whole story to her and
asked if she had Master Dan's number. That took going to her office and getting
a binder out. One with a plain green cover, that held all the numbers of
everyone that worked in the Mall, even his name had several numbers by it,
though he didn't recognize any of them.


He called up Dan and explained that
Wu-Li had stayed to help in China and would probably be back in a week or so.
Zack quickly covered the whole trip, since Dan may need that kind of
information – who carried what, where those roots and lichen were found and so
on – in the future.


As it neared eight, Hilda showed up
with Merri, both carrying boxes with food in them. It turned out to be a mixed
offering. Some food from Fried Things, Chinese, Italian and oddly, seasoned sweet
potato french-fries, from The Burger Joint.


“Everyone wanted you to try their
best offerings, since you now count as family... They expect a visit soon too,
though I told them you're a very busy man.” Merri said softly, though she
looked sweet and innocent while she said it with no hint of mischief.


“They, uh, really take this marriage
thing seriously, huh? Is that normally how the Alfric handle things like this?”
He eased out his notebook of girl facts, and turned to the section he'd started
about the small redhead.


As Hilda broke out styrofoam plates
and plastic eating utensils, Merri went over the particulars with him.


“Had I contracted this myself, or my
father for me, or my brother more likely, given the circumstances here, then it
would be important, but nothing peculiar. We don't divorce, but that doesn't
mean that we'd have to stay together at all times either, we could come and go,
love where we will and so on. The only difference here is that the King himself
proclaimed this marriage. We didn't even have a voice at the table in that
meeting to decide these things for you until he sent the order. That changes
things and makes it a lot more important.”


She went on to tell him that her
brother – whose full name had complex vocalizations that Humans might have
trouble with, so he preferred to be called 'Mac' here – wanted to see him
especially, when the chance arose, since her father wasn't available.


“That sounds like it'll be awkward.”
Zack said around a bite of seasoned sweet potato. “Is he going to threaten to
break my legs if I don't treat you well?” That was the tradition as far
as books had told him.


Hilda laughed out loud. After she
caught her breath and wiped a tear of laughter from her eye, she mentioned that
it seemed funny to her because Zack always treated everyone well, not because
Merri's brother wouldn't be coming to ensure his good behavior.


For her part Merri told him she
didn't think so, it would probably be something else. Zack could tell she knew
what this would pertain to, yet she didn't say, so he let it go and planned to
go see Mac as soon as possible. No matter how bad it would be, or how
embarrassing, he knew that waiting wouldn't make it better.


He glanced up as a fine looking man,
a Vampire from his internal structure, entered the YoGurt shop across the way
and went to the back. Another new Vampire, a man he didn't recognize, worked
the counter. He looked into the Candle store and raised both hands slightly
with a shrug, as if to tell Zack that he didn't know what the man wanted.


After six or seven minutes, Claire
came over with the Vampire, his Shadow much larger than hers, a sign that Zack
thought might mean that he had been around a lot longer.


“Zack, this is Vaun. He's... a rather
important gentleman. I know it's late, but do you think you have the strength
left to get him to the Toronto hub? The underground.” As she spoke her deeper
self said, I know you must be exhausted from today's work. This would make
me look very good however, if I can arrange it. Please?


Taking all of this in instantly, he
paused, only his energy circulation moved, as far as he could tell. He'd been
there before, and while the specific nexus point would be slightly different,
knowing the general location did make it easier. He had just started to
speak when the older Vampire smiled and held up a hand.


“I see it's late for you and that you
must be tired. Would it help if I offered to double the fee that has been
charged today in gold? That would be what... sixty thousand for the trip, one
way? My presence is...important. Operations will be disrupted in that area, if
this package is not delivered in the next two hours.” He lifted the slim case
in his hand, indicating it held something important.


Claire looked uneasy.


He spoke to her deeper self and asked
why, being that it might be important. She communicated to him, even though she
consciously had no awareness of it, that she'd gain a lot of stature if she
could get the rate down, though she knew that she had no right to ask him to
take less than the offer on the table.


He turned to the powerful Vampire and
nodded.


“Normally I'd take just your offer,
of course, but since you're a friend of Claire I couldn't possibly accept that
much. I think, if you don't think it too weird, that maybe Claire, who is the
manager and go between you're group and myself after all, should deal with that
part in the future. So, if it's not offensive, why don't I just take you there
now and we'll waive the fee all together for tonight? You can pay next time,
but I'm sure we can manage a reduced rate.” He hoped he hadn't messed things up
too badly in trying to help Claire look good.


The Vampires both smiled. Claire's
had a bit of triumph in it. Her Shadow told him that had been handled
perfectly.


"We should go now however, since
you mentioned a deadline?" 


Vaun chuckled at the mention of a
deadline, for some reason. They also all moved to the back almost instantly,
showing that it wasn't a bad idea.


It went smoothly, Vaun easily
specifying the location, a simple office without a storefront, rather than a
yogurt place or other shop, and they stepped through.


The instant they arrived, Vaun
whipped Zack around, a meaty thunk pushing the Vampire into him bodily. Zack
stepped back into the line, taking Vaun with him.


In that space that really had nothing
to do with space, time also didn't exist. He could feel the wood sticking out
of the older being's back, the sharp points on both sides of the wound. Two
more projectiles oriented toward them. Close to what would have been the back
of Vaun, if he had a back here. Almost touching him, one actually
slightly within the Vampire. A sense of movement in both, though to his
perception, neither piece of wood moved at all.


Using force of will, he shifted
around, until he could grasp one of the double pointed stakes with his Shadow
properly, wrapping his inner being around it, all that existed here really and
shifted it upward as high as he could. The second one followed, though he had
to be extra careful to not take part of the Vampire with it. When he stepped
out, in the back of the candle shop again, they both flew over the heads of
everyone present. Claire hissed when she saw Vaun again.


“Treachery!” Vaun yelled to her as he
staggered a step and when down to his knees. “It's Forest and his men. They
ambushed us when we exited the line. They're trying to prevent the package from
getting to the needed location in time. Claire, would you...”


She nodded and grasped the wooded
stake, pulling it out sharply. Neither Vampire made a noise when it happened,
not even a grunt of effort or pain.


Looking at the stakes sticking out of
the wall she marveled that they hadn't found their marks.


“No marvel. He shifted them in the
line. I couldn't move, but I could sense what he did a little. I seemed to have
made the right move protecting him. We both would have died had he not stepped
back into the line so quickly.”


Claire helped Vaun to a chair so that
he could heal. They figured it would be only a few minutes as it had only hit
the left kidney area, which was useless in a Vampire. So it would heal very
fast, compared to say, the heart. By which they seemed to mean the middle, not
the also useless organ that didn't circulate blood any more. Zack filed that
one away for later, just in case it came up. You never knew when a Vampire was
going to be a problem after all.


Claire maintained her composure, but
only with great effort, her Shadow self growing to full beast shape. Her eyes
tinged toward blood red though her fangs were not apparent yet.


“They almost killed Zack!” She
exclaimed, making her hands into fists. Lisa came out of her office to see what
had happened. Hilda and Merri ran back from the front.


Vaun explained again. Though as to
the treaty at that location, as long as things did not disrupt public commerce
they were generally allowed. Especially actions within a single group. That
Zack had been involved changed things, though being unharmed it would not be
openly actionable.


“Still, all they have to do is guard
the point all night and they'll have won,” the ancient Vampire stated.


“Wait...” Zack went to the front
counter and rummaged through the drawer under the register until he found the
card he needed. One phone call later he came back and asked Vaun if he could
move yet. It turned out that Vampires, at least old ones, healed very
quickly and Vaun felt himself to be at nearly full health.


“All right. I can get you to the
Underground. Into the back of Master Yang's Apothecary. If I do that, can you
finish your errand, do you think?”


The older Vampire actually clapped
his hands in delight. “Oh yes! I have to get off site, but even if they watch
the whole of that node, watch every shop, I don't think they would dare try
anything in public. That should work.”


Zack asked if anyone had some gold.
Lisa came out with a bag she said had about four pounds of coins in it. It
seemed a lot smaller than he would have guessed, easily held in one hand.


He took Vaun by the arm again, looked
through and saw no one waiting on the other side then stepped through. The
Vampire took off at a run, moving faster than Zack could track after only a few
steps.


He found Master Yang behind the
counter of his shop, and plunked the bag of gold on the counter.


The ancient being smiled hugely.


“You don't have to pay me for use of
my node, young sir. It was good of you to call, but no one truly owns the lines
or their exit points.” The smile he gave seemed odd to Zack, like the muscles
didn't connect in the expected fashion.


“This isn't for that. Master Wu-Li is
working on a problem in China and may need extra supplies. Consider this a down
payment toward whatever he needs. Is that something we can do? I don't know
what he may need, to tell the truth...”


The wizened being contemplated the
situation for a moment, asked questions about what had been gotten before, the
number of people infected and so on for a while, then set to work, measuring
odds and ends, taking some things out of storage, and making a box of useful
items up. Scales and stone bowls with stone grinders, rasps and parchment
paper.


“There is always need of more basic
tools and herbs in such situations as you describe. The rescuers need to stay
strong as well and their energy must stay high, yes...” The pile of bundles
grew, notations added to each paper package. “If you can get this to them
before another day passes, it would be a kindness. Go now. Oh, here...” He
handed back the bag with about half the gold still in it. “Good doing business
with you! Come again soon.”


Zack pushed the bag back, asking him
to keep it toward future emergency purchases, when he might have to show up
without gold in hand. The Master bowed and counted it out, making notions in a
book and labeling the page as his account.


Zack decided that he needed to get
the herbs and tools to the Master quickly, but he should stop at Candles and
More first, so that they knew he hadn't been ambushed again. He popped in,
looked at everyone and told them that all seemed fine, and that he'd be back in
a few minutes.


What he'd bought approached the
greatest amount he could pick up and carry, his arms burned a little with
fatigue and began to shake as well.


He followed the Line to the Nexus he
and Wu-Li had used earlier. It took him longer to walk to the location where
the healers worked though, about ten minutes, because of his burden. He didn't
see the Masters, so he left the package for them on the front table, where he
hoped it would be noticed.


At his sides, now empty, his arms
felt limp, he tried shaking them to restore normal feeling. That kind of
worked, but only a bit.


He hurried back to the shop as fast as
he could. After all, he hadn't exactly explained his plan to anyone.


He felt half the room descend on him.
Hilda checked him for damage, muttering that he seemed free of bloody wounds,
then began poking him and checking for mobility by moving his limbs for him.
She kept going even after he said he hadn't been injured at all.


Claire questioned him closely about
the whole thing. He didn't know much, just the Vaun had hit the ground running.
He hadn't even seen the Vampires that had been attacking them, things moved so
fast.


“The second trip, well, I'd gotten
some things for Master Wu-Li, supplies and such that I bought from Master Yang
that he said might help. I took those there directly, so that we could go home
on time. I didn't want to keep everyone waiting...”


Lisa shook her head and headed back
to her office. The door closed with a solid click that was a bit firmer than
she normally used.


When nine came, Lisa came and asked
him to close, even though she had to stay for a while and work. Claire said she
needed to stay for a while too and asked, since her car remained parked outside
his house, if he could come back and get her in an hour, since his shortcut
really was the fastest way to travel between the two places.


Before they left the mall, the three
going home stopped by Beautiful Plus to check on Valerie. Norris told them that
she'd left hours earlier, since their store didn't practice grueling slave
hours like some did. He made it clear to Zack on the deep level that he
thought people were taking advantage of his good nature. There was a point
there, he knew. He managed to keep working nine to nine as often as not lately.
Not that he had a lot else to do, other than heal and sleep.


While Hilda and Merri walked beside
him, Zack considered that. Even though they all pushed themselves, some of the
people around him, Claire and Lisa, for instance, seemed to work very long
hours too. Maybe he should say something? Though as long as they did it
willingly, did he have a right to say anything at all? He needed to think about
it.


He needed to think about a lot of
things, if he could find the time.


A whole lot.












Chapter nineteen





 


As the next days passed, no real
emergencies came up at all. He took people and beings that he still thought
of as people, even though they looked different than he did, from one location
to another, delivered herbs and food to Wu-Li and tried to keep the store
organized and stocked. He did remember to finally call the fire extinguisher
people, who came out within a few hours to put in the type of wall mounted set
up that the Djinn had recommended.


He also remembered to arrange having
Saturday off with Lisa, so that he could cover for Riley at the Fun Zone as
he'd promised. Riley seemed surprised that he'd remembered, but pleased. There
were a lot of little hopping motions at least, that he took to mean that.


The manager of The Tarantula came in
with a designer, and Troy on Friday, to look at candles and lamps. Zack got the
ordering catalogs out, which the designer wanted to take to the club almost
immediately. Zack cleared this with Lisa, who agreed, but required the books to
stay with someone she knew, so that they didn't get lost – her Shadow admitted
to Zack that she had no clue how to get more.


Zack had a thought, so under the
guise of getting them all some frozen yogurt – which the designer begged off,
being on the latest low carb diet – he headed over to the yogurt shop. Claire
had them half finished when he stepped through the door.


“Claire, Keane also works at The
Tarantula right? A regional manager or something? Could he keep our ordering
catalogs safe do you think? I mean, do you think he'd be willing to do that if
we asked him?”


The small woman, dressed in a long
skirt, with an apron over a blouse that would have looked not too far out of
place a hundred years before said that would probably work and that she'd ask
him when he came in. She presented four marvelous creations to him, though only
two had been asked for.


“Oh, Hilda's coming and she'll insist
you have some too. She's right, you know, you do forget to eat enough if people
don't force it on you. I'll actually just give Keane a call. We can have young
Drake in again. He's learning the ropes well enough. He still won't read my
notebook though. Thinks that he knows everything about the business because he
can hit the cup with some yogurt half the time.” A wonderful looking treat
carrier came at him across the counter with the four beautiful creations
balanced within. “Attention to detail is what allows the very long lived to
weather the years, you know. He needs to figure that out soon. If you don't
have something to strive for, everything will pale, and then you begin to go
wild, trying to make things more exciting. Only that never lasts for long, not
when decades and centuries are how you mark time. I thought Nikki seemed
to be getting it, but that stunt a few weeks ago... letting Troy, a Human
that didn't even know about us, see her... I'm afraid that maybe I've given her
too much credit too soon. Oh. I'm going to have her over at night for a while.
Do you think that Merri would look after her?”


Zack took the treats off the counter
and said he'd check with her about that. He didn't want to promise Merri's work
without her say so. Fictional marriage aside, the small woman seemed to take
suggestions as orders. Not just from him, but from everyone in the house,
including Troy. Luckily his friend hadn't noticed that effect yet.


After Troy, his manager, and Cecil
the designer – just Cecil, no last name, he'd told them – left, Lisa came out
and handed him two envelopes. He noticed that she looked upset. When he
mentioned it she brushed it aside, saying only that things with Deidre weren't
going very well.


Her Shadow went on about how jealous
the other woman seemed. She'd been hurt before, so now she pushed everyone away
to protect herself. He nearly missed what Lisa said on the surface her Shadow
talked about this subject so intently.


“So this is your store paycheck, cash
again, and this other is an accounting of what you've earned in the last
four days. You can have the gold physically at need, but it's enough that
you'll probably just want to use the transfer system for anything over a few
hundred ounces. The goods and services are being brokered by various groups.
Hilda's monitoring the disposition of goods, actually. Valerie has services so
far. I'm taking care of the gold. Let's go over what this means while we have a
chance...”


Zack got the envelope open and pulled
the papers – it felt like six or seven – out and laid them on the counter.


“All right, here, this column, is the
raw gold taken in. It's in ounces which is the normal way of accounting for it.
The make of the coin itself doesn't matter, just the weight. You've made
seventeen trips at the rush rate, five that we decided we could count at the
normal rate, and then all the free work you've done. Now this is written down
as being all gold, but almost half of it is really in goods or services.”


She pointed to a number that had been
underlined. “So five hundred sixty thousand gold ounces or gold equivalent. Not
bad for the first week. Congratulations.”


He did some math in his head, then
decided to just ask Lisa, who seemed to have a head for such things, instead.
He missed a lot of school growing up and some subjects suffered because of it.


“So what's that split six ways?” he
asked. “Wait, am I forgetting anyone? Me, you, Claire, Hilda, Val and Merri...
That's everyone for now, right?”


Lisa considered this for a moment and
finally just asked him to wait while she ran up the paperwork for that. She
came out a half hour later and smiled at him and took a handful of envelopes
out into the mall. She delivered one to Claire, then quickly left, headed into
the mall proper.


Claire came over a few minutes later.


“Quiet generous. You do realize that
every group will be clamoring to send you wives and concubines now, don't you?
For all that you said to ignore the agreement others put in place for you, this
will seem as if those chosen as your 'managers' will fare very well.” Her left
eyebrow lifted.


“Ah, but you see, that's what you're
being paid for, to make certain I don't end up with more than I can handle,
right? So you all get a percentage for acting as managers. If others want in,
they need to go through all of you first. Vote on it or something. And remind
them that it's really just a manager's position, not a marriage.” It felt
right, like his decision would work out, and seemed only fair to him.


“A weekly one ninth share though...”


One ninth? He asked to see the
receipt breakdown. Indeed, it listed all of the women originally picked out as
his wives as managers and gave them and him an equal share. Except the Demon. That
hadn't actually been his intent, and he said so to Claire.


“You see though, it's dead clever! By
giving everyone an equal share as manager, no group can claim slight later. We
may have to assign the others some duties, but, yes... I think this may end up
being a brilliant move. I need to check on some things. I'll see you later at
your house.”


He shrugged to himself. It's not like
any of this meant anything, not to him. He made enough now to pay the bills and
buy food. Even other things if he wanted them. Gold, goods, and services?
Markers on a piece of paper as far as he could tell. He could have been playing
one of Troy's video games for all the reality this stuff had. If giving some of
it away made others happy, they could have it.


Hilda ran in, nearly taking out the
new end cap display he'd built in his spare time over the last few days. She
hugged him, holding him close for nearly a minute.


“It's a small fortune! I don't know
if I deserve it... Thank you!” She jumped up and down happily.


“Just seeing you that happy is worth
it.” He said with a smile, meaning it.


For some reason this caused her to
scream slightly and hug him again.


Merri came in next, with a very
different reaction.


“Have I done something wrong? Am I
just an employee now, to receive cold coins? Forgive me if I've wronged you.
I'll do better, I'll...” She was nearly in tears over it. Real ones.


He held up a hand and asked to see
her receipt. On the Shadow level he could see her concern, giving her a share
like this had overstepped a social boundary in her mind. An important
one. Family didn't get paid, they were part of the whole, she cried, tears on
the inside that would come out soon if he didn't fix this.


He crossed out a line and wrote in
“Household Budget” where it had listed her share. Then he handed it back to
her.


“Oh! I see. I'm to be in charge of
expenses and purchases then?”


Zack nodded, thought for a moment and
handed over the other envelope with his weekly pay in it too. He explained that
she'd have to find out what all the bills were and how to pay them, but since
Troy had been managing on his own for a long time, she should be able to handle
it just as well or better. She could get the bills from Troy, who he assured
her, would help her with it to start with.


After Hilda calmed down, they both
went back to work, Merri promising to send food for him and Lisa shortly.


Valerie came to the window of the
store, staying out in the hallway, holding the envelope. He wondered for a
moment why she didn't come in, then felt the waves of sex and desire that
thundered off of her. She blew him a kiss and quickly left. Two men drifted
after her, looking at her longingly. Given what she was, they really should
have just approached her and asked for a date. He'd have to suggest some things
like that, if he ever met anyone that would work for.


The next two in were Nessa, the were-cat
and Libby the bat-girl.


“Dang! Now I feel even worse
that I didn't make the cut on that deal originally. Lose out on the cute guy and
a fortune to boot!” Libby huffed, a friendly tone underneath.


Nessa spoke up next, almost a velvet
purr, her Shadow, a cat/girl mix, looked at him closely, sizing him up. She
didn't think he looked all that good. A little geeky, still, cute
enough, her Shadow said. Some better clothes would help, her inner self seemed
to start planning this out for him already.


“I'd heard that the deal had fallen
through, something about Demons being too much? Are we back on then? What's my
part in this?”


He took her meaning.


“All the original managers, except
the Demon, get a share if they decide to do management stuff. You can opt out
if you want, or stay in. Either way you should check with Claire or Lisa about
what your part should be. They're doing that part, I think. If you need
household stuff done, then talk to Merri.” He told her.


She shrugged and said that the Weres
had wanted in to begin with. This just meant she didn't have to try to seduce
him later. She could just call. Or they could hang out. It would save time.


Libby started laughing, her voice
going a little high pitched and squeaky toward the end.


“That would be fun to see
though! Haven't you noticed who he hangs around with? He's surrounded by
beautiful women, and most of them would sleep with him instantly. He wouldn't
even have to snap his fingers, but he still keeps them out of his bed. To
seduce him right now, you'd have to interest his mind. You're good Nessa, but
you tend to rely on sex a lot. I can't imagine even you could out-sex a
succubus though.”


Nessa laughed at this herself and
conceded the point with a gesture that looked like she was throwing the idea
away.


Libby, never one to leave something
unsaid, leaned in a bit, but managed to look like she was serious.


"How are things going with those
memories of yours? Do you need help with that or anything?"


“I haven't been doing much on the
conscious level yet, but I think my subconscious mind is working on it. I've
been having these dreams... I don't know, but they seem to be helping some.”


Nessa looked surprised that Zack had
simply answered the Bat-girl's invasive question like that. She seemed to
reappraise him a little at that moment. Her Shadow cat self told him what that
was about, thankfully. Honesty and self examination are to be prized. It
sounded to Zack like a quote, but he didn't ask about it.


Libby kept talking until Lisa came
back. He shooed the women out then, saying “Leave quick, the boss is here!”
Relieved to have a reason to get rid of them.


Lisa smiled, still looking strained.
Instead of talking to him, she just went to her office and shut the door.


He handled three more transfers to
other Nexus locations in the next forty minutes. Hilda came in at five and
waved to him, heading straight to Lisa's office.


A few minutes later they both came
out. Hilda, took his hand and led him out without speaking. He thought she
might be taking him to the food court until they passed it. Instead she headed
for the Gym. She had sweats for him from home and asked him to get changed so
they could begin.


Lars stood waiting for him, instead
of Hilda.


“Thinks she'll be too easy on you
today, so she gets Lars to push you instead! We will work most hard friend
Hartley.” This came out loudly, a jovial boom to his voice


Lars proceeded to do just that.
Perplexed, he raised the amount that Zack lifted several times. By the third
exercise simply starting at about forty percent higher than what the paper in
his hand said Zack should be trying to lift.


When they got to squats Zack
surprised himself by lifting fifty percent more than he had the last time, when
they tested him. The work out took about an hour, then Lars ordered him to the
shower and went to talk with Hilda.


“Zack, you're getting strong quick.
Faster than we thought you would by a lot. We have both worked with other Humans,
even some doing the steroids. This kind of improvement is... impressive,
especially considering your injury. Do you know why this has happened?”


He wondered, out loud, if it might be
the exercises Wu-Li had shown him. He had done them as close to constantly as
he could manage since he learned them. Not perfectly, true, and probably losing
them while he slept at times, especially when dreams came. He'd make a point of
asking when next he saw Wu-Li or Dan, he promised.


Hilda took him to the food court
next, immediately, so he could get food in him, turning the work into more
strength if possible.


He did feel a little stiff, though
not sore really.


Looking around he realized that he'd
never seen this many people in the mall before, much less the food court. Even
more people walked the hall, looked in shops and watched people passing by.
Almost like a real mall.


"Sit for a moment, while I hunt
today's feasting?" Then the giantess went to the Chinese place to get
food. She came back with two large trays positively loaded with food, and a
plate of some kind of pastries. He asked her what they were, but she didn't
know, saying only that Mac had said that Merri had made them.


The plate set in front of Zack held a
lot of food. As he ate, Hilda watched him. She took a pastry and told him to
stop eating anything else and to eat one of the rolls instead. He could see
why. It had a soft, but flaky texture, a filling that tasted of almonds and
didn't quite have the texture of a paste, with larger chunks of nuts, all mixed
with spices laid between layers, like a really good cinnamon roll.


“These must have a lot of calories.
There's a lot of protein too! No meat, this is pretty close to perfect for you
to eat after working out. Have another! Merri is real genius. Plus these are very
great.” She looked longingly at the plate, but ate the Chinese food, strips of
meat and egg rolls with fried rice and sauce that she daintily dipped each bite
in first.


As he finished the second roll, Mac,
Merri's brother, came over to the table and asked, very formally, if Hilda
could give them a moment for discussion. Hilda grabbed her plate and moved away
from them, smiling at both men a bit.


“My sister is very pleased
with the match our King has made, I think you should know. She tells us that
you're pleasant and fair and that you have made an effort to learn her ways as
well as teach her your own. Rare things! She's delicate and I worried you might
be too... rough for her, but I'm glad to see that I was wrong to worry.


“As you'll probably have guessed, my
father has asked me to see to the disposition of the dowry. Some of it is, of
course, in lands and holdings. You being you though, their distance from here,
in the Alfric lands, shouldn't be a hardship as it might have been for another.
She also comes with a chest and some gold though, to start her house
holding....”


The small man, much smaller than his
sister, looked slightly embarrassed and rubbed his head self-consciously.


“To tell you the truth, my father had
not thought her to marry for several decades or even longer and this took him
by surprise. We're not poor by any means! Still, our Merri isn't coming to you
as well dowered as she might have. It's not that we don't think her of value,
mind. It's just a timing thing, the King, bless him, stole the march on father
a bit...I hope you understand...”


Luckily Zack had read a lot over the
years, including fantasy novels and histories, at least when he'd come back
from the void with the big Shadow, so he knew what a dowry entailed. He
wouldn't have to ask silly questions, at least not too many or insult the man
and his family be refusing it.


“Of course! I mean, everything of
late has taken me by surprise as well... I have to admit that I'm not certain
exactly what I should do at this point, so why don't you take the lead? Our
customs are very different here in regards to such things.” Zack smiled and
turned both hands so his palms were up.


They talked for about an hour. Mac
clearly relieved that Zack not only didn't take umbrage at the small size of
the dowry, but didn't seem to care about it at all.


Zack made a point to invite the man
to come for a visit to his home at any time, if he wished, so he could see
where his sister went away to.


Mac shook his hand to seal the
bargain.


Hilda came and sat by him again,
eying the last pastry. He passed the plate to her without looking, pretending
he was being sly. She produced a lovely grin, and took it. A short time later
Merri walked over, clearly packed to leave for the day. Her steps bounced a
little as she walked, clearly pleased.


“Mac said that you accepted the
dower. I know that he and father were worried about that, but I wasn't. I know
you to be a good man, not more concerned with material things than people.” Her
Shadow glowed brightly, sending out waves of energy and a sense of joy that hit
him solidly, like a happy breeze.


He mentioned to Merri that Claire had
asked if she'd look after Nikki for a few evenings. He didn't know what it
entailed, he told her, probably housework and such. He did let her know that
Nikki seemed to be in a little trouble though, and that this may be a
punishment detail of a sort.


Her eyes grew wide and her face
serious.


“I'd be glad to be of service to one
of my fellow wives in her concerns, of course. It was good of her to ask
though, instead of simply ordering it done, holding precedence.” She counted
off a list raising a finger with each name. “Claire, Lisa, Hilda, Valerie,
myself. I know there are others on the list, but until they come and make their
claim, they have no real place.”


She looked at him and blushed, then
spoke again quickly.


“I know that you said they are not
all wives, but... Well, they act as wives, and the same agreement that made me
your bride named them as well. I think that you have to account for that.”


She shrank into herself then. He
reached out and put a hand on her shoulder gently. “Well, if you suggest I
consider it, then I will.”


She straightened a bit and nodded
then.


Hilda asked, “But why do you think
you're the last on the list? Aren't you the first really? Out of everyone, only
you, have been accepted as a real wife so far. Correct?”


Merri shook her head. There are, she
informed them, factors of age, power and position to account for as well. Since
she only had charge over the house and now the house budget, she didn't rate
very high, that being the least of all things, though still important.


Both Hilda and Zack disagreed if for
different reasons. Hilda found house holding more important than accounting,
because it made a larger impact on one's life. Zack viewed all of them as
equals, and to Merri's surprise, equal to him as well.


“Why wouldn't you be?” He asked in
surprise. Neither woman answered.


When they got home they found a tiny
bit of a scene. Betty, Claire's Human servant, stood yelling at Val, apparently
about Troy. Zack listened for a minute trying to get a sense of what might be
going on. Hilda slowly walked up, put her arms around Betty carefully and
pulled her back a few steps. The much smaller woman railed on however, though
she didn't struggle.


Zack focused his Shadow projection on
her, talking to her gently, softly. Telling her to relax, which she did so
suddenly she nearly fell down. Then to calm herself and let the emotions die
down for now, which she did instantly.


Only after she sat on the sofa and he
had taken a seat himself, did he ask what had happened.


Apparently, while work had gone on
over the last week, Troy had been busy getting on Betty's good side. Claire had
even thought this would be a good idea, since it would give Troy someone to
focus his attentions on without making a misstep with one of the other women.
They'd been sleeping together for a few days.


Valerie had come home earlier and
taken Troy to bed almost instantly, probably due to her increased excitement
and energy, due to the unexpected payday.


Betty caught them having sex, and
under the thrall of the moment, instead of acting embarrassed, he'd just
continued having sex. She found this... insulting.


Zack could see that one, actually. In
all the stories he'd read, the creepy people having illicit sex were supposed
to cover themselves in shame and start trying to placate the wronged party when
that happened. Betty, clearly, had a similar idea.


The Human servant felt mortified now
that she'd calmed down a bit. She knew Val to be a succubus and even what that
meant for Troy's ability to resist, or her own ability to keep Troy faithful
under those kinds of conditions. She also knew that acting like a shrew wouldn't
strengthen her case.


Zack suggested to Betty that she
didn't really have a problem with this, and though she felt a little silly,
perhaps, she didn't feel bad about it now even. He projected this hard on the Shadow
level, her Shadow being agreeing quickly.


Troy had locked himself in his room.
Zack walked over and knocked, then announced who it was. The other man came to
the door, poking his head out rapidly, then pulled Zack in, shutting the door
firmly and locking it again.


He looked at Troy and smiled. Having
felt a small bit of what Valerie had been channeling earlier, he imagined being
close to it had probably left Troy without much choice in the whole matter at
all, even though the embarrassment seemed clear in him now. Strongly enough he
actually looked like someone was about to beat him.


“Be careful. There are forces and
beings involved around here that you don't understand. You know, in fact,
before you have sex with anyone talk to me... no actually, talk to Claire
and get her input first. She's not a prude and has a lot more experience with
these kinds of things than I do, supernatural sex politics and whatever. As
things stand right now, Betty's all right. Talk to Claire though so you
understand what's going on, this whole thing is... complicated.” He hoped
Claire wouldn't mind his volunteering her, she just really did know more about
this kind of thing.


“Yeah, cool, man, guess I really blew
it, huh?” Troy hung his head.


“A little bit, yeah. You'll live
though, this time. Talk to Claire.”


Now he just had to figure out what to do with Valerie.










Chapter twenty





 


That night his dreams were haunted by
an army of dark Human forms. This time they didn't try to have sex with him. Just
kill him. He ran away, or at least tried to, since that was one of his obvious
strengths, he rationalized in the dream itself. It didn't work, not for long at
least.


Then when they caught him Valerie
came and made them all go away. Then she held him down and had sex with him,
though it didn't feel like anything, just a presence trying to join with him at
the waist. He woke up in a dark room, alone.


Some variation of this happened over
and over again, ending with him kissing Val well enough that she seemed to
enjoy it. When he woke up from that dream he knew that he had gotten at least
somewhat turned on by the idea.


The next morning he got ready for
work as he normally did, Merri making him eat some oatmeal and drink a small
glass of juice, then taking everyone in to work. Today though, he headed past
Candles and More and walked with Merri and Hilda toward their normal
work places. Merri touched his arm in parting and Hilda gave him a quick hug.
Then he went over to the Fun Zone.


Riley stood at the front of the small
store, waiting. His smile was practically radiant.


“You came! I'd hoped you would. Be
ready for this onerous duty though. Six hours of standing here, waiting to hand
out prizes and give people change. Really, it's simple enough, just boring.
This is the busiest day of the week, but, yeah, you'll see.” Riley spoke with a
southern accent, a drawl that Zack couldn't place precisely, but that spoke of
places where someone his color would have had a hard time in the past.


The Trickster went over how to make
change, only into quarters, and seemed impressed that Zack could already do
this. Then he showed him how to reset the various games, Wack-a-mole, Skeeball,
Hoopster, and the video games, most of which involved shooting. If someone won
enough tickets, he could give them prizes for the amount of tickets they had,
though really he could give out prizes anyway, if he felt like it, Riley told
him. They weren't high priced affairs and the Fun Zone didn't have to make a
profit or anything.


"So, if some little child is
crying, or you see a pretty girl that would look good carrying a stuffed iguana
around the Mall, do what you feel is right. I know that I always do.
It's what my kind are for. Making the world work out, in the end."


At the end of six hours, his relief
would come. If he needed to use the bathroom, eat or what have you, it was
generally safe to leave for a while. Like hours at a time.


Assured that Zack would at least try
not to let anyone burn the place down, Riley left for the day, his inner rabbit
skipping as it left.


The Fun Zone got a good washing in
the first two hours, and the floor vacuumed, twice. He'd been about to start
wiping down the machines again when an attractive woman that looked to be in
her mid-thirties walked in. She really didn't seem like the Skee-ball type, but
Zack wasn't one to judge. It was kind of fun, after all.


“And you, of course, are not my son,
Riley. Are you?” She smiled, her rich skin, lighter than Riley's but smooth and
clear, contrasted nicely with her very white teeth. Her robe had a flowing
African look about it. Bright blues and muted reddish browns, wrapped around
her tightly across the chest and loose everywhere else. Inside of her, instead
of a rabbit, she had the Shadow of a giant spider.


“No, ma'am. I'm filling in for him
today. Is there something I can help you with?” He decided that, since nothing
else seemed to be going on, he may as well try to be useful to someone.


She told him that Riley had assured
her that if she came in today, he could get her transport to the Lesser Shia Nexus.
He'd not said how, but it had been ages since she'd been able to go. The
markets there were, according to her, the best anywhere – literally. You could find
anything you could think of and millions of things you never would have
bothered imagining.


Riley had probably intended for him
to transport his mother for him, Zack mused. Well, what the heck? It cost him
nothing and from the sound of it, this represented a new location that might
well come up again sometime. Really, just learning where that was for himself
might be worth it.


“How long do you want to go for?” He
asked casually. If she wanted to be gone for too long it would be tough. Though
he could probably pick her up the next day, without it being a problem.


"Oh, a few hours would be
perfect. Are you suggesting that I can go today?"


"Sure. We'll need to go
someplace with a Node, but it won't take very long. If we hurry the store here
should be all right, I think." 


Getting a sense of the place from her
Shadow self, in a way similar to how he'd found the other new locations from
people and checking for traps on the other side first, he quickly took her
first to Candles and More and then to Lesser Shia. Zack assured her that he'd
be back to get her in three hours. The room he left her in was, she assured
him, the right place, but it looked a little bland to him. It had nice and very
smooth white walls and the ground was a clean and very nice hand woven carpet.
There was nothing else there however. Of course this wasn't the market either.


The next three hours were the busiest
he had seen in the Mall so far. Nearly a hundred people wandered the stores and
food court. Six of them even came in and played games. He got change for people
twice.


When the time came to go get her, he
had to go back three times, trying to find her. She apologized for being late,
blaming an amazing haggling session for her tardiness. She'd wanted to get something
amazing for some special people she told him, smiling as she said it.


She waited for Rose, her daughter, to
get there, since it had been a long time between visits and it seemed a shame
to leave mere moments before she showed up. They made small talk while they
waited, which Zack found interesting. The woman, Kamali she told him her name
was, had to be the most extensively traveled being he'd met yet, at least that
let him know about it.


The girl that showed up had no
resemblance to either Riley or her own mother, and instead looked like a
full-blood Cherokee. She looked... striking. What people would have once called
'handsome'. She had smooth skin, high cheek bones and straight black hair that
she wore in a single braid, a lot like Hilda's.


“Mom!” She ran across the room and
hugged the darker woman without hesitation. After a couple of minutes of
catching up she looked at Zack and blinked.


“Hi. Did my brother trick you into
working his shift for him?”


“Actually he heard that I filled in
for Claire down at the Frozen YoGurt shop and asked if I'd take a shift
for him. No tricks involved at all. I hope that's all right, there haven't been
any problems or anything all day. I did get a lot of cleaning done
though.”


The older woman looked at her
daughter and told her of how her brother once again set her down a path that
should have led nowhere, a promised trip to Lesser Shia, only to have this man
make it happen. She couldn't tell if Riley had been very clever or had simply
done the wrong thing, only to have the right thing happen anyway. Both women
smirked, their Shadows telling Zack that with Riley, you could never really tell.


“So if you took her to Lesser
Shia, and brought her back, and aren't going on about how you now own all our
souls or anything, you must be Zack Hartley?” She looked at him hard, her Shadow
clearly examining his. “I have to say, you seem kinder than I thought you'd be.
Cuter too. Nessa from The Chasm didn't seemed as enthused about your looks as
she could have been. I'd say a six, possibly a seven point five if we dress you
correctly. Maybe up around an eight if you can gain a little weight. You're a
bit thin for a man.” Her tone seemed cheerful, though her eyes looked for
flaws.


“Daughter, why are you analyzing a
stranger like this in front of him? He did me a kindness, it seems that returning
kindness would be a good thing to try...” The older woman turned to take in
Zack more closely.


“Besides, what's good looking changes
so rapidly. If he holds to this rough appearance, he'll be good looking within
forty or fifty years, at least for this place, don't you think?”


“True, mother. But, thanks to my twin
brother, your son, and some crazy scheme he had, I'm married by agreement to
Mr. Hartley here. The only up side so far is that he does seem nice and kind and
it pays well.”


Before Zack could speak, Rose's
mother did. “Well, he could have done worse for you. This man is better than
many, to be sure. If the situation is also lucrative, well daughter, you aren't
getting any younger you know...”


Rose turned to her Mother, crossed
her arms and stuck out her tongue. Then, a huge smile on her face, she turned
to Zack.


“You'd best get out of here before
she decides to marry you herself. Seriously though, it's nice to meet you. I do
feel slightly less skeeved out about my brother trying to sell me into a
life of servitude. Slightly. Perhaps we'll get a chance to talk soon?”


He said that he thought they would
and took her advice, after saying goodbye to both of the ladies in what he
hoped seemed a polite manner.


Zack looked around the mall, almost
at a loss for what to do. There were no emergencies of note, no work to be
done. Not even at home. Hilda and Merri had been doing all the shopping and the
tiny woman had all the money anyway. Troy would be asleep and everyone else he
knew, except for Betty would be at work. As far as he knew, Betty's job seemed
to be doing whatever Claire asked of her. What exactly she got out of it he
hadn't asked. More to learn it seemed.


As he walked by Beautiful Plus he saw
a plump woman go in and head straight toward Norris, who'd been arranging
clothes on a rack. The woman lit up when she saw him, pushed her hair back and
licked her lips in unconscious mating signals.


Val stood, looking at him he
realized, so he waved and walked toward her. Her Shadow cringed from him, as
did her physical body language, if only slightly.


Patty, the Ambassador, intercepted
him, being a bit obvious about it and acting like she was protecting her
friend. If seductively. "Mr. Hartley! What a pleasant surprise. Is there
anything we can help you with today? Services... Or perhaps clothing for your
friends? Or you, if you wish, but we'll need to send for a seamstress in that
case. I'm afraid you're a little thin for our line here at the moment."


He told her that he'd like a few
minutes with Val and the Older Succubus nodded, her inner succubus came forward
and asked him not to be too hard on the girl. He agreed without hesitation.


He asked the Succubus to take a brief
walk with him.


As soon as they got out of earshot of
the store, she stopped and not even looking at him said “I'm sorry. I know I
messed up...I...”


“You... didn't do anything wrong?” He
filled in for her. “So you had sex with a guy that would have probably had sex
with you anyway, even if your nature didn't come packed with an almost
irresistible sex magnet in the middle. That's not exactly a crime. I
didn't even ask you not to have sex with him or anyone else there for that
matter. I do suggest that we all go carefully with each other until we
get the rules down, though. Me too, by the way. I'm not saying this is even
mainly something you need to do. I have the most chance of messing
things up right now. My longest relationship to date having lasted about eight
days, that doesn't make me much of an expert on these things, right?” He turned
to her and grinned, ducking his head a little for a moment.


After a few seconds he took her hand
and squeezed it gently, not letting go even as her inner sexual pressure
spilled out over him. Instead he focused his mind, keeping to the topic at
hand, rather than the effect she had on him. Difficult, he realized, but not
impossible for him to do, if he focused as he'd remembered how to do from his
time in the void.


“You have a right, as much right as
anyone at least, to be there. So does Betty. I think that everyone else is
going to be more understanding when it comes to sex, but Betty's pretty young
in some ways. So is Troy really. Their social conditioning is... Of this world
and different than everyone else. I think Betty's calmed down now, still, we
need to watch her and make certain she isn't made too unhappy by what we do.
Ultimately it's between her and Claire though. I don't know exactly what their
relationship is, but I can tell it's really important to Betty.” He shrugged,
because he just didn't know what else to add.


Val let go of his hand and faced him.
A hand went to his shoulder and she leaned in to kiss him, gently, on the
cheek.


“You don't blame me, or any of
us, for being what we are? How rare a thing is that?”


“Is it a rare thing? It seems to me
that one hundred percent of the people standing here right now do that, so
based on that, I'd say, not all that different?” He moved beside her and put an
arm across her shoulders. “We just need to remember to be as careful as we can
with everyone and not blame people for simple mistakes. Betty acted poorly and
emotionally, granted, but exactly as her culture taught her to. For that matter
so did Troy. You followed what you had to do and that's not going to stop any
time soon, so will everyone else. But where we have choices we need to make
them as well as we can, that's all.”


He walked her back to her store, not
wanting to mess up her work day or anything. A cute, if big boned, woman
watched him intently as he walked Valerie back to work. She had medium length
hair, light brown, and wore fairly fashionable clothing. Her skin seemed
flawless, giving her a kind of delicate 'china-doll' look. Her Shadow self screamed
at him however, Get away from her, she's mine!


As he left, he casually asked Val to
look at the woman and see if she knew her. She answered honestly that she
didn't. It seemed an odd thing to him, though harmless enough for now. Maybe he
misheard or misunderstood her? It could happen he knew. Sometimes a person's Shadow
said things that just didn't make sense because he lacked context for it.


Since everyone had to work, he
decided to go see if Claire wanted to chat. He hadn't spent much time with her
lately. Plus she had all that access to frozen yogurt, which he supposedly had
access to on occasion, although he may not have any left for this week, having
used them up on the people from The Tarantula. Worth a shot, he figured and at
least he could spend some time with his friend.


Claire lit up when he walked in.


“You survived then? Never guaranteed
when the Tricksters are involved. I'm delighted to see you, to what do I owe
this pleasure?” She'd turned away from him, and looked at him from the corner
of her eye, in a way that he understood had to do with her being flirtatious.
At least he thought it did. It seemed a body language signal from an older time
though, at least that's what her inner self told him when he'd asked a week or
so before.


Really, he'd have missed it, except
for her Shadow telling him that she wanted his attention. Who knew I still
had a heart to lose.


This came across clearly, directed at
him, so he filed it away for later.


He told her, quickly since not much
had happened, about his day, Riley's mother, and his sister Rose. Then he asked
about her own day.


It turned out that Claire's average
day entailed a lot more than it had seemed to him before. Though he never
noticed her on the phone, she apparently kept in near constant contact with
Vampires from around the world. During the day, of course, only the eldest were
awake. It turned out to be a rare gift, since most Vampires didn't make it to
even a hundred years old, much less the nearly 300 that gave them relative
immunity to the sun.


“There's always some youngster
thinking they're the next best thing, trying to cause problems or getting
themselves into trouble. Of course interest in this area, the Underwood region,
has gone up recently, so I'm fielding calls for that as well. Politics and busy
work.” Her hands flew into action behind the counter.


It seemed that she'd conceived a new
idea, a peanut butter and chocolate fudge concoction that used a fluffy peanut
butter yogurt instead of a thicker syrup or the real thing. She provided what
she called a base sample, with no toppings or additions, just the yogurt with a
smooth syrup made of hot fudge. She handed it to him and quizzed him on flavor,
texture, scent, and a host of other things.


When he had finished the small
serving, she changed the amount of fudge in it, and repeated the questions
while he ate. By the fourth cup he had to beg off for a while, because all the
sugar seemed to be making him feel a little loopy.


Claire seemed concerned, so he
explained that he'd skipped lunch, because he didn't have any money, having
given it all to Merri to take care of.


"She's in charge of the
household budget, which means my money, too. That seems to be the way it's done
in old cartoons at any rate."


“Ah! Well, that explains why she
suddenly seemed happier this morning. I know she felt a little, out of place,
with all of us having official jobs to do and her just being the cook. It's
good she has a place now.” She reached out and touched him on the chest, just
above his heart, and held her hand there for a while, considering something
before speaking.


“You should go see her. She won't let
you go hungry you know. In fact, she's probably frantic that you haven't come
to get food yet, wondering if she should have brought it to you...”


Zack decided he'd do that as soon as
he finished there.


He asked about Vaun first though,
wondering if the older Vampire had managed all right. If he still lived even,
and had he gotten to where he needed in time?


Claire shared the tale of what had
transpired after he'd redelivered Vaun.


“He ran straight out, according to
him, with no trouble. The fools had left the stairwell unguarded, can you
believe that? Apparently the idea that he could come in twice just hadn't
occurred to them, and coming through another node, well, that's unheard of. He
took the information to the sub-council there and the data stopped a minor war.
His actions saved lives. Vampire and Human. Not to mention the amount of money
he saved for our faction. The whole thing had been a power grab by a Vampire
named... Forest. Um, that's not his real name, but it's what my faction calls
him, after the movie character? He hates it, which to my mind is enough reason
to keep calling him that. He'd been one of the attackers. Notable mainly for
his brutality. Still, Vaun thwarted him, thanks to you.”


He tilted his head and wondered if
this would cause problems later. His helping Vaun.


“Not even Forest would attack you
personally over that. He's thuggish, brutal, and cold, but he wouldn't hold a
grudge against you over this, especially since he may need your services
at some point.” Grimacing, she told him more about the Vampire called Forest.


His history seemed to show a trend,
to Zack. He'd overstep his ability to control a situation, thinking that his
powers gave him control over things too complex for anyone to directly manage.
When it started to fail, he tried to control everything by using force, rather
than reason and certainly not compassion or common sense.


That he didn't know of his own
relatively low skill level in political intrigue made him more dangerous than
most Vampires, Claire told Zack. He'd become frustrated and instead of trying
to learn something new he just blamed everyone else for his problems.


“Which doesn't mean his plans never
work. He's had decades, even longer, of relative success. There's power in the
fist and the sword, even in this modern world.”


She shook herself, old memories
surfacing, showing Zack more of her own past with Forest, from a time before he'd
that name even. The stories were not pleasant things at all, filled with pain
and control, enslavement even.


She reached out to him again,
touching his arm, a wave of coolness penetrated his thin shirt sleeve. “You
should go get some real food in you.”


He gave her hand a small squeeze
earning him a smile and did as she suggested, heading down to the food court to
see if Merri could find a bit of food for him in the back or something.


She came running out of the back of
the Chinese food place, a tray filled with food in her hands, the second he
walked into sight. She called for him to sit and expertly placed food in front
of him, steam rising from the dishes. So it was all hot.


“I didn't know when you were coming,
so I just tried to keep some things ready for you. Luckily young Hilda came by
every few hours so I could keep your portions fresh by feeding her those that I
set aside. We should try to develop a bit more of a schedule, if that pleases
you.” Her voice became very meek again.


He almost thanked her for all her
work, but instead changed it to saying how wonderful she'd managed to be, doing
all of that without indication of his plans.


"I'll try to give you my
schedule each day. That won't account for emergencies, but we should be able to
keep things running more smoothly, so you won't have to do unneeded work. Not
that feeding Hilda is a bad thing. Lisa either, though that probably won't take
much time for you." He felt like a tool, saying that. Dumping extra work
on her that she probably didn't need in her life. 


She beamed at him as if he had said something brilliant.
Really, he began to wonder what kind of treatment Alfric women expected from
their husbands, if every small kindness seemed so great to her. Or did she seem
impressed with this because he wasn't Alfric? Was he, to her mind, just some
Human brute that might be into all sorts of strange and evil things?


As he ate, Hilda came and sat next to
him, not hungry for once, having had food every two hours like she had.


She hinted that he should get the
seventeenth off from work if he could. He didn't get it at first, but then
realized the significance.


“Right! We also need to figure out
who all's going with us, right? I mean, they may not want to hang out at your
Mom's, but the guys, Lars and Merle and the others, they may want to go too,
right? Just to get back home for a bit. Shop, or see if they can look people
up.”


Her jaw dropped. Seeing what seemed
to be about to happen, Zack pushed his tray to the right as she grabbed him and
pulled him into a hug. This sent her chair flying and tilted the table. She let
go as the food started sliding, and he caught it before it hit the floor.
Almost gracefully even.


“You think that might go over well
then?” He ate a spring roll that had sweet and sour sauce baked into it,
something he'd suggested to Merri when she'd asked if he had any new ideas for
the shop. It wouldn't be for everyone though, he knew and had told her at the
time. Hilda agreed with him that it should go over well enough and that the new
spring rolls were delicious. Showing once again the Merri had a genuine gift
for cooking.


That night, when he got into bed, a
new bed that had shown up nearly a week before with a matching bedroom set,
Hilda climbed into bed next to him. Merri joined them a little later. Val
looked at them wistfully from the doorway, but didn't come in.


No one spoke or touched him.


He dreamed of Shadows and darkness
all night long.


With only two bright spots of light
to guide him through it all.


 












Chapter twenty-one





 


He woke up, light coming through the
window, highly aroused, with a mostly naked succubus running her hands up and
down his body. She ran her left hand lightly from knee to stomach and back
again.


“Good morning, good to see you...
up.” She grinned and pulled back from him a little. “I'm actually not being a
perv, rather I am conducting a scientific examination to make sure that
everything is in... working order. It seems to be.” Her voice moved from almost
clinical to highly seductive within a single sentence.


Zack locked his emotions away solidly
by reflex. He considered the situation as Val resumed what she had been doing
and slowly, carefully let his emotional control relax. He fully anticipated a
strong negative reaction, even flashbacks, since what she'd done, continued to
do, hit awfully close to the reasons he had locked out thoughts of sex
initially.


Instead he felt, if he looked at the
situation honestly, aroused and a little bit irritated.


Aroused because of the obvious. Val's
very make up created vast sexual desire in other people. That she kept it
tamped down, even while doing this, showed great control and probably that
she'd fed recently.


Irritated because it did touch
on issues that he had a strong sense she knew about or at least had an idea of.
She lingered in a sensitive place and squeezed slightly, sending a wave of
pleasure and a slight bit of panic through him.


He grasped her hand slowly and moved
it away, while focusing intently, relaxing his body and isolating the
irritation he felt. When he finished he spoke softly.


“All right.... I need to get up now.”
Which of course he did, since he needed to use the bathroom pretty desperately.
“We'll talk in a few minutes. You may want clothes. I'll meet you at the
breakfast table.” He started to pull clothes out of the closet, when he noticed
that an outfit, suit, tie, jacket and belt hung up on a hook outside his closet
door. On a small table next to the closet door, one of the new things that had
magically appeared about a week before, a pair of black socks and some strange
looking underwear sat.


He took them all and headed for the
bathroom. He tried to limit his time there in the morning. No one ever said
anything, but he knew that everyone but Claire liked to use the mirror before
leaving for work. Claire didn't need to, because Betty did her hair and make-up
for her.


Showered and clean, he went to put on
deodorant. The stuff he had gotten from Kroger's had disappeared, leaving something
new in its place. The label was hand written, though it had instructions. The
small container smelled like cedar, the one kind of wood he knew by scent from
his time at the furniture store, and contained a slightly waxy paste he had to
rub between his fingers then apply under his arms. It made him smell like a
tree, though not so strongly it bothered him. It took a few moments to scrub
his hands clean, the waxy stuff repelling water pretty well.


At the table, Valerie sat buttering
an English muffin that had been toasted on one side. Merri placed a bowl of hot
cereal in front of him, and sprinkled cinnamon on it once it sat on the table.
Hilda ate a pastry that looked like one of the ones the smaller woman had made
the other day. He looked at his oatmeal and began to eat. Today it seemed
different, a kind of smooth white cereal instead of the regular oats. He asked
about it and Merri blushed.


Valerie answered for her though.
“It's Cream of Wheat. She saw it in the store and asked about it. My mother
used to make it for my sister and I when we were little. It's not bad, try it.”


After blowing on a spoonful,
something he'd learned from the oatmeal, he took a bite. It was a little bland
maybe, though it made an excellent backdrop for the spices, more than just
cinnamon as he first thought, that had been put on it. Merri looked at him a
little fearfully, as if trying something new might make him angry or something.


“Wow! This is really good. Is this
your first time making it? I've never had it, but it seems perfect. Val?”
Spooning just a little out, he held it out to her. He figured, from past
discussions, that her virtual immunity to all disease meant she wouldn't be
worried about germs. Not his anyway.


She took a bite and beamed at Merri
in a way that fell just short of being an invitation to have sex. “That's so
good! My mom never tried that kind of complex seasoning, she pretty much piled
on brown sugar and a dash of cinnamon. There's not even sugar in it, is there?
It tastes sweet though. If we weren't about to be punished, I'd ask you to make
me some.”


After a few minutes more of eating,
and watching the interplay between their deeper selves, reassuring each other,
holding their metaphorical breaths, he asked who's idea it had actually been,
though he thought he knew.


His suspicions were confirmed when
Merri said softly, “Twas me...”


He let them talk until he had the
full picture.


Merri they said, had a gift, that let
her walk into other people's dreams. Since this is a little bit similar to the
Trolleinkein communications technique that Hilda knew, she could pop Hilda in
as well. The two of them had been doing this every night for a while, they
said, monitoring his dreams and making sure he could fight the dark things.
They told him that two nights before he hadn't had dark dreams at all, not
compared to what had been before. Instead he'd dreamed of Val.


“So you decided to set her on me
without my permission?” He asked with no particular inflection.


Hilda took the lead here, saying it
had been her that chose Val for the job.


“If you, how is it said, freaked out,
then later, when things got better, Val would have the greatest chance of
reconnecting with you, because of her nature. It would have to be her or Claire
for that, but Claire had to work all night.”


He ate a bit more while thinking. He
hadn't felt bad about what happened, except that it hadn't exactly been
invited. The rest of it had been all right and more to the point, he hadn't
been forced to relive the memories of abuse from his childhood. Since that
really had been why he'd stopped even thinking about sex recently, maybe he
needed to be a little more open and actually try?


“New rule and this is hard and fast,
so no pushing me on it, all right?” Looking at each in turn they all nodded.
Merri looked like she thought she might be cast out or something, tears
creeping slightly into her eyes, she held her head high though.


“No doing stuff to me in my sleep
without permission and for now I won't be giving permission to do anything
sexual while I sleep. I have to admit though, the dream stuff seems to be
working, so I can't complain about that. Just... don't hide stuff like that
from me from now on, okay?”


He went on to say that he'd try being
more sexual with them, but that they needed to go slow, to make certain he
didn't trigger anything that had recently been opened back up if they could
help it.


“Look, you all know what happened to
me as a kid... No, look...” A deep breath. Followed by another. He increased
the circulation of qi as Wu-Li had taught him.


“I was sold as a child to be a sex
slave. My parents knew it too, they didn't think I was going to a good home
when they sold me, they wanted the money for their addictions. And...I think
there might be more there, but I don't want to look yet. Over the course of, I
don't know exactly to tell the truth, ten months maybe? I was beaten, sodomized
and forced to perform sex acts on men, women and children. Possibly animals
too, I don't really remember. I was little, even for a seven year old, which
made me even more in demand. I couldn't fight, they were adults and beat me,
sometimes horribly, when I tried. When I stopped fighting they told me it was
because I liked it. They told me it was me, that I made them do it. That
I was too sexy for them to resist. Not all of them, some were more honest with
themselves, but a lot of them said things like that. Finally, when I couldn't
take it anymore, I slipped away one night and got to a window. It was high up.
I dove through it, trying to kill myself, so that I could stop them. Stop them
from hurting me anymore.”


He wished he had something to drink,
Merri didn't serve drinks with meals though, not often, for some reason.


“Then, I was in a dark place, and a
giant thing, a Shadow in the dark, told me it would be all right and locked
those memories away, saying I could deal with them better when I was older.
When I had time. The Big Shadow, that's what I always called it – I don't think
it has a name, it just doesn't have the concept – anyway, it taught me how to
do... stuff.”


He described how it taught him how to
move in the void, how to come and go, how to look out of it. How to hide from
demons, and at times, how to hunt them. The big Shadow made the actual kills
though. He was too little for that since demons don't die easily.


It seemed to go on forever, finally
the Big Shadow said he needed to go back, that it would be safe for him now.


It sealed his memories, made him
forget the rapes and abuse, locked away most of the time in the void and sent
him back.


“When I went into the line to get
Jennifer, everything came back. The blocks were designed to go away when I went
back in. If the Big Shadow hadn't caught us and gotten me to cover Wu-Li
properly, we'd both have died right then. Anyway, I couldn't deal with all this
then. It's still hard to speak about, but I have to face it or it'll cripple
me. So, I locked away my thoughts. I remembered that from the void the whole
time, and how to see Shadows and bend points, warps. I always called them
shortcuts, same thing though.”


He saw concern, but not pity on their
faces.


“So, when it comes to sex, it needs
to be consensual from now on. Okay?”


No one spoke for a while. Just as he
got up to leave for work, Hilda asked, “How long were you gone? In the line I
mean.”


He told her that he didn't know for
certain, but most probably seventeen to eighteen months.


Val caught what Hilda meant and turned
to him with a questioning look.


“Isn't that a long time in a line? I
mean everyone, even demons, speak of it as a timeless place. If you where there
for a year and a half our time... How long where you there to your perception?
It must have been...”


Merri finished the sentence for her,
“Oh aye, millennium, maybe a hundred of them. Tens at least. Didn't you already
know that? The King told me straight off...”


The other women just sat for a bit,
dumbstruck.


“Did you think I learned to walk the
lines and all that overnight? Honestly, I don't know how long it was. There was
no way to count. A long, long time though.”


Nothing left to say for now, they all
headed off to work.


When he got to work he discovered
that Lisa had gone insane.


Oh, she seemed fine, smiling,
being playful and joking, at least outwardly. Her Shadow cried and told him how
Deidre had left her. He didn't mention it, since she hadn't told him yet, not
on the surface anyway.


No, the insanity came about because
she threw herself into her work, trying to forget her pain by distracting
herself with activity. Apparently right now that meant booking his schedule as
tightly as possible. He spent the first two hours standing in the back. A
person, or at least a being that could mainly pass for one, would come in, give
his or her destination and he took them and popped back, usually just in time
for the next person to walk in. Lisa swore it had only been forty people
though.


After two hours she'd scheduled him a
break of half an hour. He went to the bathroom, then over to Claire's across
the way.


As he entered, she handed him a small
drink that she claimed would help. He nearly gagged it was so sweet. She told
him it was a pick me up that Vampires gave to Human servants if they drank
a little too deeply, mainly made of flavored sucrose.


He moved around the counter and
hugged her, firm and cold under her clothes. When he let go he spoke softly,
but with a small hint of laughter in his voice.


“Claire, if I don't make it, you're
in charge of the family...” He smiled after a few seconds.


“Humph! As if I'm not already.” She
retorted. Then let out a low chuckle that had such a seductive air it would
have made Valerie proud.


“We should go dancing again soon. We
can take everyone. The Tarantula remodel is almost finished, so you should go
to support Troy when they re-open... Besides, you've been doing well in the
lessons I've been giving you, you should show off your skills a bit.”


He asked her to arrange it, though it
couldn't be on the seventeenth.


“Right! Hilda said you were going
with her to her mother's and taking some of the men from the Gymnasium? That
took her quite by surprise you know. She thought it was to be just the two of
you...”


He looked at her trying to catch her
meaning from her Shadow. Oddly enough that part of her stayed silent and merely
smiled.


“Hilda and her kind don't seem to go
in for relationships, so I don't think I'm hitting a 'bad boyfriend' thing
here, am I?” Concern filled him. The large woman had enough to deal with in
life without him messing things up. Maybe this was supposed to be a special
trip just for her or something?


“Oh no! She has such a big heart that
her only concern is that half of the men have to stay and work, while the
others get to go have fun at home for a day. She said the battles for position
are fierce. I swear I felt the ground shake a little bit earlier...”


He nodded, looked at the clock and
scampered back to his own work, the place had filled up while he stepped out
for a few minutes.


He delivered a family of people that
all had huge, black eyes with no whites. They looked Human otherwise, though
pale, more pale than Claire even. Their teeth were flat and solid looking
though. They looked thin, but fit, otherwise. To save time he took the kids two
at a time, all four of them in two trips.


This caught some attention. Lisa
asked if he could do that with adults too.


“I'm afraid to say yes right now, you
might double up the work load. Honestly though... yes, if it's to one location
and they aren't too big. I mean I can take Trolleinkein with no trouble, so as
far as mass goes...” He shrugged.


She made a note and kept the line
going.


At one she sent him to lunch, telling
him that the schedule in the afternoon would be lighter, if more complex, since
he had to go to some of the people first, bringing them back with him, and
others go find them, then take them to a third point.


He waved to Claire on his way past,
and she ran out, giving him a sheet of paper to give to Valerie. He handed it
off as he headed to the food court, accepting a light kiss on the cheek as he
left.


Merri let the fellow from the Burger
Joint – whose name Zack had missed, being a mouthful of syllables that he
didn't think he could actually make with his Human palate and mouth formation –
fix lunch for him. The man seemed very pleased about that, as if the woman was
sharing a treat with him.


“As you don't eat any meat, I thought
to put on a new menu item, a 'vegetable' hamburger. I don't have a name for it
yet. If you like it, perhaps you could help me name it?” The man looked to be
normal enough, except that his hair had an odd copper color with gold streaks.
Not blond, or even honey, but copper and gold, as if someone had spray painted
his head with metallic paints, perfectly coating each strand of hair. Shorter
than Zack, but not tiny at all, about five six or seven.


He served this with more of the
seasoned french-fries, though not made out of sweet potato this time, as he
didn't think the light flavor of the veggie patty could take the competition.
He also added three onion rings. Perfect golden brown rings, each about the
size of the palm of Zack's hand.


It had to be one of the most amazing
meals any such place had ever come up with. Zack considered that he didn't know
how good Merri's hearing might be and not wanting to inadvertently offend her,
told the man that it had just the right touch and he could recommend it to his
friends, if they ever came to the Mall.


He hesitated and then asked the man
his name again. He still couldn't hope to pronounce it and told the man as
much, a bit embarrassed.


“Oh! Right, Humans can't. People here
call me Xan though.”


Zack suggested calling it something
like a Xan burger, though that found itself dismissed rapidly, seeming too
egotistical to the man. Zen-Burger however tickled him, once the multiple
meanings were explained to him, zen being meditation, his name being Xan, which
sounded close, and Zen Buddhists often being vegetarian.


Clapping his hands the man proclaimed
that then to be the burger's name.


Zack found he had a few minutes left,
and poked his head into the gym, to find Hilda spotting a small woman who
seemed to be a normal Human, lifting about half again more than Zack's best on squats.
When she finished spotting the set, she looked up and waved, he waved back and
headed back to work, hoping he could make it through the day.


The afternoon passed in a blur,
traveling to new destinations, twice not finding the person that wanted to
travel, figuring out that one had gone to a different node – though at the
correct Nexus – and the other simply never showed up. 


At three he had a simple delivery to
make, simple because he had been making the same trip every day. He took a pack
of supplies to Wu-Li, still trying to stem the tide of illness in central
China. Whatever the disease ended up being named, it managed to resist
everything that had been tried. Master Wu-Li seemed immune, as did a few
others. Everyone else that came into contact with the infected eventually got
sick. The Chinese government had simply quarantined the whole area, waiting for
it to burn out.


Wu-Li agreed with the quarantine. If
they couldn't stop it from spreading, it could take out millions in mere
months. So far they held it to about two hundred infected, thirty-seven had
died already, mainly the elderly.


“We need food though. In the
quarantine area, the peasants live on short rations most of the time. Without
being allowed to leave their homes to collect food, everyone in the quarantined
zone will suffer.” The Master feared that hunger would make the spread of the
disease even faster, and that people, desperate and hungry, would slip the
quarantine looking for food.


Zack asked how many people the area
held, and how many needed food. It turned out to be nearly four thousand
people. They had some, but their meager stores were running out. Fast.


Then it was back to paying work, handling
a half dozen transfers. One to a place that adjoined the Alfric lands. He'd
picked up the lady at the Lesser Shia Nexus and took her to what he learned
happened to be the main Skenic Nexus. The lady dressed in very nice clothing of
a material that didn't have seams at all. She looked a little like a frog, with
green skin and a distinctive round face. Zack thought she seemed nice though.


At five Lisa called a halt to the
work day for him.


“Lisa...Can we afford to get food for
four thousand people. I don't know for how long, figure two weeks worth? Wu-Li
needs it. The government there shut down the area, which he says is a good move,
but people can't get food. I think, maybe, with some help, I can get the food
there. Maybe tomorrow night for the first shipment, if I can find the food. It
should be daylight then there and I won't miss any work here for it.” 


She asked him to wait and went to the
back.


After about five minutes the blonde
woman returned her face smiling.


"Right now, if you only want to
use your personal funds for it, not including services, you have... nine
hundred thousand dollars, American, that you can put toward that. More if we
use everything you made today. That will cover it and a lot more however."


 “We, you mean. I don't think
for a second I could have managed this mess today without you. I know for a
fact I couldn't have done that and transferred people. I'd suggest you
get a raise, but I'm about to spend all of the money that would come out of.”
He looked at her until she gave him a weak smile.


Since he had time he made a round and
asked all of the others to meet him at the Frozen YoGurt shop when they got a
moment. He included Master Dan in this.


When he got to Claire she stopped to
put in two phone calls. One to her house, where apparently Keane and several
others lived and slept too. The other call she made to Betty at Zack's. Since
it neared winter, even young Vampires like Nikki would be awake soon. She
requested a return call as soon as she'd fed.


“Wait, Nikki's living at our house? I
didn't even know she'd been around.”


Claire gave him a devilish grin.


“Good to know. Yes, she's been there
almost all the time for several days now. Cleaning the house as part of her
punishment for letting Troy see her with blood on her mouth. Merri had the idea
of requiring her to clean the house without being seen by Troy. I believe she's
been ordered to do this while staying inside Troy's room during the day. I have
to say, it's a brilliant idea. Hard, but not painful, yet still placing her
attention on the details. A beating doesn't teach you anything except fear.
This will require the girl to exercise all of her skill to the fullest, while
providing her with a memory that should stick with her and give Troy a
much cleaner room.”


Zack didn't really want to tell her
how creepy it sounded that Troy had a dead girl in his room all day long.
Luckily Hilda and Valerie came in then. Claire made all of them some of the
peanut butter fudge swirls, which she seemed to have gotten to the stage where
she needed to try different toppings and viscosities of whipped cream.


Hilda asked for another when she
finished, suggesting a mix of hard chocolate cookies and almost powdered
peanuts on top. After one bite she insisted that everyone else try a bite too,
to back her up when she raved about it, she said. It did taste rave
worthy to Zack.


Claire didn't beam under the praise,
but rather took notes about specifics.


Dan showed up followed by Merri
before Valerie had finished her dish of yogurt.


Claire provided tea for Master Dan,
who demurred when offered something sweeter, and gave a small serving of the
new and improved peanut butter fudge dish, with five cherries tied together on
the top to the small woman. Zack realized he'd never seen her eat before. She
did it daintily and with good manners, but quickly.


Laying out the situation in China
quickly, he proposed using their combined talents to get some food to the
needed area. Merri and her people at the food court knew where to get food from
in bulk, and she told them they could get some of it in within twenty-four
hours if they didn't mind spending a little extra for rush delivery.


Dan would have the same immunity that
Wu-Li did and, the younger Master assured him, Zack would too, as long as he
kept up with his constant circulation of energy like he'd been doing.


The Vampires couldn't go there. Night
there pretty much meant day here, so they slept when they'd be of use there and
were awake here when they would catch on fire if they went there – or melt, it
seemed to vary from Vampire to Vampire they told him. Still, there would be
logistics and the need to move things rapidly on this end, most likely. So a
team of them standing by could help a lot.


“We can't plan for everything, but
having good people ready to help can't hurt.” He looked at Claire when he said
it, hoping that she wouldn't feel like her people were being left out.


The Trolleinkein were the only ones
that could move the masses of food over there without having to carry only a
few pounds of at a time. Zack didn't know if he could handle that much mass or
not, but didn't mention it. If it could be done, he'd do it. If not, they'd
just make more trips.


Finally, the Alede had near perfect
immunity to everything, and could distribute things quickly just by going door
to door, if the government could be distracted.


Dan said he'd see to it, but didn't
mention how.


Master Dan then pointed out that
having clear weather would be helpful to the speed of things, which caused
Claire to spring up and go over to Candles and More. When she came back she
told them that she'd arranged for perfect weather in the region they needed to
work in for seventy-two hours.


They'd have to pay for it, and it
would be about ten thousand gold, but worth it, in her estimation.


“Well, then, I think we should give
it a try.” Zack said.


 












Chapter Twenty-two





 


The next night some sixty people showed
up for the emergency relief effort, as it had come to be known. Oddly, the
biggest snag turned out to be the local government of the village where the
Masters stayed. Dan and Wu-Li had pulled strings to get the military and police
out of the way for about ten hours. Instead of driving the streets all day,
they'd pull back and hold the perimeter. The local head man, mayor or whatever,
had decided he should have most of the food under his control, just in
case things got tough later. This way, he rationalized, he could distribute
food at need to others. Of course, by most it seemed he meant all.


Wu-Li and the local healers tried to
talk him out of it, but to no avail. It looked grim for a while, in fact they
were told to not even bother coming until the situation had been resolved.
Finally, Claire got in touch with Vaun, who contacted some Vampires that knew
people in China, which, in a roundabout manner, handled the problem.


In the early morning, as most of the
village slept, just as the sun began to rise, a several-hundred-year-old
Vampire paid the man a visit and the problem went away. Since no one mentioned
how it went away, Zack presumed the man hadn't just been threatened, coerced,
or compelled. Past that, he decided, he really didn't need to know what
happened to the man.


Over half the people involved were
unknown to Zack, people from the other end of things in and around the nexus in
China. They'd wait, staged to take food as it came through and then to be
passed through the shortcuts taking it to the village. Zack would have to cover
the greatest distance, moving as fast as he could to keep the whole thing
flowing smoothly.


The Trolleinkein came through,
carrying huge loads of food each, then came back for more. On the other side,
the newcomers – who obviously worked with greater than Human strength, if not
nearly Trolleinkein levels – loaded themselves down with as much as they could
carry.


Before they'd started, Master Dan had
taken him aside and explained how to increase his running speed, by moving the
center of his qi flow. When this point moved, so would he. He tried it, doing
it well enough that Dan figured he had it down. He warned him not to move the
point too far away from his body, or else all of his life energy would be gone
and his body would just die.


He promised to keep that in mind. For
some reason this made Master Dan smile at him and clap him on the back.


“Good! One less thing for me to worry
about today then. I figured that you may need the extra speed today though, to
keep everything moving.”


When everyone on the other side had
loaded up, he began taking people through the line, one at a time, into the
other nexus. He managed sixteen trips in less than a minute.


From there he led them to the nearest
shortcut, passing them through with him, twisting just right in space to move
both individuals and food packages along, getting them clear for the next
person and doing it again.


 They did this three times, taking
everyone to the staging area. Then he ran back through all this and the line,
and repeated it all, only this time with more lightly loaded Alede. This leg,
the hard part for him was keeping his attention on what he needed to do. That
many Succubi and Incubi were distracting.


 Patty, their leader, went through
last. She held her sexual energies in nearly perfectly, which was probably why
she led them, Zack thought. As she passed him into the staging area she
stopped.


“You know, when I offered the
services of my people for five years, I kind of thought it would be more
along the lines of a quickie on your lunch break. Not that I'm complaining!
We're all more than happy to help and would have even without a deal in place.
It's just not where most people's minds would have gone first, if they had that
kind of an arrangement set up, is all...”


Then she moved into the staging area
and started to put food onto small trucks that had been provided from somewhere
locally with everyone else.


It took two more trips to get the
food into place, doing the whole thing over four more times for Zack, in order
to move everyone into place. Since this came after a full day of transporting
people, Zack started to feel it by the end. His body grew heavy, like it did
when he lifted weights at the gym. This wasn't the first time he'd felt the
effects of moving things through the void, but it certainty felt the hardest.


He sat down while everyone else
helped to move the food onto trucks and the Alede went out into a country where
they didn't even know the language, to take food to people that may yet die
anyway. He felt lazy and wimpy, sitting down while everyone else worked hard,
so he got to his feet to try and help.


Lars came and pushed him back to a
seated position. Noticing this, a large Chinese looking man, nearly as broad
with muscle as he was tall with very yellow skin, gently placed a hand on his
shoulder when he tried to get up again and in a surprisingly soft voice asked
if he needed water or anything.


Zack couldn't understand the
language, but all Shadows spoke to him in English. Or, probably closer to the
truth, all subconscious minds spoke the same language, and he translated from
that to English without noticing the steps between. It worked though, and he
knew what the man meant.


They'd brought their own water, just
in case the disease could be transmitted that way.


The man smiled at him and patted his
head.


We carried in a small mountain and it
was you who carried us
on your back. Do you really wonder at being tired? No Demon has ever managed
such that we know of. No Mage, not even if they all worked together could have
done this either. You should be proud...


Zack answered in the same way,
projecting as clearly as he could.


It took everyone working together.
Thank you. Tell the others I thank them, too?


He stood up and went back to work, a
big smile on his face though he didn't say anything else to Zack out loud.


Later as their time limit started to
run out Wu-Li came and thanked him.


He waved this away. After all, he
pointed out, when people are in need, you help them if you can, right?


For some reason he didn't understand,
Wu-Li bowed to him then.


Then he reminded Zack to keep his
circulation exercises going, stood back to observe and simply nodded, finding
no severe flaw, at least not one worth pointing out to someone so exhausted.


The Succubi in the last truck pulled
up just as the first military trucks started to pull into the town for the
night. He got the last one out, Val, just as a vehicle came and parked where
their staging area had been.


It felt like he wouldn't make it near
the end, getting the last few Trolleinkein through the nexus point and back
home, but he managed it, if only just barely. He stepped through the void at
last, feeling heavy and tired, but good about what they'd managed to do.


Chairs had been set up and food
brought in. Beth and Jennifer handed out pastries and little cakes on waxed paper
to the people from the gym. Half of the Alfric had set up food tables right
there in the back room of the Candle shop. Claire got Hilda a chair and seeing
that Zack had dropped to the floor, came and picked him up as if he weighed
nothing, and carried him to a chair set up next to the others. He knew that
Claire, being a Vampire, had incredible strength for her size, but still, a
girl in a skirt picking him up and carrying him must have looked comical. No
one laughed though, which he thought showed great restraint.


Merri cried out and ran to him,
carrying a tray of food. She then sat on a chair and fed him individual bites,
as if he were ill. He must look a sight, since her worried look didn't go away
after he started eating.


“Are you all right, Mr. Hartley?” Asked
a voice near his shoulder as he sat, and he turned to see Jennifer, looking
worried and holding a plate of little cakes. Merri snagged one of the cakes and
put it to his mouth, he took a bite and started laughing.


“I'm fine Jennifer. Just a little
tired, I kind of pushed myself today. It had to be done though, you understand,
right? Some people needed food and couldn't go get it themselves. I'm just glad
that we could help.”


He looked up at the clock on the wall
and blinked, it was two in the morning, he stood up and smiled, still feeling
heavy.


“I need to get home. The morning's
going to come early, at least for people that need to sleep. Thank you all for
helping. It means a lot to me that you'd take time from your lives just to help
people you don't even know. Thanks.”


As he got up to leave, he heard Merle
saying something in Trolleinkein. Hilda leaned over and whispered, “He said
'And when giants walk amongst us, will we notice'. It's from an old story of
our people. A really famous one that everyone learns. I'll tell it to you someday...”


In the parking lot a big black car waited.
Claire put them all in it. The driver turned out to be a Vampire that looked
vaguely familiar, but whose name Zack couldn't place.


At home he felt himself being
motivated, not carried really, more pushed in a controlled fashion on all
sides. His clothes changed as he nodded off and he fell into bed and went out
fast and hard.


In the morning he had to struggle to
get going, and fought with the new deodorant, beginning to dislike the waxy
stuff a bit. Merri fed him then asked him to sit on the sofa for a moment.


He sat, and found the small woman on
his lap within seconds, kissing him passionately. He kissed her back for a bit,
then asked her what reason she had for it.


“Because you're wonderful, and push
yourself too hard. I want you to get a real day off soon. If you don't I'll go
straight to Lisa and make her. I'll get Hilda to help, yes, Hilda?” The large
woman flipped her braid over her shoulder and agreed with a somber nod.


Zack knew he should do it, since it
had seemed like work just to get up today. So he agreed to ask about it and see
what could be done.


He dragged through the door at nine
and Lisa started people coming through. He worked in a haze, though he got
everyone where they needed to be without issue. It seemed like the line came
faster than it had before, but the deliveries were simpler somehow.


Claire delivered food for him at
noon. Merri had gotten busy, so asked for her to step in making sure he ate.


Lisa canceled everything for the next
day, and the day after. He just hugged her. She hugged him back for a lot
longer than he expected and seemed sad when he finally stepped back. He knew
that she still hurt from her break-up. He wished he could fix it for her,
though a magical repair for it would be her area, not his, so if she chose not
to do that then there must be a reason.


The rest of the day passed as kind of
a blur.


Zack knew that somebody gave him
food, though he couldn't remember who'd done it. Somehow, he pulled off the rest
of his scheduled work without simply stopping. At five he just sat in the back
room for a while, not knowing what he needed to do. People talked to him, but
he couldn't seem to track what they were saying clearly. Lisa called Claire
over, a bit of panic in her voice. He didn't hear what they said, though they
tried to get him to do something.


Dan suddenly appeared in front of
him. Again, he said things, asked him to do things, which he did, or tried to
do at least... He just couldn't remember them later. Checking his pulse,
breathing and other things too subtle for Zack to notice, he determined that
Zack had been poisoned. It seemed to be some kind of toxin, but he didn't know
the specific treatment for it.


“We can give him Samsara, but this
has been in his system so long... it may not help. I don't have enough as it is
and we have no way to get it from Toronto. The thing is, he wore himself down
yesterday, so he didn't fight it off like he probably would have if he hadn't
pushed himself so hard. The effects seem to be getting worse. If we can't do
something... I don't know what will happen.” The Master wanted to consult with
Wu-Li and his Shadow let this slip to Zack.


“Al'ight. Toroto. Samsra.” Zack said
got up and staggered into the Nexus point.


He fell in the unfamiliar room,
making noise, Master Yang ran in and instantly began treating him as he would
anyone else that came in stumbling and ill.


“Sam'sra. Poision, tixn.”


Yang didn't need to check, he
recognized the valid diagnosis instantly and got the root, cut slices off until
he had the needed amount and used a rasp to turn it into smaller bits, and made
an infusion without pausing at any step.


Fifteen minutes later he held the cup
for Zack, a large vessel nearly the size of a cereal bowl, who drank it all.
Then they waited the Master getting him to a small room with a metal folding
table, that he took out without Zack seeing how he did it. Then he got all of
Zack's clothes off, just before it hit.


Everything he'd eaten came out of his
system, fast, and his body became covered with a fine layer of reeking sweat.
He vomited until only bile came up, then he kept throwing up without stopping.
Occasionally a little more would come out, but not enough to be worth the
discomfort. His mouth overflowed with saliva. Tears ran down his face and he
wet himself and defecated as he lay in the middle of the floor, unable to stop
it. The room spun, first one way then the other, this seemed to go on for
hours.


Master Yang gave him water, timed
between bouts of vomiting. He couldn't keep it down, but it felt like it helped
somehow. He also would leave every now and then, getting a bucket of water to
pour over Zack, washing what he could down a drain in the floor, cleaning the
rest away as best he could without moving the heaving man.


Master Yang left for a few minutes,
returned and gave him more water. Then... gave him another cup of the bitter
tasting root. Everything repeated as before, though less came out of him this
time.


“Mr. Hartley. Dan said that you have
managed a true circulation pattern and that this is what probably kept
you alive through the night. Do you think... It may not be possible, but if you
could do that now, do what you practiced and were taught... It may help you
greatly...”


The old man began to breathe as if
trying to show him what to do by example, calling out suggestions to Zack,
helping him remember what to do. Somehow, even as he felt his body melting,
everything trying to escape, Zack managed to reestablish the pattern, bring in
energy through the head, down the core, through the floor around and back
through the top of the head again.


He tried to focus the
micro-circulations, though it didn't do much.


After a while, he had some water and
kept it down. He still cried freely, sweat pouring off of him.


“Can you, do you think you can
increase the power flowing through you, like this?” Standing up, Yang allowed
the amount of energy to increase greatly, pulling in a little more from the
world around him with each breath, the pattern looked different than Wu-Li or
Dan's. Zack tried to copy it. He added a tiny bit of power with each breath,
then a little more, soon he added big gulps of power with each breath, greedily
fighting to replace what had been lost.


The Master had him hold to the power
level he found after about an hour and simply focus on his breathing, following
it as a guide for his energy circulation.


Eventually, slowly, the worst of it
stopped. He drank more water, then as much as he could hold. Every fifteen
minutes he found another cup of water in his hands.


After what seemed like too long, he
managed to speak, a croak really, “How long?”


“You've been in here for almost a
full day. I had to administer the Samsara several times. Keep circulating your
energy! That, I think, in the end, is all that kept you alive. I had doubts
that you would survive for a while there, even knowing how incredible you are.
Can you walk?”


There didn't seem to be a shower or
bath, so he bathed in a deep sink, actually climbing into it so that buckets of
water could be poured over him. Twenty or thirty buckets later – thanks to some
wonderfully strong soap that stripped away the top layer of skin – he felt
clean, if weak and dizzy.


He put on the clothes he had come in,
not too dirty, since they'd gotten them off in time. He certainly had a new
respect for what Charli had gone through and what Nikki had done too. He'd
known it would be bad, this however made him really glad that Nikki had gotten
that part.


“I won't even ask what I owe you, you
won't say enough. I'll send or bring gold soon. I don't know how well I'll be
doing for a while though...”


As expected Yang said not to worry
about such things and suggested that he continue with his energy exercises and
tried to increase the flow of energy each day, keeping it as high as possible. "This
may, if luck prevailed, correct the nerve and tissue damage done. Most would
simply be crippled from such a thing, but I think you can come to perfect
health in a few weeks. Less if you are truly motivated."


Thanking him again, Zack walked into
the Nexus point, relishing the relief of the blackness, the peace of it, his
first really safe place. After a while, he stepped out, into the back of
Candles and More.


It was dark and no one seemed to be
there.


The clock said seven. It felt odd to
him, since someone should be there keeping the doors open. He walked out into
the mall itself, other places were open. So just their store, Embassy, remained
closed. A young looking man ran the yogurt stand. It seemed to be the young
Vampire from the other day, though he didn't feel totally certain of that. He
walked in, to see if he knew anything, hoping the man would be willing to let
him know what had happened while he'd been out.


“Mr. Hartley! You're alive! Good to
see you. Man, we all thought you'd bought it. They found the guy that gave you
the poison, Keane said he was one of the Chinese guys. They said you were given
so much that it would have killed ten people straight off..... aaannnd you
don't need to be talking to me. Here, let me call Claire. One mo, okay?”


He gave his name, Drake, and asked
for Claire. The person on the other side of the phone must have been giving him
problems, because he finally said loudly, “He's here! Mr. Hartley is standing
right in front of me! He'd like to talk to Claire, So, please get her?”


He held his hand over the receiver
and rolled his eyes.


“He's right here, here you go.” The
phone came over the counter.


“Zack! We feared you dead! Master
Yang called Dan last night and said it was touch and go. He didn't know if you'd
live through a second dose of that root, but thought you wouldn't survive
without it... Oh! We'll come get you. Don't move.” Claire spoke, her voice
rapid and stressed.


Zack knew he could have gone home
faster if he walked. As shaky as he felt, he could go through rifts, shortcuts
or lines easily still. If damage had taken place, it didn't affect that part of
him at all.


Having nothing else to do except
wait, he talked to Drake, who while new to embassy duty had already been a Vampire
for nearly fifty years. He spent a lot of his non-work hours playing video
games online. He offered to make Zack something while he waited.


What he got seemed all right, but
didn't come up to the normal standards for Frozen YoGurt. Zack didn't say
anything, because it could be his perceptions that were damaged, not poor
technique on Drake's part.


A group of people ran to the door.
Vampires first by a long shot, just appearing there, it seemed to him. Merri
next, which surprised him a little, her legs being shorter than everyone else.
She sprinted nearly as fast as the younger Vampires did though. Hilda and Valerie
ran in almost a dead heat. Lisa and Beth panted up as the crowd gathered, with
another surprise. George Penbroke was following them, though he only jogged,
still wearing a nice suit and loafers, which probably didn't allow him to run
very fast, since the shoes wouldn't have provided very good traction.


Dan came in from the other direction.
As did Rose and half the people from the food court. They all just collected at
the door, as if waiting for something. He walked over slowly, trying to hide
how tired and shaky he really felt and pulled the door open.


“Eh, yeah... Sorry about that, I had
to take a little break. Apparently it's a rule that I can't just have a normal
couple of days off or something?” Almost as if on cue, the crowd parted and let
through about half of the people.


Hilda pushed her way to the front,
but just looked at him, as if afraid her massive strength would crush him, so
he hugged her instead. Claire and Merri shared a hug with him, alternating warm
and cold. Val joined in, but given the crowd had to pull back quickly as worry
caused her natural defense mechanisms to kick in, sending out ripples of
pleasure and lust.


Lisa and Beth grabbed him in turn,
Lisa crying.


Keane worked his way up and hugged
him too. So did Nikki, who oddly enough had Troy in tow.


“Dude! What the hell? Who the heck
tries to poison you? That's freaking insane! I'm so glad you're alive,
man!” Clasping hands he performed a “bro-hug”, pulling him into a one armed
hug, probably so no one would think he might be gay.


Troy turned to the crowd.


“Some jag-off tried to kill my
friend. I'm not claiming I'm anyone special, not like most of you, but I'm not
going to let that stand if I have a choice. We need to find this guy and bring
him down.”


Claire, who'd moved back in and held
him with one arm, while Merri clung to Zack on the other side, gestured to
Keane and George with a single hand wave.


“Troy, you won't have to wait too
long then. We already know who did it. His name is Tan-Kim, his people come
from lands accessed only through the Nexus and two small portals in what's now
called Mongolia. He apparently delivered the poison in a bottle of water. It's
been tested by Wu-Li, he found the bottle, and the locals traced the scent of
the man. He's been found and he confessed under a Mage's compulsion of truth.
Now all that awaits him is his punishment.”


Giving the group a pensive look, Zack
asked. “Did he mention why he did it? I mean, did I offend him somehow? Or
strike him as evil, needing to be stopped?”


George Penbroke stepped up next to
Claire and spoke loudly enough for everyone to hear, clearing his throat in a
way that he knew would get the attention of those present. Stepping forward
slightly, then pausing to make certain all attention focused on him before he
spoke. Zack knew this because the man's inner self gave him a step by step
explanation of what he did.


“He said only that he believed his
family would be killed if he didn't do it. He firmly believed that this was the
case at the time. This came out under full compulsion, so he couldn't hold
anything back. He said six very powerful beings came to his home and took them
all hostage. Then they tortured his son in front of him until he agreed to do
what they wanted, which, according to him, involved only handing a good man a
bottle of water when he needed it. He didn't even know about the poison,
apparently, though he obviously suspected something.”


Keane took a turn.


“The only problem with this is that
his family's been found, at home and perfectly fine. Tan-Kim just disappeared
the other day and no one had seen him until he surfaced wandering the
countryside near the quarantine zone last night. Some local Vampires who were
using scent to search for him and brought him in.”


Not knowing what else to do, Zack
thanked everyone, making a point of hugging anyone that seemed to want one
before going home. Nessa patted him on the back when she got there, but Libby
made up for it by hugging him twice and crying a little bit, though she tried
to hide it.


No one could tell how shakily he
moved out to the car, because he found himself surrounded by a wall of people.
Hilda's giant inner self told him how afraid they all were that something else
would happen and that he may have been permanently harmed by the poison, though
no one wanted to tell him, except her. To her it seemed like he had a right to
know, since he'd been the one attacked, the others disagreed with her though,
wanting to protect him.


He redoubled his efforts to circulate
his energy as instructed by Master Yang. If people were trying to kill him,
he'd need to be in top form as soon as possible.












Chapter twenty-three





 


They made him eat before going to bed
and woke him up to drink something every three or four hours. It tasted too
sweet to his sleeping taste buds, though it made everyone else happy, so he did
it, washing the taste away with water each time.


He dreamed of pain and discomfort,
but it felt oddly detached to him. Still that didn't keep him from doing the
energy exercises, even in his dreams. Several times he felt the bed move and
someone climbing in next to him. He knew who it was each time, so he didn't
bother waking up all the way. In the space between dreams he could work a bit,
think and plan naturally. Like he did in the void.


When light started coming through the
window, about eight or a little after, he started to climb out of bed and get
ready for work. Hilda pointed out that he still had the day off and
while he could get up, going to work would be out for the day – he'd promised
Merri he'd take a day off, after all. It was true, so he settled back, just
lying there for a bit.


Merri brought him a tray with food on
it and asked him to eat as much as possible, glaring at him a little, so he'd
know she meant it seriously. She'd added some of those pastries, eggs, and
fruit juice to the normal oatmeal. It seemed odd, because she normally didn't
serve beverages with food. She told him that Master Dan had recommended they
force liquids if they could, since he'd been almost fatally dehydrated. It
would take a few days for him to be all right again.


“He also said...” The big woman
sitting next to him on the bed started, only to have Merri look at him sharply
and shake her head no at the large woman.


Hilda restarted and continued anyway,
her head coming up and shoulders squaring, as if ready to fight over the issue.


“He also said that you may
have some permanent damage. Wu-Li figured out that the poison was a very
powerful nerve toxin. He doesn't know what may be affected, your muscles
probably, and possibly your ability to feel things in your extremities. You may
be weaker than normal for a while, and shaky. Tremors and shaking. He also said
you need to eat, a lot, because you lost nearly fifteen pounds in a
single day. Most of that's water, and will come back, but the rest, well... you
have to eat.”


He took a bite of the rich pastry and
then a sip of orange juice.


“Master Yang said something about
that, the nerve damage. He thinks I may be able to heal it, or at least some of
it, if I keep up the energy exercises I've been doing.”


Merri smiled, relieved, and kissed
his cheek.


“So that's what that is? The ripples
and spinning inside of you? They've been so much stronger since you came
back...” Waving her hands she described the flow he attempted to hold pretty
well.


Since she'd thought it to be
due to the effects of poison a great cloud lifted from her suddenly. The idea
of healing yourself, she told them, was a common one for her people. The method
just took her a little by surprise.


After finishing the tray of food,
with only a little help from Hilda, he got himself up and staggered toward the
bathroom. The door opened and someone came in as he undressed to get in the
shower. He figured it would be Hilda, since she hadn't gone to work yet, or
possibly Merri – though given the size difference he didn't know if she'd have
been much help, if he fell or something, but he felt all right, if a little
tired still.


It turned out to be Betty. She
explained that Hilda thought she'd be too big for the shower here and Merri had
something baking that she didn't want to leave, lest it not come out perfectly.


She stripped and got in the shower
with him, but then just stood back and let him do his own cleaning without
interruption for a while. She did use a wash cloth on his back since, as her Shadow
pointed out, no one can get their own back, not really.


He felt a bit amazed that she had
managed to be so... professional during the whole thing and mentioned it to
her. Not that he expected her to attack him or anything, but she stayed
detached, even on the deeper level, which he found impressive.


“Yeah, well, I'm pretty sure Claire
would be upset with me if I tried to seduce you. Vampires may not be very into
sex on the whole, but they can get jealous like anyone else at times. It takes
a while to get used to what they'll flip out about and what they'll just shrug
at. It can be weird too. I mean, if you wanted to have sex with me, you could
probably do it in front of Claire and she'd be fine with it, not even
batting an eye type of thing. If I tried to get you to sleep with me
though, that would be... different.”


She filled him in a little on
Vampires in general while she helped him dress, being very careful not to give
away much about Claire specifically. As her Human servant, she had to protect
her from everything, even the others around them. Even her friends.


Vampires, she told him, weren't
alive, but were actually Human beings with another entity inside of them giving
them the semblance of life. In return they had to feed these beings blood in
tribute. That's the way the old ones said it, at least. There also seemed to be
a clear energy relationship, of course. The blood had to be Human and had to be
fresh or it didn't work for them.


“The idea of the seductive Vampire is
true enough, but people have parts of it wrong. Vampires don't want sex.
Ever. They can perform and even do it well, but it's used to bind people to
them, in trade for blood or to establish dominance. Almost a prison kind of
thing, or like ancient Rome, you know. I can make you do this and you can't
stop me, so I'm in charge? Luckily Claire doesn't play things that way. I mean,
she suggested I have sex with Troy. It wasn't an order though, she just
said it might prevent some problems. She almost sent me away after what
happened, with me freaking out like that, but Val stepped in and smoothed
things over somehow...”


As they stepped out of the room, Troy
stood there waiting to use the bathroom. His Shadow self turned all the way
around and asked what had been going on, causing Betty's response of, Nothing.
It's not your concern.


Zack realized some tension still
remained there. Wondering if he needed to do something about it, but didn't
have an easy answer, so the issue got put on the back burner. Maybe Claire
would know what to do about it, if anything needed to be done at all?


He'd put on some comfortable sweats
that sat on the counter of the bathroom, with those funny shorts that stretched
as underwear. They felt okay though, so he wore them.


He settled on the couch, at a loss as
to what to do. Troy came out and looked at him then picked up the remote and
said, “That's right, you haven't seen yet! What with everything and how busy
you've been.” Pushing a button made the big screen television turn on.


“Ta-da! Cable! We even have the big
package, so there are movies and music, pay per view, everything. If you want
video games, the new console, top of the line, is over there. Just hit this
button to switch to games.”


He showed him where the games were
and how to switch back and forth.


Then he fired up a new game, one Zack
had never seen, with very realistic graphics and a plot of sorts, that you
followed as you played.


Merri brought a tray of pastries,
cinnamon rolls with thick frosting, for Troy and himself to eat while they
played. She looked at the screen in wonder.


“Where does the black mirror show? Or
is it a window?” She walked up to it, blocking the screen. Troy protested, then
hit pause. She stepped back in shock.


“Are you a wizard then, or Mage, to
have frozen these beings in time?”


Zack explained the basic idea of
computers, television and radio, since he figured she should know all of those
things for what they were, being bound to run into them sooner or later here.
Nodding as he spoke, her inner self told him that the idea seemed shaky to her.
How could she see something that didn't exist, after all? Still the radiant
part of her agreed that it looked interesting, even if she wasn't certain the
'black mirror' didn't show another place.


Troy saved the current game and fired
up a new one, handing her the controls. They spent about an hour teaching her
to work the controls and game. She seemed enraptured with the whole thing.
Sniffing the air suddenly, she jumped up, leaving Troy to save her game as she
rushed back to the kitchen.


 More cinnamon rolls and some juice
came out quickly, on trays for them. Red hair bobbed as she apologized
profusely for not bringing fresh food, or something more savory, after the
sweets earlier. Merri looked down at the floor, as if waiting for some kind of
punishment for her lapse.


Troy looked at her in shock. Zack
just turned and kissed her gently on the cheek and told her that she really
didn't have to provide a dozen fresh and new meals for him a day, even if he
had to eat more right now. Sandwiches and stuff would be fine, he assured her.
For that matter he could get his own, though that meant pretty simple foods as
he couldn't really cook. He could just open a can of something or make peanut
butter and jelly.


The small woman wouldn't hear of that
though and actually seemed scandalized, as if he'd suggested they make extra
money by selling the other women on the street or in particularly seedy back
alleys.


Hilda, he found, had taken off for
work, driving away in her big truck while he'd showered with Betty. Which he
understood, but would have liked better if she could have stayed.


Betty had disappeared, apparently to
catch some sleep. Troy went to bed himself, explaining that he had to help set
up the new bar arrangement at the club later that night. He threw off a peace
hand sign, fingers spread, as he walked into his room, not looking back, though
his Shadow told Zack that this should seem cool, as if he didn't care about the
world, even though he did.


He played games for a while and
started to feel a little lonely, even though Merri worked in the next room,
having taken time off of work to stay with him.


The doorbell rang at about noon. 


When Merri opened the door, Libby the
bat-girl stood there holding magazines, and a box of chocolates.


“All right, I didn't know what to
bring you, so food and reading material. I 'd have brought porn, but you know,
I figured you'd be out in the living room most of the time. That could
get awkward...” The smile she gave him showed how funny that sounded in her own
mind.


To him it just made sense.


Merri let her in and had her sit on
the sofa while going to grab some refreshments.


Not trying to be subtle, Libby sat
next to Zack. So close that her leg brushed up against his and immediately put
her arms around him squeezing him gently as if afraid of breaking him.


“Everyone was so worried about you!
Nessa actually cried when we all thought you'd die. Anyway, I came to keep you
company, if you want. Oooh, video games, can I play?”


Merri came in with what looked like
small pot pies filled with a vegetable stew. As with everything she made, they
were excellent. She looked at how Libby pressed against his side and kept
finding excuses to touch him, even while the other woman watched.


“That one likes you...”


Libby looked up at her, a little
guiltily.


“Are you thinking of applying to be a
concubine then, or another wife? You'd have to be vetted by the others of
course, and it would be best if things were to settle a little before you
applied, but you seem an affable sort.” Saying that with a friendly voice, the
small woman turned and left for the kitchen again.


Zack turned to Libby, her freckled
face and slightly flattened nose inches from his own. Her grin proved itself to
be infectious and they both laughed.


“I think I have the picture now.”
Libby snuggled in a little next to him. “They want me, for my well known flying
insect control abilities! Now if you can just find a Were-Anteater, you'll be
totally protected... Well, Nessa will have to come over to take care of the
mice... but that could be her contribution to things, right? ”


The front door opened and Valerie
came in, holding a manila envelope in her left hand.


“Okay, this looks cozy, mind if I
join in?” Without waiting for an answer she settled in on the other side of
Zack, also pressing up against him slightly, so that he found himself trapped.


She opened the envelope and took out
a small packet of papers and a pen. Then the alluring seductress... asked him
to sign in several places, and signed and dated some other lines herself.


“Merri! Come here for a moment
please?” Val called out softly, only a small bit of seduction in her voice,
though more poured out of her and into Zack sitting next to her.


When she came in, carrying a plate
with various tiny cakes on it, Valerie told her that they could make the
renovations she wanted now, since they bought the house.


“Our first home!” The tiny woman
climbed over Val and sat on his lap. He found himself hugged and kissed on all
sides suddenly. After about two minutes of this, Merri looked at Libby who just
shrugged.


“Hey, everyone else was doing it, I
just didn't want to be left out.”


Since the succubus had started to
send out very strong signals and the gentle hugs had started to turn more
serious, from all the women, Zack decided to calm things down a bit.


A look at Val reminded her to reign
in her power, and Libby pulled away when he asked for particulars about the
purchase.


“Well, it's not a wonderful area, but
the price was reasonable. We made an offer and it was picked up, since the bank
owned the property anyway, on paper, and the person buying it really didn't
want to bother with it any more. We need to get a bigger place, but this will
do for now. After all, most of the people living here don't actually sleep,
which really saves room. Still, I for one would like a little more closet
space.”


The Bat girl laughed, then told them
about how she had to share an apartment with Keeber, the bear from work.


“No, Keeber isn't his real name, but
when a bear asks you to please not call him Eustace, you do it. He's nice, but
the place is tiny and gets rough if he changes. He's not tied to the moon
though, neither am I, not like Brian and Nessa. So he can pick his time and go
somewhere to change. Since my form is so small and can easily head out at
night, I can live pretty much anywhere. Just another reason why Bats are so
cool.” She grinned.


Merri went to the kitchen and came
back with another plate full of tiny cakes, which she passed around, to Zack
first, then Val, and then Libby, even though this order didn't make sense to
him.


Libby saw his look and explained it
to him.


“It's because you were poisoned and
they want to set my mind at ease. As the dominant here, the master of
the house, you eat first, showing that the food is safe, then Val who's
probably the second in command right now, since the others are out. Then me,
being the guest, so that I have a choice as to what I want, then Merri, showing
that they're all safe. Weres have a similar tradition. Not that I'm worried,
you folks are my peeps. If I can't trust you then I'm in real trouble.”


Merri picked up a small cake and ate
it.


Libby announced that she needed to
get to work and took off around three in the afternoon. It had, he realized,
been fun. The Bat girl had a lot of energy and life to her and always managed
to be lively, even if the topic turned grim. That she didn't have the looks of
Val, Hilda, or Merri, or even Claire, who managed stately cuteness rather than
traditional good looks, actually won her some points with Zack. He knew that he
liked her for her, not just some deep-seated instinct driving him to the
prettiest one.


He also noted that in any kind of
normal situation Libby would be the only woman out of all the ones he knew that
no one would look at him funny for walking next to on the street, wondering how
rich he had to be to get her to be with him.


Really, while the money came after
his rare ability in their minds, in many ways this probably was a valid
question. Would any of these women even know him in more than a passing fashion
if not for that?


Val thought for a second and pointed
out a few flaws in his reasoning after he mentioned all of that.


“First, I'm Alede. So, yes, I'd have
eventually noticed you. Oh, true, it would have been for casual sex rather than
something deeper, but this situation just let me get to know you. I mean,
really, I haven't even gotten to second base with you yet. How rare is it for
someone like me to hang around if no sex is being offered?” Leaning into him,
she kissed his cheek softly.


“Second, both Claire and Hilda
took notice of you before anyone even knew you could walk a line at all.
Granted Hilda probably doesn't think you're all that great looking, being
incredibly short, scrawny, and hair free for her standard of male beauty.
Claire though, she comes from a different time. You have clear skin and good
teeth, a good job and no strong penchant to beat women, so you're about her
perfect man. I'll grant you that I don't know about Lisa. I mean, she mainly
likes women, but she liked you well enough to hire you...”


For some reason this made him feel
better, even though he didn't have any real hold on anyone, so it would be a
moot point. Could he even claim to be dating any of them?


Val thought about this for a moment.


“Do you want to? I mean, at
work people are getting jealous of me because of you. A relationship that isn't
ruled by possession or jealousy? That's special. I know that the Vampire
community around here has basically decided that you and Claire are together.
That's the only reason you haven't been courted by other Vampires, you know.
You're married to Merri... I mean, yes, it's a different land and different
rules, but if you got married in Mexico, would you still be married here? Of
course you would. Trust me, as a succubus you learn marriage and relationship
rules.”


Her hand touched his arm lightly, she
didn't bother blocking all of her natural allure.


“Now, Hilda, that's different. You
went before a big chunk of her tribe's leaders and declared that, just because
you were her friend, there was no debt for saving her brother. Even though you
risked your own life to do it. Regardless of the fact that you didn't know him
at all... They don't have dating, much less marriage. Friendship is as close as
they come. Even for a friend to give back all that wealth, well, we don't have
anything comparable, just assume that when you go there next that no one will
hit on her without checking with you first.”


The topic shifted a little, until she
mentioned that Norris had contemplated taking a crack at him too. He would, she
assured him, turn into a woman first – Nora – so that wouldn't be a problem,
since Zack seemed to like women for sex. Being a prude like he was, and
probably a little narrow minded.


“He can turn into a woman?” He
blurted a little loudly. Zack hadn't realized that the man was a shape shifter
from his Shadow. He always just seemed to be himself inside.


Her Shadow reacted to that one, I
can change too, is that bad? Should I lie to you? What do I do?


Zack fixed this by simply saying what
he'd been thinking, that he'd missed shape changing abilities in Norris and in
her, if she had them, on both levels so she'd know he meant it.


“Oh, sure... I was 'Voite' for a
whole summer once. Even for an Incubus it takes a bit more work to get laid
than for a woman. I can't imagine how frustrating it must be for regular guys.
Norris would probably have picked being a woman too, but we need the gender
ratio for the store. Too many women on staff and the clientele will drop off,
too many men and husbands start to get suspicious. At least enough of our
clients have low self esteem that it isn't too hard for him to get a
date there.”


She pointed out how some Alede just
passed back and forth at whim, while others picked one form and stuck with it
all the time. Generally they didn't mention this to Humans though, because of
homophobia. As far as the Alede were concerned, if you were a man at the
moment, you were a man, and a woman a woman. Not that such things really mattered
to the vast majority of them. When you harvested sexual energy to survive you
learned not to quibble overly about exactly who it came from.


Val ran back to work, hoping to get
there before the evening festivities started. Hilda had plans, and it sounded
like something she didn't want to miss.


A nagging feeling that he should be
doing something, instead of sitting around came over Zack. Qi-gong – energy
work – occupied him for a while, then he decided he should practice some of his
other tricks. Turning his focus inward he wrapped his soul, that inner most
part that made him unique, inside of his Shadow, driving it into a tight black
ball, that he then buried deep within himself. He tried to reach the deepest
point possible, seeking to touch the void itself if he could.


Nikki came out of Troy's room, where
apparently Troy still slept, and walked past him without noticing his presence.


He held it, seeing how long he could
keep this kind of focus going.


Claire came in, walked to the
bedroom, then the kitchen, asking Merri where he'd gone.


Merri came to the living room, wiping
her hands on a cloth.


“There he is, you must have missed
him the first time somehow...” She finished wiping her hands and patted him on
the shoulder.


“Merri, there's nothing there.
Quickly, check the house, there may be treachery here. Zack!”


Relaxing his hold on his Shadow a
bit, but not completely, he noticed that his energy circulation had stopped. He
tried to start the pattern again, taking in part of the energy of reality as he
had been taught, running it through his body out and around again, this time
though, everything went black for just a moment.


Then everything changed and he stood
in his living room again. Claire actually jumped and almost hit him before she
realized who stood there.


“What... Are you all right?” Hugging
him hard before releasing him.


“Did you go somewhere or... hide
yourself?”


He explained the technique he'd been
taught to help him hide from Demons by Big Shadow. How he'd inadvertently
hidden from Keane, Nikki, and now her. 


“I could see you the whole time
though... Claire asked where you were and I could see you normally...”


They all thought about it for a
while, Claire finally suggesting that the mechanism that allows Vampires to
exist may be similar to the one that allows a Demon to take over a Human body
and use it. Perhaps he could disrupt something in that kind of bond? They'd
have to check it out, perhaps trying it on a mix of observers, to see if it
really worked that way.


“Not right now though. Hilda said she
had a surprise for us. I think we're staying in however. She wants to wait
until Troy leaves for work though.”


Claire hugged him again and went to
check on Nikki and Betty, who apparently were both in the basement.


Hilda, arriving shortly after Troy
had left, turned the lights off and turned the television on before saying
anything.


“Behold! We shall be regaled with the
tale of Luke, a farm boy from long ago, who helped to destroy an evil and
corrupt empire! Troy showed me how to run the machine and order the disks. We
shall learn many lessons he said, from the adventures of Luke.”


The Trolleinkein didn't have a solid
concept of fiction, Zack discovered. They waited for Val and ate dinner with
the lights out, watching all of the 'Tales of Luke', no one having the heart to
tell her that the story had never happened. Given her reactions and what she
said earlier, he didn't really know if Merri got the idea of fiction either.


Both of their Shadow selves, the
giant form of Hilda and the beautiful glowing one of Merri, kept commenting
back and forth about how brave he must have been to face the powerful beings
arrayed against him, when he so clearly had no real skill or talent for it.


Claire sat next to him, holding his
hand, cold fingers locked between his.


Her Shadow whispered to him as they
sat watching the films.


I love you.


 


 


 












Chapter twenty-four





 


Zack got up and went to work the next
morning. While he expected some suggestions that he rest more, his argument
that showing weakness may invite further attack, at least possibly, actually
won over everyone but Val. She didn't argue much, just kissed him meaningfully,
packing in a near full dose of her personal appeal, and suggested more
seductively than he'd ever seen anyone do anything that they stay in, instead.


It took all of his ability to ignore
his body's reaction and break away from her embrace. His biology didn't want to
listen to his head, so he headed out quickly. The others followed him, since it
was easier than driving, and he ushered them through the shortcut.


Lisa had canceled all travel for the
day, on account of nearly dead, her Shadow let him know, and looked positively
shocked when he walked in.


“Well, it's not my day off, after
all.” He reminded her, giving her a warm smile to help reassure her. Taking a
few moments to soothe her on the Shadow level got her to smile back at him.


She made some calls and by ten people
started coming in. Most of them wanted to go to Lesser Shia and be picked up
later in the day. Lisa had come up with a kind of package deal for that
destination. A round trip for fifteen thousand gold. They had people from
around the world booking passage, even if it meant traveling around the globe
to get to Underwood first, then waiting in local hotels until a position opened
up.


“It's the place everyone wants
to go sometime, if they can. It's legendary.”


Zack thought for a bit, then shrugged.
"You know, I could work from other Nodes easily enough. If a group of
people got together, all going to the same place, I could just go to someplace
nearer them and take them there. Then people could stay longer, and not have to
do as much travel. Call it a group of ten at once, and we could lower the price
to five thousand gold or whatever?" It made sense to him at any rate. True
they could probably charge more for it, but what kind of a deal was
that? After all, he was pretty certain that they'd bought his house for less
than five thousand gold. Stopping to think about that and doing some basic math
he nearly blanched. That was... over a quarter billion dollars. Yes,
there were exchange rates involved, but he hadn't realized that before really.


Luckily Lisa distracted him.


“I'd go, if I could.” Lisa looked
wistfully past him, at her friend the wall. “I've dreamed of it since I was
little. Finding new things that no one here has ever seen, haggling with people
that we don't even have descriptions of. You hire translators when you go,
they're said to be the best anywhere.”


Zack shrugged and told her that she had
passage, and wouldn't even have to spend any money on it, obviously. After
considering it for a bit he told her she probably should go and check
things out, find some hotels or whatever they offered there, maybe make some
contacts so that people that wanted to stay could find their way around easily.


“Maybe if you go with some friends? I
don't know if any of the others would want to go or not, but asking them
wouldn't hurt. If we keep the schedule light and the phones off, then it should
be fine. It will be a bit though, I need to get my feet under me again.”


Her worried look told him a lot, and
her Shadow wondered if she should send him home to rest.


“By the way, so far at least, while I
can't claim the poison had no effect, the big problems seem physical. Tremors
in my hands, and I feel a bit heavy. Honestly, I feel best when I'm in the
void, as strange as that may sound. I promise, if I get too tired or stressed,
I'll let you know. What I meant about getting my feet under me is that I don't
think I can do your job yet. That will take a bit to figure out.” Shadow
Zack tried hard to project this idea to her.


She smiled.


The rest of the day went smoothly,
the tempo slower than before, giving him about sixty trips in all. He found
that he honestly did feel better in those brief moments when he sat in the
void. Hilda brought in a tray of snacks for him at ten and then brought lunch
at almost noon exactly. This turned out to be a large box of fried things and a
giant chocolate milkshake from the burger place, in a cup larger than he'd ever
seen one come in before. It went unfinished, his stomach just couldn't take it
all in, though it tasted delicious.


At five feeling a little bored even
with all the people he was meeting, Zack went to see Claire, who seemed
worried, but didn't say why. Her Shadow politely mentioned Forest, the Vampire
that had tried to kill Vaun and almost got Zack in the bargain. Apparently he'd
been doing something in their area. Though no one knew exactly what yet. Rumors
had begun to surface with her name involved which made the Vampire Ambassador
worry a little.


He kissed her on the cheek.


“Be careful. That guy's mind doesn't
seem to work right. So be ready for the unexpected from him. I mean, not too
unexpected, he won't attack with pies, or mimes, but you know what I mean.”


Claire nodded at him, so seriously he
thought she might be joking for a moment.


"I will. You as well. When one
thing goes wrong, many others often follow." It sounded strange. Flat, but
also wise, which didn't fit her look at the moment.


At the food court, Merri couldn't
come out, since she'd found herself running the Italian Place by herself. Not
that she wasn't up to the task, but it seemed that Glen was promoting her, a
little. Even though he thought of her like a child still, he was giving her
real responsibility. She just beamed with it and worked in the back of the
other kitchen, popping out every few minutes to see if anyone waited for her
creations. 


Some of the others had been called
away, suddenly. Luckily she'd worked that area before and knew all the right
recipes. She told him that she couldn't get away until late though. Val had
offered her a ride in her automobile, she informed him, so that he wouldn't
have to come back for her.


“Well, you know how to call if you
need me. I should be going home soon...”


Xan, hearing this, loaded Zack up
with food for himself, Troy, Betty, and Hilda. Hilda stood in the door to the
Gym when he got there, talking to Merle and one of the other men. He couldn't
understand them on the surface, though he got almost instant translation on the
deeper level.


Hilda didn't feel comfortable leaving
some of the men behind on the seventeenth. Merle however said that they
couldn't leave the Gym unattended by treaty, so someone had to stay. The other
man said that it would be a great joy to return for a visit, however this gift
already stressed the bounds of friendship, so they should not bother 'The
Little Chief' about it.


Apparently he was royalty now? Good
to know. The name probably meant they thought he was being bossy or pushy
though, which wasn't a thing he associated with himself.


“Hi, Hilda, are you ready? Xan got
dinner for us, great guy... Oh! Say, Merle, I've been meaning to ask you, when
would be a good time to schedule the trip for the other men? It can be as early
as the eighteenth, though we can stagger it if need be so it doesn't disrupt
the work schedules and all...”


The three Trolleinkein stopped. They
didn't even seem to breathe for a beat. Then, slowly, Merle asked him to say
that again. Zack did, explaining that he knew they couldn't all go at once and
had meant to clear the issue with him, though what with one thing and another
it had slipped his mind.


“Ah, you mean the part of things
where you did the impossible to help people far away, and nearly died of
neurotoxin put in a drink, enough to kill the strongest of us? Yes, I've found
almost dying to be distracting myself, from time to time. You're too kind
though, the gift you have already offered is, I have not the words...”


Feeling very small, given the company
that loomed around him, Zack said, “Well, that's good... if you can't find the
words you can't bother refusing. Let's say the nineteenth then? Let me know if
that needs to change.” Grabbing Hilda by the hand he pulled her along, saying
just loud enough for Merle to hear, “Hurry, or else he'll be trying to refuse
all night!”


The beauty beside him laughed and
scampered off with him in mock flight. After a few steps they both nodded to
Merle and started walking normally. From behind them he could hear the big man
chuckle a little. It resonated in the rather bare hallway of the place.


As they walked to the other end of
the mall, his preferred exit, he noticed the woman he'd seen before stood
watching Valerie through the window of the store. He steered toward her enough
to see her Shadow which growled and raged. Angrily. You'll be mine, bitch.
I'll make you beg to lick my ass!


It looked Human, but like an insane
man, not a lady at all. Taller than she was by a good half foot, and thin,
rather than slightly big boned.


Turning to Hilda he looked at the
other woman, indicating her with a head nod. Zack projected a sense of urgency
on the deeper level, trying to communicate how important this may be. As he
watched the woman for a moment, her Shadow kept spewing this kind of hate,
staring daggers at Valerie the whole time. If this was a jealous lover,
then something had gone very wrong at some point. What else it could be was
baffling however. Val was too sexy, true enough, but most people didn't hate
others for that. Not really.


“Watch her, and follow her if she
leaves. Be careful. Just Human I think, but not right mentally... I don't think
she's armed, but I could have missed something.” Hilda nodded and walked away
from him, floating closer to where the woman stood, watching. Ignoring the
world around her.


For his part, Zack just strolled into
the store where Val worked. She'd stopped to help someone about to make a huge
fashion mistake it seemed, and couldn't be bothered for a while.


He found Norris instead and signaled
to him with a small wave, his back to the front glass of the place.


"Do you know the woman out in the
hall that's staring at Valerie?"


The Incubus glanced out to look, his
inner self ready to search for a while, but both of him found her instantly.
She wasn't really being subtle, or amorous in her attentions.


"I do not. She seems...
Memorable, in an attitude sense, doesn't she. Why? Are you protecting your wife
from ardent suitors?" That actually made the man seem slightly worried,
until Zack shook his head a bit.


“Well, she's standing there thinking
things like, 'Bitch, I'll fuck you until you can't walk' and 'you'll be lucky
if I let you drink my pee' This is the second time I've seen her, and both
times her Shadow self has been saying things that seem... wrong. Like they
don't fit. That part of us tends to be very literal, so I thought I'd check
things out. I mean, I know some people like that kind of thing in a sex way,
but she isn't coming across that way.” It would be nice to short circuit the
ten minutes of Norris trying to explain to him that Val needed to have a lot of
lovers and friends. He got it. She was a succubus. It was part of the package,
and honestly didn't bother him all that much.


The good looking man in front of him
looked at the woman over Zack's shoulder. Reaching out he fixed the front of
Zack's shirt, and pretended to be brushing lint off. No sense of sex came from
it though, which was nice. Refreshing actually. Then casually Norris stared a
little closer at her. For a long time before speaking.


“Well, dark brown roots, so she
lightens her hair, lots of make-up, not that smooth a job... Could be... I need
a closer look... Wait here.” There was real urgency in the words, as the man
quickly walked away.


The line he took to the dressing
booths avoided being visible from the woman's position. He grabbed something on
the way in.


A few minutes later a woman came out.
An incredibly hot one. She had dark brown hair and big brown eyes, one of those
naturally attractive women that other women said mean things about when they
left the room. Not all that tall, five-five or so, wearing a skirt that didn't
quite fit, and a plain blouse tied off at the middle.


She walked over to Zack, padding bare
foot.


“Nora?”


She nodded and her Shadow self said, quick!


“I'm going in for a closer look. One
minute.” She padded out of the store, giving a sign to Patty that he didn't
recognize, though the communication on a deeper level signaled,
'danger-unknown'. The manager nodded and gently moved everyone else back, away
from the front of the store. Even the Human customers, which was good to see.
It would be too easy for someone like her to think of them as only food, after
a while. That she didn't seem to was a sign that these people might just be a
bit nicer than he thought.


Nora walked closer to the strange
woman, looked shocked after a second and turned to come back into the store.


“That's her.” The brunette spoke
softly into his ear, as if sharing something naughty, voice nearly a hiss.


“Her?” Zack asked, equally soft.


“Yes, the man that poisoned Charli at
the club, that's her! We need to catch her without violating the
treaty...”


Not understanding all of this, except
that violence would be bad, he decided to try something he never had before on
such an extreme level. Zack had some tricks after all. If he could ramp the power
up just a bit, the one he was thinking of might just work. After all, Vampires
did it all the time, didn't they?


He walked up to the woman, talking to
her on the Shadow level,


You want to relax and stay relaxed,
that's what will work best, you'll go with me and do what I say, because that
will help you most, do you understand? It's really for the best... Go ahead and
relax now...


Then, when she had been lulled into a
relaxed state, he expanded his Shadow form, into a huge, angry looking creature
much like a Vampire's Shadow, only much bigger and on that level screamed at
her as hard as could be managed without actually bending space. DO IT. DO IT
NOW!


At the same time he spoke to her, his
words polite and almost playful. “Won't you come with me? We have someplace
interesting to go... It will be fun.” Zack took her arm and started walking.


She pulled against him slightly, so
he repeated the command on the deep level. After that, crazy or not, the woman
followed him without question.


He could feel Hilda, Nora, and Patty
walking behind him, a short time later Val followed.


Not knowing what else to do, he
walked her past the frozen yogurt place. Keane saw the parade and picked up the
phone, possibly being signaled by someone behind him. Zack looked at him, then
at the woman several times, trying to convey meaning.


In the parking lot he waited with her
by the shortcut. Hilda took the woman in a hold that simply would not be
broken, not by anyone with less than super Human strength at least, though it
didn't harm her at all. Then he took them through to the house.


He stepped back and did the same with
Val and Patty. Nora went through after that, without much hesitation, even
though she hadn't done this before. Once inside Hilda called out for Betty and
Nikki, her voice bellowing their names.


They got Troy too. Bellowing was good
that way, getting all the people to pay attention fast. It always worked on him
anyway, Zack realized.


Nikki tilted her head, which looked a
bit slow and contrived, but got the idea quickly enough. A woman being held by
a Trolleikein like that probably wasn't one of their friends.


 "We should take this prisoner
to the basement." She pointed at the others, even though they all knew the
way, and whispered to Zack on the way by. "We really don't want to trouble
the good police force of this town, if we can help it. It's better to be
underground if she starts screaming. It will muffle things a lot." There
was a look to go with it, one that was suddenly professional and a lot more
experienced than Zack thought was proper, coming from a cute woman in regards
to another one in a situation like they were in.


The whole basement looked vastly
different than Zack remembered it. There were several rooms now for instance, instead
of a single cobweb filled expanse. Entering one of them, a room with no
windows, Nikki got some rope and carefully tied the captive to a chair. She
struggled a little bit, so Zack ordered her to sit still and relax. A little
more firmly this time. She did. It was so instant that everyone noticed it.


“Compulsion?” Nikki said, though she
didn't expand on the idea.


Not knowing exactly what to do next,
he handed the telling of the story over to Nora.


She covered in brief what had
happened to Charli, which was a known tale, at least in part. How they
interrupted the guy who drugged her and planned to rape her – and possibly
worse – when he got her alone.


“Keane and I were left with him to
handle things. Keane wanted to simply kill him, but I thought that changing him
into a woman would open his eyes to what he'd been doing, maybe give him a new
perspective or at least a chance to let his sex drive settle a bit. I swear, it
works more often than you'd think, once people can see the other side clearly.
Keane did that thing, Vampire mind control...”


Nikki broke in, repeating herself. “Compulsion.”


“Right, compulsion. The idea had been
to confuse him enough that he'd actually need time to rebound after the psychic
shock of waking up as a woman. It doesn't seem to have worked.”


“Wait, this woman here, she used to
be a man? A man that you turned into a woman as punishment for trying to rape
Charli, little Charli from the club? From my club?” Troy crossed his
arms and stood in front of Nora.


The brunette stared at him and
nodded. Nora kept a lid on her powers just as tightly as Norris did, so the
young man managed to keep his mind on topic.


“And a Vampire, who's my regional
manager at the bar, mind fucked him/her so that she'd be able to, I don't know,
reflect on her past and go and sin no more or something?” Troy turned to look
at Zack for confirmation. “But something went wrong? What? Is this guy, or
whatever, woman, too stupid to stay brainwashed? Or too crazy? Was it done
wrong?”


A deep male voice came from the doorway.
“No, I swear she was truly compelled. Her mind must be corrupted somehow to
continue in the old pattern this fast... Oh, eventually, a month later, or
two... But I wasn't gentle with her, this should have been effective for some
time.”


Walking into the room, Keane assessed
the situation.


“I'm surprised that someone so insane
is within your abilities to control Nikki. Impressive. I'm not sure I could
have done as well, given everything that's happened...”


Nikki held up her hands as if warding
off the idea. Instead of speaking she just shook her head and pointed at Zack.


“Oh? I see then. Well... What do you
all think we should do with her?” Keane scanned the room.


Hilda, Keane, Nikki, and Troy
suggested that death seemed a reasonable answer, if they couldn't fix
things for good. The Alede agreed, but with a lot of reluctance. They liked to
handle situations without violence if possible, but they didn't want Val to be
hurt later because they failed to act now, either.


They decided to call in some help
before killing her, just in case the woman's mind could be fixed. Keane
put in the call, which turned out to be to Lisa. He mentioned the situation and
asked if any of her people that had expertise in the area might be available.


Once the phone was put away in his
pocket, he told the room that someone would be there within the hour, knowing
that not everyone could hear what had been said over the phone clearly.


Nora moved off to tease Troy about
not recognizing her, even though she came into the club and ordered from him at
least once a week. Patty hugged Val, who seemed to need it, with Hilda
holding herself off at a distance from them. Keane talked to Nikki and made
periodic phone calls.


Zack looked at the time. Nearly seven.
Still hours before someone had to get Merri from work.


“Val, what time are you supposed to
pick up Merri? She told me you offered her a ride, but didn't say when...” Val
looked puzzled for a moment, her Shadow blurting out, The secret! Don't tell
him.


“Oh, I'll be picking her up at about
nine, but it could be as late as midnight. She has to wait for the next shift
to arrive and there's no hard and fast plan. Something came up for the Alfric,
I guess? They didn't elect to tell me what, either.”


Patty told her that they could handle
this, meaning the situation with their captive, so not to worry about being
there in time.


“Just go when you need to. We have
enough people here to handle things without it being too large of a problem.”


Claire showed up about eight with
George Penbroke in tow. He shook everyone's hand in the living room, except
Hilda, who'd stayed downstairs to guard the woman, even though she hadn't tried
to struggle. Not yet at least. Zack didn't know how long what he did to her
might hold.


“I spoke with Miss Hawthorn on the
way over and we both agree that we need to run a simple battery of
examinations. Test for outside control, possession, and so forth. Then, if
those turn up negative, we move to testing for insanity. If the young lady's insane,
we'll see if anyone or anything can fix it. Other than that, I'll leave things
in your hands.” The Mage who looked like a lawyer addressed this last directly toward
Claire.


Claire, took charge then, leading
George down. Everyone else she asked to stay upstairs unless summoned. It
sounded calm, but a bit bossy. There might be a reason for it, so they all did
it.


About half an hour later, Val, Keane,
and Zack were asked to go down one at a time, in that order. When his turn
came, Zack simply walked into the room and stopped, as George held up a hand,
pointing a strange piece of stone about the size of two of his fingers in
thickness and seven inches long, toward Zack.


“And the last one. That's all, as far
as outside influences. Thank you, Mr. Hartley, we'll call you again if your aid
is required.”


 Dismissed, he climbed the stairs
again, noticing that he felt a bit hungry. He had the burgers from earlier, but
that seemed poor manners, eating in front of guests without offering them
something. Betty solved that problem by taking a count of who'd be eating and
heading for the kitchen. To his slight shock Patty followed her to help. She
practiced cooking as a hobby, she let him know, on her way by him.


“It's so rare that I get to cook for
more than two people at once though.” She seemed enthused by the idea, so he
didn't try to stop her. Guest or not, even her poorest efforts in the kitchen
would probably be tens of times better than his best.


As it neared nine Val took off,
without eating, getting Zack to walk her through the shortcut out front. She
had to be there to pick up Merri, she said, her Shadow mumbling about the
secret the two women shared. Zack tried to ignore this. If they had a secret,
he'd try to keep out of it. If they wanted him to know, they'd tell him. He
started to wonder what it could be, then turned him mind away from it again.


Dinner turned out well. A little
heavy on meat, but Zack managed to eat around it. Mainly. He caught a bite or
two of beef, and felt the waves of fear and pain as he swallowed, not wanting
to spit the food out at the table. Sometimes it amazed him that other people
could eat meat and not notice this, how the Shadows of the animals still
existed in the flesh...


When they were done he and Troy did
the dishes. It seemed fair to both men, since they hadn't cooked anything.


“Do you think... that we'll really
have to kill her?” Troy dried a plate and placed it on the wooden rack next to
the sink.


“I didn't say anything downstairs,
but I think we should kill her. The things she'd planned for Val, well,
they weren't nice. She isn't just someone angry over what's happened to her,
she really enjoys hurting others, even when there's no point. That she couldn't
stop, even when her world turned inside out, not even for a few weeks... I
don't think we can fix that long term. Maybe someone else has some ideas, but I
don't. We can't let her go, and we can't keep her. There's a no pets rule here.
No insane ones anyway.”


Claire and George came up the stairs
as they finished drying the last of the dishes.


“Thank you, George, we'll handle
things from this point on. Funds have, I believe, already been transferred, but
please let me know if there's any problem. We appreciate your aid in this.
We'll at least know that we've done what we could, given the situation.”


When he left, no one spoke for a
while. Finally Claire told them that the woman, 'Rich' was the only name she'd
give, could not be helped by any reasonable means. Therefore she'd be killed.
No show of hands this time, no discussion, just an announcement.


Zack understood, since he had a
running monologue from Claire about the whole thing. She did it this way so
that no one else would feel responsible for what happened later on. So that
they could always point at her later and say 'she did it, not me'.


“Do you need me to take her
somewhere?” Zack asked, looking into Claire's eyes without blinking. They'd
turned from brown to a slightly reddish brown, nowhere near fully turned, just
a hint of her inner beast peeking out at the prospect of a bloody death.


She shook her head and melted a
little, relaxing, realizing that he wouldn't be making a fuss about what had to
be done.


“I have a car and some people coming.
The body won't exist by daylight.”


Later, when he climbed in bed, she
came with him, her cool body pressed against his, her arms wrapped around him.


She didn't cry about what had to be
done.


She didn't let go all night, either.












Chapter twenty-five





 


The seventeenth came in a rush.
Things had been busy the day before, but they all knew what was coming the next
day. The five giant men that had pounded him on the back had reminded him.
Often. 


Hilda could barely contain herself,
waking Zack up early, like a kid on Christmas morning. Of course, considering
that not getting up meant trying to sleep with a 280 pound power lifter
bouncing up and down on his chest, he felt his real options to be somewhat
limited. His bladder unable to take the strain forced him to get up and head to
the bathroom, which Hilda took as signaling the start of the day.


Merri laid out a wonderful breakfast
for them, which had more food, including sweets, than usual. His weigh in the
day before had showed that he hadn't put on much since his poisoning, where
he'd lost about fifteen pounds. He ate regularly, Hilda and Merri made sure of
that, but nothing seemed to stick for some reason.


The whole day took sixteen hours and
got him back just in time for bed. When he climbed in, Val waited for him, and
oddly for her, wearing gray sweat pants and a long sleeved shirt.


“So, with your permission, we should
begin with that 'sex stuff' we talked about a few weeks ago.” Her hand came up
to stop him from speaking.


“This will be intense, but won't take
long, unless you want it to and you won't even have to take your clothes off
tonight. All you have to do is hold my hand. Though we can do more if you
want...I'm not telling you what the limits are, you decide that, All right?”


He sat on the bed, willing and yet,
still uneasy. He liked her, of course, it being biologically impossible not to
for any Human, much less a male. It had nothing to do with desire, he had that,
even though he'd fought against it of late. He'd been with other women before,
back when there had been no solid memory of what had happened to him as a
child. So, he had memories, good memories even, of that.


Memory.


That, he knew, really held the center
of this for him. Could he have sex without those memories being brought to the
surface uncontrollably?


Val held out her hand and he took it,
giving her hand a little squeeze.


“Let's do this.” He didn't even
pretend that he sounded confident. That was good, since the shaking of his
voice would have given him away if he were trying.


“All right. I'm going to cause you to
feel pleasure. Sexual pleasure. Since it's just holding your hand, you can
control it by simply letting go if things get too intense. Try to hang on
though, as long as negative memories don't come. The pleasure itself shouldn't
be that intense, since it is only your hand that will be touching
me. Unless you want to do more, then feel free. Ready?” Her Shadow told him how
nervous she felt, not wanting to hurt him, but knowing that problems like this
didn't get better if you didn't face them, fight them and not back down from
them, if at all possible.


He nodded and felt an intense
pleasurable tickle crawling up his arm. Every nerve in his hand sunk into
pleasure, it felt... Nice. Definitely happening and not anything that triggered
badness. But then, pleasure wasn't the problem for him. Sex was.


“Good? All right, let's increase the
pleasure a bit.” This sounded very dirty and seductive suddenly.


Zack could see that though. Actively
using her powers it would be near impossible to not seem seductive. He didn't
want to think about how much effort just this cost her, holding back and doing
this instead of the...Far more, she usually did.


The pleasure doubled, it moved
further up his arm. He kept hold of her hand, it wasn't easy to do, the
pleasure virtually ripped through him.


Val asked if he could hang on and he
nodded, then felt his entire arm light up. It felt good, almost like too
much of a good thing, then it increased again. His arm started to shake,
trying to get away from the intense feelings, but he didn't let go.


She stopped and sat back.


“That's good! No bad memories at
all?” Her eyes searched his for any hint of trouble.


“No, I was pretty much focused on my
arm. That... Well, when we have sex, please don't do that to my whole body. I
don't think I could take it...”


Chuckling the Succubus said not to
worry, sex itself generally used much lower, closer to normal, levels of
pleasure. Otherwise people became addicted almost instantly. That always led to
problems, since the 'drug' could only be gotten from a specific person, as far
as the afflicted knew at least, she explained to him.


“That's all I had planned for
tonight, but since it didn't bother you at all, should we try the next step?
I'll do the same thing, about a quarter to half what I just did, but to your
stomach. It should give you an erection, but probably won't make you orgasm.
Willing to try?” Eyes closed, he nodded. The probably part of that sound like
it might make a mess, but he could change, if he had to. This was too important
for him to keep ignoring like he had been.


The whole thing was messing him up,
and on a deep level he knew that couldn't be allowed. He might only be him, but
he was also the head of a multi-billion dollar transportation network that
couldn't keep going if he collapsed one day. Worse, if he did that, little kids
might end up dying, because he didn't get people in to help them. Innocent
people that didn't even know he existed needed him to stop being what he was.
Broken on a level that left him feeling small and powerless. All the time.


She had him lay down and lifted his
shirt enough for her hand to rest on the flat of his stomach. The pleasure rose
instantly, spreading out from her hand more slowly this time, steadily
increasing. As it reached his groin he shifted a little uneasily. Though no
memories came, not at first.


As pleasure increased, he felt
himself throbbing in time to the waves of pleasure coming from her. She smiled
and increased the power level. Slowly she let her hand trail a little lower.


Suddenly, without warning, he
remembered. He'd been tied face down to a bed and men came in, speaking a
language he didn't know, he had no clothes on...


“Stop!”


After composing himself for a moment
he asked her to wait. Closing his eyes again, he let go of the memory, it tried
to come back, but he held it off, letting it go, rather than burying it. The
thing existed, but without power behind it. There, but not his master. Not
anymore.


"Okay. Try it again now."
His voice was rough, like he'd been crying already.


Which was silly, because he was going
to save that for later, when the really bad things came back.


That particular one tried to again,
as if testing his resolve, and he let it go, feeling it fade as it lost power
over him. That seemed to be the key, he realized, removing the impact of
the memory. He still had it, the knowledge of what had happened, he could go
over it in his mind, it just didn't hold emotional influence over now.


Another tried to surface, which he
dealt with in the same way. He kept going, diminishing the impact, removing the
power, soon only tiny memories tried to surface, he dealt with those too.


“Valerie, could you increase the
power for this next round?” He asked, still not wanting to, but knowing it had
to be done. As weird as it sounded, this wasn't just about him now. 


She smiled, wide eyed.


Zack swallowed, "I'm trying to
fix the memories. These things are bad, but I can remove part of them, so they
become just things, not..." He waved his arms, which moved his body,
pushing against her hand, which was still on the flat of his middle.


Val moved her hand lower, finger tips
under his waist band. Given what she'd done with his arm, he doubted she needed
to do that. Then again, he had to keep in mind exactly what the problem
entailed, in order to trigger those specific memories, it stood to reason that
he needed to go into things that wouldn't be comfortable. Not comfortable at
all. The pleasure jumped faster this time, everything centered on his groin,
thrumming, waves of pleasure...He seemed fine. Until he wasn't.


The new memory hit him hard, a bad
man, in a black suit, forcing things into his mouth. He couldn't breathe, choking,
gagging. He relaxed, taking its power. Then another came and another. First he
removed one, then let another go, each time the same bad man stood there. He
knew this man. Another memory came, so he took its power and faced the next,
then the next ten, the next hundred.


He kept fighting until these memories
had no power over him.


He opened his eyes.


“Move lower and turn up the power,
Val. I'm not stopping now... I know too much. I have to keep going.”


Her eyes grew wide at this, after a
few moments a very serious look on her face, she nodded at him.


"You're in control here. We do
what you say."


Hours passed. Val started to flag,
worn out. She called in Nora, who showed up as Norris. He started to change
when Zack said, “No, that's good. I... have to deal with homophobia too, it's
tied to some of the deep memories. I mean, I so don't want to
deal with this, but I think I have to do it now, before I chicken out. So, if
you'd help?”


Norris nodded and listened while Val
told him what the protocol they were using consisted of. Thankfully, Zack
noticed, he hadn't put his hand anywhere as near his groin as Val had near the
end. Near, being on, with her, if he remembered correctly.


When he finished, hours later, having
hit everything he could raise and made it not hurt any more, he knew that he
needed to do one more thing. He sat up first, Norris taking his hand away
quickly.


“Thanks. I need a while now, then
I'll be out. I have one more thing to deal with first.”


With a focus that would have made Big
Shadow proud, Zack dove back in to his memories. He knew that man in black. That
didn't shock him much, given his upbringing. He needed to look at this with a
new perspective, the one he had after the void, seeing Shadows, seeing within a
person, he focused and found it. There. Right there. Even in his oldest
memories he could see it.


Taking a deep breath he got up and
walked to the living room. Everyone sat there, waiting for him. Everyone. Even
Lisa had come in and brought Barbara, Beth's girlfriend. He addressed her by
name and complimented her beret. Most people can't pull that look off, on her,
the blue hat worked with her dark skin nicely and really set off her brown
eyes.


Everyone looked concerned.


“Okay... What?” They looked at him,
then each other, then him again.


Claire spoke first saying,
“Zack...You were in there for three days, plugged into every succubus that
Patricia could muster. Norris was on his fourth turn. You muttered things
occasionally, used the bathroom, drank water if we gave it to you, otherwise
you seemed to be in a deep, deep trance.”


Zack considered this. Then just
nodded a bit. It explained his sore back and extreme hunger. He had
things to say first, before seeing to that, just in case the memories faded.


“I relived most of my childhood, up
to the time of the void. As some of you know, that time may have been, a little
longer, as far as what I experienced, than the seventeen months out here it
seemed to take. I remembered it, but didn't focus on it. Anyway, I dug up
everything I could find that might be hurtful and ripped the emotional power
out of it. It took a while, longer than I thought. Then I had to check
something.”


He told them all about the man in the
black suit, how he'd organized the rape sessions, sold him to every kiddy porn
maven he could find, used him himself when he got bored. Shot him up with drugs
to keep him quiet and tractable.


“Probably not a big shock to anyone,
but it was my Father. Well, I already knew he was bad.... The thing is though,
he...” Glancing around the room, he realized he didn't know who knew what about
him. Libby had been around a lot, for instance, but he didn't think she knew
about his ability to see a person's Shadow.


“Um, okay, some of you know this
already, that I can see what being is inside sometimes? Like knowing Libby's a
bat because I literally see it. I see the Vampire inside all of you too.
Hilda's Shadow self, that's what I call it, stands nine foot tall and looks a
lot like her Mother.” Hilda chuckled so he smiled at her.


“Demons, look like black cylinders,
about as big as a family sized soup can.” This got mapped out in the air.


“They sit up and down, mainly in the
head, but down the neck as well. Obviously most people don't see this, not
consciously at least but... It's pretty distinctive if you can. Once you know
what to look for you can't miss it, even in memory.”


Troy put a hand up, like a kid in
school and asked, “Your father was a demon, or like, possessed by one? And he
did all that shit to you? Man, that's messed up!”


“Exactly, sometime after I was born
and before I turned six years old, he'd been taken by a Demon.”


Everyone went silent, and then asked
him what he needed to do. Which, when it came down to it, was getting things in
order, then going back to work as soon as he could.


After all, that was why he'd done all
of that, so he could keep going and not let anyone down too much.


The next twenty-four hours were spent
with people feeding him and asking him to space out any future deathwatches
please, as his current schedule had started to wear a bit on everyone else. He
slept, real sleep, that night and didn't have to worry about bad dreams for the
first time in weeks. As to the Demon/Dad situation they could do absolutely
nothing. Since his father had died, the Demon had probably entered another body
already. Who knew where it was or what it had been doing since?


He spent the next two weeks working
non-stop, trying to catch-up with demand a little bit, though the more he did,
the further the knowledge of the service traveled and the more his work became
in demand.


Hilda made him take an hour off each
Monday to lift weights. His strength, while not superhuman by any means, had
grown pretty well, even though he still weighed too little, having not even
returned to his previous pre-poisoned size yet.


On Wednesdays he spent an hour with
Wu-Li, who mainly showed him martial arts moves and had him practice them,
while moving energy around in different patterns of circulation. That at least
was easier than lifting heavy things.


Lisa went to Lesser Shia with Nora,
Val, Beth and Barbara. She came back the next day with a lot of leads as to
lodging and things people should do when they got there. She made a map of the
market that showed where different shops were, and how to find the translator
kiosk. 


The merchants were pleased with the
increase in business. Or so Zack had heard. He'd never been out in the place
himself yet.


A council of Lesser Shia business
owners wanted to meet with him, suggesting a secondary Node office there for
him, concentrating on a few areas people liked to come and go from. They
invited him to bring whomever he wanted to hear their proposal, too. It was
almost like they thought he was someone important, or at least hard to deal
with. Lisa scheduled it for a Thursday, though he'd started losing track of
time pretty badly. He'd noticed when the mall put up Christmas decorations,
though it caught him by surprise. 


He hurried to get some up in the
Candle shop, even though Lisa laughed at him. That got her firmly ignored.


“Holidays are important. They bring
us together, if we let them. I may not be good at being normal, but I
can try with the best of them, MORE GARLANDS!” He shouted. Everyone laughed,
including Claire across the way.


He planned on taking Christmas off and
having a tree and all that. He actually scheduled time off work early just to
get the tree and decorations with Hilda, since she'd never done Christmas
before, and had a truck. While everyone else worked, they started decorating
the house. It didn't look professional, he knew, but it did look
festive. Silver, green and red garlands ringed the room, with brightly colored
lights twinkling between them


"Say... Zack?" The giantess
smiled at him in a way that made him suspect mistletoe was about to be
produced, but that didn't happen. There was just a pause, which he was supposed
to fill with clever banter or a witty rejoinder.


"Yes?" It was the best he
had at the moment, but he managed to add a smile to the picture, which seemed
to help her relax.


"We... have a small issue. Merry
is very worried, since she doesn't have any money to buy people presents for
the holiday. No one else really understands it, but I think I do. It's... a
Cultural thing? That is how we put it, yes?" There was a shiny red
metallic garland in her hand, looking like the worlds loudest feather boa, but
it made her seem cheery even with a half serious expression on her face.


It took a bit, but her Shadow passed
the rest of the picture along before she could say anything more about it.
Merri couldn't spend the household money on presents, as that would be
wasteful and break the trust of her position as keeper of the hearth, even
though they didn't have a literal hearth. She also wouldn't take money for work
done as part of the family, of course. It left them in a bind as far as he
could tell.


He finally went to Mac, her brother
and asked him what the Alfric did.


“Oh and aye! That would be a
hard one. Father always gave mother an allowance, a few gold to spend on
ribbons and pretties if she desired. That way the dear woman didn't have to ask
for every little thing, as that could take a bite out of one's pride. Even
asking someone you love.”


He carefully didn't thank his brother
in law. He did say he'd do that. Give Merri an allowance if that made
her more comfortable. He'd gotten most of the way down the Mall when he
realized that he had internally referred to Mac as his brother in law. It was
true, but still got him to slow for a step. Somewhere in his mind, Merri was
his... wife. That meant that they all were, didn't it? It was hard to even
picture, really.


Zack knew he needed help with all
this. First he went to see Lisa and asked her to set up an account for Merri's
“allowance,” which had to come out of his funds, not the household fund.
Since they were both growing rapidly it didn't really affect him at all. He
felt certain that the difference would matter to Merri though.


He also asked Lisa to get away for
Christmas and come to his house somehow. Being that she had as important a
place as anyone in the little family group that had grown up.


“I don't sleep with you though.” She
put in, as if that might make a difference.


“I haven't actually slept with anyone
yet. Extra cuddle sessions, but no sex. I'm not that experienced, not compared
to some of them, maybe all of them. I need to study up on the subject. Maybe a
book or computer class?” She chuckled as if he had missed something, or
had done something delightful. He couldn't tell and her Shadow didn't help
much, just saying, It's right there. Neither part of her explained that
though, so he ended up just handling the paperwork and leaving. Reminding her
to come for the holiday, regardless.


The thing with his evil father being
possessed bothered him. It didn't make him like his father any better, it just
made him wonder how much of that evil had been the Demon, and how much Dad? He
had to turn away from the thought several times a day in order to keep things
flowing smoothly.


To get Christmas going in style, he
needed help, someone that knew how to get things done, understood people and
always did top notch work. Then Zack stopped for a second, thinking about how
that included just about everyone he knew. There was one person that might be
able to help, specifically, being perfectly suited for such diverse tasks.


Patty. 


She liked to cook, she had impeccable
taste, and probably knew who to hire to get things done. Being a succubus she
probably knew what kind of gifts women liked in general. Men too. She might
even have personal insight into what these people in particular might like,
given her job as Ambassador involved, in part, spying on them.


To that Christmasy end, Zack headed
over to her store and asked to see her in private. She asked Val to hold her
calls, the words coming out as a mellow and only slightly sexy soprano, and
escorted him to her office. It turned out to be large, taking up about half of
the back area. It had a good sized fainting couch, the kind with one arm that
turned into a back. It seemed larger than normal, so he asked about it.


“Indeed! I had it commissioned from a
company in Italy, they do excellent work. They didn't even blink when I asked
for it to be over-sized, and explained to them that it made having sex on it
more comfortable. In fact I think they added some extra padding. Now, what can
I help you with?”


He didn't know where to start, so he
mentioned that the holidays were coming and he could use her help, because he
knew he wasn't very good at some things yet.


She picked up a pen to start taking
notes.


“What areas specifically do you think
you need help in? Cunnilingus? Never mind, most people need help there.
Sexual technique? Positions in general? Timing and control? That one should be
easy, what with your mental skills. Anything else troubling you? Finding
the G-spot? It's real, and not all that hard to find, at least on Human women.
Alfric... Honestly I don't know about that one. I'll need to check.” Whatever
she was thinking, it all got written down, which was... Funny.


He could tell from her Shadow that
she'd been teasing him, joking in a good-natured, if in a highly sexual
fashion.


“Well, yes. I'm not very experienced
at all. Specifically though I came to get help with shopping and getting people
stuff for Christmas? I've never really done that either. But, I mean, I
keep working all the time and finding reasons not to have sex, because I'm
pretty sure I can't measure up...”


He looked down, then after a minute
tried to meet her eyes without shame. He knew who and what he was, hiding it
wouldn't help him become a better person.


“Well... I know it's not all of what
you mean, but both Valerie and Norris have mentioned that you do,
indeed, measure up, and are somewhat above average in size, but within
reasonable bounds. That's just about perfect for most women. So, one less thing
you have to worry about right? The rest is skill, including picking the right
present for someone. Yes. I think I can help you, if you really want to
learn...” She let her gaze go smoky, filled with promise. “But don't think it
will be easy! We are talking actual classes here, not an excuse to have sex or
browse in stores. To do anything less would be... sloppy.”


She suggested they start the next day
and that he keep part of it a secret.


“Tell them you're here getting sexual
instruction. They'll believe that and I think you'll find, actually be
impressed. Since none of them have big hang-ups about sharing a man, a bit of
schooling shouldn't shake them. Especially since Val can tell them what kinds
of things you'll be learning and how.”


Then they would use part of that time
to select the right gifts for each person on his list. She also instructed him
to make a list of who got a personal present, who got a 'nice', but generic,
gift and who got a card.


The personal list seemed easy enough.
Anyone living at his house. And Libby, who came over a lot and watched movies
with them. And Nikki. Keane. Merle too, and Lars, Wu-Li and Dan. The guys at
the gym may rate too...


Patty stopped him and gave him a rule
to work by. “If they're related and in the state, they get personal presents,
even if you don't like them. Lovers, people who you'd like to be lovers, and
friends that live with you count as family. The rest get presents if they're
close to someone you love or their family if they're local, these people
get generic gifts though. Jam and fruit baskets, that kind of thing. Everyone
else gets a card. This would change if you owned a business with different
dynamics, but for now you don't so we can start with the simpler style.”


That helped him narrow things down a
little.


They agreed to meet at seven each
night, starting the next evening, so that this wouldn't interfere with any of
his other scheduled appointments. Patty had to schedule around some things for
this herself.


Lisa stopped him as he walked past
and gave him the first of Merri's 'allowance', a combination of gold coins,
about eighty ounces, since she should understand this most easily, a thousand
in paper bills, and the promise of a debit card, though she needed to get with
Lisa about setting it up and getting it activated.


He thanked her and gave her a quick
hug.


When everyone got home he took Merri
aside and explained that he knew they were meeting a cultural rift with money,
so he'd asked Mac, who suggested that he give her an allowance, so that she
could spend it freely without worrying that it took from other places it might
be needed more.


Hugging him close he could feel her
relief, as if all tension had drained out of her.


“I'm so glad! I didn't like fighting
like that, but I'm your wife, not some hired woman that simply does the
cooking! I know your ways are different, but I'm so glad you understand now!”


It took effort, but he managed not to
blurt out that he hadn't realized they were fighting, figuring that he'd
have to be more aware of her feelings in the future, if that's how subtle
things were going to be with her.


He presented her with the gold and
cash, then explained the debit card.


She tried to give the gold back, as
being too much. He shook his head and explained that a lady of her station may
need that much or even more and that she should keep the gold she got for when
they traveled to distant lands and such.


“Oh! That makes sense. I hadn't
thought of that. Most people don't travel all that much where I come from. I
wish we could go there someday. It's very far away though and no Demon will go
there now. All travel comes over land. It took years to get here.”


He couldn't be certain yet, but he thought he might have found a decent
Christmas gift for her.










Chapter twenty-six





 


When everyone got home Troy had news
for them. Good news. That was rare enough that Zack actually clapped his hands
when he heard it.


“I got a promotion! You are all
looking at the new assistant bar manager of The Tarantula.” He preened a little
while everyone congratulated him and patted him on the back. He got a hug from
Hilda and Nikki walked over and put her arm around him.


Even Betty came in and gave him a
small hug, much to Zack's surprise. He'd thought she might still be mad at him
over the things with Val.


“It technically pays more, but Taylor
said that since you don't get as many tips it about evens out, it's still
moving up though!” He flopped onto one of the huge wrap around sofa's sections,
next to Val, who smiled at him a little. This made Betty scowl, Zack noticed,
and her Shadow self glared at both Val and Troy.


So wasn't really over then, he
realized watching the interplay and communication of their Shadow selves. Betty
didn't really care about Troy, other than as someone she'd slept with, her
inner being told the room. Only the fact that Val had so easily stolen Troy
from her, and that he had so blatantly disregarded her when she caught them,
angered her now.


For his part, Troy sat there pleased
that he'd slept with two hot women. He hadn't ever expected lasting
relationships anyway, so he didn't feel hurt himself. He did kind of hope one
or both of them would have sex with him again. Then his Shadow self started
describing a scene in which they all could take part...


Zack looked around, trying to ignore
this interplay. He really didn't want to know what they were thinking on that
topic, so he tried to change the subject.


“So, what does everyone want for
Christmas?” This got everyone's attention.


Hilda and Merri both focused hard,
not knowing what the appropriate type of response would be. Christianity seemed
merely a quaint belief to Merri, who'd never discussed her personal beliefs at
all. To Hilda it was a story of something that happened in the past, to be
searched for examples of how to live now, not something to dominate a life. She
felt the same way about most television shows they'd watched too.


Val's mother had always 'done'
Christmas, while the kids grew up. They weren't Christians, they just wanted to
blend in with everyone around them, plus it had seemed like fun at the time.
Zack knew this from previous conversations. Her eyes locked with his and took
on a seductive air.


“Well, if you're sure you feel up to
it, there is something that you could give me... Though I don't want to wait
three weeks for it, if I don't have to...”


Zack decided that this would be a
good time to mention the sessions he'd planned with Patricia. He told them
about it, saying that he knew he had been putting things off because he didn't
want to mess up and make anyone unhappy.


Troy started to rib him a little
about it, so Hilda threw a pillow at him. The force of it rocked him back,
stunning him into silence. She grinned at him innocently, slowly pulling
another pillow toward her. Expecting possible retaliation.


Claire just smiled a little and
looked... wistful, and maybe a little sad.


The others didn't say much, just
looked at him, causing him to blush.


Val however leaned forward and asked,
“Did she say, and this is important, sexual instruction or sex lessons?”


Thinking back on it sexual
instruction seemed to be the term he remembered. He told her this and her eyes
lit up suddenly.


“Oooh! She must really like you
then!” To the rest of the room she explained what she meant while still staring
at Zack.


Sex lessons, she explained, entailed
pretty much what you might expect. Sex, with a few tips thrown in. Enough to
move a man or woman past the basics of good hygiene and the missionary
position. Generally, this simply meant that someone wanted sex, yet performed
so poorly that no one wanted to actually do it with them after the first time
or two.


“Think of it as harvesting energy for
us, while teaching someone not to be a totally selfish bore.”


“Sexual instruction however,
now that's completely different. We're talking about what Alede kids actually
learn in school. Textbook stuff, mainly reading, focusing on fundamentals no
doubt, as you won't need the whole package. Anatomy, physiology, some
psychology – the real information. This stuff isn't normally shared with
outsiders. Mainly because it takes a lot of time to teach, compared to just
taking someone to bed and correcting their errors. We really must take her a
gift...”


“Still, sex 'instruction', doesn't
make you look very cool.” Troy snickered into the pillow he clutched across his
chest. It acted a little bit like armor for him when the next volley of pillows
came in, this time from Betty, who may have had personal reasons mixed in with
her outrage at his words and from Hilda again. The giant woman's hard shot took
him full in the chest, rocking him back again, hard on its heels the Human
servant's pillow fairly accurately hit him in the head.


Troy covering his head cried out,
“Sorry, sorry! I won't say it again. Don't hurt me.” His laughter and apology
seemed to mollify them, though both women armed themselves with another pillow
each, just in case.


Merri came over and sat on his lap.
“Well, I don't exactly understand what this is about, but if Valerie says it's
impressive and it will help you feel comfortable in your role as husband then I
think it's a wonderful thing.” Her tiny voice, soft, rang with bell like
clarity.


Troy stopped. “Wait, you two are
married? Since when?” Anyone looking at him could tell that he expected a joke
of some kind to follow.


Merri hugged him and cuddled into his
lap. “Oh yes! We've all been married for over a month now! Since we moved in. I
thought you knew...”


Troy looked baffled, so Claire
explained the whole thing, including the special circumstances different people
fell under and how seriously some took it. Then she explained to Troy that it
didn't mean he did anything wrong sleeping with Valerie, since that kind of thing
is integral to her nature.


Then, artfully, in a way that Zack
almost didn't catch, she led the discussion back to what people wanted for
Christmas. He smiled at her and said softly, so that she could hear him, but
not everyone could, “Thank you.”


She grinned at him charmingly.


Troy mentioned that a new version of
a long running video game had just come out, that would be great to play, with
the new television and game system. Merri gasped.


“There's another?”


It turned out that Merri and Troy had
been playing through the latest in the series at night, when he didn't work and
Zack slept. Merri looked a little guilty about this, though everyone else
thought it sounded like a great idea. Why shouldn't she get to have fun? She
worked for something like sixteen hours a day, some days more, what with her
job and keeping the house up. A few hours playing a video game seemed harmless
enough, they all told her.


Hilda said that she'd like a 'music
player'. When asked for details she shrugged and just said, “Something that
plays music...” Then she shrugged again and smiled.


Val asked if her mother could come
for Christmas.


“Sure, but that doesn't have to be
your present. Will we need to get her from the Alede lands or something though?
I've never been to a nexus there.” Zack tried to recall if he had ever gone to
a node connected to those lands, and came up empty. He found out why instantly
when Val started chuckling.


“Mom lives in L.A. There are no Alede
lands, we come from all over the place. I was born in Detroit, if you can
believe it.”


Everyone agreed that they could host
another person, for a few days at least, so Val should make the arrangements.
She clapped her hands like a little kid and gave a soft cheer.


Merri said she didn't think her
parents could come, being years of travel away. She did mention that she'd like
some new pots and pans, some other things to help keep the house clean, perhaps
something like that. Val rolled her eyes and said they needed to have a talk
about Christmas and what to ask for... they actually made a date to do so that
night while Zack slept.


Claire demurred, saying that she
really didn't need anything.


He got up and walked over to her,
then sat next to her. Close, pressing to her side and sliding an arm around her
cool shoulders, he pulled her tight to him.


“It's not about what you need, but
about what I can get or do for you to show you that I care. Giving me a clue
about what that could be just makes it easier for me to not make a catastrophic
mistake in gift choices. So, if you come up with anything....?”


She said she would try to think of
something, then kissed him on the cheek.


He glanced over at Nikki and then
Betty.


“So? What do you two want or need?”
This caused Betty to blush, and Nikki to blink rapidly a few times.


“Wait. We get presents too?
Why?” Betty asked innocently.


"Well, you both live here and
are friends of mine, like Troy is, so you count as family. Hence,
presents." It was a handy rule that Patty had given him. Useful already.


Troy looked at Zack baffled.


“I... know that Betty lives here now,
I mean, she's almost always here and has a room downstairs at least, but Nikki?
Is she moving in? I know she comes almost every night, but I thought she was
just, you know, hanging out or something. Like Libby does sometimes.”


Everyone went quiet then. Claire
cleared her throat, a complete affectation, as she didn't even really need to
breathe, and wouldn't have anything built up in her throat. Really, Zack
thought, her small Human mannerisms were probably more believable than his own,
all things considered. She'd had a lot more Human world time to learn and
practice them.


“Well, I guess Nikki has learned her
lesson by now, and really hasn't been being punished for a while, so we can
share this with you. Nikki has indeed been living here, for several weeks.” Then
she left it at that. Or tried to.


“But, where? Does she double up with
Hilda or something, we only have so much room...” The young assistant bar
manager looked baffled. A bit skeptical too, like it might just be a trick.


Nikki looked uncomfortable and
finally spoke, almost as if the words were drawn out of her by force.


“I've... been staying in your room.
The new bed that appeared in your room? I got it for you. It has a chamber
underneath it that I sleep in during the day. It locks from the inside. It's
not bad, really. I mean, I'm still dead during the day, so your tossing and
turning, or... whatever, you do up there, doesn't bother me at all.”


"Oh? That's... Fine, really. I
haven't noticed you at all, so complaining about it now would be kind of dorky.
You could have just asked though. I'm good with having a girl as a
roommate." The funny thing there was that he was serious and it showed,
both inside and out.


Nikki didn't know if she had to leave
now or what to do, she asked Claire, but Troy cut in saying, “It's no big
thing. I mean, if you want to keep sleeping there. After all, how many guys
have a girl they can take out, party all night with, then put her in a box under
his bed all day without ending up on 'Americas Most Wanted? Well, one not made
of plastic at least. But people look at you funny if you take a rubber doll to
a party.”


Nikki appeared suddenly at his side,
sitting next to him. She turned and poked a finger into his chest. “I go into
the box myself buster!” She broke out laughing seconds later, though, and
hugged him.


Zack noticed that, most of the time,
when Claire hugged him, her Shadow self seemed happy and content. Nikki's Shadow
had responded to her hugging Troy with, Mmmm, I wonder if I can have some of
his blood now...


It was eerily matched by Troy
thinking the same thing about her and sex.


Things went on like that for a while,
but everyone got along, and no one seemed put out when he yawned and stood up,
stretching a bit to show how sleepy he was.


"Sorry all, I need to get some
sleep. I have a big day tomorrow." He just meant work, but everyone else
laughed a little at him. Except Merri, who nodded, and Val, who seemed to think
it was a good sign that he was actually trying now.


They got Zack into bed before
midnight, with Claire cuddling in next to him while he fell asleep. It was
nice, if a little chilly.


The next day he got ready for work,
only to find that there were no transports scheduled for the whole day, because
of the meeting in Lesser Shia. Not wanting to seem stupid, he remained quiet.
The meeting had slipped his mind completely.


“Everyone going should be here by
nine-thirty. I told everyone that wanted to go they'd lose their place if they
didn't show up on time.” Lisa seemed almost happy today, he noticed.


The first one through the door, at
just slightly after nine surprised him a little. Ghurian, the Djinn, walked in,
followed by a slightly butch looking woman that stood about the same height. A
little under six foot. Her face looked stern, though not mean, just wary. Her
skin was a dark tan, flawless almost to the point of being slightly unreal
looking. Zack couldn't place her age, by looks the woman was possibly a
well-kept twenty-five?


Since she had the same nimbus of fire
around her, or rather since she seemed to actually be the focused Shadow,
leaving her true form hidden, meaning Djinn, she probably had a few more years
than that, as he understood Djinn to be amongst the longest lived of creatures
here Underwood.


“Mr. Hartley! So good to see you
again! Today may turn out to be a momentous occasion indeed. I'm hoping to set
up an import route to this location, a kind of miniature Lesser Shia, perhaps
gaining a larger store front or opening another store all together, if the
treaty can be bent that far. Of course, no such deal could take place without
you...”


Standing next to Ghurian, the female Djinn
stared at Zack. Her gaze didn't waver at all while he replied to Ghurian. There
was none of the normal looking left or right that people were expected to do.
It seemed a bit psychopathic, but he tried not to think of it that way, not
knowing her yet.


“I... hadn't thought of that,
actually. I know a lot of people want to go there to shop, I just hadn't
considered bringing the shopping here. A lot of people can't afford to
go there though. Maybe if we set something up like that, more people could get
things they need or want. I know it's not the full experience, but I like the
idea.”


Ghurian clapped him on the shoulder
and complimented his good heart, thinking of those that can't afford such
luxury travel.


The woman continued to stare. There
was no malice in it, as far as Zack could tell, or special interest. It seemed
like she merely gathered data for some reason.


The door opened again, very softly.
Vaun, the old Vampire and Claire walked in. Claire still wearing her work
apron. Moving to Zack she kissed him on the cheek by way of saying hello while
Vaun grasped his hand and shook it. The hand seemed hard and cold to his touch.
Like something half made of stone might.


“Mr. Hartley, it's been too long! May
I ask who your friends are?”


He introduced Ghurian as the manager
of the Import store, then got stuck. He didn't actually know what position he
held to the Djinn, or if they had an organization at all that he'd recognize.
He also didn't know the woman's name or if he should address an introduction to
her at all. He knew their rules were vaguely Middle Eastern, but what that
really meant he had no clue.


Ghurian didn't even hesitate to fill
that in for them though, picking up the problem immediately.


“This is Yasmine. She's come to aid
in the dealings of the day. Bringing a shrewd mind for business as well as
other attributes that make her potentially useful to us today. She's also one
of Mr. Hartley's wives as per the agreement the local community has come up
with.” He turned to Zack.


“I don't believe you two have met
yet? Perhaps today will allow some small chance for you two to become
acquainted?”


Yasmine nodded once at him, not
smiling, but not frowning either.


Then they all, except Claire, walked
to the back, where Lisa waited for them.


Claire smiled at him and took hold of
his hand. “And you probably thought today would be boring,” she whispered, then
left having delivered Vaun to the needed Vampire protocol standards.


Next came a woman, who looked about
sixty, and slightly bulky, though a lot of it looked like muscle. She had shoulder
length steel gray hair and a Shadow that showed she could transform into a part
wolf, part Human form. She gave her name as Brin Patterson, a bit gruffly, and
asked for Lisa Penbroke. When he delivered her to Lisa, she dismissed him
completely, not giving him a second glance. So he went back up front to see if
anyone else would be coming.


Hilda and Lars came in only a bit
later, dressed very nicely, though both wore sneakers instead of dress shoes.
He looked at them questioningly.


“Body guards. In case anyone tries to
poison your water or something, you know. Plus it will help you look important.
Not that you need a show to do that.” The large woman hugged him, while Lars,
laughing said, “Hey, we are on duty.”


Lisa locked the front door. Since
this could be a pretty big deal, she'd gotten permission to shut the store for
the day. The other stores had to agree to it, or else it would be a breach of
the treaty. Each group was required to keep their storefront open a certain
amount of time each day, so that others could reach someone in their
organizations or group at need. Everyone agreed without comment. Including
Devon at the fine menswear store.


When they all reached the back room,
Lisa outlined the order they would go through in and what should happen on the
other side.


“Hilda and Lars will go through
first, to provide security, then Ghurian, Vaun, Brin, Yasmine and then myself.
We're supposed to be met by a representative of their government, Hathe. Plus
their trade administrator – whose name is Preter Jess – and the head of their
housing concerns, uh, that's roughly hotels and lodging guild as far as I can
tell. I don't have a name on that one yet. Then we'll be escorted to a
conference room just off of the Nexus point we come through. Does anyone have
any questions?”


The slightly gruff woman who'd
introduced herself as Brin Patterson, looked around and asked when Mr. Hartley
would be joining them. After all they wouldn't be going anywhere without this
legend, now would they. She continued without giving anyone a chance to answer.


“I mean, here we have a group of very
important people, as important as presidents or even kings of some lands, if I
don't mistake who makes up this company and yet here we are, waiting for some
being that we don't even understand to deign to ferry us to our destination. Okay,
I agree, his talent is impressive, but should we be kept cooling our heels
at his pleasure? It's not like he's working, obviously, as the portal sits here
unused...” Her tone had an odd air to it, haughty as if trying to dismiss Zack
in the eyes of everyone else with a mix of manipulation and disdain.


Zack couldn't for the life of him
understand her motives, which, even according to her own Shadow, were designed
simply to cast doubt on 'Mr. Hartley', even though she herself knew that they
didn't have another good option. She seemed to desire to tear down
everyone around her, in an attempt to make herself seem bigger, or at least do
so to Zack.


Everyone stood, not shocked, but
bemused. Lars chuckled, a deep base rumble that caused the older woman to glare
at him with a beast-like flash of rage, quickly suppressed.


Zack decided that the humor of this
situation wasn't worth the potential fallout. He almost suggested that they go
now, then remembered that Lisa had this timed down to the minute, carefully choreographed
for greatest effect. The Djinn both stared at Patterson, amazed that she hadn't
gotten more information on Zack before coming. Vaun's Shadow laughed, though
his outer self remained politely interested and showed no hint of amusement.
That was probably why he'd managed to live as long as he had in a group of
people that accepted murder over even small slights as being normal.


Hilda could understand it. Zack
looked young and small. A person coming upon him unknowing wouldn't assume that
this one held the power he did. Internally Zack nodded. That made sense.


“I think I see the situation, you're
expecting a 'Mr. Hartley' and no one told you that I'm really more of a 'Zack'.
Understandable. But I've been here since nine, honest. I wouldn't let such people
as yourselves wait on me unless it was absolutely needed.” He raised his right
hand, palm up, showing how harmless and sincere he was. Every word repeated
with force on the Shadow level, adding honesty to the statement. It couldn't
hurt to try and avoid more misunderstandings.


Brin looked at him. It seemed to take
about ten full seconds for her to process what had just been said. When it
clicked, her mouth worked like a fish. Thirty seconds passed before she spoke.


“I thought you were simply Ms. Penbroke's
assistant. The person that watched the store front, or something....” Her
shoulders slumped as the words tapered off, realizing that accusing him of
being a store clerk may not have been the best way to make friends. For all of
her earlier attempts to undermine him, she knew that she, that her community,
needed him. Without him, this deal didn't happen. If her group got thrown out
now, because she messed up... Well, the leadership would kill her. Possibly
literally. On the deeper level her beast howled and stammered trying to find a
subtle way out of this, when her nature said to fight, or run.


“Oh! Well, yes, I watch the store, too.
So it's only natural you'd think that. Please don't hold the current state of
it against me though, I haven't had a lot of time to work on it lately. I
really need to get a good Christmas display in the window for instance. I mean,
Candle Store! Christmas is one of the big sales seasons for candles...”
Zack hoped that by pretending her little faux pas didn't matter, it could
simply be let go.


Lisa chimed in, seeing the objective
he'd set. “That's a good idea, a Christmas display. It adds to legitimacy of
the public face. Well, we should line up in order to go. Zack will walk all the
way through and back each time. I think it will look better.”


As an aside to the older woman she
added that he could also stand in the line and pass people through quite quickly.
Last week, she related, he'd passed thirty people through in less than a
minute, coming back only enough to grab the next one and carry them through,
letting them walk on, instantly getting the next one.


“Really?” Military mind spinning,
suddenly imagining what such transportation abilities could be worth in a
combat situation. Her inner self trying to feel out Zack as to his willingness
to do such things.


Lined up, they moved through the
Nexus point quickly, Zack pausing to string out the line so that one person
came through every ten seconds or so.


The officials were introduced
carefully by the translators that stood beside them, small people – or at least
Zack assumed they were people – whose faces were covered with veils, a turban
like headdress on each. All of them a bright and uniformed blue from head to
toe. Their garb looked a bit more like a ninja's than anything else in his
experience, color aside.


When they spoke to them, they used
English, clear and unaccented. One came and stood by him, bowed deeply, but did
not speak. Instead they simply waited.


Hathe, the government representative,
who seemed to be highly placed, though his title kept eluding not just him, but
everyone else in their group as well, bowed to each in turn, stopping when he
faced Zack and holding his bow for nearly as long as the translator had. Far
longer than he had bowed to the others.


“I am honored to be in your presence.
Please come with us to the chamber of business.” The official spoke in his own
strange language and the translator next to him relayed his words without
hesitation.


In a room down the hallway that
didn't look special from the outside, they found a large conference room. A
large white table with a thick top that looked almost like it had been poured
into place. The chairs around it matched. When he moved his out to sit on it,
it had hardly any weight to it, perhaps three ounces. It seemed soft, yet held
his weight easily without bending or drooping.


Hathe began quickly, presenting them
with a proposal that would, he promised, enrich them all while also aiding
those in need. He looked at Zack particularly closely when he said the last
part. With this plan, working only two days a week, for seven hours total, it
would be possible to open up a half dozen routes that the Demons had cut off
over the last thousand years, isolating them from the other portions of the
world almost completely.


Some of these places had rare
resources or crafts that didn't exist elsewhere, making it extremely beneficial
to resume trade and communication. While the actual flow of people and goods
may be slow to start with, even minor trade would be helpful and bring in new
materials that would almost certainly revolutionize several industries for the
better.


A list of possible benefits followed.
Minerals, goods and services, as well as high end travel to legendary cities
and countryside locations.


He didn't recognize most of the
names, except two, one something he read in a book once, Hyperborea. The other
he recognized from more recent contact with the term, the lands of the Alfric.


Seeing no huge downside, he started
to tentatively agree.


Then the door exploded inward and
four armed men entered, shooting.












Chapter twenty-seven





 


He hit the floor and rolled, like
Master Dan had shown him how to do a few weeks before. Tucking his chin and
curving his back so that he kept rolling, coming back to his feet. He heard
nothing except a loud ringing, so ignored it. On his feet he tried something
he'd only done in practice before, extending his Shadow forward in a smooth
line, through the front gunman, bringing the energy back to him powerfully,
through the stone of the floor, causing the man's own muscles to spasm and
throw him backward as if electrified.


He knew that this wouldn't stop the
man permanently, but it could buy some time. Zack targeted the next man doing
the same thing, then the next. They came back quickly, but didn't manage to get
a good shot off while he did it.


Hilda came at one of them from the
side, hitting him with complex movements that would have looked at home in a
martial arts movie, but without the kicks. That gunman fell and didn't get back
up. Before she could get to the next, his head exploded.


Vaun stood there suddenly, as if just
appearing in space, his fist extended outward through where the man's head had
just been.


Using the same technique as before, empty
force the Masters had called it, Zack pinned the last two to the wall
alternating from one, then the other before they could recover from being
unbalanced and pushing themselves backward. Lars grabbed the gun from one of
them, stripping it away swiftly and taking part of the hand that held it with
it. That attacker screamed in pain.


The last gunman simply threw down his
weapon, as if it had turned into something else. His Shadow responded that way
at least. He turned to find Lisa pointing at the man, who began vomiting,
making horrible retching noises, doubled over and stopped trying to fight or
run away.


Everyone else seemed to be all right,
though Zack had blood on him in several places. His ears hadn't stopped ringing
yet, either. He looked through the hole in the wall where a door had been and
in the smoke he thought he caught a glimpse of something. For some reason he
moved, toward the slightly smoking ruin that had once been a rather nice wall.
Seconds ago.


A man ran away, fast, but not like a
Vampire. He seemed familiar to Zack. The set of the jaw when he turned his
head, his gait... something. He tried to follow the man, though his right leg
didn't want to work right. He shut out the pain as he'd learned to shut out
anything his mind didn't need at the moment and kept following. He projected
his qi forward as Dan had taught him, letting him run faster than he could
otherwise.


Vaun caught up to him easily, so he
pointed at the man ahead and yelled, “Stop him!”


Not stopping to ask questions Vaun
raced to the man faster than could be tracked by the Human eye and whipped him
around. The man struggled out of the Vampire's grasp and went directly through
a door that had another node behind it.


By the time he reached the room he
knew what had happened. The Demon in the body had made it to the Nexus point
and gone through to who knows where. Vaun shook his head.


“Demon.” He said, looking at Zack.


“I know. I recognized him. We should
get back and make sure everyone's all right.”


They were all fine, except for Zack.
The Djinn had automatically pushed the explosion away from themselves, and
everyone else at the table. Unfortunately, since the force had to go somewhere,
they had no choice given the shape of the room except to push it right past
him.


He picked up his chair, which was
remarkably untouched, and sat back down at the table as their version of guards
or police came to take over for Hilda and Lars who had subdued the two gunman
that remained alive. A medic had also been called for him. That was fine, but
looking down at his leg, nothing seemed like it would kill him. 


He told them about the Demon, dressed
in black. Only Hilda responded with anything except speculation about why the
Demons would be trying to kill them.


“A demon in black, do you think it
was...”


“Oh, I know it was. He still
has the same body. It's the demon that possessed my dad. I saw his face, it's
him.” This set off murmurs from administrators when the translators spoke.


He looked at the officials carefully,
and asked if any of them knew anything about this at all. This was spoken on both
levels. All of them denied any knowledge, and all of them were being honest.
Scared. Worried he'd blame them. Concerned that he wouldn't feel safe coming to
Lesser Shia anymore. None of them tried to have him killed though. If the
target actually had been him at all.


“So, about that agreement? I agree
with one caveat, we cut the transport fees by seventy-five percent. This should
increase trade and let people move more freely. If we have to add hours or days
to make up the difference we do it. Agreed?”


They scrambled, first for words, then
for contracts, though they offered to wait until he had a clearer head and his
injuries had been treated. He signed it making sure he had enough room to get
days off when he needed them. It actually gave him remarkable flexibility, he
realized. They wrote it with the understanding that he could choose when to
work or not and didn't even obligate him to a given amount of hours per week,
setting it all up to fit his schedule rather than the other way around.


The medic came and wrapped bandages
around Zack's wounds as they hammered out the other deals. He agreed with most
of the requests, turning down only mass military transport. Rescue missions,
yes. Sneak attacks, no. This angered Brin Patterson, who'd added it at the last
minute. She did get in on several other deals that would bring her kind a lot
of buying power, which soothed her a bit by the end of the day.


Before they went home a group of
Demons headed by one in the body of a type of person he had never seen before,
came to talk to them.


“We wish to assure you that we, as
individuals and our kind as a whole, didn't have any part in today's actions.
If a single individual or small group acted in such a wasteful fashion, then
please don't let that reflect on the whole. This is not us. We didn't
take these actions.” This came from the strange being, all white, like an
albino, but with eyes of pure red that were larger, nearly twice the size, of
regular Human eyes. Their leader.


Zack knew he couldn't speak civilly,
so he held his tongue. That they claimed something made little difference.
Demons didn't lie all the time, but had no qualms about doing it, and would lie
if it suited their purpose in the moment. They simply didn't have the same morality
that he did. Not even close.


Hathe and the others were obviously
relieved. They'd gotten through the day and made deals that would serve their
people well for a long time. That Zack played a central part in these
transactions didn't escape anyone, they just thought that this had to do with a
personal issue or sour grapes on the part of some demon. Maybe it did,
he thought, even though he couldn't think of a single reason for it to be that
way. With Demons you couldn't know, that being part of what made them so
dangerous.


Somehow, he knew, he'd find that
particular demon and destroy it. He didn't know exactly how, but he knew who to
ask about doing it. Later he'd try to find out if it would be possible. When
everyone else had been taken care of.


For now, he'd learn, and wait, and
try to stay alive. He had a serious disadvantage in that others knew where he'd
be and when, at least roughly. This demon could be anywhere and come at any
time. He could act through proxies and bide his time, being immortal. He could
switch bodies and come at him or those around him at any time, from fresh
directions no one would ever suspect.


Even if he could learn how to kill
the thing, finding him may be nearly impossible, except if he actually tried to
attack Zack himself.


He couldn't survive that way. No one
could. This burned in his mind. He must be ready.


Now, he reflected, if he could only
figure out what getting ready really meant.


The demon kept speaking, saying that
they welcomed this bit of competition, since most of it didn't touch their
business at all. Their businesses didn't overlap, due to differing
demographics. Indeed most of their business didn't have anything to do with the
exhausting process of line travel at all, instead dealing with... other
factors.


That demons might find line travel
exhausting caught his interest. Did they have limits as to what they could do
then? Could they move too often leaving them unable to do more for a time? This
could potentially prove useful. He filed it away for later.


Locking everything down, all of his
emotions, he finally spoke.


“Thank you for coming and sharing
that with us. Hopefully cordial relationships will be maintained and last well
into the future.” While he couldn't remember the name of the program, the way
he tilted his head and nodded downward he copied from a science fiction show
Troy liked to watch old reruns of. It should look both regal and condescending
at the same time.


If it did, the Demons didn't react to
it. Instead they made rather pleasant sounding goodbyes and left, walking in
unison.


Lisa and Hathe wrapped things up,
giving everyone copies of agreements and expressing how pleased they were. A
little distracted, he tried to focus on his surroundings, and stay alert. He
made his goodbyes to the officials, all of them worried about something, trade
and revenue mostly.


He got them all back to Candles and
More quickly, so quickly that they all looked at him a little funny. He asked
if they were all right.


“Yes, I just... did you actually come
and go each time? It seemed like people just started walking into the line,
like you weren't there...” Brin said.


Vaun nodded at this. “Indeed, I
couldn't make you out on several of the transfers. When I went, I felt your
presence, but not your hand on my arm...Very odd.”


He shrugged and said he hadn't
noticed.


When they left and got out of easy
ear shot, even for a Vampire, Lisa turned to him, eyes practically glowing with
excitement.


“Do you have any idea how much money
these contracts represent?”


“Honestly? No. I haven't had a clue
about how much money we're dealing with since you handed me my first pay packet
with twelve hundred dollars in it. Everything else might as well have been
imaginary as far as I'm concerned.” He shrugged.


She tilted her head. “I guess I can
see that. It's all been happening pretty fast, huh?”


He smiled and laughed a bit, softly.


“Look, Lisa... You need to be
careful. We don't know who they were after. I seem like the likely person, but
who knows? There could be things, no, there are things we don't
understand happening here. So kind of like combat protocols or something. Or
like you have a crazy stalker. Just assume they're always there, even if you
can't see them.”


He looked at her, gave her a hug and
said, “No matter what, none of this is worth dying over. Be safe first.”


He left and went directly to his
appointment with Patty. She looked at him, a mess with bandages and torn
clothing, and raised an eyebrow.


“What's all this? A new look?”


“Hmph. It seems like it, doesn't it?
No, a hit squad set off a bomb and tried to shoot, well, somebody. It could
have been someone else in the room, or all of us, which seems the most likely
answer. Sorry, I need to focus on this. What do we do first?”


It started with a book, one that
described the nerve structure and sensitive organ placement of the body. She
told him to memorize it. He could take the book home to do that though. Right
now he needed to write out his shopping lists.


He did it fairly quickly having
actually thought about it for a while the evening before.


Looking at his lists for a minute,
nodding at him, then looking again she asked, “All of the Succubi and Incubi
working here made your personal list? Val of course, but why the rest? They
aren't lovers, that I know of. You and I haven't reached that level at least.
Well... Not yet.”


He shrugged, which he'd been doing a
lot lately.


“I don't remember a lot of it, but as
far as I've been told, four Alede showed up and were there for me, pouring in
energy to help me out when I needed it, even though that couldn't have been
interesting or fun. I'd say they pretty much count's. It was you guys from
here, right? I mean you didn't call in others? If so, I should know, so I send
things to the right places.” 


After a moment the very gorgeous
woman smiled at him in a way that could make a person's toes curl up just a
little bit.


“It was indeed us and you are very
kind to ask. We're contractually obligated to provide services for five years
though. So you really don't owe us anything.” She stroked the edge of her desk,
in what had to be a suggestive technique meant to arouse. Her Shadow told him
he had that right, but didn't mention if she did it on purpose or not.


“It's not about owing something, it's
about appreciating what others have done and who they are and letting them know
that you noticed. I can take their names off the list if it's offensive or
something. I don't want anyone feeling awkward, but otherwise I think they all
earned their way onto that list. You too.”


She looked at the list again and nodded.
“All right. I'll try to come up with some ideas tonight.”


When they finished working on that,
he read for a while in her office, then realized she may actually have other
things to do and apologized for not thinking about that earlier.


“Well, you do get cut a little
slack on any day you get blown up. It's a rule around here. Now get. Take Val
with you, we won't need her for the rest of the night.”


Val waited outside the office door
with her jacket already on. She of course had heard the whole thing. He
considered this and spoke, as they walked, “I already decided on your gift.
Noise canceling ear plugs. It's the only way I can keep a secret around
here....”


Val laughed.


At home Zack showered and changed
then read until just before nine, trying to commit the information to memory.
Then he left to get Merri and Hilda from work. Which took about ten minutes all
told, because Hilda had to break off from a serious discussion with Merle
first. She didn't mention what it had been about, though she hugged him and smiled
a lot the whole way home.


Claire came in at about ten, he asked
her if she had some time to talk, in a way he hoped came off as casual to her.


“I came here to be with you, so, of
course I have time. What would you like to talk about?”


He abruptly said that he felt like a
frozen yogurt, of all things, and asked if she'd walk with him to her shop, as
annoying as that would be. She grinned wondering about how he had suddenly
started to act, but agreed.


He grabbed a jacket and she took his
arm. A few moments later they stood in her store, Blake waiting on them. He ate
the treat quickly then took her hand.


“Come with me?” He headed toward her
back room, she looked bemused but followed. In the back he walked to the Nexus
point and right through, coming out in a field.


“What, where are we?”


“Trolleinkein lands. I needed to talk
to you someplace we wouldn't likely be overheard, at least not by anyone that
cares. I need your help. I'm going to need to disappear for several days, maybe
more. It needs to look believable, as if I took a trip or something. I don't
want anyone becoming suspicious.”


"When?"


 “As soon as possible. I need to go
into the void and find the creature that helped me before, the Big Shadow I
called it, as a child.”


“Why?”


“Because, when we were together in
the void, sometimes when it became needed, we'd hunt Demons. It can kill them
in the void and maybe out of it.”


Touching his arm her Shadow self
expressed concern.


“So you want it to kill the Demon
that possesses your father's body? You know your father isn't in their anymore
right? He hasn't been for a long time.”


“I know, that's not what I want
though. I want it to show me how to kill a Demon, if I can learn how.”
He looked off into the distance. “Because I'm going to track this Demon down
and kill it. Kill it so it never comes back, utterly and completely.”


Hugging him she stood quietly for a
long time.


At first she thought he must be
kidding, or deranged with anger, he realized. Then she thought about what he'd
already done and wondered what he may actually be able to do, if he tried.
Finally she nodded.


“All right, I'll help you.”












Chapter twenty-eight





 


Claire told him it would take time to
invent a plausible reason for him to be gone for nearly a week and asked for a
month or two to come up with something.


“I have an idea, but... it may be
better if you don't know just yet. Let me see if I can set it up.”


As the days passed, no one tried to
kill him or anyone around him, which he figured was a good thing, though he
didn't let his guard down.


The Lesser Shia project meant a lot
more work for Zack, as it turned out. Even starting slow, like they were. Lisa
had taken to grouping people together in batches for him to transport in the
mornings, all of them going to the same locations in each grouping. Sometimes
nearly a thousand people would pass through the Nexus in a few hours. Then he'd
do the same thing, traveling to different locations, with the starting point
being another major hub. He did one or two of these per day.


The afternoons he spent in Lesser
Shia. Contact had been made and solidified by day four of searching out the old
Nexus points, most of which had fallen badly into disrepair, being unused for
generations. He found all of the places listed in the contract with help from people
that came from those lands or who had once been there.


 Then, just before he left, he'd
bring bags and boxes over for Ghurian. They found that if they loaded a rolling
cart, he could bring about a thousand pounds at a time with him. He made ten to
twenty such trips per day doing that. Tiring, to say the least, it left him
breathless when taking such large loads, but he could do it.


After that, Zack would either go
straight to Wu-Li's, or the Gym, or shower and meet up at Patty's office. Given
everything, Dan and Wu-Li had stepped up his martial arts training. He didn't
feel comfortable with the physical aspects yet, though he seemed to do all
right with the energy moving exercises.


Dan said he felt a bit jealous.


“I mean, don't get lazy with it, especially
now, but your skills in moving energy, manipulating it... It took me nearly
thirty years, working four to ten hours a day, to get to the stage you have
after only a month of light work.” He looked a bit sad about it.


He did buoy a little when Zack
explained the time differences in the void and how long he had spent there,
learning things that overlapped a bit.


“Think of it like knowing how to ride
a BMX bike, and then someone teaching you to ride a racing bike. They're
different, but similar enough that you look good at first, making the cross
over. The work still happened, it just doesn't show in the same places. And
some things don't overlap at all... I guess I just had a lot of time riding a
similar kind of bike, is all. A lot longer than thirty years. A few
thousand? Or maybe a hundred thousand. I don't know. So, you get the idea,
don't be too impressed with my progress so far.”


His fine motor control still gave him
problems, after the poisoning. Zack could barely write legibly, much less use
sophisticated nerve strikes or even joint locks. Dan taught him a style of
fighting he could use, with big moves and only enough grappling to get
away from someone when he was grabbed. The style didn't have a name, since Dan
made it up for him as they went along, based on what he could actually do at
the time. It lacked grace, Wu-Li said, but would serve. 


The older Master insisted that Zack
practice sending out and returning energy with every move he made though, to
increase the force and lethality of the blows.


Hilda, who Zack figured, not for the
first time, might be part saint, brought him food every two or three hours.
Merri made sure that the quality stayed high, too. He felt a bit bad, because
he didn't get to spend much time with Merri, not with his current hectic
routine. Still, survival had its merits, and the more time he spent with
the small woman, the more danger she'd probably be in. It was bad enough that
everyone stayed at his house all the time now. Thankfully nothing had happened
there, so far.


Patricia seemed pleased with his
progress, in regards to the sexual instruction course she gave him. It had been
all book work so far, though she'd mentioned a small hands on test for him that
he'd have to pass the next time he came in. Even after having gone through his
ordeal, fighting all those bad memories, that news wasn't very welcome. It
wasn't that he didn't think he needed to try, or that Patty wasn't attractive.
That would be so backwards of him that imagining that would mean he really was
insane. No, it was nerves. Pure and simple. Just thinking about doing whatever
it was that she'd require of him caused a fine sheen of sweat to pop out all
over his body.


It had to be done though. No matter
what.


It reminded him of something that
Lars, at the gym had told him. All he had to do was try. He had experts
to handle the rest for him, as long as he actually did his part and didn't give
up every time his tummy fluttered a little.


When the time came he had to quiet
his mind a lot before approaching the office at the back of Beautiful
Plus. Thanks to that he didn't shake or sweat more than normal, but he
would, if he let himself think about the whole thing.


So concerned with that kind of thing
Zack felt a shock of surprise when he found Libby sitting on the fainting couch
in Patty's office the next day. Patty smiled. It was one of her slightly
devilish ones that sent a chill down his spine even when she didn't project any
lust or pleasure behind it. It normally meant she'd something planned she
thought would give him a jolt. As far as he could tell, she really enjoyed
shocking him with the things she said and did, especially the ones related to
sex.


“Today we're going to test you on
basic contact skills, light touch, following nerve lines and finding sensitive
zones. Libby was recommended by Val as a good partner for you in this, since
her shape shifting abilities won't interfere with, or artificially enhance,
your efforts as an Alede's might. I'll ask you to do something, and then you'll
try to comply as best you're able. I'll give you hints if you get stuck, so
don't worry about that. Ready?” The way she said it almost made him ask if
there was a time limit. She sounded like a teacher about to give a multiple
question test, more than anything else.


He relaxed fully, taking a deep
breath, circulating his qi as he tried to do constantly now and nodded. Trying
to be a good student. Or sport about the prank his life had become in the last
weeks. Whichever. Holding any hint of nervousness at bay – at least the
external signs, as hard as possible. His mind raced and wanted to panic on a
deep level, forcing him to nearly shut off his emotions in order to keep going
on. That was cheating though. The point wasn't for him to limply perform for
them, but to actually learn what to do, and how he felt was a big part of the
problem.


Swallowing, he moved toward the
Bat-girl, who didn't even grin at him. She just sat, with a blank expression on
her face.


“Good, then, if you please, start
with her face. Light pressure only.” An intense focus came into the woman
suddenly as he settled next to Libby. Every move, every twitch, would be noted
it seemed, Zack quickly understood. Making it a real test, not just a game for
the woman's amusement.


Running his middle and index fingers
slowly and lightly over her face, starting at the hairline and moving down, in
a slow circle, keeping the contact as smooth and flowing as he could. Slowly,
Zack traced the flow lines that had been in the text book by memory. Exactly
three times, then moved lower, over the nose and eyes, being extra careful
there, so that a tremor or sudden jerk wouldn't catch and cause pain, trying to
barely graze the eyelashes instead. Odds were good that he'd be docked points
on the test if he left Libby partially blind, so he focused intently, trying to
demand each nerve and muscle do exactly the right thing.


When he got to her lips she suddenly
pulled back and put her hand to her mouth. He thought for a second that he'd
hurt her somehow, until she smiled nervously, rubbing at herself there with the
side of her hand.


“It's all right. If you're ready
again, Libby? Good, please continue, Zack.” The dark haired Alede simply moved
forward again. Interested in what was going on.


Following the guidelines as closely
as he could get his clumsy fingers to manage, the whole face had been covered
in about four minutes, or close to it, he hoped, since that time had been
recommended specifically in the book.


“Now the hair, please.” Patty continued
to watch, searching for any error or sloppiness.


Moving from back to front he ran his
fingers over her scalp. On the third pass he used his fingernails lightly,
causing the girl to take a sudden breath. Then, remembering something he read
about the level of arousal and breathing, he upped the pressure slightly
without being told. Letting her short red hair run between his fingers and
pulling ever so gently, which should, unless he botched horribly, stretch the
muscles in the scalp. This being an unusual feeling to most people, they tended
to think of it as very pleasurable, if they were already in a mood to think of
things that way already at least. It had been in the book, in the second
chapter. 


“Good! Now let's move to the back,
Libby, be a dear and take your shirt off, will you?”


Zack started to say she didn't have
to, when she whipped her shirt off in a single movement, pulling it over her
head and throwing it over the arm of the couch. He reflected that a lot of the
people he knew now didn't have the same modesty issues regular people did. If
it had been him taking his shirt off in a room full of clothed people, he'd
have felt awkward. Libby hardly seemed to notice.


She wore a sports bra underneath,
which set Zack at ease at least a bit. She'd obviously been prepped as to what
kind of clothing to wear and what to expect.


“Continue, please.”


After a few minutes of very light
stroking of her shoulders and back, Patty asked her to remove the bra, which
again came off quickly. Zack felt his own tension rise, and focused for a
moment on relaxing, making himself breath evenly. He'd come to here learn,
and do this, it seemed. According to the messages he got from Patty. These
early lessons held major importance to his training. Zack really needed to do a
good job here, or Patty would stop taking him seriously, writing him off as
just another guy trying to get laid, or worse, someone not worth trying to
teach even that much.


“Good, now, the area where pressure
from the bra has caused small marks on her skin? Those will be very sensitive
for the next few minutes. Incorporate them into the pattern, but don't be
obvious about it, some women feel self-conscious about such things.” Patty
obviously didn't think Libby would be one of those made self-conscious though,
simply having said it out loud like that.


By the end of a half hour, Libby sat
only in her underwear, which turned out to be a thong, with black lace on the
front. Patty had him take advantage of this to cover the buttocks as well,
using only the lightest of touches to make the Bat-girl squirm as she lay on
her stomach panting slightly.


Patty called a halt then, saying that
he'd passed well enough, though a few technical details had to be ironed out.


“Wait... is it nice to leave me in
this state? That was... awesome...” Libby looked at both of them and hugged
herself causing her small breasts to rest on her arms briefly. From the book
and some things Patty had mentioned, he recognized this as a sexual display
posture. “But... you didn't even get to the front and... um, yeah, doesn't seem
fair....”


Patty smiled hugely.


“Very well then, if you would lay on
your back, Zack, continue with the front please. Hands only for now. I'll call
out suggestions when you have her naked.”


Zack swallowed, but since this
directly related to what he'd come here for, he complied. Locking down his own
feelings of awkwardness and embarrassment. Even if it was cheating. 


Being honest with himself he had to
admit that he did like the funny girl, quite a lot really. Plus touching
her didn't trigger any bad memories, even with Patty standing there and
watching so closely. It seemed like a good sign. He'd been worried that maybe
some bad memories had been missed in the work done so far. If they had, this
didn't seem to contain any of the triggers for him though. Feeling reassured by
this, he set his full attention back toward Libby for a while.


 By the end of the session Libby lay
spent and panting, hard, taking in big gulps of air, even though he'd only used
his hands. Largely counting on Patty for the timing, though he'd learned the
techniques from reading, apparently well enough.


“It seems you pass Mr. Hartley.
Please hand Libby her clothes. I trust you might be willing to help us again
sometime soon Libby.”


Libby blushed a little and whispered,
“Oh, sure. Not a problem. Always here to help!”


Then she kissed him full on the
mouth.


“Now now, save that for next time. We
haven't covered use of the mouth yet.” Somehow this sounded both seductive and
a bit prim at the same time, like a slutty schoolmarm, he thought.


Libby dressed quickly and hugged him
before leaving. Patty asked him to stay for a moment, her face rather serious.


“You did well. Your fine motor
control is really shot, though, isn't it? You seem to be using large motor
control to compensate pretty well so far... Do you have any pain when you move
or hold a posture for too long? Laying down for instance?” This quizzing went
on for a few minutes. She took notes and asked that he send over some money, so
that her shopper could pick up the presents he wanted to purchase. He asked how
much and blinked when she told him.


“Is that all?”


Laughing she let him know how much it
really came to, pointing out that most of this money would go to pay the
shopper and for gift wrapping, delivery and shipping. The presents themselves
cost less.


“It's not about overwhelming people
with valuable things, but about getting the right thing for them, and
presenting it correctly. Also, consider that you're spending more on everyone
than many people make in a year. That you often make this much in a few seconds
or less, well that doesn't mean that you have to spend a fortune on every
person you know. In the end most of them wouldn't appreciate it, even though
they'd love it in the short run.”


Remembering back, to only about two
months before, when everything he had Troy had bought for him, he could
understand her point. After a while, every contact with Troy had felt a little
embarrassing. Troy had always been great about it, telling him not to worry and
meaning it, which helped a lot. Still, he got the idea.


“All right. Well, I came to you
because you understand such things, so we'll go with your plan.”


He stood then to leave, but when he got
to the door she called out to him.


“Read chapters seven through nine
again, use of the mouth in foreplay. Pay special attention to kissing.
Everybody always tries to gloss over it, even though it's one of the first
things they do in intimate contact. A good kiss can set the mood for the
evening, a bad kiss can stop the evening from ever happening. So study
carefully.”


He promised he would. Especially
since she'd be able to clearly tell if he hadn't.


Val waited for him outside the
office, her lips parted a little and moistened just enough to make them shine
slightly. Beneath her blouse he could see that her nipples were erect. Not
really that uncommon of a sight to him, her being, well, her.


A woman, a bit heavy set, perhaps in
her mid-forties, stood watching them. Her eyes trailed Zack, he realized, not the
hot, slightly aroused woman he stood next to.


Leaning forward Val whispered, “Libby
got a little loud there. Not too bad, but a few of the patrons heard. It
sounded... like you did a good job. I can't wait for my turn.” She kissed him
saying, “Later...” in a husky, sultry voice.


She walked him to the front door,
since several women in the store 'casually' seemed to be going the same
direction he did for some reason. Zack focused, staying alert in case of
possible attack. Even though he knew why they were doing it. It just didn't
seem like that would be real, and would make a good reason for an assassin
or... Smiling a bit, he kept moving. It was kind of flattering, really.


Looking at the time, he made the
rounds of the mall, talking to Hilda and Merri, then heading back to Candles
and More. Where rumor had it, he worked, as a store clerk. He stretched, taking
stock of the store for a minute. It needed to be front faced and straightened,
that and swept up. 


The store was seeing a lot more wear
of late, though sales had also gone up with so many people passing through. It
let him feel like he managed to do a decent job for Lisa there. No need to get
lazy, he reminded himself, or the store would go to heck again. What was really
needed was an inventory, or at least taking stock and order some new
merchandise – some of the shelves were starting to look a little bare to him.


Looking at the front window, he tried
to picture a display that would speak of Christmas, and still show off their
wares well. Zack decided on a red and white fabric back ground, flat solid
sheets of red as a back drop. Maybe he could cover cardboard or something to
hold the fabric tightly? Then add in puddles of silky white cloth, just off pure
white, covering the ground, mimicking snow in an artistic fashion. He could
hang large silver snowflakes from the ceiling, and have a small tree. It would
have to be pretty little, given the space, with tiny candles on the branches
and surrounded by lamps that would light the whole scene.


Then, since he had some time before
everyone else needed to go home, the mighty clerk actually swept the store
and straightened the shelves. Noting those places where he actually needed to get
more inventory in right away. He wondered if they should get some kind of theme
souvenirs or if that would just be tacky? It would have to be something subtle
enough that regular people off the street wouldn't get the idea. Though
possibly not? If he had things claiming there was a Node in the back, people
would probably either not get it, or assume it was just a joke. Unless they
went through the thing, or got a present from someone that had.


He wrote down the product numbers for
now, and gave them to Lisa.


“Oh! I didn't realize you were here!
Just finishing the schedule for tomorrow. I may even get home at a decent hour
tonight. Not that there's anything there to go to.” Sighing, she looked at him
and grimaced a little, steeling herself it seemed to him.


“Deidre broke up with me. About a
month ago, I don't know if I mentioned it or not? It's been... hard. Lonely. I
knew for a while that it wouldn't really work, but you always hold out hope,
right?” She waved a little, as if fending off the topic or brushing it away.
“You don't need to hear about my petty problems though. What's up?”


Pointing toward the front of the
store with both index fingers, "We need a Christmas display. I can get
things for it and set it up. Some decorations for the store. That list is for
ordering new products, but... It's a bit corny, but I was thinking we should
get some specialty items in? Things that will work for presents, when people
are coming through? Maybe some higher end things from Lesser Shia? Those are
just ideas, I don't want to step on Ghurian's toes though." Thinking he
started to smile, since the answer was obvious, wasn't it? "In fact...
I'll just get with him about that. Or Yasmine, if I see her."


Lisa looked away, "That sounds
nice. Festive."


It was so bleak that he made a face
at her. Inside her Shadow had started crying. Softly, but it showed pain.


“You know, I think I do need
to hear about your problems, after all. Everyone else seems to think that
proclaiming wives for me makes it real, so I guess I shouldn't try to dodge out
when one of them needs to talk, right? Besides, you're one of my best friends,
so you have to know I'm here for you, no matter what. That's a rule. I just
made it up, but still... On top of that, if you melt down, thousands of
people will end up stranded millions of miles from home or something!”


That got a chuckle from her. It was a
start, if not a great one.


“I guess that does make sense.
Especially since everyone keeps talking about how wonderful you are. It makes a
girl curious. Yeah, let's get together and talk sometime, I think I'd like
that.” Her hand touched his arm in a friendly way.


They agreed to meet for coffee after
work the following night, about nine-fifteen. He turned around and jumped a
little, finding that the store had several people in it. Merri stood next to
him, Hilda and Val behind her.


“Oh good!” Merri said cheerily. “Then
tomorrow night can be your night with him, Lisa. Hilda and Val get tonight, you
have tomorrow, and then Claire and myself. Everyone's excited. We all heard
about what happened with Libby earlier, and your testing results!”


Val explained the Libby reference to
Lisa, her Shadow chuckling at Zack's discomfort, but her external self keeping
a fairly straight face.


“Well, we're just planning on
coffee...” Lisa said with a shrug.


Merri told her it still counted as
her night with him, what they did being up to them and only marginally a
concern for the others. On the small pad she carried he noticed that she wrote
this down, including putting the notation of 'coffee' next to Lisa's name. It
was in Alfric, but the words told him what they were.


Zack start walking toward the front
of the store, hoping to outrun the incredibly embarrassing conversation
utilizing momentum. In situations like this he really felt in awe of the
Vampires super speed, even though it wouldn't do him any good, since he had to
take everyone through the shortcut himself.


They all went home together, except Lisa,
who drove, like always. Honestly, Zack didn't even know where she lived, except
that she could drive the distance in about seven minutes if traffic didn't get
in her way. She'd mentioned it once, a few weeks before.


He did his normal routine of the last
weeks, reading in the living room while everyone else talked. That let them
stay in touch and bond, but still got things done. Merri gave him a snack and
then settled in beside him, turning on the television. Hilda and her had taken
to watching a show about a Vampire detective and his plucky
side-kick-slash-romantic-interest. Nikki liked to watch and point out the
inaccuracies. That part Zack paid close attention to. The show didn't do much
for him, having too many Shadow overlays to really make sense, but Nikki
proved a fount of information on the related Vampire topics. A thousand little
things that no one would ever have thought to actually tell him, otherwise.
That made it educational.


Libby didn't show up, even though she
did one night out of three. She'd sit by him and Merri, alternately cuddling
him and the small woman while calling out insulting things to the screen that
made them all laugh.


As far as Merri seemed concerned the
energetic Bat-girl had already been accepted by everyone, including Claire,
even though her final disposition in the group hadn't been set yet. The tiny woman
had a list of what those positions might be. Zack knew this because she had
shown him. Several times. Merri seemed to like the idea of her as junior wife,
rather than concubine, since, she hinted broadly, this would place the Bat in
the junior position, not her. It was advancement by building the
organization, after a fashion.


Laughing, Zack told Merri that she
would still have to do the cooking, or they'd have to hire it done, because he
felt pretty certain that Libby's idea of cooking for herself involved
microwaving frozen burritos and ordering out a lot. His tiny wife grimaced and
agreed, not wanting that to happen.


When he went to bed, Hilda followed
him. She said that he did smell a bit like he'd been having sex with Libby,
which made this all seem a little dirty to her. Sex with others watching? Fine
by her. Normal even, why hide it? Sex with someone who'd had sex with someone
else within a few days? Deviant. She explained that with regular people, like
her, it seemed wrong, probably a bit like having sex with someone of the same
gender seemed to Zack. Not evil really, but not what felt right to them. The Alede
were a special case, their innate nature setting off something inside her that
reacted violently.


She grinned and held him anyway.


“But for you I'll be dirty.” Her
voice seemed normal, even cheerful. Then she asked him to do what he had done
with Libby. Once he figured out that Hilda needed about four times as much
pressure as the other woman had, she enjoyed herself immensely. Several times
in a row.


She held him for a few minutes after
that, and suggested he wash up, because Val also got a turn.


The lovely blonde didn't ask for the
same thing at all when she came in. Instead she asked him to lay back and
relax. Then mimicked what he'd done with the others on him. She mentioned that,
since she could harvest energy from it, she benefited more from him having fun
than if she let him focus on her. 


It made sense. It also let her test
him, to see if his memories were truly taken care of he realized. Mainly
because her Shadow told him this directly. Once she started working, he could
honestly say that he didn't think about anything else except, oddly, Claire.


Valerie asked about it when she'd
finished and lay next to him, where his mind had gone. He told her honestly,
because she knew for a fact he'd thought about someone else. The energy flow
changed in a familiar pattern to her and he also knew her ego wouldn't be
threatened by it.


“I don't know why, but that's what
happened. I like her, but I like all of you, so... you got me on that
one. It wasn't like I thought about sex, she just popped into my head while
you, you know...” She knew.


“It's probably because you love her.
That's pretty obvious... When you sit on the sofa, for instance, Merri sits
next to you. I avoid sitting next to you, in case my abilities leak out a bit,
which will stop now, by the way. After tonight you'll just have to deal with me
as I am. Hilda plops down next to you if there's room, or next to Merri if
there's not. But more often than not you sit next to Claire, not the
other way around. Claire obviously has strong feelings for you, too. That's
been clear the whole time. Betty avoids you like the plague, have you noticed? Even
though I know for a fact she thinks you're sweet and would gladly have sex with
you in a different situation. I can tell things like that. It's part of the
whole Alede deal, we all can tell who wants to have sex with whom. Also how to
get in on the threesomes. It's one of our traits.” She stroked his chest softly
while saying this.


Zack listened and didn't speak. Did
he love Claire? If so, didn't he love all of them? He honestly couldn't tell.
He expressed this to Val, who nodded.


“The very old ones have that problem,
most of the time. Claire and you seem to be about the same age, experientially,
if I have everything right. You may even be older than her. The only real
difference there is that your time was spent in a different world all together,
without much Human interaction, and she mainly spent her time here. It's
probably why she knows this – that she loves you – and you haven't realized
that you love her yet. Which doesn't mean you can't or don't love the rest of
us. Just that your current pattern is kind of, attuned, to her right now. It
isn't a bad thing. Given time the pattern will swing around, and you'll be mine
for a while. After Merri and Libby, naturally. ”


Funnily, he told her, even though he
remembered everything, he didn't really ever think of himself as old. He
didn't feel anything much about his age, not as far as he could pin down.


“You know, I think you should talk to
some of the older people you know. Get a feeling for what's normal and what's
unique to you. It can't hurt, well, it probably won't hurt.” This last
bit had a grin accompanying it.


Then she held him for a while until
he drifted off.


He woke up later to find Claire in
bed with him. She'd taken his hand and held it, the coolness against his palm
being what woke him. Her head rested on his chest and listened to the beating
of his heart for a few minutes.


“After you get off work, meet me at
Frozen YoGurt? I think we should take a walk again...” Her Shadow spelled out
her intent clearly. She had a plan in the works, which she wanted to tell him
about, in private. There would be some risk involved, but the potential for
gain, for both of them, would make it worthwhile though, she hoped.


As she slipped out of bed, framed in
the light from the window, she spoke softly enough that he didn't know if she
meant him to hear.


“I heard what Val said. I do, you
know, love you.” Without looking at him she started to walk out.


“I love you, too...” He didn't know
it for certain a second before, but when she said it, it sprang into his mind
clearly. He did love her. He had almost since he'd met her. It was interesting
that he'd missed that. Probably distracted by the frozen yogurt, as funny as it
sounded. Claire did make some really good treats.


Turing back to him suddenly,
instantly, she was on him, kissing him with her cool lips and holding him
tight. Then, nearly as abruptly she ran from the room.


After a moment, touching his lips, he
wondered who else he loved and didn't know about?


He had some ideas. Maybe.












Chapter twenty-nine





 


The next day he went shopping for
fabric, to decorate the store front. That, big silver snowflakes, wire, and
some hooks that would work on the false ceiling inside the Mall. Between Jo-Ann's
Fabric and Michael's craft store, he found everything he needed on his lunch
break, including a tiny fake tree, making it back to the store just in time to
do his daily transfers.


The afternoon was spent in Lesser
Shia, where he still hadn't gotten to go out and see things, because of
security worries. They were afraid that people might try to blow him up if they
could for some reason, and did it to protect him, not everyone else. Instead he
worked in a steel reinforced room lined with stone, something unique that
looked a little like white marble. It had two antechambers used for security. There
were always at least four guards on duty. Armed with sticks. So far there'd
been no more problems, though security watched everyone like a hawk. It always
felt safe, if a little confined, there.


It occurred to him that all a demon
had to do to kill him would be to drop a hand grenade through the Nexus from
the other side. If they timed it right, he wouldn't even see it. If security
had thought of that they didn't mention it. Since, other than shutting down,
their best move would probably be cutting ties with him, to prevent such
things. He decided not to point it out either. No need to put the idea out
there if no one else had thought of it first.


At dinner he sat in the back room of
the YoGurt place, re-reading the chapters Patty had recommended. Since there
apparently could be tests now, he decided to really try and stay ready. Mainly
he didn't want Patty to think he didn't take her instruction seriously. The
topic still embarrassed him a little at times, more than a little, but given
the people he'd started hanging out with, it seemed like a good time to try and
move past that, even if it felt really hard to him.


When Keane came to relieve Claire she
walked silently to the back. The shifting and restless beast inside of her
asked if the tasty Human might be the source of that wonderful scent. Zack knew
he would be, since she couldn't have fed yet, the scent being the no doubt
yummy warm blood inside of the thrumming veins. Pulsing. Advertising that the
food had wandered by, no doubt. They needed to make this fast, or he'd end up
being lunch.


Zack gently took her hand and went
straight into the line, carrying her with him. When they walked out, seemingly
instantly, in physical world time at least, they emerged in a desolate desert
at night. This area had held a full Nexus market once. About three thousand
years before. Then the Demons did something no one remembered, which angered
the people there, who declared war on them over it. In retaliation the Demons abandoned
the place all together, letting everything dry up.


The inhabitants, whose name he'd
never fully caught, almost as if he couldn't hear large parts of it, looked
mainly Human with a few reptilian features. Their skin had fine, soft scales,
that always looked wet. Their colors varied greatly. Brown, red, blue and
black. Once he'd seen a very old one that looked all white. They were all
between five and seven feet in height, the average being maybe five-five, with
the taller ones being slightly rarer. About like Humans.


They'd told him, apparently honestly,
that they only had enough resources right now to focus on one good nexus hub.
They'd picked the other one of their two, being closer to civilization and not
as run down. This one remained free of all other creatures, sitting in the open
desert as it did.


Claire spoke quickly, urgently
needing to feed.


“After Christmas, in mid-January, I have
an invitation to a huge event in Nevada. In general you don't get invited to
these things unless you're among the most powerful in the Vampire community...
You'll take me there, to the opening ceremonies the first night. Then we'll
both stay for the whole time, even though you'll only be allowed to go to the
opening party. The rest will be devoted to secret Vampire matters, which only sounds
interesting. Mainly business meetings and making contacts, I hear. You can
sneak away then without being noticed. Will this work for you, do you think?”


Their eyes locked. Her hair pulled
back like it was exposed the curve of her neck, white as marble. He had a
sudden urge to kiss it, but didn't want to push her tolerance, being so hungry
and waving what amounted to a banquet in her face.


“Yeah, that should work. I'll just
sneak away and be back when I learn what I need to know. Four days, that should
be, something like... I wish I was better at math.... Uh, about fourteen years
in the void, more or less. A minute roughly equals a day as close as I can
tell. I tested this recently. I counted out what should have been an hour our
time, while sitting in the void between jumps. No one even noticed I was gone
longer than usual. About two seconds by the stop watch.”


Shaking her head she stopped and did
a little mental math of her own. “So biologically, you're, what, under
twenty-one at least, because you didn't age in the void, did you? Wu-Li told me
that you've functionally stopped aging, since you started doing his energy exercises.
Mentally you'd be that plus... Let's see. No... That can't be right... I
probably need to eat. We can figure it out later.”


He took her by the hand and they
walked back into the shop. Out front Keane cleaned the counter, which looked
immaculate already.


“Heading out then? Will I be seeing
you later at the house?” He asked the stately, but cute, Vampire who stood
beside Zack.


She shook her head no, probably for
his benefit, even though her Shadow explained everything to him even as she
answered. She wanted to keep Zack separate from her other life, as not all the
Vampires were well behaved and gentle and she sometimes had to use force to
keep them reigned in. Keane had been doing most of that lately. It seemed like
he'd shaped up to be a good second, over the years.


Once Keane developed immunity to the
sun, or at least enough that heavy clothes and sunblock would protect him for
the most part, he could be moved to another location, taking over as the leader
of his own group of younger Vampires. Claire's inner self expressed how proud
she felt of the man, being one of only a handful of younger Vampires she'd seen
approach that milestone in all her own years.


“I'm going now, but will be over at
the other house if anyone needs me for anything till late. Tomorrow night I'm
sleeping over, but will want the tub ready at five-thirty, and if Nigel and
Gary could attend to me, that would be very nice.”


Nigel and Gary, her beast self told
him, were two of the many people that they drank from. They didn't need a lot
of blood each day, but got cranky if they didn't get it. Most of the Humans
that fed them were lured with the promise of sex, money or certain drugs that
didn't bother the Vampires if they drank from people with them in their system.
She didn't want to have to answer questions about this to Zack, because she
felt it would taint his perception of her.


He stood, not reacting. He knew they
drank blood and even that it had to come from a person. He'd never
thought of Claire having sex with the people she got the blood from though. It
made sense and really seemed a lot nicer than say, snatching people and locking
them in a basement. He'd just never thought about it. He knew it would be silly
to be jealous, so he locked that part of himself down, he could remove that
response later, when he had time to think about what it meant.


“Well, you need to go eat and I
really should get to Wu-Li's, I'm almost late as it is. I'll be a little late
tonight. Lisa and I are going for coffee after I get everyone else home from
work. She really needs a day off. You probably do, too. I feel a bit like I'm
letting everyone down sometimes. Maybe I can cover for you again soon? Well, no
use stewing about it, I'll do what I can and the rest will just have to be what
it is, for now.”


Her hunger caused her to rush out of
the store, through the back without responding to him first.


When she'd clearly gone, using great
speed, but not so much that anyone would notice particularly, he asked Keane if
he knew of anything she wanted, in regards to Christmas.


“What? I hadn't thought about it
really. We don't do Christmas as a group. We focus on Halloween instead. It's a
joke of sorts. We all volunteer at haunted houses and pass out candy for the
kids, that kind of thing. This last one I went as Zorro.” He tapped his lips
with his right forefinger, a practiced gesture that his Shadow self didn't
bother to mimic.


“She really likes books. Old books
especially. Collectors' items. I don't think she reads them all, so anything
old enough, that's rare enough, should do the trick, even if she already has a
copy. She likes them to be in good condition though. I can't think of anything
else right now. She has pretty much anything she wants, when she wants it.
Plus, you know, she's pretty much past the point where things make a big
difference to her. I mean, give her jewelry and she just locks it away, or
gives it to someone else as a gift later. Cars? She drives a Sixty-eight Beetle
with primer spots, even though she owns a half dozen other cars. The engine's
like new though and the seats and interior are in great condition. She's been
talking about changing that though, since people are starting to notice it when
she passes then. It's too distinctive. Too old to go unnoticed.”


Keane put both hands on the counter
and shook his head. Then cleverly signaled he didn't have anything else to say
by not talking. Something Zack had noticed in some of the other older people as
well. They'd just stop talking, or even walk away without saying anything, when
they felt a conversation had ended. Claire didn't though, but with her that had
a lot to do with how politically she viewed the world. Her ability to stay
engaged on that level being part of why she had the job of Ambassador, no doubt.


Zack thanked him and asked the
Vampire to let him know if he thought of something, since he'd known her a lot
longer. Keane let it be known he'd try to keep the idea in mind.


Wu-Li didn't mention him being late,
that being about two minutes. The Master just began the exercises they always
went over, looking for flaws. This time, to Zack's amazement, he just nodded
and said “Good.”


 Zack hadn't earned a 'good' before.
It had always been a correction of some kind, if a minor one. Today
after they warmed up, instead of Dan teaching him martial arts moves, Wu-Li
stepped forward and set up a small wooden table, with a large concrete block on
it.


“Do you remember when we went to find
young Jennifer and you struck out at her father? Today I want to work on half
of what you did, adding the rest of the movement so that it won't weaken you
while you fight. Keep your energy circulating, then extend a line through the
object and immediately pull it straight back and re-add it to your own qi. This
is important, else that portion will be lost and have to be rebuilt. The whole
thing should look thusly.”


He slowly turned toward the brick,
extended his fist and his qi, his energy, with it in a tight, smoky gray line.
It extended through the brick fast, then came back slowly, taking most of three
seconds to make the trip back to him.


The brick shook and the table
wobbled.


He did it a second time, with the
exact same results.


“Now, I'm certain you can make the
brick explode dramatically, or fly into the wall. What I'm looking for here is
a demonstration of control, not force. Also, I'd like to not have to repair the
wall, so with that in mind... If you're ready?”


Zack focused, keeping his energy
flowing as it should, and just as the Master had done, he extended a smoky gray
line of energy, the same color as Wu-Li's, more or less, through the brick,
then contracted it, though a little faster than Wu-Li did. The brick shook, but
he grimaced.


“A bit fast on the retraction of
energy. Gah. Can I try again?”


The old man, who still looked about
thirty, gestured gracefully that it would be fine.


This time he got a lot closer.


“Very good! Now, this is always
percussive away from you, the slow retrieval of energy is simply to
prevent you from stripping the life force from a Human or other vulnerable
being. Too great a blow will kill, yes, but so will taking energy back too
fast. Their own energy will try to follow yours. It's good for Vampires though.
You won't kill them either way, but take enough energy from them fast enough
and they go dormant for a bit. It's harder though, and generally only works if
they're touching you, or if you can ambush them, because otherwise their great
speed makes targeting too difficult. You can see the down side there, at least
if you want them to go to sleep. This technique is too slow to just try and
shoot in the dark hoping to hit something that moves like they do.”


The old man had Zack work on it for
the rest of the hour, watching him closely for fatigue. He cautioned him to
maintain his qi balance and keep up with his energy work. Then Wu-Li sent him
on his way.


Early for once.


That meant he had about half an hour
before he needed to meet Patty, and Merri would still be in rush hour, busy
making food for the Chinese Place.


He knew Hilda had a client right now,
the small woman that still lifted more weight than he did, even though
he was closing in rapidly according to Lars. He had a feeling Lars might just
be trying to keep his spirits up though, that being what his under-self, his Shadow
had said the last time he lifted weights there. Not that it wasn't true, but
that the giant wondered if Zack would feel embarrassed about his low level of
strength.


Valerie worked this time slot, mainly
so she could listen in on his sessions with Patty. He knew that she reported
daily to everyone else, this time because she'd simply told him. She'd looked
darned nervous when she did it, but Zack had just accepted it with a shrug.
Everyone else in the Mall probably had the same data anyway, why not the people
in his life it may eventually affect? Better they find out from Val than say,
Riley, right?


He was about to sit down in the food
court and re-read his homework when Rose called him over from where she stood
in front of the Fun Zone. He went, interested, but a little wary as to what she
had to say, especially since her brother had just crossed his mind moments
before. Tricksters were best approached with caution, he'd heard, though the
ones he knew all seemed nice so far.


The woman in question smiled at him a
little and waved a hand.


“I know I'm supposed to be all sly
and tricksterish about these things, but since I know you and so far none of
the 'tricks' my brother has tried on you have actually worked, since you really
don't seem to need most of the lessons, I'll just ask. I need to go into the
Alfric lands. Can you get me there? I heard you recently helped open up one of
the old routes. I'll also need a guide if you can help me with that. I can
pay...” He stopped her with an upraised hand.


“I can get you there. One of the
perks of being my friend, I guess. Since we're technically married... I suggest
you talk to Merri, who's my wife as well, about a guide. Since, you know, she's
from there. I've been planning to take her as a Christmas present, but
if she's needed to help you, that would come first. I can take her anyway and
just get her something else, though I have no idea as to what she'd like. This
present thing is hard.” He looked at her for a moment then grinned and told her
that this could be her present.


“Nope, this is all business. You can
take me to Lesser Shia though. Mom raves about the shopping there. I've never
been.” This last a bit wistful, Zack thought.


“I've been there a lot, nearly two
hundred times today alone – but they won't let me out of the 'secure area' just
because someone tried to kill me during a business meeting there. I gather it's
pretty safe for everyone else. Virtually no crime, simple laws that are easy to
follow and a lot of leeway given to strangers that may not know any better. It
actually sounds like a lot of fun. Maybe they'll let me in some day?”


Chuckling warmly she reached out and
took his upper arm in her hand for a second, then dropped it. Her dog self
preened in front of him and told him he seemed really sweet. Then she made
suggestions that almost made him blink. Apparently dogs had good hearing too,
along with bats and Vampires, and Libby really hadn't been very quiet at all.


She asked him to watch the Fun Zone,
since he knew how and no one had come in for the last two hours anyway. She
planned to go and see if she could liberate Merri's ear for a second, ask her
some questions and come right back.


Mentioning that he had a meeting with
Patty at seven, she just laughed a bit and said she knew that then promised to get
back before he had to be there.


He decided to sweep the place up
while he waited. The old wooden broom handle gave him a splinter, a huge one,
which he pulled out quickly. Then he used the old metal dust pan just as Rose
came back.


“Merri's going to ask the guy from
'Fried Things,' Glen, if he'll be my guide. She thinks I'll need a male Alfric
with me if I want to get anything done quickly. I should be able to let you
know when in a few days, maybe sooner, maybe later. I need to go and get back
as soon as possible, but everything always takes longer than it seems like it
should. You understand that though, right? It's hard to explain why I
need to go... Needless to say it will probably prove important to someone in
the end. These things always do, after all.”


Pointing at the clock on the wall
near the line-up of cheap prizes, nearly seven, she pushed him a little to get
him walking toward his meeting. She waved as he left and called out that she'd
see him soon. The trickster sounded happy enough about the whole thing, which
he hoped would be a good sign.


When he got to the door of Patty's
office, all three of the Alede working there stood around, listening to
something according to their Shadows. One of them seemed to be a new girl, too.
Sexy, light brown hair, slightly more curvy than the others, wearing a nice
outfit that looked new, close in style to the things sold in The Chasm across
the way.


Zack got right away that this was a
person he had encountered before. In his bed, if he remembered correctly. This
'new girl' would be Robert, the other guy at the store. He'd turned into this
form when the Alede had helped him trigger all those memories.


Zack stopped when Norris headed over
to him and gestured for him to not go into the office yet.


“The Police are looking for Robert.
Four guys jumped him last night, because he slept with one of their wives or
girlfriends or something silly like that. He fought, not knowing what the heck
was going on, and they didn't fare too well it seems. So in retaliation for him
not letting them kill him, they're trying to claim he attacked them with a gun
and beat them with it. So he's hiding as Sarah. Patty's furious, mainly with
the morons that attacked him, but with him too for being so careless.” Norris
motioned the others over, the rest of the store being both orderly and empty of
customers.


Val gave Zack a hug and Sarah did
too, which he found odd, until their Shadows explained that Sarah, unlike
Robert, didn't have an actual address and only the flimsiest of identities. She
needed a place to stay and transportation, and since they were all such good
friends...


He laughed before any of them could
speak.


“Fine, you can stay with us until
this blows over or gets resolved. I'm not sleeping with you though. Nothing
against you, obviously, my life's just already too full of beautiful women. You
can sleep with Troy. Or Betty, though I think she likes guys. Nikki maybe, but Vampires
don't give energy the same way from sex, do they? Don't try Hilda. That won't
work. Merri? I don't know, but that's between you and her, if anything happens
or not.” He summarized quickly, then realized Sarah probably already knew most
of this from discussions with Val. In fact, she probably understood a lot more
about the dynamics of the strange situation than he did.


Val smiled at him, seeming kindly,
and like he was being cute. Norris did a more manly version of the same. Sarah
though, teared up. After a moment she wiped at her eyes carefully with a tissue
and said, “I wish I had what you have, Val.”


The other Alede seemed to get it,
though Zack didn't exactly. Val seeing his bafflement explained.


“You have to realize how strange this
situation is for us, Zack. Everyone is following your lead, which is amazingly
non-selfish. I mean group dynamics are tricky, but I don't think I've ever seen
a better managed and organized relationship. Maybe not all needs are being met
for each person yet, but each person has the right to go and get those needs
met if they want to, without worrying about being kicked out of the group.
Really rare. It's kind of the secret fantasy of most Alede, to have that kind
of thing. Love and people that understand them without judgment or fear.”


Sarah nodded, and dabbed again.


“Oh, Patty's off the phone now. Let's
go see what's up then.” Norris led them all to the back and opened the door. He
waved Zack in first.


“The Police refuse to accept that
Robert is missing and perhaps dead. I can tell they don't think for a minute
that he actually did what was claimed, but they seem willing to let it go to
court with one person's word going against four, and sanity be damned. Oooh, I
could just kick them!”


Her Shadow self, while very angry
over the whole thing, managed to be very cute about it, acting almost like a
cartoon version of Patty, stomping her feet, waving her fist in the air. With a
bit of focus he ignored this and tried to listen to her words instead.


“We need to find a place for Sarah to
stay...” She began.


“She's staying with us. So that's not
an issue for now.” Zack broke in, wondering if listening to the phone meant
that Patty couldn't hear what they said outside her office? That made sense in
a way, or else everything would overwhelm them all the time. Every squeaking
door and dripping faucet making life nearly impossible.


“Good. Then we may have to generate a
new identity for Sarah and have her stay that way for a while. Armed assault
with a firearm is serious. Even though he didn't do it, we can't prove it
in this case. We...don't fare well in prison on the whole, Zack. It's best to
avoid even the slightest possibility of it.” She shuddered at the thought, Val
going around the desk to comfort her while Norris did the same for Sarah.


“On the good side, if you did get
sent away, I'm pretty sure I could break you out almost immediately. Probably
before they got you to the jail house, though it wouldn't be easy. Uh, because
of the moving vehicles and stuff.” Zack explained, in case they thought the
rest would really be hard.


Instead of laughing they all looked
at him in something like amazement.


“You'd do that for me? I mean...”
Sarah exclaimed, a bit louder than she obviously expected to.


“Of course. Especially if you were
wrongly accused of something you didn't do. It's basically what I did for
Hilda's brother Karl. Or, you know, if they were going to lock you up for
something really stupid. Like parking tickets or something like that. Though,
you know, pay your parking tickets... Anyway, yes. Why wouldn't I? You all know
you made the Christmas list by now, 'Family and Lovers' that list is called and
you're all on it.” He shrugged again and realized it seemed to have become a
habit, shrugging all the time. He decided to work on it. It didn't look very
strong, did it?


Patty and Sarah actually started to
cry, for some reason. Norris teared up, but turned away manfully. Val just
smiled at him.


“Don't worry, they just didn't expect
someone that doesn't seem to want anything from them to also be there
for them. That's the reason the Alede stick together so closely you know,
because almost everyone else just wants to use us, own us, possess us, or
worse. Often a lot worse. Yet here you are, not really wanting anything from
us, certainly nothing we all wouldn't gladly give, offering things that most
kingdoms couldn't afford to buy and meaning it as if it were only to be
expected. It takes some getting used to.”


Norris clapped him on the shoulder,
holding a crying Sarah in the other arm.


“Just know that if you ever need
anything we can provide, anything, let us know. Someone for a porn shoot, a
date to a reception, a quick blowjob, even if you want to see what it's like to
be a girl, we've got your back.” They all started to laugh except Zack, whose
eyes grew far away suddenly.


Robert hiding as a girl, one with
unique fingerprints, a female brain altering even the thought patterns, while leaving
knowledge and ability intact. Even a Demon might have trouble seeing through that
kind of disguise...


“What...” Patty began, stopping when
he put his finger to his mouth, making a 'shush' sign. He looked at her hard
and mouthed 'later.'


“Indeed... Back to the issue at hand
then, did you do your reading?” Her lips curled, and the interest in the room
suddenly shifted, as sex remained one of their favorite topics, being central
to who they were.


Nodding, Zack lifted the book as if
to show he had it and read it.


“You said to focus on kissing, but I
read the whole section. Twice.” This had included all forms of oral sex
including some he simply didn't want to try. Still, he read the literature,
just in case. If it would be required of him, he could shut off his emotional
reactions and simply follow instructions, he decided.


Norris and Val headed out, though
Sarah stayed in the office listening to him as Patty quizzed him on what he
read. He realized that she wasn't there to help test him immediately, the Shadows
gave that away. She'd stayed simply because she felt lost and Zack seemed
steady and comfortable.


Patty seemed pleased with his
knowledge of the information on the whole.


“Well, tomorrow we'll drill technique
on a model – plastic so don't worry about embarrassment – then we'll take care
of some other things... I'll see you then.”


Zack wondered why she thought that
doing the things from the book on a plastic model in front of her wouldn't
embarrass him? Especially if she wanted him to work on a male one. He didn't
think he could do that at all, not yet at least. Not only wasn't he interested
in men, but even without the emotional content he'd have to work up to that
kind of thing, if the class required it. The Alede were far more flexible that
way than he could ever be. All that could be done would be to show up and try
to explain this to her, if it came up at all. Until then, why borrow trouble?
This thought caused him to nod to himself slightly.


Considering things carefully, he
asked her if she'd lend him Sarah early tonight, so that he could take her, and
possibly Libby, back home with him early.


Tilting her head she said “I think I
see. Yes, that will do nicely. Libby is at your place often, but doesn't live
with you. So it will look like a party or sleep over rather than a single
guest. Not that anyone's looking for Sarah in particular, or even knows
to look for her, but the caution is appreciated.”


Sarah seemed relieved that things
were being handled for her, rather than angry as he thought she might be. He'd
guessed correctly that she didn't feel like she had a lot to hang on to at the
moment. He could provide that port in the storm that people talked about, or
something like that.


They found Libby at work. Her shift
ended in an hour and fifteen minutes, so Keeber, her roommate asked if she
could be gone all night if he covered for her.


“I, uh, have a date.” Inside the
large man who looked more like a lumber jack than a trendy store employee – the
bear – shifted restlessly. “So, you get the idea...”


Zack started to shrug, stopped
himself, and just looked at the large man, “Sure.”


He introduced Libby to Sarah, new to
the Beautiful Plus and vice versa. Libby gave no clue that she'd overheard the
entire conversation that took place earlier, even though she almost certainly
had, her real job having a lot more to do with information gathering than
selling clothing.


They all made the rounds, so that the
other women would know what the situation had turned into. Everyone agreed
happily enough, though Merri suggested they look into a bigger domicile soon.
It was a real point. Even if they had just gotten his old house.


He got Sarah and Libby home and both
settled in with Betty and Troy in the living room playing video games.


Sarah dispatched the question of
whether or not Betty liked to have sex with women by simply asking. After all,
she explained, this wasn't the nineteen-fifties anymore, so why not?


The Human servant didn't seem
insulted by it.


"I like men, but I've done
things with girls too. It just isn't what really does it for me." There
was a shrug, but a slightly curious look, rather than the rejection that might
be expected given the words. The Succubus nodded and made a slight head gesture
that was really clear to Zack, directing Betty toward Troy's room. After that,
the interplay got avoided mentally, since it wasn't his business.


Claire got there a little before
nine, to see him... and the others when they got home, if only for a few
minutes. He hugged her hard and kissed her cheek, as her Shadow told him that
she worried that she had blood on her breath still. She did kiss his cheek
back, her cold lips against his skin. She paused for a moment, her lips
lingering, to feel his heart beat.


Zack explained the whole Robert-Sarah
situation and that Libby planned to stay the night at his invitation. Claire
picked up on the reasons why – that Sarah would have someone familiar around
until Val got there – quickly so didn't ask any questions.


“So, Libby will be staying in your
bed then?” The implication rang in her voice, though without judgment.


“That's the plan. Though I guess she
could bunk with Betty... It's just that she knows me better.” He tried to
convey that he didn't want to slight anyone or make anyone uncomfortable, using
a Shadow speaking. It seemed to relax her a bit, even though he hadn't realized
the tension she carried before.


Just before nine he ran to get Merri,
Val, and Hilda. They were back in time to go and meet Lisa for coffee. Everyone
wished him luck on his date, as if it were real. Maybe to them it seemed that
way?


None of them had ever done
that with him, after all.


Merri suggested that Libby might be
double dipping on the list, since she'd already had her turn this week, but let
it go quickly with a bemused look, and dismissed her own words with a wave,
saying that everyone had their favorites after all.


Zack agreed.


“The problem is, I seem to have about
six or seven favorites. It makes things difficult.” Then he picked up Merri in
a sudden and passionate kiss. She squealed a little at first, in glee, then
melted into it. Apparently the tips in the book work well. He'd have to make
sure they stayed committed to memory.


He put her down softly leaving her a
little breathless.


“Now, if there's nothing else, I need
to get to my date.”


Even he realized how funny that had
to sound.


No one else laughed though.












Chapter thirty





 


Lisa picked up the hot chocolate that
sat on the table in front of her slowly. Cradling the warm ceramic mug, a nice
cream colored thing that was smooth, but not cheap looking. Both of them had to
be up in the morning so cocoa seemed like a good plan. It also made a good
excuse to eat whipped topping, which always seemed a plus to him.


Her sadness seemed magnified when not
working. Or maybe it had always been like that and he'd just avoided noticing,
ignoring the pain she lived with, because it hurt to look at. The whole world
lived in pain though, most of the time. It was there in most cases, so he
generally tried not to look. A trick he'd picked up in the institution. Focus
on what you need, and let the rest go. If you don't, you go crazy. The
kind of insane that makes you do stuff you shouldn't, trying to make things
stop. Struggling to find just a little moment of peace.


Like it had been in the void. At first
it'd been hard, the isolation. The loneliness. After time had passed, a while
longer than he'd lived, he grew used to it. A longer time after that, it became
normal to him. When that happened, almost to the instant, the Big Shadow came
for him. Gave comfort to the little Shadow. Taught him how to move in the void,
without moving at all. How to find things. How to see.


The Big Shadow never taught him how
to not see. That he'd had to figure out on his own, in order to survive,
when the world tried to rip everything inside apart.


They didn't realize how much
information each of them held, regular people. How much more came into his
awareness with every moment than they even realized they could think of. The
deep part of themselves that existed like a glacier, with most of it under the
surface, was always there. He called it Shadow, but it had more to it than
that. Light, information, darkness, and the emotions they hid even from
themselves. Each thought evoking a stream of memories couldn't be counted. Each
word spoken followed by whole books worth of information.


He'd learned not to think about it.
In this moment though, Zack let that filtering fade away, just a tiny bit, and
focused on the woman across from him, intently. Every thought from her hit his
attention. Calling to that inner portion that was so often wrong for the rest
of the world. He let it call to him, and let himself answer in each moment of
the deluge. Honestly, kindly, but with an eye toward relieving her pain, if he
could, in at least some small way.


Lisa sipped the chocolate, thinking
about how lonely she was. He whispered to her mind, you're not alone.


“I don't even know why she left. Not
really. She just told me that it wasn't working and that she didn't have any
answers for me. At first I thought maybe she gave answers and I just didn't see
them? Maybe I just couldn't hear her words, because I didn't want them
to be true. Then I realized that I must be bad somehow, defective, or else
someone would love me. But no one does.”


Her inner self cried, pain coming at
him in waves, she tried to bury it, but no place within her was deep enough to
hide the anguish.


I love you. He told her. You're not alone.


It was true. Not the same love he
felt for Claire, Libby, Hilda, or Merri, or the raw lust he felt for Val. A
real love though regardless, that ran deep into his being.


Then he spoke, wanting to sigh, but
not daring to, less the woman in front of him think he was frustrated with her.


“I... know why she left, Lisa. It
isn't a pretty thing, but I can tell you if you want to know. If you think it
would help...” He told her again and again that he loved her, whispering to the
deepest parts of her being, knowing that some part of her heard him as clearly
as if he spoke the words out loud.


In a tiny voice, so hurt and lost,
she asked, “Why?”


“In her past she'd been betrayed by
those she thought loved her. Over and over until she'd almost lost hope, almost
given up on love completely. Then you came into her life. You... shone so
brightly, you turned heads when you walked by, in her eyes you could have had
anyone you wanted – rich, successful, lovely, intelligent and kind. Everything
she felt she wasn't.”


Believe in yourself, he sent to her, when her Shadow tried
to deny the things he said. If she were those things, she'd be loved right? So
she must be none of that.


You are loved.


“For a while things were fine. She
loved you and trusted that you loved her. Then... she noticed how other people
looked at you. Men, women, young and old. As if you were a star, something to
covet and not let go of. Then she began to realize she couldn't do it. That
there wasn't anything inside of her worthy enough to hold you to her. She felt
herself too ugly, too poor, too stupid, to be worthy of love, any love
really, not just yours. So she began to fear losing it. Her fear made her
jealous, which she hid from you, knowing it would push you away if you found
out. In the end, her jealousy turned to anger and suspicion. Past that I can't
tell you the specifics...”


He reached out and took her hand
across the table gently and just held it, while her Shadow self told him of
what happened. How Deidre had turned cold, and suspicious. How she'd followed her
and accused her of cheating even though she hadn't. Even though she wouldn't.


“It probably started with tiny
things. You gave a friend an innocent hug hello or goodbye and she'd question
your motives, then theirs. Or you stayed late at work a little too often, and
she wondered if you'd taken up with the cute girl from the yogurt shop or even
that new guy you'd hired and talked about so much. After all, she knew
you'd dated men before and even liked it, enjoyed having sex with them from
time to time...”


He picked most of this up from her
own narrative, hoping that hearing it come back would convince her. He told her
again and again...


You are loved.


“Then your father called and
congratulated you, jokingly, on your 'marriage'. This set her off so totally you
couldn't get enough time to explain that he'd been making fun of you. She knew
you were hiding something. Which, of course, you were. You hid your true nature
from her, knowing she wouldn't understand the power that you hold. She thought
you dabbled in New Age crystal gazing or militant lesbian Wicca, or some such.
She didn't know, couldn't be allowed to know, what you were. She wouldn't have
believed you, even if you'd shown her, it just wasn't in her... So you couldn't
tell her about what had happened. Why it was innocent, maybe even cute. Or how
important you thought it was at the time.”


Lisa looked down, swirling her drink
slowly by moving the cup around in slow circles. Zack could just see the
chocolate moving around inside over the rim, a dark glistening, tiny bits of
iridescence glittering on the top where oils had separated out.


Inside she still cried, but a little
softer. She told him again of her loss and pain. He told her that he knew that
it hurt, but it hadn't been her fault.


“The thing is, it wouldn't have
mattered if you could tell her. Even if you'd just been the manager of a
regular candle store, she'd have done exactly the same thing. Because,
you see, she hasn't learned that she's worthy of love yet. She couldn't see
that you loved her for her. Not for petty or small reasons. Not looks or
money or intelligence, but everything that made her what she was.”


Again, in the same small voice as
before, she said, “Is that true?'


Yes, as true as I can make it.


“It is. I may have gotten some small
bit of timing wrong or used the wrong name for something, but the overview is
the truth. She was only ever going to be with you for a limited time. That's
her way and what she'll continue to do until she learns to hold herself as
valuable and worthy. If she ever does. It's harder to do than it sounds for
some people.”


She took a solid drink of the cocoa,
getting the last, mostly melted, blob of whipped cream in the swallow. Inside
she seemed to have started to feel a little better. The next issue that plagued
her came to the surface with force.


Then why am I alone?


He almost laughed at her for even
thinking this, but held it in, keeping even his own deep level responses in
check.


“Now, the natural thing to ask is, of
course, then why am I alone? The thing here is that you aren't
alone. Not even a little bit. I love you. Others do too, even if they don't
know it yet. So you don't lack for love. Companionship? It sits there waiting
for you. All around you are people that want to spend time with you, and expect
to, but you hold yourself back. You don't see them, just like regular people
can't see most of what you and I do. I walk out of thin air in front of people
on the street all the time, and no one has ever said more than 'where did you
come from?' that's what you're doing here. Heck, we're married by the rules of
a half dozen cultures, your own apparently included. Yet you waited how long to
tell me about this? I don't blame you, I'd just like you to ask yourself this:
why? Why wait to tell me about a break-up? If you can figure that out, you'll
probably know why you've missed all the people around you that care about you
lately.”


Her head drooped a little, but in
thought, her inner self working over time to come up with the reason. Finally
she said, You don't need me. None of you do. I can be replaced.


He didn't wait to preface it.


“Everyone can be replaced. It
isn't always comforting to hear maybe, but it's the truth. Look at me. A month
ago the world worked and people got along, day to day. They still get along and
will long after I turn to dust. All I can hope is that I make a small part of
reality a little better, instead of worse. With your help, and the others in
their own way, I think we're making a positive difference to at least a few people.
We aren't irreplaceable, but that doesn't mean we can't help while we're here,
right? It certainly doesn't mean that we don't have value, just because someone
else could do what we do.”


Her mood came up a lot more after
that, as she reflected on it, as her innermost self came to understand that he
really and truly believed what he'd told her. It had some grim overtones as
messages went, but it rang of truth.


Her next volley took him by surprise
though.


“I'm not like the others though. I
can't be there for you, sexually. Not as well as they can. I mean, I could do
stuff, but it wouldn't be real, just going through the motions for me...”


This made him sit up and think for a
moment before speaking.


“Well, thanks for considering it? I
really doubt that I'm going to starve for sex any time soon, but that really
isn't as big a deal for me as you may think. Right now I spend an hour a day
with Patty trying to learn how to have sex, and twice that or more reading up
on it, because I doubt I have the skills to be there for most of the others
sexually. Even saying that makes me want to run and hide. So, same boat
really. If for different reasons. Anyway, even being willing to just go through
the motions has value. Forty odd percent of married men probably wish their
wife would still be willing to just go through the motions with them...” He
made a funny face at her then, hoping it would make her feel better.


Her inner self quieted, which
indicated a breakthrough might be coming, if he could just find the key.


“But who said it had to be sex with me?
Or sex at all? We can talk, or cuddle, or play a board game if you want. I know
half a dozen women that would gladly have sex with you tonight if you'd like?
Or if you really want sometime, I can get Patty to change me into a girl for a
night. They can do that, the Alede, when they become powerful enough. So sex
isn't a good reason.”


But, what if I don't love you yet?


“You don't have to love someone else
to be loved by them. Though it's hard to keep that kind of distance if
they're also a good person. You're concerned right now about not being loved,
right? I'm telling you that I do love you. You can do with that what you
want. There are no strings attached, it won't be taken away if you're less than
perfect one day, or even a thousand times. I won't be bothered if you love
somebody else too, either. My world has too much glass hanging up to throw
stones in that regards right now.”


Her mood, while not perfect, seemed
almost normal again. That last bit had been enough to push her back to the
surface, now to keep her there.


“So, Christmas. What do you want?”


They talked for another hour, then
they both decided that time had come to go home. He hugged her goodbye and
waited while she drove away in her car. Then stepped through the three
shortcuts that would take him home.


Almost everyone seemed to be up, even
though it neared midnight. A movie played on the screen and all the lights were
out. Claire moved over to him, silently, and more quickly than a Human could
manage. She kissed him fiercely and he tried to return the same, remembering
some of the basics the book had mentioned. Her mouth tasted faintly of
chocolate, as did his own. Not being able to eat regular food though, hers
must have come from something else. Perhaps a bite nibbled to add that flavor?


“Hey, do I get one of those
too?” Libby asked from the sofa, a not quite joking tone in her voice.


Claire moved across the room toward
her even faster than before ending with her nose two inches from the bat-girls
face.


“Okay, if you want...” She
leaned in quickly and kissed the other girl on the mouth. Libby pulled back
suddenly, but then drove back in. Apparently Libby at least, if not all bats,
didn't have a lot of sexual hang ups either. In his life, that kind of issue seemed
to be his area of expertise. Good to be the go to guy for something, even if it
was a pain in the rear most days.


Val, sitting by and watching all of
this intently, pointed out that they were actually kissing in order to arouse
sexual interest in others, in this case him, most likely.


He sat under a small light, next to
Hilda. Kissing her for a bit, then getting the textbook out and rereading the
chapters Patty recommended. He didn't see Sarah, Troy, or Betty. Looking around
for them, Val's Shadow mentioned that they were having a threesome down in
Betty's room. She kind of wished she could join them, but that would make
things too complicated. Zack understood she meant emotionally, not physically.


He hadn't dialed his awareness back
to what he normally lived at, so he found himself bombarded with
information. Claire really did want his attention and so did Libby. Val felt
horny and hungry, but didn't have easy access to a late night snack, which made
her desperately want to jump either him or Libby, not really caring which one
at the moment. Hilda found what they were doing in the basement both alluring
and confusing. She had a feeling a fight would come of it. Merri felt invisible
and unloved.


“Merri, why are you all the way over
there, alone, when you could be over here with Hilda and me?” That and
his smile were enough to bring her over, much happier.


When she cuddled next to them, Zack
couldn't help but notice how firm her body felt. Her breast pushed against his arm,
nipples erect, sliding carefully, suggestively, against him. She wiggled across
his lap. Making slow movements under the guise of getting comfortable that
pressed against him, making him hard.


Libby sat stroking Claire's hair, her
hand brushing past the tips and against the side of the Vampires breast as she
did it. Val looked at first Libby and then him longingly, trying to figure out
the best approach to take.


In an intuitive leap, he understood
the whole situation, or thought he might have a clue at least.


“Val...Is there a succubus in our
basement spraying out a massive load of passion and sexual tension?” She
paused, as if thinking and told him she'd be right back.


In a minute there came a thudding
sound, pounding on a door, then her yelling something. A moment later the room
returned to normal. Well almost. Libby seemed embarrassed, though Claire didn't
and didn't move from where she sat, in front of Libby.


Merri for her part kept doing what
she had been and whispered to him that she wasn't affected by the Alede much.
Then she kissed him still slowly rocking back and forth.


Hilda seemed confused.


“I felt it, but I didn't know what I
was supposed to be turned on by, so I think I kind of shut down.” Zack noticed
that her English had improved greatly in the time he'd known her. He wondered
if she studied in her spare time or if it just had to do with being around so
many native speakers all the time now?


It was time for bed, which meant
shifting the cute but tiny woman off of him and standing, hoping that no one
would notice how aroused he still was. After getting ready and saying good
night, both Libby and Claire came into the room together. It surprised him when
they both climbed into bed with him. Claire on one side Libby on the other.


Then they just cuddled for a while,
until he fell asleep.


When he woke up a little, a few hours
later, he found Claire still holding him.


He felt her smile, even in the dark.












Chapter thirty-one





 


The phone rang at three-fifty three. 


A.M.


He heard it ring in the other room,
but someone else answered it so he rolled over, looked at the blue glowing
numbers of the clock on the small table, and bumped against someone warm and
lean. Libby, he realized. He wrapped an arm around her briefly, until Hilda
came in to wake him, less than a minute later.


“Zack... Zack, there's an
emergency...” He nearly collided with her as he sprang out of bed, awkwardly
fighting his way out from under the covers, pulling them off Libby in the
process. He didn't say anything except 'where'. Stumbling a little, still drunk
with sleep, Hilda caught him. Being so tired his legs would barely hold him up.
It was a side effect of the poison that hadn't gone away yet. Standing anyway his
legs shook violently. It would pass, eventually. Mainly at least.


Claire had, interestingly enough,
been the person actually called with the situation. So she answered his
question, suddenly in the room, with her cell phone still in her hand, talking
to someone.


“Right, one moment? Zack, we have a
unique location, one you've never been to. A natural dam broke, releasing a
vast reservoir... This happened... three hours ago now. A rescue and relief operation
is underway... but it will take nearly a day for help to reach the area in any
real strength. The minister of that region asks for any help that you, he asked
for you by name, could provide. If you can get to the hub outside of Amarillo
Texas, there's someone there that can get you to the needed location. A local.
Uh... Wait a second, I'll ask him.” She covered the phone with her hand and
looked at Zack, who could barely focus his eyes yet. She touched his arm
gently.


“I was asked to let you know that
these people aren't Human... The ones in need of help. No one will blame you if
you don't –” She stopped and uncovered the phone. “He's getting shoes on. We'll
be on it directly, it seems.”


He ran outside in his pajamas,
stumbling a bit as he jogged, not ready for a sprint yet, with sneakers on but
no socks. The others followed him, having been awake and ready to move, or at
least dressed, except for Libby who'd stripped down to her under wear and a
loose long sleeved shirt to sleep in. She simply picked up her clothes and ran
though, carrying her shoes as well.


The last person in line turned out to
be Troy.


“Someone said emergency so-” Zack
grabbed his arm and took him through the shortcut to the mall. Troy stopped,
looking around, his eyes opened wide, finding himself suddenly in the side lot
of Underwood.


“Run! Gawk later, Troy, lives
could be at stake here.” Zack said as he jogged, pulling the other man into
doing the same before letting go of his arm. Everyone else had gone ahead.
Claire and Merri already out of sight.


Inside he followed them into the back
of the frozen yogurt shop, since the doors were already unlocked there, and he
didn't have his key with him to get into Candles and More. Not that they couldn't
have opened the door to the Candle shop. Given the people with him the doors
wouldn't have stood a chance, but this way there wouldn't be a repair bill.


Blake stood behind the counter,
pointing to the back yelling, “go, go, go” as if this were an action movie or a
video game. Given how boring his night shift job must normally be here, the man
had probably earned a bit of enthusiasm for pretty much anything that took
place. Or not. He'd forgotten that for Vampires, night would be the busy time
of day.


Zack didn't stop, but did raise a
hand in greeting on the way past. Everyone, including Troy, passed him and
waited in the back.


He quickly looked through the line
into the Amarillo node he knew belonged to the Mages there to get his bearings.
Then searched the Nodes there one by one until he found the Vampire's location,
asking Claire if that would be their destination, since the other place would
be locked up for several more hours. She called out yes, louder than he'd
expected. She stood to his left, almost touching, but not quite.


It looked safe. The idea that this
whole thing could be a trap had occurred to him, of course. Anyone paying
attention would know who would come running to help by now. What they didn't
know, at least possibly, is how carefully they'd do that running.


Claire spoke rapidly, slowing it down
for the rest of them that weren't her kind.


“Nikki, stay here and man the phones.
Blake, you too, traffic through here may increase suddenly. Get food for Humans,
Vampires and... I don't know what the others involved in this are even called.
One of those names we can't pronounce again most likely. But be ready to get
them what they need if any come through here. I don't plan on this being a
refugee center, but you never know in cases like this...”


Inside her Shadow told them that
there had never really been a situation like this. The sheer fact that Zack,
their own Line-Walker, could and more importantly would, move people
vast distances if they needed the help meant the situation might end up being
truly novel. Also they couldn't take people that might prove to be a problem,
not knowing what they were going in to.


Zack saw her reasoning. Nikki and
Blake were strong, fast, capable people, but if it turned out to be daylight where
they ended up going, they'd suddenly become a liability.


Everyone that had been at the house
had come. Two Succubi, three Humans, two Vampires, an Alfric, a Trolleinkein
and a Were. He hadn't realized his group of immediate friends had grown so
large until that moment.


“If you're going to Amarillo, get in
line and start walking toward the node – that's toward me, Troy – we can do
this in ten seconds, I think.” Holding out a hand he looked at them and called
out for them to go. He refrained from repeating it like Blake had though. They needed
to move fast, but not faster than could be handled, after all.


They moved, coming at a jog. He could
barely keep up with them, but thought that they might have done considerably
better than ten seconds getting everyone through. Good to know, he thought,
looking around, that kind of speed may come in handy some time.


Troy had simply followed along, his
deeper self repeating what Zack had said earlier, gawk later, over and over
again. Zack let himself feel proud of his friend for a moment. Most people would
have frozen, or freaked out, instead of deferring those things until
later. Troy may be 'just a Human' but that didn't mean he couldn't do
incredible things too, Zack knew.


The local Vampires had found their
guide and asked the new kind of being to wait in the outer office. This Nexus
didn't have a public face, so the business camouflage hadn't been needed. It'd
been designed more like a real embassy than a store. The down side, as far as
Zack could tell had to do with the obvious lack of frozen yogurt. Well, that
and the aprons. The suits these Vampires wore didn't feel as warm or inviting
to him.


Without talking, the local vamps
brought in the old man, not a Human, but obviously male. His eyes were big and
his skin pale. His teeth looked flat, and perfectly even. Zack realized he had
seen this kind of person before, though he didn't have a name for them. He'd
escorted a family of them weeks ago. He remembered thinking it odd, due to
their strange appearance, and where they were going, Australia, maybe? It was
hard to remember, because he'd taken people a lot of places since then.


Looking at the man's Shadow now, he
realized that hadn't been the only time he'd seen such people. The translators
in Lesser Shia were all the same type, though they kept it well hidden
behind their veils and blue uniforms.


Well, they must have a reason for
their secrecy. There was no need to spoil it for them if that's what they
wanted.


Glancing at the man in the baggy,
brilliantly colored striped robe, he asked if he spoke English.


The answer was perfect, which wasn't
too surprising.


“Yes. I can direct you to my home
land. I believe the Hub in the capital is the one we're looking for. I'm an
exile, so I can't go with you into the city. Still, I wouldn't have innocents
die because of my own bitterness. What do you need me to do?”


He told the old, huge-eyed man what
he needed. It took a few minutes, given how old the memory was, but they found
the correct node and looked through, searching for traps. The beings waiting
for him looked like officials, even if their garments seemed a little plain.
Then again, maybe they'd ran out in the middle of the night in their
pajamas too? In an emergency such things didn't really matter, did they?


They came through the line, if
anything, a little faster this time.


“Thank you for coming,” The woman in
front said in perfect, totally unaccented English. Naturally.


“We've organized goods and personnel
as we've heard it's done at Lesser Shia. We can reorganize if need be. My
co-leader, call him Tom, can show you the way, we've maps and people that have
been to the Hub most local to the disaster site.” Then she ran out of things to
say and floundered for a second until Zack spoke.


“Good...Tom, have you been there?” He
pointed at the man briefly, to ensure he had the right one. The man nodded.


This new man had an easier time
picturing the needed location than the last one had, probably having been there
more recently. Zack took him through the Line to that location to make certain
it was the right place. It was too pressing to waste hours taking people to the
wrong place, preventing help from getting to the disaster site in time because
of an error early on. Better to take the two minutes now, he figured, hoping
that wouldn't be the two minutes that made a life and death difference for
anyone.


Once confirmed they headed back
instantly and started passing people and supplies through the line, at a rate
of about forty per minute. Tom and the other official... stared. Then after
about twenty minutes stood gap-mouthed in a way that would be parody if a Human
did it. The others ran around organizing the line for best speed.


Troy developed a little speech that
he repeated over and over again, near the doorway to the node chamber, so Zack
heard him, even though he physically stood in the void at the same time.


“Single file line! Walk forward
holding out your left arm. A strange man will grab it and walk a few steps with
you, then you need to keep walking, you'll be at your destination, if you stop
you'll plug the line. Good luck!”


Hilda gathered hundreds, perhaps
nearly a thousand pounds of materials and carried them over at one point. Zack
saw her near the line coming toward him at a ninety degree angle to the flow of
pale beings. Her Shadow self told him what she wanted to try.


I'll come in between people, if you
can grab my arm when I do, I should walk out the other side away from the line
incoming...


Her timing proved perfect, and on his
way back from passing a person through, he managed to grab her arm, take her
through with a twisting motion, which sent her spinning a little bit on the
other side, and grabbing the next raised arm without missing a beat. For a
moment it felt like dancing, more than anything else.


They did this over and again, Claire
joining in and to his surprise, Merri. The small woman didn't carry as much as
the other two, but Zack saw that she easily carried a load that would be nearly
twice what he could have lifted, much less carried, even with his longer arms
and legs. It surprised him a little. He'd never considered that she'd be
stronger than him before. It didn't bother him, he just found it impressive,
and kept on working.


Libby heard one of the people in
charge say that they needed a way to locate people in the dark. They had great
night vision, but no air craft it turned out.


“That, I believe, is my cue.”
Libby explained what she planned to them and Tom went through with her, both of
them cutting into the line at the door and working their way forward. Zack got
to see a Were change for the first time, if in dizzying bits and pieces,
watching Libby strip naked, then seem to melt into a bat in just a few seconds.
She took off, flying wobbly patterns above them.


About eight hours later, the line
suddenly ended.


Zack sat, exhausted. So did all of
the white skinned, large eyed people. Hilda still had energy, but her stomach
growled loudly. Zack asked if they had any food, though they could go back to
the Mall for some if need be. He felt a little light-headed. That reminded him
to be wary of poison, which he decided to handle by letting Hilda check the
food and drink. Her sense of smell should be able to detect almost anything.


Not only were they provided with Human
food, but Alfric as well, which caught Merri's attention. She eagerly ate a
large portion quickly, then looked up guiltily at him and stopped. Her glowing
inner self telling him how she hid how much she ate from him, so she wouldn't
seem like a great expense to keep around.


Smiling he spoke to her gently.


“Merri, you need your energy, I don't
think we're done here yet. Eat all you comfortably can and don't worry about
me. I've got plenty to eat over here thanks to our hosts.” He nodded toward the
strange being that had brought them the food. Oddly the food turned out to be
American military rations, which weren't good, but managed to be sort of
edible.


They'd even brought volunteers, Humans,
to feed Claire, so Betty could keep on working without having to donate blood.
She took them to another room, so that Zack wouldn't see her feed and came back
shortly, thanking everyone for their hospitality.


Word came in that there were wounded
that needed to be evacuated quickly, if they were to have any chance at all of
surviving. Zack couldn't see any communications devices, but the data coming in
seemed accurate anyway. When new things came in, all of the white skinned
people seemed to know it at once, according to their Shadows.


This turned out to be a problem. They
didn't have rolling carts or tables, but litters that needed two people to
carry them.


He had moved more mass before, but
had never tried to take that many people at one time. Two children, but never
three adults.


“I'm going to try something. This...
may not work.” When the first litter walked into view he spread his Shadow self
over all three people coming through the line, and translated them all,
including himself, instantly. He gasped as a shock ran through him. More
exactly, he tried to gasp, but couldn't, not having a body in the void
to gasp with.


All of their personalities passed
through him without any filtering at all. He couldn't even begin to
block everything out. He almost dropped them, leaving them to drift in the
void. With tremendous effort they got through. As they walked on to get out of
the way, like everyone else had for hours, he fell to his knees, winded as if
he had run a long distance or far too fast.


“Are you all right?” Claire rushed to
him, worried.


“Uh, ah, yeah, winded. Have to... get
the next one.” He got them just in time. This trip seemed exactly as bad
as the first.


Once all twelve of the severely
injured people and their litter bearers were through, he vomited, then lay
gasping for breath for about fifteen minutes. Perversely, he then felt like
he'd been starved and had to eat more food.


The administrator or minister that
hadn't given her name stared at him as all this took place, her eyes wide. Zack
knew he must look ridiculous, which left him feeling embarrassed. Knowing he
didn't have time for it, he tried to shut down that emotion, finding himself
successful after a minute or so.


It seemed from what they were told,
that Libby had been very successful, finding the main body of people they
looked for and a few stragglers as well that the rescue teams were able to
help.


The woman that greeted them took
Claire aside. His Vampire shook her head talking for a few minutes and then
came over to where he sat still recovering. She felt his head with her cool
hand. It felt nice.


"I'm not sick or anything. Not poisoned
either. The multi-person transfers are really just that hard. I can't see
another way though, for now."


Another shipment of people and goods
came and then another.


Libby returned to them, as her two
legged self, and a few of the serious, but walking, wounded came through, to go
to whatever these people used as a hospital.


At the very end he had one more
person on a litter, which winded him again, leaving him gasping and with a
stitch in his side.


The lady official came back over with
Tom, who had come through when Libby did, to thank them. They took his hand and
bowed over it, then to the surprise of everyone else did the same with all
those that had come with him.


“Thank you, all. You have saved many
lives here today. Without your efforts, all of your efforts... There are no
words for our gratitude....”


Claire stepped forward seeing Zack
hadn't got his breath back all the way yet and bowed in turn.


“No words are needed. I believe I
speak for all here in saying we're happy to have been of service.”


Zack saw again how well Claire
managed such situations. She always knew the right thing to say at the right
time, it seemed like. Plus, she managed to keep her composure and didn't just
sit around gasping for breath like some losers did.


The trip to the Mall took half a
minute, there being no reason to hurry now. Claire went through last, taking
his hand and leading him to a yellow vinyl booth in the shop. He felt all
right, though a little light-headed. It probably meant eating was in order. Seeing
this, Hilda asked Blake to make something. 


 What was passed to him was
serviceable, of course, since most of the ingredients matched up well enough,
but a few were off, and the presentation was messy. Honestly it was clear that
the young Vampire hadn't read Claire's notebook yet. It tasted all
right, though the raisins and nuts were a bit off with the chocolate sauce. It
really looked like he had just dashed some things together. Claire stared at it,
clearly offended, and sighed.


“Kids...” She shook her head and smiled
warmly.


He knew that Nikki and Blake couldn't
have worked all day, so he asked who'd watched the shop, since Claire hadn't
been there to help. Blake looking guilty answered a bit sheepishly.


“Uh, well, the lady from the Fun
Zone, Rose? She came and relieved us. Then Keane came at five and stayed until
Nikki and I had a chance to eat and get here... about an hour ago.”


Claire's Shadow decided to take the
gift of work from Rose as a good thing and not a trap, then planned some kind
of reward for the woman.


“Well, that was most kind of
Rose. Zack you're married to her, do you have any idea of what she'd like as a
reward for her aid?”


He sat, thinking for a while, not
answering. Finally he looked up at Claire, who sat across from him at the
table.


“Well, I bet she'd like it if we
could spell her on some of her shifts, so she could get a day or two off. It
would have to be someone that can work days though, and you're needed here all
the time. I could to it, or Betty could, maybe Troy?” His voice sounded tired
to him, but Claire perked up, apparently finding that a satisfactory idea. “Hm.
Time for my daily meeting with Patty then. I wonder what she'll make of the
pajamas?” Zack wondered out loud as he stood up. Claire put a hand out to stop
him, but he just held her hand for a second then got out of the booth.


“I imagine she'll think you're simply
coming dressed for success, given the subject you're studying.” Val quipped.
Both she and Sarah had been useful and unusually silent all day long. Always
there when needed, but saying very little. He hoped they were feeling all
right. They hadn't fed the entire time. That had to be hard for them.


They followed him to the clothing
store and walked with him to Patty's office.


“I heard you all went on another
adventure. How did it go?”


Zack started to say fine, but Sarah
interrupted him, putting an arm around him possessively.


“You should have seen him Patty, you
should have seen everyone! Beings from a half dozen different groups,
maybe more, pulling together without bickering or even arguing. I thought that
China thing was a fluke, but this was way bigger... Do you have any idea
how many people he transferred, our Mr. Hartley here?”


Patty shook her head at the obviously
rhetorical question.


“Over twenty-thousand people, Patty.
Even when he collapsed, gasping, lying in a pool of his own vomit, even then
he didn't stop. He got back up and kept working. Just because people none of us
even recognized needed help. I'm awestruck, to tell you the truth. And the
others... No one stopped working or quit, even as the hours ran on. Even Troy,
his roommate, the regular Human man? He went and helped organize the traffic,
making sure that things ran smoothly. I...”


Patty looked at him, a smile coming
over her face. Her Shadow self seemed... intrigued with him. A small wave of
pleasure came at him. Not lust, or even sexual pleasure exactly, but rather,
approval.


“Would you like to wash up before we
begin then, Zack? There's mouth rinse, and fresh toothbrushes in the bathroom
cabinet. Feel free to use what you like. We'll begin in a few minutes.”


Sarah seemed genuinely outraged that
he'd have his regular lessons, after the trials of the day. Val just laughed at
the other succubus, in a sweet way though.


“He came here for a reason. Even though
he must be near exhaustion. I don't think we should get in his way. Not right
now at least. Plus, being able to perform when tired is part of the discipline.
You know that as well as anyone.”


When he got back into the room from
the small bathroom that joined it, only Patricia remained. She laid out several
anatomical models, made of a spongy type of plastic or something, silicone she
told him when he asked.


On the table sat a model of a woman's
head, a pair of breasts and one of a vagina. All of them eerily realistic.
Rather than seeming sexy in any way, it looked a bit like a woman had been
dismembered and laid out on Patty's desk. He had to shut down this reaction
hard, before his mind ran away with it. After that it took a few seconds to
make sure he could function without major problems, then nodded slightly to the
older Succubus.


“Now, let's go over the key parts of
basic oral activity...” the Succubus intoned, a bit dramatically.


An hour later, his jaw and tongue a
little sore, mouth tasting funny, from the silicone, she pulled out his
shopping list. As it stood, with small stars next to almost every item on the
list, pointing to the two things that didn't have stars she said.


“Those are harder. Merri's gift you
have to do, of course. Claire's, well, I have a lead on something in
Paris, but you'll have to go there and get it yourself. The rest is being
wrapped and labeled and will be at your home two days before Christmas. Luckily
the shop you need to go to is in the Nexus itself and the proprietor speaks
passable English. If you go right now, you should be able to finish and be back
home before anyone notices. Just hand this note over and take plenty of gold
with you. Go, now.”


Shooing him out of her office with a
smile, she watched him walk out, shaking her head slightly. Zack took great
pains not to listen to what her Shadow said.


He went to Candles and More and asked
for some gold. Lisa seemed happier today than he'd seen her in a long time. She
didn't ask what the funds were for, which helped a lot, because he didn't know
where Claire had gotten to, and he didn't want to explain himself out loud.


The trip to Paris went quickly enough.
The shop he wanted turned out to be an easy walk down a small outdoor pavilion
from where he'd come in. The man smiled at him when he walked through the door,
glanced at the paper in his hand, and smiled even larger when he read the note.


“Ah, from Patricia! A lovely woman in
all ways. Do you know her personally? If you do, count yourself lucky, if you
don't, make the effort. You won't regret it later. Now, to this book, for a
friend of yours this paper says? Good! I have a copy I can let go for just,
shall we say fifty ounces of gold?”


The man might be an old friend of
Patricia's but his Shadow told him that he positioned himself for haggling, not
reminiscing. The book itself might go for twenty gold to someone else. Its real
value though would be about seven gold, according to the older looking man's
inner estimation.


“It's only worth seven to you
though... You might be able to sell it to someone else for about twenty,
but you'd be robbing them. Which I don't doubt you know. Still, you're a friend
of my friend, so I want to see you do well in this. How about thirty?”


The man gulped slightly. Since Zack
had pulled all of that from what his Shadow said, the amounts seemed to
indicate he dealt with an expert, a rich one at that. Since the offer of thirty
gave him more than he could expect otherwise, he took it and wrapped the
purchase carefully. Given everything, the older looking man felt he'd done well
here, Zack saw.


“Come again please!” He called as
Zack left.


When he got home he found Claire
waiting for him in bed, under the covers. Dressed like a snow adventurer or
mountaineer for some reason.


“Come here.” She said, kissing him
warmly when he got there.


The warmth startled him for a moment.
Then she explained.


“A hot bath, with water about a
hundred and forty degrees for two hours, then bundling up tightly until just
before being... unwrapped. I should stay pleasantly life like for hours. So
help me get these clothes off now...”


It took a few minutes, even though
they hurried, because she had five layers on. When he got to her underwear he
stopped, not knowing what she wanted or expected. She pulled his clothes off
completely though.


His Vampire seemed suddenly
apprehensive.


“I... I think we should talk first,
if that's all right?” 


He nodded at her to continue with a
smile.


“My kind, all of us, don't feel
pleasure or pain, or heat, or cold for that matter. We have a sense of
pressure that's highly accurate, but doesn't register as pain, or, as I
mentioned pleasure. What I'm saying is that no matter what you do, I won't be
able to feel pleasure from it, but you also won't hurt me, so if you feel
kinky, let me know. No need then for you to worry about me having a good
time. I'll enjoy spending time with you though, so it's not totally empty for
me.” She seemed worried about his response.


“So, why do this then? We're already
close. Sex is fun, but...” He left this hanging, though his shoulders twitched,
trying to shrug, he suppressed the movement, remembering that he wanted to
break that habit.


“Well, first, I do like you, and
making you feel good is going to be fun, don't for a second think it won't be.
Second, I want you to like me as much as you like everyone else, honestly, I
want you to like me more. If other people make your life easier and
provide pleasure, eventually my standing with you would fade, unless I match
them. I've seen it happen to others countless times, even to myself once or
twice. So... here we are. Now, if you will excuse me...” She dropped under the
covers, her whole body disappearing.


In a few seconds he realized what she
intended, feeling her warmth on the center of his body, her head started to
move, slowly at first, then faster.


After a few minutes he realized what
it meant that Vampires didn't have to breathe.


A few minutes later he didn't think
of anything.


 












Chapter thirty-two





 


The people at Lesser Shia were very
understanding about his not reporting in the day before. In fact, Zack found
them to be extremely friendly about the whole thing. They had full reports from
the affected area for him and even asked him to aid them in shipping more
relief supplies. He ended up spending most of his Lesser Shia work day doing
that. 


On his way back, he sat in the line
for a while, enjoying the peace and quiet, the restful washing of the slow,
dark waves of nothing as they broke over his mind. Even in this void, where
almost nothing existed, there were eddies and flows. He realized that these
flows were warps in the fabric of space itself.


He could 'see' far off in the
distance, using vision that had nothing to do with eyes, since here he didn't have
those. Just a mental idea of a form, and small pill shaped movements. They
created ripples in space, but didn't see or sense anything outside of
themselves as far as he could tell. Hundreds of them moved at any given moment.
He used to count them. He also used to hunt them, breaking them away from the
scheme of reality, if only for a moment or two, while his friend had ripped
them apart in a way Zack couldn't understand.


The Big Shadow had taught him how to
hide from the Demons, knowing, it seemed now, that someday he'd return to the
world outside and above the void. As to killing them, he'd always said that
Zack already knew what he needed to about that.


This he'd always took to mean that he
didn't need to kill Demons himself, that he could leave the job to others.
Since the memory of his father, and the others that had hurt him, had been
locked away at the time, this seemed sensible enough. Why learn to kill
dangerous prey if you didn't need to go after them? Better to simply avoid them
all together, right?


They'd hunted and destroyed them
together though. Not all of them, in fact most they let pass without notice.
Demons traveled the void, but they didn't experience it fully and didn't bother
those that existed there at all. Only a few drew the attention of the Big
Shadow for some reason Zack had never understood. Those they dealt with quickly
and permanently though.


Noticing that his energy had stopped
circulating, since he didn't breathe here, he'd forgotten to make it happen
like he had in the other world, he decided to give it a try.


Drawing the void through his 'head'
or his concept of it, he passed it through the idea of his body, out the
bottom, and back around smoothly. He felt sick suddenly, almost like the one
time he'd been on a roller coaster, before his grandparents had put him away.


He stopped instantly, aware of the
danger of doing this, now that it had happened.


Not wanting to go home yet, he tried
some other energy techniques. The breaking technique, the one used to hit a
person at a distance, put out a sense of motion, and withdrew cleanly, slicing
the void so well it seemed almost like nothing had happened. The tumo exercise
Wu-Li had taught him to keep himself warm didn't seem to do much at all. He
knew what hiding from Demons would do here, after all this is where he learned
it, so he moved past that one.


When he got to empty force, he had to
try and build a circulation in the void outside himself. This time a solid
effect appeared instantly, space itself twisting and bubbling, writhing without
pattern, while at the same time following the pattern he'd built for it to
follow.


Interesting!


This made him wonder what would
happen if he hit one of the passing Demons with that technique.


They'd cease to be, Little Shadow,
that's what would happen. Now, if you'd smooth the void you've disrupted?


Big Shadow! 


He quickly smoothed the space in
front of him, not certain how he did it at first, but then realized it was
identical to the way he'd trapped Demons on their hunts, long ago. Putting his
own being over it and calming the movement of space itself, reordering it. By
smoothing their passage enough, the ripples they caused, he made it so they
couldn't move. It made a kind of sense to him. By taking away the disruptions,
they couldn't push themselves through reality, so they just hung in place, like
a toy car lifted off of a table top, the wheels could spin, but it didn't go
anywhere.


They talked for a long time, Big
Shadow asking all about what Zack had been up to, pleased at his success in
making friends in the other world. Zack mentioned the situation with his dead
father's body and the Demon that had possessed it.


I know. You can kill the body, though
to destroy the Demon within you need to find a time when that Demon is in the
void, traveling. Then you must act quickly... The Demons don't yet know that being
in this place is dangerous for them when you are here. They'll learn. You must
lure your prey and strike instantly. Don't hesitate! You may kill them at any
time they're here, but it's simple enough for one such to hide, by not going
into a breach at all. Keep that in mind.


Zack asked him if there would be more
he needed to know. A larger technique or skill. The Big Shadow filled with
mirth and explained how much he knew already. Then they hunted a demon, one
that had upset the balance of the worlds by their misdeeds and could not be
educated or saved through normal means.


He made the kill himself, Big Shadow
watching him closely, pride coming off of it in a steady flow.


You're ready. It won't be simple to
lure a Demon though. They're masters of guile and deceit by nature and hold few
rules. Be clever. It's the natural strength of your kind, cleverness and
creativity. Use that.


He spent a long time there with his
oldest friend, sometimes they would talk, others they would just sit and be,
without even thinking.


Eventually he felt something odd and
recognized it after a long time of introspection. He missed his friends in the other
world. Zack missed them all, especially Claire and Libby. He... should go back
and see them, go back to his other life.


Go then, little friend! I'll be here
when you return. We'll meet again. Your friends wait for you. Good luck on your
hunt. I may not help you in this. You won't need me for it, your skills are enough
and more than enough, and I'll not disrupt your world by my passing into it for
this. You must be careful. They can kill you there. Life though, is not about
safety, but rather helping those we can.


Then to make it easier to leave, his
friend vanished, though Zack knew he did it by going still. Becoming unseen in
the void where only movement and passage would draw attention.


The Nexus point room came into focus
suddenly, as it always did when he moved from point to point in this world.


Lisa stood waiting for him.


“You're a little later than usual,
everything go all right?” Her Shadow self worried about possible attacks
against him, and also worried about finding love. It was a deep need with her,
to be loved and know that she was loved in return, he reflected, detached as he
hadn't been since he returned from the void the first time, over ten years ago.


His arms went around her, gently but
firmly, she stiffened for a moment then relaxed and hugged him back. He just
held her for a while, until her Shadow said that her worry had begun to
overwhelm her comfort in the gesture.


“I'm fine. I had to do something in
the void, it doesn't seem long to you, I'm...” he looked at the clock,
“Thirty-seven minutes later than normal here. To me it seems like a couple of
months, or years, something like that.” Smiling he hugged her again. “You are
loved, you know.” He whispered to her softly, lips almost to her ear.


Her eyes widened, though she kept
holding on to him for a long while.


Finally, when she felt ready, he let
go of her and told her that he wanted to talk to Claire before going to his
other appointments. Walking to the front of the store, he saw her waiting for
him, her inner beast hungry and agitated over him being late. It had worried
her.


Hurrying over he drew her up quickly
into a hug and kissed her. Before she could express her anger he took her by
the hand and looked toward the back, catching her attention. She stilled
suddenly on both levels and nodded, walking to the back with him quickly enough
that he had to jog slightly to keep up.


Once through the line, they stood in
the same meadow he had talked to her about his plans the first time.


“Trolleinkein lands again, different
node, same meadow as before though, that other node is about fifty yards that
way. Sorry I was late, please don't be mad. I learned to kill Demons today.” He
grinned at her shocked look. “More to the point, I killed one by myself. It
took some time and we got to visiting for a while, a few months or years or
something, it's so hard to tell there. Months I think, though.”


She hugged him hard, suppressing her
desire to drink his blood, letting him go quickly so she wouldn't be too
tempted to take a bite. He watched her beast struggle, but win this battle.


“Oh, good! I mean, I'm happy that you
can do it. It makes the rest of your plan actually doable... I'm a little sad
too, because I've been looking forward to going to Nevada with you, even if you
weren't going to be there for most of it. It's hard to get time with you
alone.” Her fingers, cool in the warm morning sun intertwined with his.


“Plus, on a practical side, showing
up with you would be impressive. You've become rather famous and while people
know we're together, most in the upper ranks seem to think it's really just a
business deal that carries little weight. Not the ones that know what you did
for Vaun, but he didn't exactly go advertising that to everyone. I think he
felt a little embarrassed about being bailed out like that, to be truthful.”


Zack considered for a moment, knowing
he should get Claire to some food quickly.


“No, we should keep to that plan. I
don't want to give any hint that anything's changed yet. So, barring
emergencies we should go. You'll just have to spend more time with me is all.
Maybe I'll check out some shows or whatever you were going to tell everyone I
was up to?”


Now her smile grew and her eyes held
a glint and she looked at him having turned a little sideways to him. Her Beast
cackled and told him what she had planned to say.


“I was going to tell everyone that
you were off at various houses of ill repute. Gambling would be useless for you
with all the wealth you have now. I hadn't even thought of shows. I suppose you
could use those to break up your trips to the whore houses.” She managed to
sound like she really meant it, not even a tiny laugh came out.


“Claire, whore houses are exactly the
opposite of where I'd go. Shows... museums maybe? I mean I could go a long time
without entering one of those places again. Though I hear the ones in
Nevada are actually well regulated and the girls aren't forced into it or
anything. Still, I just can't see it as a fun trip.” It was unpleasant thinking
about it. Not traumatic though, which was an improvement.


Hugging him again, this time a little
more hungry, her beast forcing her to lick his neck before letting him go. He
knew she hadn't done it to be playful.


Grabbing her hand he pulled her
through the line, back into her shop.


“Sorry for keeping you, love. Go now.
I'll see you later?”


She said she would, then disappeared
out the back, moving with a speed that he couldn't track at all, except by the
sound of the door closing in the far back.


Keane stopped him before he walked
out.


“Oh, she missed a spot, here...” The Vampire
came around the counter and licked his neck quickly as well, causing him to
pull back and touch the spot where they had both ran their tongues.


“That happens sometimes, if you're in
a hurry. The marks don't look deep, so she must not have bitten deeply, drew
blood though.”


His hand lingered at his neck. “She
bit me?”


His voice came out calm, relaxed
even. He felt worried though. She'd moved so fast to bite him that he hadn't
even felt it later? Hadn't noticed the move at all?


“So the licking?” He asked Keane, who
had just nodded in response to his last question.


“Oh, that? Natural pain killers and
coagulants in the saliva. It helps keep unneeded bleeding down. So, she sniped
you huh?” The Vampire continued without waiting for the obvious answer. “That's
biting a person so that they don't notice it. Really, as long as you don't go overboard
with it, it's harmless. Most people don't notice a couple of ounces of blood
missing, after all. I once lived for a summer in San Francisco, sixty-seven or
so, last century, getting by on just that. Make out with a couple of girls a
night, take a sip from each... Well, it's kinder than the mugging technique.”


Keane described that one too.


“That's when you simply run up on a
person, and knock them out, usually in public or a quasi-public place. You
drink, cover the wounds with a lick or two, then take their wallet or
pocketbook. You can stay well fed and keep yourself in style that way, but you
risk killing too many people in the initial attack. It's something that mainly
new Vampires do. You learn after a while that dead bodies catch attention and
so do missing people. Live feedings are always preferable for a host of
reasons, especially if you make sure that your bites won't be noticed.”


Zack let go of his concern. He knew
that Claire had been hungry. Still, they'd need to talk about it later. Not a
huge thing though really. Since he hadn't been harmed or even scared. It was time,
perhaps, for another talk to her beast about him not being food though. He
needed what energy was available to get through the day. He didn't know for
certain, but it seemed to him even a couple of ounces being gone per day would
make everything harder after a while.


The feeling of detachment he felt
lingered. It might for a while. When he'd come back the first time it took
several years for things to regulate for him. His grandparents had worried
constantly about his strange behavior. At least now he already knew how to hide
it from everyone. How to pretend to be normal. Well, normal-ish. He doubted
that too many people around here actually thought of him as being like they
were.


Being Friday he headed over to the
Apothecary, for martial arts or energy use lessons. Dan waited for him and had
a change of clothing waiting. Apparently today's plan called for vigorous
activity.


“Forgive me for being late. I had to
go and... learn something. In the void. I lost track of time.” He sounded
distant, even to his own ears. Dan waved this away and told him that he'd a
client come in and wouldn't have been ready until a few minutes prior anyway.


He changed quickly, then headed to
the small practice area in the back, a space about ten foot by ten. Dan had him
stretch out, showing off his rather poor flexibility, especially compared to
Dan who stretched with him, bending and twisting in half easily, as if his
joints contained elastic rather than tendons. When that finished he led him
through a basic form of what he called loose boxing. It looked like Tai Chi to
Zack. Dan told him that it had actually existed long before Tai Chi, which
later came from it.


“That doesn't mean it's better, just
a bit simpler for you right now, given everything. The moves tend to be bigger
and the nerve strikes more general.”


They worked on drills, push hands
exercises to help with sensitivity and punching and kicking drills, followed by
grabs, chokes, holds, and locks. Zack managed to do a little better on the
finger locks than he'd been able to recently, and felt less shaky when they
were done. Perhaps his time in the void had helped with the nerve damage
somehow?


Dan clapped him on the back and let
him go at nearly seven. He knew he didn't have time to change first, so he just
took his clothes and went over to Patty's in the sweats Dan kept for him. He
could return them later, after all.


Not wanting to be late, he greeted
the three Alede on the floor quickly, a quick hug for each, though he did hug
Val more closely than the others and gave her a quick kiss. He could feel the
lust coming from all three of them, which didn't say as much about him, with
his average looks and appeal, as it did about their natural
inclinations. Kind of like with Claire, their hunger being different, but
needing to be fed just as much. It still felt strange to him to hug Norris, but
he let that thought go as it came up. The Incubus tried hard not to push at
Zack, so he could try just as hard not to be rude to the man.


He realized that he hadn't been
ignoring the information from anyone very well at all, since returning. Vaguely
he remembered what it had been like the first time. Much worse than this, since
now he actually had some ways to cope with the flow of information. If nothing
else he could simply find a place to be alone for a while. Something his
grandparents had thought unhealthy when he was young. When he'd have problems,
they insisted on holding him and wouldn't leave him alone at all, not realizing
that they had been part of the problem most of the time.


 Managing to say a few pleasant
things seemed to make them all happy enough. Which meant it didn't take him
long to get into Patty's office. Once inside he looked at her and felt himself
struck by the intensity of her lust. Not specifically lust for him, as with the
others, this had to do with her inner nature more than him. Thankfully she reined
it in quickly.


“Ah, there you are!” Her outer self
said, while her inner self told him she'd followed his progress since he left
his appointment with Master Dan. Listening to his footsteps. “All ready then?”


This time she knew he wasn't and this
was by her design. Her plan spilled out, nearly overwhelming him with its
intensity. He shut down all emotional responses and smiled up at her, trying to
ignore the flood of information coming in.


“I thought we might do something a
little different today. Why don't you join me on the couch here...” She turned
on about a third of her seductive charm then, each word suddenly captivating,
alluring, calling to him.


She sat on the fainting couch and
petted the seat next to her slowly, to indicate where he should sit. He knew
that her plan involved disorienting him, to see how well he recalled things
under pressure. A normal technique used in the training young Alede get, past a
certain age. Of course a young Incubus almost always wanted sex, so being
direct with them had become habit to Patty. She hoped that Zack wouldn't mind,
it was clear. She really did need to check and make certain he'd incorporated
the skills he'd learned before moving on. Her inner self communicated all of
this and a lot more to him quickly.


Zack began by taking her hand gently
and holding it in his own as her Shadow self had hoped, but not expected him to
do. He looked into her eyes and murmured “You're so beautiful.”
While his other hand gently stroked her hair, just at the hairline, gently,
barely making contact, as if brushing a stray out of the way so he could see
her eyes clearly.


He let his hand linger, running
slowly down her face, then lower, over the lapel of her blouse, finishing the
movement by pulling his hand away gracefully, as she'd shown him how to do
early on.


After about a minute of this, he
tilted his head and slowly moved toward her. She intended to pull away gently,
making him work for it, but he moved first, pulling back just a little as if
suddenly shy, causing her to hesitate and wet her lips, wondering if he'd... He
quickly moved in and started kissing her.


Softly, each kiss a caress, lingering
just for a moment then moving on. Holding her face gently he began to stroke
her hair with his other hand. When she'd relaxed enough, he began to kiss her
harder. Only a little though, and run his tongue over her lower lip gently,
almost hiding the movement. She inhaled, lust rising in her.


He continued, stroking her gently,
hair first, then back of the neck, since the front of the neck requires trust
in your partner and he didn't know if he'd earned that kind of trust in her
mind yet. He cupped her breasts gently then kissed her harder again, to
increase the excitement and engage her in the moment.


Perfect! Her inner self said, licking her
lips at him sensually.


Moving carefully, because while
improved a bit from his time in the void, his fingers were still clumsier than
they used to be, he unbuttoned her blouse. Seeing that she wore a full bodice
underneath he dipped a finger inside top of the left cup and slowly, softly ran
his finger from left to right.


Now this, she knew, would throw him
off. The pattern in the book didn't describe such obstacles. He had some choices
to make, her Shadow told him. He could either try to take it off of her, a fool's
errand, given how complex this particular item was, or he could simply move
ahead.


He locked eyes with her, kissed her
again, oh so softly, making her chase his mouth with hers as he ran a hand from
her chest to her inner thigh. He stroked his hand down to the top of the
stocking on her left leg, then drug his fingers, the flats of them, down her
leg to the knee, reversing instantly running the backs of his fingers to the
edge of her skirt. He did this three times, taking a slightly different route
each time.


Moving in front of her, he knelt on
the ground and repeated the whole process with the other leg, slowly moving her
legs apart.


Her Shadow told him that she'd intended
to stop him about now, if he got this far, but wanted to see how far he'd go,
and how well he did it. So far he was getting an A though, she assured him.


Reaching between her legs with both
hands he gently ran the backs of his fingernails over her panties, which were
made of a dark gray, silky material of some kind. He repeated this a few times,
gently ending each movement so that his fingers were underneath the top edge.


Looking up, into her eyes, holding
her gaze, he gently pulled them down, guiding her to lift her hips so gently
that even she almost missed the movement.


Her inner self applauded. She spread
her legs in invitation, not really thinking about the situation, her natural
lust held back by an act of will alone.


Using his fingers, hands and mouth,
he tried to follow the instructions he remembered from the book. It helped a
lot that she called out instructions on the Shadow level when he started to go
astray even slightly.


He tried to keep stroking her inner
thigh while he worked, suddenly running his fingernails gently down them when
her breathing rate began to increase. This should, the book told him, increase
heart rate, which would serve to increase the likelihood of orgasm. Not that he
really worried about that. According to Val all Alede could do that with very
little stimuli, pretty much at will. That she hadn't yet probably had to do
with her need to observe his skills, rather than anything else. Plus, he
realized then, that she was teaching him what young Alede learn.


Their goal with sex always had to be
about gaining energy, so they wanted the other person to have as much pleasure
for as long as possible. It seemed to him that Humans kind of rushed to the
goal, even the women, rather than focusing on the trip as the Succubus taught
him to do here.


He tried several of the techniques
suggested in the book, ones that Patty had tested him on the model with. He
stuck with it until she started to orgasm, and following instructions, kept
going until she stopped, about a minute and a half later.


“That... was far better than I
expected! I think we can move on to the next section now. So, the next five
chapters in the book...” He stared at her, smiling, in a way that he hoped
looked, if not alluring, not totally stupid.


Moving upward he kissed her on the
lips, she licked his softly tasting herself on him, then he slid beside her and
held her for a minute, kissing her and gently stroking her hair. The book had
mentioned that this helped some women after oral sex, because they needed to be
reassured that they hadn't done anything wrong. Even women that enjoyed sex
said they felt better if they were held for a few minutes after. There had been
a side bar that had quotes from women about that, he recalled. He could also
try saying nice things, but since they hadn't gotten to that section yet, he
held his tongue. Better to say nothing than to botch it now, he figured.


Her Shadow self agreed with him on
that point.


“Okay!” She said laughing and pushing
him away after a while, “You get an A! Really, while we could work on your
cunnilingus techniques a little more, and we need to cover other
scenarios and patterns, I think you have a real skill for this. Keep this up
and I'll have to keep you on for advanced instruction.” Standing, she recovered
her underwear and re-situated her clothing. Her makeup looked perfect, but then
he realized she probably didn't have any on. She just naturally looked like
that.


Even living with Val and Sarah, he'd
never seen either of them spend more time in front of a mirror than it took to
do their hair. He'd have to ask sometime.


On the way out, he kissed her again
because she wanted him to, and promised to read the chapters that night.


Outside Val stood grinning, next to
Norris, who looked a bit more intrigued than anything.


“I can't wait for my turn!” Val said.
“I know for a fact that she intended originally to stop you after the bustier.
Most people would have crashed there, trying to take it off. How did you know
to skip it?”


He smiled and shrugged, this time on
purpose.


“Now though... Will I be good enough
for Merri tonight do you think?”


Norris looked at him and shook his
head in amazement for some reason.


“After that you...Yes, I think if you
bring all of that into play, she'll be pleasantly surprised and most satisfied
with your work.”


It turned out that she was.












Chapter thirty-three





 


The next morning at the shop erupted
suddenly. First he heard yelling coming from the front of the store, a man's
voice, then a loud crash. Running to the front, he saw a man holding a gun on
Lisa, who stood about twelve feet away, her hands up, trying to back up toward
the cashier's counter.


Not hesitating Zack brought his right
hand up and using his will and all the focus he could muster, sent a black
beam, as tight and black as he could make it, even if only he out of the six
people in the room could see it, and extended, causing the weapon to rush back,
away from the man so fast that his body jerked around from the impact, sending
him crashing through the front window about eight feet behind where the gunman
had started from.


Claire, who'd appeared almost
instantly next to the man in the walkway, had a hold on the man's arm, gripping
it hard to keep him from bleeding too much from the stump where his hand had
been. Zack saw all this when he recovered from what he'd just done enough to go
toward where the man had fallen. He shook, exhaustion hitting him in an
instant.


When he reached the man, after
checking Lisa, to make sure she hadn't been hurt, he noticed how hard Claire
had to work to not lick the blood that oozed out in front of her. The man
didn't look like a hit man. He looked like an accountant or an office worker,
one that hadn't shaved in a week. Maybe not looking like a professional killer
is what makes a good one though, Zack thought. Not that this guy had proven
himself to be any good at it.


He couldn't get anything from the
man, except that he experienced agony coming from his arm.


“Claire, lick the wound. The pain
killers and coagulants may help him. Plus, you know, waste not want not.” Zack
spoke loudly, so that if there were problems from this later people would know
he suggested it for a good reason, and she hadn't lost control. He sounded cold
about it. Probably due to his anger and fear.


About that time a dozen people
surrounded them. Not gawking, but actually looking around in case there were
more attackers. If this had been put together by the same person or group as
the last one, then odds were they were in for a lot more, after the failed
attempt at Lesser Shia.


Nothing happened though.


Claire licked the stump daintily, her
tongue wet with a clear liquid each time she extended it. As his pain
diminished she licked in longer strokes, until the bleeding stopped all
together.


Laying his arm on his chest she
looked at everyone else, sweeping the room with her gaze. “Don't jar his arm,
or the bleeding will start again.”


While all this had happened, a man
Zack recognized as being from the Knife and Sword shop, walked up to them,
carrying a drawn sword by his side, the gray haired fellow knelt by the
attacker and emptied his pockets. Zack, seeing his Shadow close up, couldn't
recognize what he was, but he could hear his intent clearly enough. Find out if
the man had I.D.


“Daryl James Wilson, this license to
drive autos says.” The voice was surprisingly smooth, from the gray haired and
rough looking man, whose Shadow stood nearly as large as Hilda's, even though
it couldn't be anything he'd ever seen. Something somehow both furry and
dragonish it seemed to Zack.


“Well, Daryl, perhaps you could share
with us why you went into our humble shopping plaza's candle store and caused
such a ruckus to happen?” The grizzled man spoke softly, his voice carrying
somehow so that everyone in the crowd could hear him.


Zack focused on the man, and only on
the man, as he lay on the floor, letting the rest of the world drop away,
trying to see what he said below the haze of pain and fear. After a few moments
he locked in on the man's inner self clearly enough to make out what his Shadow
self told them, even under with the haze of pain.


“He came to make us take him to his
son, Jeremy. He's nine. The Mage council gave custody to the mother, because
she's a Mage. She cheated on him though, and isn't a good mother. He doesn't
think she does drugs, but he's willing to say she does, if that would get him
custody. He heard from his wife's sister, who likes him better than her sister,
about us here. He thought I could go and steal his son and get them away. He
didn't have a plan as to where they would go, how they'd live when they got
there or anything though. Inside he figured he'd die. He didn't really think it
would work...”


Zack took a few steps back, turned to
the crowd and let them know that if anyone still wanted to travel today they'd
continue in five minutes.


“Claire, can we use your shop's node?
I'm afraid I'm going to be cleaning this mess up for a while. Our poor
window...”


Claire looked at him oddly for a few
moments, then told him that would be fine.


He let everyone know which place to
go to and let other people deal with the fall out, figuring someone would come
to get him if he could do something useful.


Trying not to show how shaken he felt
turned out to be harder than it should, due to the remaining damage from the
poisoning. Zack had to admit he really felt a lot better now though, after his
time in the void. He'd have to find some time to spend there if he could. He
shook in reaction from what he'd just done though. Hands trembling, legs
feeling weak and shaky too.


The biggest issue had to do with how
close, how very close, he'd come to aiming at the man's head, instead of his
gun. If he hadn't been more concerned about protecting Lisa, making it so the
man couldn't fire at her, Daryl, would be dead now.


With a bit of concentration, he took
several deep breaths and stopped thinking. For about thirty seconds, until his
body had returned, at least largely, to normal. He remembered to go hug Lisa,
hard, because she'd just had a gun pulled on her, not a normal event in her
day, though after this and the attack on them at Lesser Shia, that may be
changing.


Hilda came, along with Val and Sarah,
and they stayed with Lisa while Zack headed over to the YoGurt shop with
Claire.


“You need something to eat. Go start,
I'll have something for you in ten minutes, all right?” Claire put a hand on
his cheek lovingly.


“That would be wonderful. I love you,
you know.”


“You love me? Do you know how
many men have taken me out to dinner in such an impromptu fashion? I'm sure
it's happened, but none come to mind right now. Now, let me wash up and get
something for you.” She managed a cute grin for him then.


He actually got the whole line coming
in transferred inside that ten minutes, then a lull hit for long enough that he
could eat the food she provided. Not frozen yogurt at all, but two of Xan's
'Zen Burgers.' How he knew to bring them down baffled Zack. Xan had added
pickles to the burgers, dill and sweet layered one on top of the other this
time, which worked well, he decided. There were some french-fries with it, just
regular, but warm.


He ate sitting at one of the tables
in front.


As he finished, Lisa and Hilda came
in.


“The next batch should be here soon.
Are you sure you're well? I don't know what you did, but it had to take a lot
of energy.” Lisa put a hand on his arm and left it there.


He nodded. “Yeah, I should have
extended,” he pushed his hand out in demonstration. “Then drawn the energy back.
I think that was something like half my life energy. Big mess up. I'll
have to practice withdrawing my energy when excited I guess. I was just so...
scared.”


Lisa's blue denim skirt pressed
against his legs this time as she hugged him close, her face pressed again his
chest. Her brown leather boots had heels that raised her by about two inches,
leaving her only a little shorter than he was, four inches, maybe five. He felt
her breasts pressed against him.


“Of course you were scared, who
wouldn't be? He had a gun. We could have been shot.”


Hilda shook her head and spoke
slowly, catching Lisa's eyes.


“I don't think that is why he
feared... The gun, from what I was told, never pointed at him, it pointed at
you, and that's why he reacted so... forcefully. Remember Lesser Shia?
They all pointed guns at him then and he just waved at them and made
them dance backwards. He did much more today. He feared more for you than
himself.”


“Oh?” The Mage hugged him even
tighter and teared up. “That's so sweet.”


People started coming in, directed by
those still outside, so he gently broke free of the hug and waved people to the
back. Lisa followed him to organize the new arrivals, so no one ended up in the
wrong place. It was a good thing too, because he almost took an older woman,
very nicely dressed, to Lesser Shia instead of Yugoslavia, where she wanted to
go. That would be awkward.


Hilda stayed all afternoon, holding
Lisa's hand and hugging her when she needed it. Zack felt really cold-hearted,
going right back to work like this. There wasn't a point to prove or anything,
these people had already paid to go to their destinations though, and Daryl
James Wilson's poorly thought out plan shouldn't keep them from going.


Claire called glass places and got an
estimate to replace the front window of the store, even going over and
carefully measuring the window twice, with Hilda holding the other end of the
tape. They were told it would be fixed first thing in the morning the next day.


At noon they ate lunch, Chinese food,
which reminded him that he hadn't seen Merri. He decided to walk down to the food
court to check on her, just so she wouldn't worry or anything. Mac stood out
front and quickly finished with a customer as he walked up.


“Zack! Good. Merri's in the back.
Maybe knowing you're all right will calm her down... I had to lock her in the
safe storage to keep her from running to your aid. I told her you'd be fine,
but she wouldn't have it. Tried to cut me in half with her sword. Let's see if
she'll calm for you.”


Mac took him to a small door in the
far back of the food court area. It had a lot more space than the other places
did, probably because the Alfric tended to actually live at their shops all the
time.


From inside he heard a howling, a
keening really, that tore at his soul. Mac pounded on the door. He said
something in his language that Zack didn't have time to translate using Mac's Shadow
self.


The noise stopped.


“Merri?” Zack called out. “Are you okay,
honey? Everyone's all right. The only person hurt was a confused man that
accidentally pointed a gun at Lisa. Well, I kind of blew out the front window
too, but the people are all right. Can you come out please. This is scaring
me...”


He called to her on the Shadow level.


Are you well, love? Are you safe and
free of wound? Do you need my help?


He asked Mac to open the door, which
proved to be steel, about four inches thick, except for the middle where it
looked like someone had been trying to dig through it. Sharp looking chunks of
metal lay on the floor of the dark room.


“Love? Oh, Zack!” A form flew at him,
nearly taking him to the floor. He found himself showered with kisses. “Oh,
love, oh, love, oh, love” she chanted for a moment.


“Are you all right, Merri? I didn't
see you so I came to check.”


She described what happened to her,
how she heard the noise and knew her husband would be near it, so she tried to run
to him, but Mac told her it may not be safe and that she should stay. After
that, she said, she didn't really remember anything.


Mac explained with a wave.


“Battle rage. It takes some in our
family, if things get pressing enough. You'd have thought you died or
something, the way she carried on though. When I finally found out what was
going on, I couldn't calm her at all. Good thing you came when you did, else
she would have been out of the cell, er, safe room, and seeing that whoever
killed you either met the same fate or killed her, too.” Shaking his head he
looked at the little woman clinging to Zack.


“I told you he was fine. Silly.”


Thinking about what happened he
thought he understood what it may have felt like to her. He'd released a large
blast of energy. If he'd died suddenly this energy, unfocused and
un-concentrated would have released as well, signaling his death. Maybe she'd
somehow perceived this? He knew that she spoke to him with awareness on the Shadow
level, so it seemed possible at least.


When he told them this, Merri nodded
solemnly and hugged him. He asked Mac if he could keep Merri with him for the
rest of the day. 


“Aye, and you should. She
won't be any good to me today. Off you go now.” He went back to work, making
sure everything stayed ready to eat and the surfaces were clean moving from one
area to another a bit more quickly than even a motivated Human ever would.


He took Merri by the hand, she clung
to his arm and didn't let go. Her hands were tiny, but her body perfectly proportioned.
She didn't look like a midget or a child, rather like an adult woman standing
far away, he thought again, for about the thousandth time since he'd met her.
It always amazed Zack when he thought about it.


Back at the Frozen YoGurt, Merri
didn't want to let go of his arm, so he offered to take her to Lesser Shia with
him, if she didn't mind that he wouldn't be able to talk a lot while he worked.


"I'll guard you, while you work.
No one will touch you, I swear." This was spoken on both levels, even if
the threat that day hadn't really been about him that much at all. 


He told the people there what had
happened and asked them to move everything up as much as possible schedule
wise. So he got his normal work done in about three hours instead of four, with
only a little rushing. Merri smiled at him every time he stepped through the
nexus point on that side of things.


When they got back to Frozen YoGurt
at four on the dot, he sat at a table with Merri, who crawled onto his lap, so
he cuddled her to him. At the same time he focused on circulating his energy
and rebuilding it as fast as possible trying to collect a little more from the
universe with each breath.


Libby walked in, looked at the
situation and hugged Lisa, then sat next to Zack moving her chair close to him
and putting Merri's legs across her lap, then reached over and held them both.


“I just heard. Nessa let me come
over. I have to work until nine, but I'll be over, if you all want me...” She
looked at everyone.


Claire informed her that the plan had
them at The Tarantula that night. Libby grimaced at the words.


“Ah, that sucks. I can't get in
there. Even dressed up I'm not pretty enough to make the cut at the door. I
know, I tried it with Nessa once. She got in and left me standing. I had to ditch
my clothes and fly home.” 


Merri bent forward and kissed her on
the cheek. “Then they're fools for not seeing you for what you truly are.
Anyone that can't see your beauty isn't looking.”


Zack, agreeing with this, bent
forward and kissed her cheek too. Libby looked down, pretending to be shy
suddenly, then turned her cheek to Lisa and pushed toward her, pointing at her
cheek playfully. Lisa, laughing, kissed it.


“Now I'm feeling left out, here I
thought we were friends, Libby... Sigh.” Claire actually said the word 'sigh'
out loud. It struck Zack as very cute, which, he reflected, had probably been
her goal.


Libby jumped up and ran to her,
flying over the counter, grabbed Claire around the shoulders and pulled her
into a big kiss on the mouth. Claire kissed her back for several seconds and
returned her to the table, bribing her with a treat.


Libby expected yogurt, but what she
got turned out to be an invitation to come with them to the club. Smiling,
Claire gave her word that Libby wouldn't be turned away from the door this
time.


“Do you know somebody there?” Libby
asked, excited. “I hear it's really cool after the remodel they just did. Have
you seen it?”


Zack hadn't in fact been back since
before the work had been done. Something kept getting in the way each time they
tried to go, which was why he planned to go tonight, no matter what. It seemed
like something would always be happening now, some emergency or another, some
drama or something, so he needed to live in the spaces in between and not let
himself be thrown off his plans too easily.


“Something like that. I own it. So if
they don't let my friends in, somebody's in trouble.” She dimpled at the Bat
girl when she said this.


Zack nodded. He already figured this
out, a long time ago, before they started with the remodel on it as part of the
deal about Charli. He hadn't wanted to say anything, because they, Keane and
Claire, had worked so hard to hide it.


He looked at Libby, whose mouth
worked, finally she said she would love to see the remodel if possible.


“You know, Troy works there too, so
he could get you in, you two hang out enough he'd get you on the list if you
wanted. Keane, who also works here is something like their Grand Poobah
manager, something like that, he'd get you in just because, I think. He's
pretty cool if you get a chance to talk to him.”


Leaning forward to look at Claire
closely, her eyes focusing sharply, Libby admitted to the other woman that she
constantly forgot her age had to be over three hundred years old, even though
she looked about twenty, maybe twenty-one, if she pulled her hair up and
dressed in her old person clothes. She just didn't think of her as being more
than a shop manager and friend...


This caused the cute Vampire to dive
her hand beneath the counter and pull out a calculator.


“Speaking of old... Zack, you
said that you tried to test the time difference in the void, counting out an
hour then coming back and found it to be two seconds you said?”


He admitted that it had been two
seconds between him hitting the stop watch to start it and then again to stop
it, so that time probably stood at a lot less. He knew he wasn't very fast
physically and the watch had been sitting on a chair about six feet from the
node itself.


“Okay, given that, call it about a
second each way, no, wait... Zack, come with me.” Pointing to the back she
rounded the counter and got a stop watch and came back. Waving it at them she
made her way to the back. “I use it to time the cooking of hot fudge once it
reaches the correct temperature.”


Her hand waved at him then the Node.


“When I say go, you go into the line.
Count out an hour exactly, then come back. I should be able to trigger the time
correctly, Vampire reflexes are... adequate. Ready, set, go!” She clicked the
button on top of the watch.


He sank into the line and counted out
an hour while sitting in the void. All the time sitting in the void, focused
intently, made counting feel easy by comparison. When he reached his sixtieth
count of one to sixty, saying one thousand each time, he came back.


“o!” She clicked it again, still
finishing the last word she had said.


Looking at the watch she stood up a
bit straighter. It showed .06 seconds.


“Oh? Six seconds? Well I must have
messed up the first time then. Oops.” Waving at him to be silent, she punched
numbers, mumbling. “Point zero six, not six seconds. So each second represents Sixteen
point six hours... Times sixty, makes nine hundred ninety-six hours per minute.
Times sixty again equals fifty-nine thousand seven hundred and sixty hours per
hour our time. Turning that into days... Divide by twenty four, then for years,
three hundred and sixty-five. Hmmm...Lisa, will you check my numbers here?”


 Lisa used the calculator nearly as
fast as Claire did, speed built from years of practice tallying books rather
than superhuman ability.


“We both got the same number: two
thousand seven hundred and eighty-three. Rounding down.” Lisa agreed.


“And don't forget the twenty odd he
has in for this world,” the Vampire said.


“Wait, so Zack's almost three thousand
years old?” Libby looked at him strangely. Like it was a surprise or something.


Merri just hugged him around the neck
again.


“Darn, now Libby's figured out I'm
too old for her. You people and your math, darn you! Darn you all to heck!” He
shook his fist in mock fury. Everybody laughed.


“It's not that, it's just, well,
Weres age, but more slowly than Humans, I'm thirty-two, next month... I was a
little worried I might be too old for you. I don't think I have to worry
about that now.” Her index finger touched his nose. He bit at it. It had been
covered in the book Patty had him read. The playful ferocity increased
excitement. So, this would be flirting, he thought. He should ask Patty about
that. She'd have pointers or another book for him to read on the subject.


As the clock reached five, he knew
what he had to do. He decided to take Merri with him, hoping no one would mind.


“I should go to Master Wu-Li's, I'm
sure that I'll have a lot of work ahead, after botching like that earlier. I
feel ridiculous. See you all later? Lisa, you're coming too, and Hilda is
coming, of course, unless she doesn't want to...” He looked at where the large
lady sat, looking out the front, on guard.


“Oh, yes! I've never been Human
dancing. May I come, Claire? I don't want to ruin your club or scare people
away though. I know I don't look normal for a Human...”


The Vampire waved this away
instantly. “We'll dress you in something sexy and the men won't know what hit
them. You know that you're the prettiest of us here, don't you? By our
standards. Oh, you don't rate with the Succubi, but then who does? Don't let
that be your ruler here or you'll never measure up.”


Zack walking toward her with Merri
beside him, reached out and hugged her.


“Seriously Hilda. They'd let you in
the club without even being on the list. Matter of fact, we'll let you go in
alone, if you want, to see what the door man says. That will give you the
truth.” Claire sounded confident. “If he doesn't let you in immediately you
have my permission to beat him up and come in anyway.”


Merri kissed her on the cheek, and
thinking it a good idea, he did too. It would help Hilda to know that other
people thought she looked nice too, not just her friends, who might be saying
nice things just because they were her people.


Wu-Li had no harsh words for him.
He'd affixed twenty concrete blocks to the back wall and pointed to them.


“If you please, do what you did
earlier. At one quarter past what we used last time for this exercise, as
rapidly as possible, without stopping. I shall talk to the charming woman
you're with while you do that. Continue until your lesson with Patricia or you
collapse.” The serious tone told him he meant it.


He began.


An hour later Zack stood covered with
sweat, still hitting the blocks from eight feet away.


“Good. We will continue to drill like
this for a while, until you use the technique properly, even when in danger. I
see you managed to keep your energy circulation going evenly while you did
this? Excellent. I expect that all the time from now on. Now, go to your other
lesson and do as well in that as you did here.” He looked wise, even though he
didn't look a lot older than Lisa.


Patty didn't keep them long, though
her Shadow self had to fight not to find a reason to retain the attractive
miniature woman and find some reason to get her naked. An amazing array of
possibilities crossed her mind in rapid succession. Zack felt flattered that
some of them even involved him. 


Merri held up the book that Zack had
been reading and pointed a picture out to Patty, a diagram showing a woman
using her mouth on a man.


“Can you teach me how to do that? I
don't read well yet, not in English. In Alfric I read well, I don't want people
thinking I wasn't schooled or anything... I had good tutors until I was
twenty-three. But I can't make out all the words in there.” If she felt
embarrassed about asking she didn't show it, on any level. Her Shadow handled
the whole thing in a matter-of-fact way. If this kind of thing is what Humans
did and she'd married a Human, she'd learn it.


Patty didn't need more prompting, she
pulled out some appropriate anatomical models and showed her how to do it.


He asked, in a small lull when Merri
had one of the models in her mouth that he hadn't thought would fit, especially
not as deeply as that, if Patty planned to go to the club that night with
everyone else.


“Am I invited?” Her eyebrow raised.


“Well, I hope I'm not overstepping my
bounds, but I'm inviting you, so yes. It may be important.” The look he
gave tried to convey that it may be really important, not just 'come out with
us' important.


“Okay. I didn't have anything planned
that can't be canceled, or better yet done quickly before I go. What time?”


He told her.


Merri kept practicing. It was
slightly distracting.












Chapter thirty-four





 


The doorman hesitated when Hilda
walked up to him. Zack, watching with the others from a distance, knew that he
wondered if Hilda could be a man in drag. After a moment he waved her through
anyway, his Shadow deciding that if she did turn out to be a man in drag,
looking like that, most people wouldn't care. Hot is hot, the man at the door
figured. His orders said that the attractive ones got in, male or female.


The guy turned out to be the same one
that had stood there the last time Zack had come. This time he put out his hand
to shake and said good evening, very politely. Zack shook his hand in return
and walked on with the others.


Patty had come with all of her crew.
As the first song hit them, everyone danced, except Patty, Claire, and Zack,
who they held in place. Merri went to dance excitedly with Hilda. They both
looked stunning, and in a club that prized itself on only letting in good
looking and interesting people, they definitely became the center of attention
fast. Neither knew how Humans danced, so they did a rather interesting parody
of what they thought everyone else had been doing. Instead of looking awkward,
it flowed, both of them almost too smooth for the room. It looked sensuous,
even though Zack could see the moves they mimicked. Then every ten seconds or
so, Merri would just jump straight up in the air about three feet, waving her
head side to side, squirming in the air in a manner that even a professional
dancer might find hard to copy.


Everyone had turned out. Lisa danced
with Norris, Libby, and a girl Zack hadn't seen before, but who seemed very
interested in the Incubus. Sarah and Val had gone off with two young men and
another girl. They said they'd be back in about half an hour or so.


Even Blake got to come. Claire had a
different Vampire in the shop watching things. Someone apparently well suited
to guarding things, like a store with no window across the way. Claire also
kept her phone near her at all times though. Apparently if things went south
she wanted to be there as soon as possible, fearing her guard might
accidentally kill someone, if things got rough, though he had orders to try not
to.


The club looked great. A little
spooky, with light mostly coming from oil lamps with colored glass covers set
in small alcoves. They lit the whole room in an almost Gothic style, you could
still actually see though, so they hadn't gone with the full Gothic set up,
Zack realized. The tones were muted, except a light which flickered, alive,
swaying with the music. A metal pipe with small holes in it was lit, about ten
feet up. High enough to keep even the stupid drunks out of it. A gas was pumped
through and then lit. It danced when the membrane at one end vibrated, hooked,
Zack had been told, to a speaker. Blue flames climbing and dancing in time with
the beat. Keane had seen something like it on YouTube and insisted they build
one. He'd done most of the work himself.


He observed that Claire and Patty
were talking, their inner selves repeating what they said for him, as they
spoke too low for anyone there except perhaps Libby to hear. How she managed in
there he did not know, any regular person faced permanent hearing
damage.


Claire's beast spoke first.


Strange things are afoot. We've seen
a large increase in violent events that seem random, starting about three months
ago. I checked my records. They seem unrelated, but I've seen such things used
to soften up an enemy before the hostilities start before. I've been part of
such things.


Patty replied her lips not moving
enough to be read.


Do you suspect attack then? Why? More
importantly, from who? This predates Zack coming, so you don't think it
directly relates to him, do you?


Shaking her head slightly Claire
answered the other woman.


I really don't know. I do know that
he's been near many of the events since he came, but then he knows half the
people in our consortium. Is there any wonder that he's involved in some of
these things? He's clearly been targeted, but I think that others have been
too. It may be that Zack has been targeted specifically because he's stopped or
thwarted so many other negative things. The truth is, I don't know yet.


He let them talk for about ten more
minutes, when Patty started to answer questions about his lessons, he
interrupted.


“I'd like both of you to come with
me, to my house. The whole thing should take about twenty minutes, maybe less.
We need a distraction, just in case someone's watching though, then we'll take
a shortcut. Is that all right with both of you?” He whispered this, as they
were doing, trying not to move his lips.


Patty provided the distraction, by
simply asking for one out loud in a language or code he'd never heard before.
Val and Sarah instantly shimmied out of their tops Neither wore a bra. Looking
at Nikki and Libby who could hear them, they said, go topless. Both
girls shrugged and complied quickly.


They didn't ask why.


Hilda and Merri followed suit, though
both of them expressed relief on the deeper level that this would be
allowed, as it had gotten very hot. Everyone moved together and started
dancing.


Lisa had just started removing her
own top, looking shy, when they hit the front door. The doorman looked at them
questioningly, wondering why this normal looking, skinny guy got to leave with
two of the hottest women in the club. His mind started spinning up reasons,
most of them nefarious, so Zack provided him with an answer.


“They lost a bet, so I get to take
pictures of them making out.” Patty promptly kissed Claire on the mouth, acting
a little drunk She received a shy kiss and a giggle from the Vampire in return.


“Lucky man. Coming back?”


“Yeah, about twenty minutes unless
they're drunker than I think. I can but dream...”


The man laughed, his Shadow
communicating with Zack clearly.


You and me both...


They walked around the building, the
women with arms around each other, Zack following behind. When they got to the
shortcut, he moved in front of them had them hold hands and walked them
through, reminding them of the high step they needed so they wouldn't trip.


Inside, he suggested they go to the
basement.


“Patty, I need your help. Maybe. You
know about my father, his body being used by a demon that raped me, sold me
into the sex trade, and doubtless many other things that make it worthy of
death?” His tone deadly serious and oddly flat.


She just nodded.


“Long story short; I've learned how
to kill Demons. The trouble is I can only do it in the void, in the lines, so I
have to be there at the same time with the Demon in order to kill it. Short of
waiting for months or years in there though – our time months and years – the
only way to really ensure that the right one is there is to be with it when it
translates.”


She waited, not interrupting but
clearly not understanding what he needed yet.


“So, since I doubt any Demon is going
to willingly hop in a line with me, I'm going to have to look like someone
else, someone that wouldn't be suspected, but still has my abilities and
skills...”


Patty's face lit up then. Claire
still didn't get it though.


“I'll need to build a second
identity. Ideally as someone that the demons would accept, at least on the
surface. Someone that can go into the lines, to explain my being around in
various locations. I think I have part of the disguise, but I don't know how to
test it.” He looked at them both closely. “Can either of you sense Demons?”


Patty shook her head, but Claire
nodded.


“All right. One moment.” It was going
to take some focus, and a few seconds, so Zack held up a single finger.


Then closed his eyes, compacting his Shadow,
not into a ball, but a small tube about the size of a large soup can, then
oriented it correctly and held it there.


Opening his eyes, Claire hissed and
recoiled.


“How? You seem like a Demon, you even
smell like one...”


He released this odd, uncomfortable
shape and became his normal self again. Claire looked relieved.


“So, that's half of it, Patty, what
do you think about the rest of it?”


She nodded.


“I can do it. How often do you think
you'll have to change though? I can manage once, maybe twice a day. More than
that and someone else will have to know too. I'd say Val, but she's a little
too young yet, and has been under-feeding. You two need to get more Humans
around for that you know. Say once a day? Maybe more if I can feed enough.”


Then she quickly went over specifics.
Each time he changed he'd need to do hair, make-up if needed and change
clothes, so that had to be accounted for in his timing. He wouldn't have to
shave or wax body hair each time, but if he spent more than a few days in that
shape, he'd have to redo everything, just like normal and of course, it would
have to be done the first time. Plus he'd need more lessons if he wanted to
pass as a female. Even if he didn't intend to have sex in that form, there were
habits he had to break or it would be obvious something was wrong.


The next obstacle was that they
didn't know what he'd look like as a girl. Generally people had one good
looking gender and one less so within them. If this happened to be his good
looking form, then it would be a hard, though not impossible, sell that a Demon
would take that body. They seemed to prefer pretty women and distinguished
looking men for the people they possessed. Some exceptions had been
noted though.


“Do you think it will affect my
abilities? The difference in brain structure and such?”


She nodded. “There are differences.
Your thinking will be different for one thing. You may be more emotional, or
less, or, being you, your control may make that a moot point. The only thing
that will really tell us is trying it. I think for best effect, you and I
should become lovers. Anyone watching will believe it. I already have about a
half dozen, one more won't matter. I'll take you to my place for it. It should
be secure in my safe room. Yes, that seems like the best plan.”


Then Patty took a big, almost
shuddering breath.


“Do you think you can do it, though?
I mean, really kill a Demon?”


“Yes. In fact, I already have...”


She gasped and looked around as if
waiting for a horde of that kind to come rushing at them for battle.


They got back to the club within
fifteen minutes.


On the way past the doorman, he threw
out “They didn't even get to second base. I feel a little gypped to tell the
truth.” Then shrugged almost comically. The large man laughed.


Inside half the women in the club
were topless. They got back to their table and found it still empty. Looking
around, Claire whispered to the other woman. Zack heard it though.


Well that worked. I wonder if we
should do something like this every few weeks to shake things up?


Patty figured out then that this club
belonged to Claire personally and wondered if she may have been cheated a
little in that deal about Charli, since Claire had been obligated to act at the
time both as a signatory and proprietor.


Claire smiled and whispered to her
again, hidden in the din, possibly even from Libby's sharp ears.


All's fair they say... Would you do
anything differently with Zack now though? I can give you the five thousand
gold if you want. For that matter, you should get it from your new 'secret
lover,' he can afford it, pick a number that will look realistic and soak him
for it. It's practically a tradition after all, with kept women.


He nodded, that made sense, anything
that made this look more realistic.


“Nothing but the best for my lady!
How much do you think would hold you over, I don't want you to have to work too
hard to make ends meet.” It was said in a normal conversational tone. They
looked at him startled. They kept forgetting he had other ways of gathering
data, he noticed. Everyone thought of him in terms of the Nexus as far as extra
abilities went, but only that. He might be able to use it later, somehow.
It was better to be underestimated and dismissed than overestimated and
thwarted he thought to himself.


Patty's eyes showed genuine love it
seemed, though he knew it for an act. Her smile looked radiant however, another
talent of her kind.


“Thank you, lover! Could you bring me
a little something when you come over tomorrow? Rent's due soon and I just
don't know how I can make it on my little salary... Please?” Wheedling must be
in the advanced course of the Alede training, because even though he knew she
didn't need the money, and even realized that her words were horribly obvious
and gave any watcher an exact idea of what she pretended to do, he still really
wanted to take her that money. That being the case, he decided to go with his
feelings.


“Don't worry. Money's easy, perfection
is hard.” He looked at her, leaning in a bit to indicate that he thought she
was that perfection. Claire actually seemed a little jealous.


That part wasn't fake.


Patty seemed to melt. Apparently his
heartfelt, if corny line met the right general tone. Good. Making wild guesses
wasn't exactly the easiest way to make your way through a novel situation, he'd
learned over the years. If he had to keep doing it, he'd probably mess things
up, so he decided to leave things at that and keep his mouth closed for a
while.


They kept this up, until the others
came over to the table, most of them topless, except Norris, for some reason.
Even Keane had taken his shirt off. Of course they all had the body to
pull that off. People were still staring at them, and trying to pretend not to.


Lisa seemed nicely appointed, breast
wise. She appeared to be the only true medium-sized woman in the whole group,
everyone else being either tiny or huge that way. They all seemed to be
remarkably perky though, for whatever supernatural reason. It probably had to
do with whatever kept them from aging at the same rate regular people did.


More people were taking clothing off
around the room, women and men both. As if the nudity was catching. It was
pretty hot. Both kinds. Warm and sexy. A girl his own age looked at him from
across the room, and licked her lips alluringly. At him. It caused a stirring
in his pants that was a bit strange, considering everything. Not that she
wasn't cute... She was. Just not in the league of the women with him. After a
moment he realized that he'd felt this kind of thing before. It seemed similar
to the night when Sarah had Troy and Betty down stairs and...


"There's... An Alede leaking all
over the room, isn't there?" Motioning to Patty Zack waited, hoping she
could find the source of it.


The feeling intensified suddenly.
Everyone except Zack, who'd managed to block it out, mainly, seemed a little
preoccupied and fidgety. Patty got up, her eyes going unfocused, and body
language suddenly still. So he followed her, feeling the intensity going up as
they moved.


People were dancing more
provocatively, groping and he thought, in a few cases, covertly having sex on
the dance floor and around the room. Patty continued toward one of the
bathrooms. Supposedly single person, they were actually designed to handle two
people, in various positions. Mainly to get blood, but sometimes they found
other uses. There were eight of them for that reason, so the patrons that
actually wanted to use the facilities would have a chance without waiting for
hours.


A fight broke out when a guy found
his girlfriend doing something naughty with the man right next to them at the
bar. Three large men ran up, all wearing blue Tarantula shirts, marking them as
security.


The bathroom door turned out to be
locked. Patty, gestured to Hilda who'd snuck up behind him. The giantess put
her left hand forward in a natural looking movement, it was gentle almost. The
door shattered at the locked side, and flew open. 


Inside a young girl, really too
young for an adult club, sat on top of a man that wore a Tarantula staff shirt,
this one red, marking him as a server of some sort, bar or wait staff. Zack
looked and happily noticed that it wasn't Troy. He didn't need to be
raped by an underage succubus really. Not that the man there did either. This
man had darker skin, than his friend. The girl though had a soft rosy glow,
like she was blushing all over. 


There was little doubt what she was,
given the aspect of her Shadow and the lust pouring off of her without any
filtering at all.


“Kaitlyn! Young lady, control
yourself! You're about to cause a situation here. Pull back now or the
large woman behind me will render you unconscious!” Crossed arms and anger
became the prime features of Patty in that moment. When the girl on the floor
didn't instantly comply, she motioned to Hilda. “Do it. We have to stop her or
this could turn ugly very fast.”


Hilda raised her hand to strike,
judging the distance, the size and strength of her target and how much force to
use, she didn't want to kill the girl, just stop her.


Covering her head, the girl started
yelling, “Okay, okay, give me a second! Sorry! Like no one else has ever let go
a little at a club. Breathe, breathe, focus now...” The lust, if anything grew
stronger.


“Oh crap, oh crap. I can do it, don't
hurt me! Breathe! Breathe!” With her anxiety, her defensive sending got
stronger and stronger.


Hilda's arm came back, anger in her
eyes.


“Stop, Hilda. Wait.” Turning on the
girl, not knowing if it would do anything at all, Zack focused his Shadow self
letting it grow huge and intimidating, like he'd seem Vampires do, he spoke to
her, on both levels, calmly and serenely.


“Hi, Kaitlyn. Let yourself relax and
draw back the feelings you're projecting. Do that now, it's easy... You know
how to do it.” His voiced coaxed her, soft and reassuring.


Suddenly on the Shadow level, he
screamed at her, a powerful bellowing, DO IT NOW! Comply totally. NOW!


The girl froze in place totally
unmoving, the sense of lust gone, it felt like a pressure had been released off
of his chest.


“Good, now, clothing, both of you.
Quickly please. Don't make me clap at you or act like a jerk now...
Hurry." 


They both scrambled, but Kaitlyn
moved as if under total compulsion. Fast, not focusing on anything else, simply
doing what she'd been told.


Keane pulled the man out, insistently,
but not roughly, and took him away rapidly.


After the girl dressed, Zack noticed
that a link existed between Patty and the girl, an ephemeral line of lightest
gold to his way of seeing things. That and the fact that Kaitlyn's Shadow self
kept saying things like, 'don't be mad, mom, please.' and 'I'm sorry, mommy',
even while under control like this, indicated to him that he'd just met Patty's
daughter.


“Kaitlyn, come with us, please. Don't
speak to anyone right now. We need to collect some people and get out of here.
Stay close to your mother, and keep yourself under total control. You have it now.”
The girl complied instantly. Huddling close to her mom, a slightly vapid
expression on her face.


He faced the room and spoke normally,
even though the crowd had begun to return to normal, people still danced
without shirts. A lot of them. They'd come to have a good time, and that social
barrier was already out of the way.


“Anyone leaving with us, we have to
go now. Problems and such, you know... the norm. Please meet us in front of the
building within five minutes. Thank you! Oh, and get Lisa, Merri, if they can't
hear this please. Thanks again!”


Patty led them outside. She shook,
though he couldn't tell why at first, until her Shadow told him how scared
she'd been, and still was, for her daughter.


Tears glistened on her cheeks as she
held her little girl next to her, keeping her close. She kept sobbing quietly
as the others came out. Merri walked over and held Zack's hand. The other Alede
stayed away, almost as if afraid to go too near Kaitlyn, as if the taint of her
actions could rub off on them. Then again he didn't know them all that well
yet, so maybe it could?


His people, Patty and her daughter,
and the other Alede all came with him. The other Vampires stayed at the club in
case of trouble. Keane promised Patty he wouldn't go too hard on the young man.
The server obviously couldn't really be expected to help himself, given
everything, she told them through tears, which were blotted away roughly on the
back of her hand.


Leading the way Zack took everyone
home with him, guiding them through the rift in space that existed in the alley
behind the club. He opened the door and let everyone in. Escorting Patty
inside, Kaitlyn trailing just behind her, once everyone else had gone through.
They all sat, except for Patty who stood in the middle, as if she were on
trial, and Kaitlyn who hung on to her arm, just as she had been ordered to.


“I... This...This is my daughter,
Kaitlyn. My only child. Please forgive her for her breach of protocol. I don't
know what she was thinking... Honestly she probably wasn't, who thinks at that
age? She's only sixteen, you all remember being that age. I know this is
serious. I'll... I'll take steps... I'll think of something, please....” Her
pleading caused all the Alede to tear up.


“Patty, please, you know what we have
to do...” Val could barely contain her sobbing.


Libby raised a hand. “I'm sorry, but I
don't know what you have to do. What is it that would make Patty cry like
this?”


Norris looked at Libby, then the rest
of them.


“When young, there comes an age when Alede
aren't really ready to be out on their own, but they have all the drives,
desires and powers of an adult. During this stage, they can be incredibly
dangerous. Some are more prone to excess and lack of control than others are.
This girl, Kaitlyn, went full rogue once already. She'd been sent to a special
school to help her learn to control that, but it doesn't seem to have worked.
She's too wild. I don't know if you realize what almost happened tonight...”


Claire broke in.


“Near riot, rape, murder, passions
run amok – that kind of thing?”


Norris nodded and looked at her.


“Okay, so you get part of it. The
other problem is that if one Alede goes, it can set off a chain reaction in the
others near them. Kaitlyn got close. Three more minutes, and I may be being kind
to our own control saying that long, and the rest of us would have gone as
well. If Zack hadn't been there...”


Zack stood up, beginning to see a
picture developing, a troubled kid, one others couldn't understand, trying to
get by in the world, messing up because the rules they thought should work
didn't exactly. It sounded familiar.


“If I hadn't been there, Hilda would
have knocked her out, or one of you would have done it. My way was just
gentler.” The girl watched him, still standing next to her mother, more than a
little afraid of him. “Or maybe not so gentle, just less physically damaging.”


Norris continued.


“So, if there are multiple strikes,
if the Alede can't control themselves and can't be controlled, they have to be
put to death. We aren't proud of it, but we've never found any other way to
stop the tragedy that such individuals eventually bring.”


Zack sat down next to Claire and let
things play out, seeing where they led themselves. He held her hand lightly.
Libby came and sat next to him, taking his other hand. They could all tell how
serious this could be, since a girl's life hung in the balance.


They talked for hours. Patty begged,
and made promises, they all cried. The Alede – Norris and the others – seeing
no real way to control Kaitlyn, Patty saying she'd find a way, somehow, something.
Hilda cried too. She hugged a pillow and stayed away from the Alede, whose
smell seemed to make her particularly upset right now. Merri just looked sad
and didn't speak.


An hour later, when they were about to
make the call that would probably lead to the end of the girl's life, Zack
decided to try something. There was nothing to lose after all.


“Kaitlyn,” he spoke to her softly.
“Keep a relaxed demeanor for us, will you? Full lock down on your abilities,
keep listening to what I say, but for now, go ahead and go back to your normal
self, other than doing what I say, all right?”


Stirring a little, she spoke
suddenly. “I know I messed up, he was just so cute and I'd gotten so
hungry on the bus ride, it took, like, twenty hours. I went to the club,
because I saw there were a bunch of people, and this guy told me that all the
cool people hung out there, he introduced me to Tyrone, the guy, you know... I
was going to go to mom's after. In the club everyone was having fun and that
guy, did you see him? He liked me! He let me in and everything, I didn't
make him do it or bribe him with sex. There wasn't anyone around to pass me
energy, that I knew of at least. What was I supposed to do?”


The adults all agreed that if she'd
stayed where she had been and not run away without thinking about that, then
the whole thing wouldn't have happened. Her counter was to list grievances,
like not being allowed to go home for Christmas and being locked up all the
time. They didn't even allow her to have friends, she wailed. Zack checked with
her Shadow, to make certain 'friend' meant buddies, not sex partners. He found
out to her it meant both, often at the same time, hence it not being allowed.


“You don't understand, I was so lonely.
I just wanted to see my mom!”


Why do I do these things, he wondered silently, careful not to
project it, knowing his thought held far too much selfishness to be allowed,
even inside his own head. So he stopped it. Shut it down and removed it from
being.


“All right. She's under control right
now and will stay that way, as long as she stays in town. So that problem is
solved for now... right? I know a little about mental control, learned over
time. I can teach her that, or make certain she can't misuse her powers again
if she can't learn. Is that enough to gain her a reprieve. I mean, when you
consider that if you take action that will probably kill her – even if you mean
well, which I think you all do – I'll bust her out and take her away with me,
even if it means leaving everything here to do it... So, is that enough to
start with at least?”


They looked shocked, as if the idea
hadn't occurred to them that he might just have an issue with a girl being
killed. The real problem, their Shadows told him, with that was they all had,
at least in passing, wondered if he could or would do that. Steal the girl away
if she faced death. They'd have to feed her, which meant extra feeding for all
of them, but that could be done if they shared the load. They desired it, but
couldn't ask, because no one had ever made such a thing work. Not even master
Vampires or Mages.


“Do you know what you're offering...”
Norris asked.


“For once in my life, I think I might
have a small clue. I'm giving her one last chance at life, with someone that
has a small idea of what she needs to do to master this. As for the rest, the
headaches and broken vases, well, no. If I did, I might say no.” He smiled a
little.


Still, he offered, it had to be up to
her, ultimately. If she wanted to try or not, or take her chances with whoever
made those decisions on the other end of the phone. It was her life, and while
she had limited choices here, she had some.


“She'll live with you?” Norris looked
at him frankly. Almost as if that just made sense.


“No, she'll live with her mother.
She'll work in the Candle shop, and possibly at Beautiful Plus. She'll be with
me from morning till night, then she's your worry. But I expect everyone to
help with this. She has to get an education and if she needs sex, you get to
line that up for her... I can't deal with that. I'll show her how to
control her mind though. If that's what she wants...”


The girl sat hunched over as everyone
else talked about her. A gentle shaking overtook her.


“I want to, but, um, you're really
scary.” Her words were timid. Still, even without trying to be cruel some of
the people in the room chuckled.


“They're chuckling because I'm
actually a pretty nice person, I think... I had to scare you on a very deep
level to get you into a state where you could control your abilities earlier. I
may have to do this again. Maybe a lot. I won't hurt you, but I may make you do
things that are really hard, even dangerous. You can have friends though. Even
have sex, but get with me first, so I can make sure you won't have a control
issue. We'll work out those details later though. Right now I'm exhausted, so
I'm taking everyone back to their cars who wants to go. Please hurry, because
I'm planning on being in bed inside ten minutes and asleep within the hour.”
Then, patting a yawn which was real, Zack tried to put his face into a small
grin.


He hoped he hadn't seemed too dour or
anything. More than anything it would be bad for the girl to get the wrong
idea. This wasn't going to be easy for her. It may even drive her insane.
Still, better to have a chance than to just be dead.


Patty hugged him on the way out.
She'd finally stopped crying at least, but was, wisely, still scared for
Kaitlyn though. After all, she had some idea of what Zack considered dangerous
and it didn't match up with her own at all.


Once that had been finished he hugged
and kissed everyone and grabbed Libby's hand, and Claire's on the way by,
pulling them off to bed with him. It technically should be Libby's night alone,
but he wanted the extra comfort of having Claire there too. He asked Libby if
she'd be all right with this.


“Do I get to have sex with you?” She
asked bluntly.


“Well, wait a week for actual sex,
but oral stuff... Yeah.”


“And do I get to have sex with her?”
Her grin grew slowly into a smile.


“That... depends on what she says,
ask her.”


“What do you say, Claire? A little
three way action?”


The Vampire didn't blink, just walked
to the bed and climbed in, a small seductive smile on her face.


 












Chapter thirty-five





 


The morning came early again. It was
getting annoying, actually.


 Day after day I give it a chance
to come at a decent hour and yet day after day it fails me, Zack thought as
he sat up, bleary and still tired, having only gotten about five hours of
sleep.


Carefully climbing out of bed, his
groin turned out to be a little sore. Claire and Libby had gotten a little
competitive over him and since he utterly refused to name one the victor over
the other, they both refused to give up. In skill, Claire clearly dominated. Hundreds
of years of practice can do that. Libby tried so hard though and she
smiled a lot. That helped him feel at ease about everything. Plus her mouth
produced saliva and Claire's didn't. That meant Libby had an edge there.


Still, after an hour and a half he'd
had to call a halt to the whole thing. Claire had spent some time entertaining
Libby, while he drifted to sleep.


When he got in to work a sixteen-year-old
succubus stood outside of the Candles and More. Claire hugged him goodbye.


“Good morning, Kaitlyn. In case it
got missed last night, I'm Zack.” He held out a hand to her, which she took
smoothly, shook properly, but didn't want to let go of. Looking at her for
almost thirty seconds he finally said, “And now you let go...”


“Oh, sorry! I'm... I just didn't get
a lot of contact for a while, any really. I know they meant well, but we, the Alede,
need contact. They know this... Sorry. I'll be good.” Her breathing came
faster, fearing punishment.


He put an arm around her shoulders
and walked her to the door of the shop. Using the key he let them in. The store
hadn't been straightened much, so they had their work cut out for them. The
mini-succubus took stock of the place.


“Bomb?”


“Me actually. Uhg. I should tell you
the whole thing. Basically a guy came in and threatened us with a gun, which he
pointed at Lisa, our boss here. I came out of the back and not knowing he was
just a confused shlub that had lost his kid in a custody battle in the Mages'
council, I blew his hand off. He flew through the window, so, I kind of made
most of the mess. Sorry, thanks for helping clean it up?”


She looked at him, tilted her head
and licked her lips in what would have been an alluring fashion, if he hadn't
totally locked away his libido before leaving the house. With her though, she
probably didn't know she constantly did just the right thing to catch
attention, not on a conscious level anyway. She told him exactly what she tried
to do on a deeper level though. He communicated to her to cool it a bit for
now.


“We may find bits of gun or hand
laying around. Apparently I actually made the gun explode somehow... I don't
know how thorough the people picking up the pieces were. Today was supposed
to be my day off, but what with everything... It's a cleanup day. The people
are coming to replace the window between ten and two. Before then I want to
tidy and straighten everything, sweep, but we'll leave mopping until after the window
is in, then this afternoon we'll redo the Christmas display in the window that
Daryl – the guy who had the gun – kicked over trying to be intimidating. I
don't know what he'd been thinking there, after all, most people would be happy
enough to just be intimidated by a gun, right?”


Whoever had cleaned the pieces of
hand and gun up did a good job it seemed since they didn't find anything when
they swept. He showed her how to straighten the shelves, explaining to her how
to empty her mind, and think only about the action she took at the moment,
while working.


“Is this like that old Karate Kid
movie? I work learning seemingly random stuff and end up with cool martial arts
skills?” She pretended to focus, while thinking about a dozen different things rapidly.
Two of them involved having sex with him.


He nodded, in reference to the movie.


“If by random skills you mean exactly
what you need to know, and cool martial arts you mean focusing your mind, then
yes, exactly like that. I won't lie though, you're one-half being babysat and
one-half being used as free labor because we really need the help. By tomorrow
I expect no more than twenty percent babysitting, all right? Oh, and what do
you want for Christmas. Don't say sex, it's tacky.” He warned her suddenly
with a smile before she could speak. A small list of completely reasonable
things quickly appeared, mainly clothing and some music she wanted. Zack
pocketed it.


They had things in reasonable order
by the time the glass men got there. He sat her down and they went over ideas
for a window display. She actually asked for budget concerns on it. He gave her
an upper limit of a thousand dollars, just to see what she could do with it. That
turned out to be a flowing green velvet back ground, with silver ground covering,
a flocked white tree, fake though, ornaments, in silver as well, then wrapped
packages with candles on top. She wanted to leave the hanging snowflakes.


“All right, we'll do that. Sounds
cool actually.”


At ten-thirty on the nose, Lisa
rushed into the shop.


“I'm so sorry I'm late, I just
couldn't sleep when I got home, so of course, when I got to sleep, I slept too
long. Hi, Kaitlyn, Zack filling you in on everything?” She walked over and
hugged the girl.


The girl went still, then wrapped her
arm around the woman in return, holding her tight. Zack broke them up when
Succubette started rubbing her lower back suggestively.


“Actually, I wanted to take Kaitlyn
on a tour of the Mall and introduce her to everyone, since she may need to run
errands, get us coffee, yogurt, or import goods. She may also wish to
know where the food is. That kind of thing.”


“Wait a sec. Could you grab me a
coffee? I'll give you money for it.” She headed to the back.


He smiled and told her that Lisa had
all the money and handled the accounts, so if she needed funds past her
paycheck, she needed to talk to Lisa about it.


“I get paid? How much? When?” While
she'd been fairly attentive and well behaved her attention suddenly focused
greatly.


“Payday is Friday and you get paid very
little. The more you do and the better your control, the more you get paid.
It's a sliding scale, for incentive. I'm making this up as I go along, but
you'll earn the money. Don't expect everything to be exciting though.
Sometimes you'll end up just waiting or cleaning things that you know are
already clean. Part of the job, learning to focus past the boredom.”


Lisa came back with his pay packet
and a twenty. Yesterday had been Friday? He thought that might be right.


“All right, come with me then! Lisa
will want her coffee quick, but we can do a tour first.” He headed out the door
and pointed to where Claire stood behind her counter, talking to someone, who
apparently wanted a frozen yogurt. “That's the Frozen YoGurt. I don't know why
the sign has the spelling that way. The Vampires run that shop... You do know
that each place here is basically a hidden embassy, right? Everyone has to pass
as Human, so the number of shops is kind of small right now. Some are trying to
expand though.”


They walked on.


“The pretty Vampire in the widow is
Claire by the way. She can be up and around in the daytime and go out in
sunlight. So she gets the day shift. The yogurt is really good there, I
recommend trying it. The knife and sword shop is next. I don't know them yet. I
should go in and introduce myself soon. It never hurts to make friends, right?
Down that little hallway that looks like it should hold a pet store in any
reasonable mall? Fine menswear. Run by Demons. Avoid them if you can. Over here
is the Apothecary, Taoist masters Wu-Li and Dan. Great guys – and people you
can go to if you need help with anything. Even control issues if I'm not
around. I'm not claiming they won't knock you out, or drug you, but it
will hurt a lot less than if Hilda does it for you. We'll try to avoid that
though. If it comes up, I expect you to do it though. Go and have them K.O.
you, I mean. I probably can't sell everyone on the idea that this is working
otherwise.”


The young looking girl just nodded
and looked at the apothecary for a while, remembering its location, Zack saw.


As they neared the food court he
pointed to the Fun Zone across the way. “You may be able to pick up an extra
shift or two there. It's run by tricksters, so don't count on being paid in money,
but they're good people. In general though, just go along with whatever onerous
task they ask of you and life will be a lot easier for you than if you resist.
They seem to try and spread things out, so they probably won't pester you every
day. They will test you though, if you don't step up and do everything you can
to earn that control you need. I think it's part of their nature, so don't give
them a reason to.”


They walked past the food court,
since they'd get the coffee there on the way back, he told her. Only to be
stopped by Merri and called over.


“And this beauty is Merri, who you
met last night. Kind of. You remember Kaitlyn of course?” Moving in a bit he
kissed her gently on the cheek.


“Yes, of course. Good to see you. Do
you think you could take a boxed lunch to Birk at the Gym. He called over, but
we've no delivery person available...” She looked directly at Kaitlyn for this
request.


“Uhm, sure? I can probably find it.”


“Indeed you can, since it's the next
stop on our tour anyway. We'll be right back, oh, here! Payday was yesterday I
think. I don't know what day it is...” Zack handed Merri the envelope. Kaitlyn
looked at this in surprise, having seen that it contained a lot of cash earlier.
Lisa insisting that Zack count it out to check her work.


Birk thanked them.


Without pause Zack turned to the
girl, not even letting her respond.


"That reminds me. Don't thank
any of the Alfric for anything. They hate it to the point of violence."


Hilda ran up and grabbed him like she
hadn't seen him in a month, which got her a big hug back. Then she grabbed
Kaitlyn the same way. The girl melted in her arms and asked her if she wanted
to have sex. 


He knew that Trolleinkein age rules
were different than Human, centering on about the age thirteen or so. Alede
weren't fully Human, or under Human law, and their rules were based on ability
to control yourself, more than anything, past an age that Zack still couldn't
separate from child abuse. Different beings though, with much different needs.
Shaking his head a little, he tried to avoid that topic.


“Wait a few days and ask again.
Hilda's people have a keen sense of smell, and different relationship rules.
You had sex last night, so give it a few.”


Hilda nodded and put the girl down.


Kaitlyn smiled warmly.


“Really? That's more hope and
attention than that prison gave me in the six months I was there. You people
are so cool.”


Princess Pretty Nail was next, which
got a full explanation. It also caused Kate to look at her nails and sigh
dramatically.


On the way back they got coffee from
the Italian place and he waved to Merri again. It was important to let her know
she was loved too.


Then he pointed out the import store,
run by Djinn, and Beautiful Plus run by her own people.


“Who is Candles and More run by
then?”


“Oh, Mages, which is why the guy with
the gun came in there instead of someplace else. He didn't feel he got a good
deal from the council, since he's a regular Human, not a Mage like his wife –
his ex-wife I mean.”


Finally putting two and two together
she got excited. “Wait, the Mage place here at Underwood? That's where they
have all the new Nexus travel stuff! And Hartley! Even locked up I heard
about him. There were stories about how he's like this rock star, with all
these women, and can do things even demons can't in the lines! Will we see him,
or is he like, all reclusive and secret? Is he really hot? Or you know, all old
and stuff? Where's the nexus point anyway, I didn't see it...”


He explained how the nexus nodes were
in the back of the stores here, but how it differed by location, places that
didn't have Humans coming and going being more open, but sometimes more boring
at the same time. The shops added color to the places that had them, he told
her.


“What about Hartley, what's he like,
is he cool or scary, or just normal?” He didn't want to spoil it for her, she
seemed so excited to meet this 'Hartley' guy, but he didn't want to make a fool
of her either.


“Well, did anyone ever mention him
having a first name?” He hinted broadly.


She nodded, thinking for a while,
frowned then said “Nick?”


Zack screwed his face up, pretending
to be hurt.


“Sigh, oh giant, sigh...”


Her head snapped up suddenly, “Zack!
Zack Hartley, Oh wait, that can't be right, you're Zack.”


Libby walked out of her store and
yelled loudly, “He's Hartley, Kaitlyn. Zack, stop teasing her!”


He put an arm around her and kept
walking when she froze, pulling her along.


That's when he noticed the white
wrapped bundle laying on the floor, looking vaguely body shaped. As he neared
it, he caught a whiff of death rising from the white linen sheet.


"Hey, Kate? You might want to
stand back a bit. I need to look at this. It will probably smell."


Opening the fabric a little bit, he
found a body that he recognized. The woman, once a man, he'd last seen in his
basement weeks before.


Speaking in a normal tone, he tried
to remain calm.


“Claire, can you hear me? It seems we
have a body on the floor out here, the old friend we met at the club with
Charli that one time? If you could help me, I think we may want to move her, as
soon as possible.”


Claire arrived before he finished the
word possible.


Kaitlyn looked at him, “You're Hartley?”
She asked, her voice awestruck.


“Kaitlyn, focus...” He snapped his
fingers in the air a little as if trying to get her attention. “Dead body. It's
our job to move it before it becomes a nuisance. Claire, do you need help?” She
shook her head, looked around and disappeared with the body.


Following the path of her Shadow,
something he would have missed two weeks ago, he tracked her to her own shop,
the body in the back. His Vampire already had shovels out.


It tells you something that they keep
shovels on hand like this, he considered for a moment. Then just went with it.
After all, they needed them right now, so it obviously could come up
around here.


“I think I have just the place.
Kaitlyn, are you up for some travel to distant lands?” He asked the busty girl,
who, succubus or not, happened to be dressed better for burying a body than
either of the people standing with her were at the moment.


They moved fast, to a remote Nexus in
a place, that as far as he could tell, had no inhabitants. It had looked to him
like the Pinchot National Forest at first, with thick old growth pine mainly
and sparse underbrush. He'd thought he might have found another Nexus in his
own area, until he'd noticed the small, golden yellow, second moon in the sky. 


At any rate, it certainly wasn't the
same police district or jurisdiction, and the soft loamy ground made for easy
digging. He and Kate dug the first half of the hole, about four feet deep, and
Claire finished it off in about a tenth of the time, jumping easily down into
the bottom and sending dirt flying for about twenty minutes.


While they waited, he told the
younger woman about how this body had come to be, just so she wouldn't worry
that this kind of thing happened often around them.


“Wow. So, anybody messes with your
team and you guys really back your own, huh?” Instead of being scared,
she seemed amazed and a bit envious.


Claire, hearing her perfectly called
out “That should be; if anyone messes with our team, we back our own.
Don't you think? After all, once you start helping to bury the bodies, you're
pretty much a part of the group in most societies.”


When she finished a few minutes
later, the Vampire hopped out of the pit and smoothed her skirt. As she dumped
the body into the hole, she spoke to them calmly.


“In the Human world, people are
buried six feet deep. This causes almost everyone, including the police and law
enforcement, to fixate on that depth. If you can bury a body deeper than that,
odds are it will never be found, except by excavation for building foundations.
It's worth the extra work, as some... underlings of mine are going to learn
later today.”


They all helped push the dirt in,
which didn't take that long, considering the amount that they had taken out of
the grave. Claire bowed her head for a moment, in silent prayer. What she
prayed for, he didn't know or ask. That kind of thing should remain private, so
he carefully didn't listen in.


They scattered leaves over the mound
and went back home, to the back of Claire's shop, which she'd left empty for a
while.


They all hugged quickly and went back
to their normal routine. Claire telling him not to wait up for her that night,
as some young Vampires were going to be getting an unpleasant surprise with
their evening meal.


“What we just did...” The young lady
said when they got back to the shop. “I... don't know...”


He put an arm around her, knowing
that it would comfort her, even though he didn't put any feeling or emotion
behind it.


“So, if lesson one required you to
focus intently on what you're doing at the moment, lesson two is about letting
go of things you're not doing right now, at will.” He thought about the best
way to handle this and decided that he'd try the easy way first for once.


He compelled her to not think about
anything but what she happened to be doing at the moment, leaving enough leeway
to move from task to task and follow lists, even self-generated ones. Then he
also had her focus on how she kept from thinking about things, commanding her
to memorize it so that she could easily use the technique at will later. Zack
also told her to smile a lot. It just made her seem friendlier.


It took a little refinement, as she
kept wanting to start doing things that wouldn't be allowable in a public
place, but after a few minutes they managed to work out a system where she
wouldn't think about sex for a while, unless told to.


“How do you feel right now?” he
inquired, trying to check his work.


“Hungry. Dirty... as in covered with
dirt. That's about all, really...”


Zack took her to Lisa's office and
quickly explained the situation and what he wanted to do. Being that he didn't
even have to be here, she reminded him, and given bodies showing up like that,
it sounded like a good plan to her.


It turned out to be easier than he
thought. He took Kaitlyn to her mom, for feeding and care. Patty had her take a
shower, then everyone, including Val, came in and touched her stomach briefly,
passing waves of energy into her. The girl sat quietly while this happened,
focused intently on the energy flow pattern and how it felt, but didn't respond
like Alede did when being fed, normally.


Patty remarked on it, concerned.


Zack explained. “She's practicing
staying focused on the moment, on each thing that she's doing. Hopefully, in
this way, she'll be able to learn to control... pretty much everything about
her mind, eventually. I'm trying to speed the process up, so fingers crossed!”
Patty smiled when he actually crossed his fingers, finding the whole thing cute
apparently.


Norris however seemed impressed with
the control the girl showed.


“If she can do this on her own, we'll
be able to justify our decision later. Right now we're on borrowed time though.
The only reason that she hasn't been taken in is that Patty is very well liked in
certain circles, and you got involved. No one wants you to cut them off is what
it really comes down to. We told them what you said about taking the girl, and
leaving if they tried to kill her. That got their attention.” He clapped Zack
on the shoulder.


Libby came over with some clothes,
for both of them it turned out, from The Chasm. Patty took him to the shower,
working hard not to join him, being that feeding someone else took a lot of
personal energy, then went to order some food from the food court for them all.
Zack left the girl with her mother, telling her he'd be back in a while.


After eating quickly, he ran, almost
literally, to several stores, picking up the supplies for the window display.
Making three trips to the Candle shop by the end because the fake Christmas
tree, pre-flocked, which he learned meant it had white stuff on it, came in a
box that while light, turned out to be a little awkward to handle while trying
to carry the bags as well.


As usual, even though he basically
appeared and disappeared into thin air, no one so much as raised an eyebrow at
him, except when he almost walked into an older lady who jumped suddenly. Zack
apologized to her, saying he should have been paying more attention to where he
walked. She just patted his arm and said, “That's okay, these things happen,”
and went on her way.


From her Shadow presence he could
tell she was just happy someone had talked to her, which it seemed didn't
happen often in her life.


When he made the final trip into the
store, he noticed that Claire too had changed, apparently into some clothing
that Nikki had around. The mini-skirt, thigh-high white stockings, and white
blouse with black vest over it looked a little bit more 'naughty schoolgirl'
than her usual style. Still, it worked for her. It was probably her rail-thin
model looks that did it.


Speaking in a hushed tone he told her
she looked hot, from across the walkway. She dimpled and shushed him, placing a
finger in front of her mouth, not looking at him.


A small mountain of supplies at hand,
he picked up his new charge from her mother, who kissed him a little more
sexually than needed, and returned to work. The whole thing was hard to
coordinate, trying to keep Kaitlyn in mind all the time, but so far he was
managing.


The display went up fast with two
people, and in about an hour and a half each part had come together to make a
very nice, high quality display.


“Good job, Kaitlyn. You seem to
really have an eye for this kind of thing. We'll make use of that with the
interior displays tomorrow.” Pausing for a beat, he looked at her, trying not
to seem mean or scary. "How do you feel? I want a real assessment, if you
can."


The girl took a deep breath, and
arched her back a bit, but didn't move toward him. Not even after showing
interest in her.


"I'm a little hungry. Just for
food. Other than that, fine. I'm... Not really doing the whole mental mastery
thing too well though. I am trying, I promise." That admission caused her
to seem frightened.


"Good. You can't fix it if you
don't know it's a problem."


Then he took her over to Claire's for
a treat.


As the Vampire worked, Kaitlyn
watched her closely, but without lust, just interest. That and some hunger. It
seemed that even though he didn't see them eat a lot, most of the people that
were different consumed a lot of food due to the energy drains of their
natures. When he thought about it, it seemed that something similar might be
happening with him too, explaining why he ate so much without gaining weight.


They ate the yogurts at a table, the
girl focusing very intently on each bite. On how it tasted and felt, then how
she placed the spoon for the next mouthful. The creamy white of the whipped
cream and vanilla frozen yogurt disappeared fast. Claire brought her another.


While Kaitlyn ate, Zack walked over to
the counter to talk to... His wife. It was still hard to think of her that way,
but he loved her and there was a paper that claimed that somewhere, wasn't
there?


“I take it that almost everyone knows
what happened today? About the guest we had?” He tried to make it sound casual,
just in case someone didn't know or something and wasn't supposed to. Too many
people around here had super hearing, in Zack's opinion.


“Yes, we can speak freely, I think.
They know and everyone's worried. It's clear that we're being harassed now. All
of us, not just some. What no one can figure out is, why? Yes, you're
here, but you could work anywhere. Killing you might serve the Demons, but they
swear that you haven't harmed their business at all and in fact may have
increased it.” She held up a hand at his questioning look.


“It's what they keep saying. Even if
it's them, killing you makes sense, but just making life harder for us here
doesn't, the most that would do is cause this Mall to close while we figured
out how to save the Nexus for use. Brainstorming session tomorrow night, in the
food court at midnight. We're closing the Mall down until morning. Everyone's
coming. It's mandatory in fact. The only people that don't have to come are the
ones from Princess Pretty Nail. We need to protect them from all of this, if we
can.”


She looked over his shoulder at
Kaitlyn, who had stood up, bussed the table, and appeared to be waiting for him
to go. He kissed Claire on the cheek and said goodbye. It would be really nice
if they could get some time alone some day. Even if it was just to chat about
things. Other than death and destruction or the emergency of the week.


At five Val came with more food for
the girl, who ate it all, focusing on it totally. He asked her to stay for a
while, while he took care of his appointments with Wu-Li and Patty.


“That's why I'm here. Patty wanted to
make sure you could come. Now that you two are an item, she wanted to make
certain you had time together.”


He blinked.


He remembered the whole 'secret
meetings' plan, but he hadn't expected Patty to simply tell everyone. It
seemed like Val didn't have a problem with it, a trait he'd come to admire in
the Alede. He kissed her, holding her gently and trying to remember all the
techniques from the book. They broke off after a few minutes.


“Wow! That was skillful... but there
wasn't a hint of passion from you at all. All technique that time... Is that
because of...” She nodded toward the girl, who was eating a large plate of various
fried things. It smelled pretty good to Zack, though he didn't trust it to not
have meat mixed in.


Nodding at that, he explained.


“I locked everything down this
morning. I figured that things would go more smoothly that way. So far so good.
You're still great though. Which is what I wanted to convey in a way you'd
understand.”


Chuckling, she kissed his cheek.


“Hey, um, not to add to problems or
burdens, but my mom is coming tomorrow and I thought you should be ready.
She's... interesting, to say the least. She'll probably hit on you. That isn't
an insult for an Alede though. She's borrowed most of my boyfriends since I was
fourteen, but she always gave them back. I've also borrowed more than a few of
her lovers as well. But, well, you'll see, just promise not to be surprised in
a bad way?”


He raised three fingers in a boy
scout salute and promise to do his best.


Wu-Li had Zack repeat the activities
of the last session while Dan threw things at him, making him dodge and
scramble to keep his feet. The younger master started out with bean bags, then
moved to tennis balls by the end, forcing Zack to move faster and faster not to
get hit. He couldn't dodge all of them, though he kept up striking the bricks
pretty well, even when he got hit in the head a few times. That was the point,
after all. Remembering to draw his personal energy back after using it under
pressure.


Patty, starving now, asked him to let
go of his control for the lesson so that she could grab the extra energy. Given
how desperate her words felt to him, he told her that would be fine.


She then spent an hour doing
everything she could to get a reaction out of him. It worked, at least enough
for her to take the edge off. He told her to go and harvest some energy for a
while, as Norris and everyone seemed to be back from their own trips. He
promised he'd have her daughter in front of Beautiful Plus at five after nine.


She came in fully fed and happier
than he had seen her in days.


And only a little late.












Chapter thirty-six 





 


Val's mom wouldn't be there until six
or six-thirty, according to the phone message she'd left the day before with
Betty, while everyone else worked. Valerie would go pick her up at the airport
instead of making her take a cab, which seemed like the right thing to do to
Zack.


He could tell Val was nervous, her Shadow
self rehearsing how to introduce them in a way that would make sense to her
mother. In their world, to the Alede, the current living arrangement would seem
highly strange, not at all uninviting, just different. She didn't want
her mother to misunderstand anything.


He knew he couldn't help much in this
case. Zack barely remembered his own mom, who'd died while he lived in the
void, apparently of a drug overdose. Then again, his father supposedly died
near that time as well, but... Oops? The Demon had probably faked his death to
get out of a prison sentence. Not that any Human-constructed prison had much of
a chance of holding one of those dark beasts.


However, Val had a lot more knowledge
about how to handle mothers in general than he did. Her knowledge of her own
mom would have to suffice for this.


She did hop into bed with him early
though, waking him up to do interesting things. Apparently she felt a bit of a
power crunch herself trying to help keep Kaitlyn fed as well. According to
Merri, who came in just after that, it would be Lisa's day anyway and she
hadn't shown any inclination toward pursuing a physical relationship, so this
should work out fine. Then she kissed him and he suggested that she take a turn
later herself, if she wanted. The small woman kissed him and walked away,
smiling but not saying anything.


He found Hilda in the living room,
just sitting alone, after he got out of the shower. They talked for a bit. Zack
needed to hit the gym later, she said. Looking away, her braid flowing down her
back, she mentioned that she really would like to see him to talk to more
often. Just the two of them.


He hugged her and said that she
should plan on it. He started to kiss her, then stopped.


“Your people don't kiss, do you? This
must seem really weird to you then.” Then he gave her a peck on the cheek.


She looked at him and started
laughing.


“We're covered with hair, normally I
mean. This tends to keep our mouths out of most activities with each other.
There are a couple things we do, after all we aren't covered with hair down
below. About like you Humans there really...The kissing is a little odd to me,
but nice. I can learn new things. I'm getting past the desire to hit someone
that smells like sex and is trying to touch me more than casually. It's hard
though.”


She hugged him and they held each
other for a moment.


At work he taught Kaitlyn to use the
register and they pretty much marked time without much happening. He found
little errands for her to do, ran focusing and concentration drills with her,
and they talked about how she felt about things.


He didn't want to be mean, but there
were too many Alede in his life right now for comfort. Even though they were
being 'good' by their standards, they pressed on people a little. He noticed
that this line of thought led nowhere helpful, so he spent a little time
tracking it to its origins in his head.


It wasn't that he didn't like them.
He did. As individuals. Even Kate was kind of charming in her own
jailbait fashion. By their nature, it would be nearly impossible not to
like them, he knew this and had seen the effects of it with his own eyes more
than once in the last weeks; but he felt overworked and like he had no
time to himself.


At that thought he realized that he
could just go and hang out in the void whenever he wanted. He could have centuries
of free time per year. Sure, he couldn't spend years at a time gone during the
work day, but he could grab weeks or even months without anyone ever missing
him. It would give him time to think. He asked Kaitlyn to watch the store while
he stepped out for a minute or two, and let Lisa know he would be back soon.


“Christmas errands?” the cute
thirty-something asked.


“Ah, no, I only have a little more
shopping to do and that can be done locally. Actually... I'm going into the
void. To hang out and rest for a bit. Life's been pretty overwhelming
lately...”


Her eyes held a question. Licking her
lips she took a deep breath.


"Are you feeling okay?"


“Just a little tired. I went from
sitting around reading books and eating three packs of ramen per day to either
working, taking people through the line, or being offered sex by women that two
months ago wouldn't have talked to me unless... actually, they just wouldn't have
talked to me. Don't get me wrong, I'm not complaining, I just realized I need a
bit of a vacation from everything. So, the void. I can relax there for a while,
think about things I haven't been and be back before anyone misses me.”


Taking a deep breath, she nodded and
flattened her right hand on the top of the desk, letting the breath out slowly.


“Okay. I know we're overworking you,
too. If you saw how much we have to turn away though... For every person you
transfer, ten are on a waiting list and another ten have been turned away for
one reason or another... At this point you have more money than you could ever
spend. You need to start putting that money back into the system or else
economies are going to be ruined, and I'm not really kidding about this... Then
there's the work from Lesser Shia. On the good side, it helps a lot of
people.”


Shaking her head, not in negation,
more to clear it, Zack thought, she leaned forward.


“It's like several forces are pulling
and pushing us, trying to make us take the wrong turn or something. I can't
explain it, but I feel it. Not that I have any great prescience, just enough to
avoid traffic tickets and get about half the numbers right on a lotto ticket. Still,
it feels like a trap. One we can't see yet.”


Her eyes darkened briefly and then
she lightened.


“But you can take breaks in the void.
It's a good idea if it helps you, and I can get more help in here. I've never
been good at asking for help, but I think it's time I learned. Maybe Kaitlyn
can do it? I mean as more than a clerk, though I have to admit the store looks
great with both of you working on it.”


She pointed out that some of her
work, organizing the flow of traffic, could be easily taught and the young lady
seemed smart enough. It would just be a matter of her making schedules.


“Maybe she could shadow me someday
soon?”


This use of the term Shadow startled
him, until she explained it.


He nodded. If Kaitlyn could stay sane
through what he planned for her, then yes, that could work nicely. Maybe Lisa could
get some actual days off for a change?


He told her that they should do all
of that, went around her desk and gave her a hug, because she looked worn out,
and said he would be back in a bit.


A few minutes later he strode out of
the line, refreshed and with a sense of purpose. He'd made some connections in
his mind, sitting in that space with nothing to distract him over the last
months of experiential time.


That meant speaking to Claire.


He passed Kaitlyn at the front desk
and stopped to hug her for a while. It had occurred to him that by depriving
her of contact, damage had been done to her psyche. Fearing they may trigger
her tendency to spray power without control, the people at that facility she'd
been at limited all of her contact, eliminating half of what she needed to
learn the control they feared she lacked.


He'd have to get with the Alede and
deal with that too. Their fear of her made no sense, now that she had more
control. Soon that control would be her own, if all went anywhere near to plan.
Perhaps today...


Breaking the hold, Zack nodded.


"I'll be back in a bit. Then we
have some things to do together."


She of course started imagining
stocking shelves or possibly sex, because her mind always went there first.
Even after being told what they needed to do, he doubted she'd really
understand until she'd done it.


The yogurt shop stood empty inside. The
sense of Claire and the swirl of alterations to the world that her passing made
led him to the back where she spoke on the phone. Clearly it was Vaun, since
his presence was in the room if faintly and what they spoke of... the Vampire
they called Forest.


Standing in the door he waited. There
was a feeling to the whole thing that told him it was more important than what
he wanted to say. For the time being. His Vampire spoke rapidly, listened for a
bit, then hung up.


Before she spoke, he took her hand
trying to make it seem like a sweet gesture, since she was the kind of woman
that needed to be treated that way more. Being cautious, and holding a
finger to his lips for silence they went through the line, ending at an
isolated and cold place. Greenland, he thought, or someplace very like it. He'd
picked it just because this Nexus didn't have any kind of structure near enough
to it to see.


“Forest is involved with the plot
against us, yes. I figured that out. I've been gone for a while, thinking and
going over what's happened. There are connections I normally ignore, but once
they exist they always leave a trace. I can look at them, if things are calm
enough. But they haven't been calm enough. I asked myself why and it keeps
coming back to two obvious groupings of events.”


Nodding she prompted him to continue
his analysis. Letting him go on with his little game of sleuth. Except that she
didn't see it that way. Honestly, Zack realized, her inner self was deferring
to him... and his ancient wisdom. That was different.


“There are positive seeming and
negative seeming events, some in each group that seem to run counter to their
obvious purpose however. For me, it started with coming here. To Underwood, I
mean. I felt drawn to it. Not just like it would be lucky for me, but actually
pulled, no, that's wrong, I felt like the world had tilted and I was rolling toward
someplace. That one point set many things into motion though.”


He stretched, reaching for the sky.


“There are connections that I didn't
bother with before, thinking the solution obvious. Jennifer's father had taken
her and wanted to kill her. I thought out of spite... but what if they were
doing it on orders? Anyway, that event caused me to go into the void, which
allowed those early memories to be triggered and the full memories of the void
to be restored. This goes on and on. Many events seem to be trying to manage
us, all of us at work, toward two different points. One more cohesive, one
chaotic and disarrayed.”


What they wanted though, would
require something like the Vampires' information network. They needed to see if
odd attacks had happened in any other Nexus locations.


This plot stank of Demon intervention
to him. Convoluted and complex, but at each step there seemed to be another
route they could take to win, and another chance for their opponents to lose if
they made a misstep.


“There's a lot more, but what I
really would like is for you to arrange to have that data collected without
making waves that lead back to us. So easy, right?”


Claire spoke then.


“Forest has been publicly bragging
about dropping that body at Underwood. He claimed it's because of my 'uppity'
ways.” Facing him she went on. It was pretty clear she didn't really want to,
and was being brave about telling him the story.


“We used to be together, if you could
call it that, about two hundred years ago. He kept me chained and starved,
publicly using me for sex and having others do it too for shows and spectacles.
It went on so long that I forgot to be ashamed of such things and did them only
to survive. As one might catch a fish without considering that its life has
value to it, or drawing water from a well. Not the best of times. He's
convinced himself – or at least tells all that will listen – that we were truly
in love, and now claims that I am, or should be, his still.”


"That seems well balanced and
like he's using all of his marbles, doesn't it?"


"Agreed. Forest has never been a
sharp thinker. This however, is pushing up against limits that even he should
know better than to cross. There is, perhaps to an insane mind, a real claim
that once having been his property, I am still, no matter how long I have been
free. That the power to take another trumps their ability to live on their
own... This however... Saying that a chained and abused slave loves you and
that you loved them? It seems more than a little unreasoned. I'd suspect a ruse
of some kind, except that he lacks the intelligence and discipline to pull
something like that off, and only rarely works with anyone else that he'd take
direction from.”


She moved back toward the line, but
he held her hand for a moment.


“One more thing. I love you. I'm fond
of the others, but there's something wrong there. I know that from the
beginning I loved you, and that we should be together. This is deep level
stuff, not just wishful thinking. It had been the pattern when we met. Then...”


He reached out in front of him
gesturing as he spoke, drawing lines in the air.


“Then the others were thrown into the
equation. I like them all and certainly enjoy the sex, now at least, but my
life isn't supposed to be about sex right now. I can feel it, but I
can't see a reason anyone or anything would have tried to use all of these
women to stop me from seeing something...”


Claire blinked, slowly she started to
nod, getting something.


“Val, Patty, and Sarah... It is
incredibly odd for so many Alede to be so closely intertwined as to their love
lives. Even when under control, they tend to throw the world around them into a
bit of chaos due to their allure. Then a young woman with no control at
all comes into the picture? That is strange. Each one, all of us to be
fair, clamoring for your attention... Yes, I can see that as being possible,
though I can't see who would do that either. Why is simple, it makes you far
more vulnerable.”


That, he understood. If they were threatened
he'd do what he could to save them, no matter what. Even if it meant dying. If
there had been only Claire, well she could take care of herself. Even
Hilda and Merri seemed to be formidable physically, though it could be hard to
remember that about Merri.


Lisa and the Alede though... a few
bullets and they'd be gone. Libby...


“I'm not saying it's all bad, but I
can't keep up with all the demands on my time any more, most days at least. I
need to find a way to keep everyone in my life happy, but I'm split in too many
ways.”


Holding him suddenly, she bit him on
the neck and sucked for a while. He blocked out the small bit of pain from it
easily enough, wondering why she'd done it. Her inner beast seemed hungry, but
he didn't think her control had been pushed that far. Then she licked the wound
well and kissed him.


“Okay, I'll help you. I need you... I
need you to trust me totally though. I'm going to drink your blood and I need
you to drink mine at the same time. It'll build a bond between us. Here...” She
bit her own wrist, cleanly and deeply, blood welled out. “Don't worry, it won't
make you feel ill like Human blood would. Drink some. It's good.”


He looked at her. It came down to
trust, or it would if he couldn't see and hear what she intended. It scared him
a little, so he shut down the fear, focusing on it and letting it all go.


He put his mouth on her wrist and
started drinking. The blood tasted a bit of copper and iron, not exactly tasty,
but as she said, it didn't make him feel sick. She bit his neck, hitting the
jugular vein, and sucked deeply, causing the blood to flow from her more
powerfully as well. He suppressed his revulsion until it no longer existed in
regards to blood drinking. Then, making an effort to trust her completely, he
drank, mechanically, without emotion.


He trusted her to know what she was
doing. He could tell she didn't mean him harm, but also didn't think he'd agree
to do this if he knew what would happen. In that, he knew, she underestimated
his desperation right now.


They kept drinking until her wrist
closed. She bit it open a second time and said, “Again, quickly!”


They kept this up for a long time, so
long that it became dark where they were. At least a few hours. Finally she
stopped and pulled her mouth away from his neck. He almost instantly dropped
her wrist, which closed again in a few moments.


“We are one now. My power is yours
and yours mine. At least in theory. You probably won't be able to run at
superhuman speeds or lift small cars, I won't gain the ability to walk the
lines on my own either, unfortunately, but my energy will buoy yours and vice
versa. You'll need to eat more, probably, but you shouldn't get tired or need
to sleep. I may not actually need to feed any more. Also, the sun won't be even
a small problem for me now, I think. It itched a little before.”


Her arms around him, she kissed him.


“Of course, if you die, so do I and
vice versa, but we're both old enough to avoid dying most of the time, I hope.
It's a risk, but not a huge one, if we're both careful.”


Fingers intertwined with hers they
moved back through the line, to the Frozen YoGurt shop. When they walked in
Keane stood, manning the front. He looked at them both and smiled, then did a
double take.


“Well! Congratulations then! Decided
to make it official and all. I can't say I saw this coming... How do you both
feel? Is it different?” He eyed them, clearly interested.


Claire spoke first, "Life...Keane,
it flows through me. I feel strong and fast. I don't know if that's real or
not, but that's the sense of things. Like I can do anything."


Zack took a few deep breaths and
started adding qi to his Shadow's pattern, allowing it to grow for a moment.


She looked at him wide-eyed and
exclaimed, “My god! What is that? I feel, fantastic!”


"Energy. I'm gathering it from
around me, and I guess you get some of that too. There are some other things to
try as well, just so we aren't surprised later."


He tried a few of the things he knew
how to do. When he hid himself, as if from Demons, he became invisible to
Keane, but not Claire, they discovered. He felt like he had as much energy as
normal to him, maybe slightly more.


Keane looked at her and nodded, “Okay,
so we need to introduce him to the others. They need to understand that you're
taken now and what's happened. My god this is huge. We need a party. Don't
worry, everyone will stay in line, a third of us already know and like you,
Zack. So no one will challenge you. If they do, hit them in the head with that
thing you did to that man's arm. It won't kill them, that would take wood
through the heart, the center really, not the organ, or chopping off their
heads. I really don't think it will be a problem though. When should I set it
up?”


He literally danced to the phone as
if to dial. These dance moves were different than what he used at the club,
looking like something out of an old movie to Zack.


“Wait, wait!” Claire laughed at his
antics. “How about after Christmas? We have plans and need to let some of the
others, the non-Vampire others, know what we did. This isn't about power
though, we both have that, it just extends Zack's range a bit, in that he
shouldn't have to sleep. We need to see what the effects are before we tell
everyone. You'll need to watch the home fires for a time, since I won't be
there for a couple of days. Is that all right with you?”


The male Vampire grinned and swore
that everything would run smoothly if he had to run all of them through a wood
chipper to make it happen. He said this solemnly, like he had just taken and
oath.


Zack's stomach growled. 


Claire grinned at him, seeming more
pleased than seemed normal for her.


"We should get you food.
Quickly."


Merri brought it to them with only a
phone call, literally running down the hallway in her cute little dress and
white apron.


After the first heaping plateful, he
nodded, "I'm going to need more, I'm afraid."


It took three full plates of food to
just stop the hunger.


His Vampire girl seemed impressed,
for some strange reason.


“That will probably calm down soon.
Right now your body is speeding up a bit, restructuring and healing faster. Who
knows what else. If you died right now, at least if you were a regular person,
you'd become a Vampire. I don't know if you actually would though, being so
different. This way though, you should gain a lot of the benefits without a lot
of the drawbacks, eventually at least. This will take some time to develop, I
think. There are no real rules here.”


Hilda looked out of the gym and saw
him, waving him over. Zack saw her through the walls of the entire place. He
kissed Claire and told her he had to go, and asked her to check on Kaitlyn if
she didn't mind.


“Certainly, I'll wait for you there,
or... you have an appointment with Patty next? I'll meet you there. I don't
want to be apart from you right now, not for too long at least.” Her head bowed
a little and she looked up at him shyly. “This is all kind of new to me. Almost
no one ever does this. You have to be really powerful and if the Human dies,
you do too. But you're already among the long lived, and have proven yourself
in battle...”


He kissed her again, and she kissed
him back.


Hilda and Lars put him through his
paces solidly. He hadn't gotten super strength out of the deal it seemed, but
he felt good afterward, with no soreness or fatigue.


He showered and Hilda came in with
him. They just washed, though they did scrub each other's backs and played a
little bit, poking at each other gently, which seemed the Trolleinkein fashion
for such things.


Clean, he dressed quickly and went to
Beautiful Plus. Claire stood just outside the store, talking to Libby. The Bat
girl greeted him when he walked up by hugging him and giving him a kiss. Claire
stood with her arm around Libby's waist.


“Oh, Libby... I forgot to ask you! I
don't know if you have other plans, but you're expected for Christmas at our
place. Everyone will be there. I can't promise it'll be fun, but I can't see
why it won't be.”


She nodded. “Good. I'd have felt bad
about crashing your party. Now I won't have to. I was worried for a bit there,
wondering if I had done something wrong...”


They reassured her with hugs and
apologies.


Saying they'd see her later, both of
them headed in to see Patty.


When she realized that Claire wanted
to sit in, she actually perked up, counter to Zack's expectations.


“Good, I want to cover positions one
through seven today. With you here we can do it with full penetration. I'll get
you some lube, hold on.”


Claire leaned over and explained
that, with Vampires, since they didn't provide their own, it tended to be wise
to use some form of lubrication. Biology and friction and all that, she
whispered.


“Um, this is a little awkward, since
I usually don't ask, but would it be all right if I fed while you two make
love? I'm famished. I hope we can all adjust to the new drain. Most of
us are putting on new lovers and I'm scattering the schedule as much as I can,
but I have to let the others go first. Any hardship should be mine alone if
possible.”


They said they didn't mind.


After all, they reasoned, they were
all in this together now.


 


 












Chapter thirty-seven





 


Everyone went home with him at nine,
including Kaitlyn and Patty, since they both wanted to meet Val's mother. Zack
didn't think it would be a problem, but called Val first to make certain.


“Oh, good! Yes, please bring them.
Mom wants to meet everyone.”


He wondered if they should take food
or something, but Merri wouldn't hear of it. She insisted that guests at her
house would eat a home cooked meal and want for nothing. When Patty pointed out
that Courtney would also need Humans for some parts of that, Merri, instead of
being stymied asked Zack if Troy had any friends that wanted to sleep with a
beautiful woman? They all laughed, except Merri, who thought it a good idea. It
seemed that she felt a real cultural imperative to provide for a special guest
and that small considerations like probity were definitely second place to
being a good hostess.


Libby said that she might take a
turn, if her mother looked anything like Val.


Merri pulled out a small writing pad
and made note of this, which made Libby laugh.


They all had to be back at the Mall
at midnight, so this would have to be a quick visit, which everyone also knew.
No one had any good ideas about what to do with Courtney while they were all
gone though.


Everyone went in, in a single large
group. Val and her mother sat on the back portion of the wrap around sofa, near
the center, where they seemed to be talking cozily, and drinking cups of hot
chocolate. The scent of it made Zack's mouth water a bit.


Troy sat in his room at the computer,
with his door open a crack. He got up having heard them enter and gestured at
Zack with a shrug.


"Valerie asked me to stay in my
room and not bug them until you got here. Like I'm not a perfect gentleman with
girl's parents? Worse she did it before her mother even got here. I'm a bit
insulted I think." His grin said that he was playing though, and so did
his Shadow.


To Zack she looked like most of the Alede
women; pretty, seductive, and graceful. They even looked graceful sitting down,
which was hard to do. She had blonde hair, like her daughter, high cheekbones
and all the kinds of things you expect on good looking people. As a plus the
Alede wore comfortable looking jeans and had her hair pulled back, to get it
out of the way, instead of some carefully arranged manner. That said a lot
about her. For one thing, it spoke of understanding what a hassle traveling
could be on a plane.


As with all of the Alede, it seemed
eerie to think that this woman could be the mother of the one sitting next to
her. If anything you might guess Val to be her slightly older sister,
mainly due to the clothes she wore.


“Everyone's here!” Valerie climbed
gracefully to her feet, so she could walk to meet everyone. She sat her cocoa
on the table without an audible click, at least he couldn't hear anything, and
approached them. He noticed that she introduced them in an interesting order.


 She brought Kaitlyn forward first,
then Libby. She carefully avoided contact with both of them while she spoke. Next
came Hilda, who she put an arm around and squeezed once, releasing quickly. She
did the same with Merri, though she held on slightly longer. She kissed Troy on
the lips and did the same with Betty.


Zack realized that this gave
information to Courtney without anything being said. The first two weren't
touched so 'don't approach for sex' seemed to be the message. Hilda got a quick
hug, signifying friend, but not someone to sleep with. Merri the same... but
possibly with some cuddling mixed in? So basically saying they were all
off-limits.


Troy and Betty got a kiss each, on
the lips. Signifying that they were fair game? He asked Val's Shadow, who told
him that he had gotten it more or less correct.


She actually bowed to Patty though,
and held it while speaking.


“Mom, this is Patricia Swanson, my
boss, the head of the Northwest Attribute at Underwood, Director of Operations
and Ambassador.”


Courtney stood up and gave her a hug.


“Thank you for taking care of my
daughter. She's said amazing things about you.” She sounded younger than Val
did too, and a lot less serious, though it didn't show in her actions, which
were perfect.


“This is Claire Hawthorn, Prime
Public liaison officer and Ambassador Potentate of the S'ethuli, at Underwood.”


Another hug came in, this one longer
by nearly double.


“So nice to meet you! I've seen some
of your work, we must talk about the industry and how it's changed, or not
changed. Have you thought about returning?”


“Not at present. My other duties keep
me too busy for it now. I must say, it's a pleasure to meet you though. I was
surprised to learn Valerie's mother was Courtney Moore.”


Zack looked over to see that Kaitlyn
and Troy looked odd. Everyone else seemed normal, but their Shadows kept
saying, Oh my god! It's her! It's her!


Then they listed all their worries,
faults, and concerns about themselves.


Kaitlyn kept herself tightly
controlled. Zack had lifted most of the compulsion already, except that she had
to keep sexual impulses locked down tight at all times for now.


Val, took his hand and stepped
forward, no hesitation in the step, but it had a measured cadence that seemed
formal and studied to him.


“Mom, this is Zachary Hartley.” No
title for him, which made sense as he didn't have any, except maybe store
clerk.


Courtney's eyes popped open wide,
giving her a 'deer in the headlights' look for a moment.


“As in Hartley, Hartley? The Hartley?”
She questioned her daughter, Kaitlyn looked at Patty and said, “See, mom? I told
you everyone just called him Hartley other places. No one uses the whole Mr. Hartley
thing. That's so old fashioned.”


Val's mom moved in and hugged him,
then kissed him for good measure, taking his hand and not letting go while she
spoke to him.


“I didn't think I'd get a chance to
meet you! Everyone knows you work out of Underwood and now Lesser Shia too. I
just assumed that your people would protect you from riffraff like me. Wow! Just
wow! So... are you single? If not, would you like to have an affair?” She
gushed at him like a schoolgirl meeting a rock star for about a minute. When
she stopped he gave her a hug, his go to move with Alede these days, and most
women, if he knew them well enough. So far it seemed to work out okay.


“Call me Zack.” It seemed to him that
he might want Val to try and explain everything to her, instead of answering
her questions and possibly saying the wrong thing.


She kept holding his hand and drew
him to the sofa behind her, asking more questions about him and the things he
had done than he thought anyone that didn't know him would have, or might even
know to ask.


At a loss for words he looked around,
everyone stood beaming.


“Courtney, everyone here already
knows me. I think they're all waiting to hear about you. We can talk later if
you like though?” His voice sounded soft and pleasant, even to him, the words
didn't have the hard edges he normally used. He wondered if this might be
because of that thing, the bond, with Claire? He'd have to watch for things
like that, he guessed. It made sense that someone with her people skills would
be gentler in situations like this than he was.


She regaled them all with tales of
her life as an actress, including the picture she currently worked on, which
turned out to be science fiction, not romance or drama as he would have
guessed. She'd come up to visit because they had a two-week break in shooting
due to Christmas and the fact that most actors suddenly started to suck if you
made them work the major holidays.


After listening to her for a few
minutes, he found himself nearly doubled over with hunger. He didn't want to
ruin everyone's fun, but he had to get some food it seemed.


Attempting subtlety he asked if
anyone else felt hungry and most of the hands in the room went up. Merri ran to
the kitchen, actually moving fast enough to blur a little, like superheroes do
in children's shows. 


She returned carrying large portions
of bread, crackers and various cheeses in baskets, with plates and napkins, to
hold people over until real food could be prepared.


They all talked while they waited,
Zack wishing he could help her, but knowing he'd only be in the way if he
tried. Courtney kept looking at him in wonder for some reason. Kaitlyn did too,
and then would look quickly back at the movie star.


He found that he could ignore the
hunger, though it took concentration to do it. Luckily, Merri worked some kind
of kitchen magic of her own and had everything ready in about twenty minutes.
They didn't have a big enough table, so they ate casually, sitting around the
living room. Merri's glowing Shadow self felt mortified, but no one else even
noticed. Courtney actually thought it seemed homey and nice.


Over dinner they explained that there
had been some trouble at the Mall and a meeting was being held to discuss it.
Not having a better idea what to do with Courtney, they offered up Betty and
Troy as entertainment.


Libby pouted a little, but they told
her that she would have to be at the meeting like everyone else, the rules
required it.


“Don't worry, Libby, I'm in town for
several days, I'm sure we can arrange to hang out. Tomorrow perhaps?”


Zack had an idea, he hoped it wasn't
over stepping any boundaries with Val though.


“Would you... like to go shopping
tomorrow? Maybe, if people can be spared from work, several of you can go? Merri
definitely needs a break. She works so hard all the time, and Libby, possibly
Hilda?”


Val knew what he meant and her Shadow
cheered at the idea, though she didn't want to go on the actual trip, having
something else planned.


Hilda went on alert at the thought.
She didn't want to be around the woman for long periods, due to her aggressive
pheromone profile, but it wouldn't do to let Val's mom go unguarded either.
Libby, her inner self confirmed, had a great heart, but wouldn't be of any more
use in a real fight than a Human woman would. Not without obvious weapons that
would be off-putting to the older Succubus at least.


Courtney considered it silently.
Paparazzi were an actual issue in her life now, and she didn't want to lead her
Human fans to the Mall. She knew she'd catch flak for that if she did. Maybe
they meant going somewhere else though, they probably had real shopping here
too, most places did. Her inner self debated this all quickly.


“Um, where would we be going?” Her
concern, he knew, had much more to do with not offending him than the shopping
itself.


“Well, anywhere you'd like of course,
but most people seem to like Lesser Shia for the shopping. I'll be in and out
of there all day, so I can drop you all off and pick you up a few hours later –
if that's good for you?”


Kaitlyn looked at him in awe. The
fact that she'd gone someplace much harder to find than Lesser Shia that
very day didn't matter to her, he could tell. She wanted in too.


He turned to her and worded his reply
carefully.


“Kaitlyn, tomorrow you and I are
going to go somewhere else first. If you survive it and don't go insane, I'll
gladly take you to Lesser Shia and even give you money for shopping, all
right?”


She laughed and cheered a little,
until she remembered what they'd done earlier in the day. Burying a body.
Looking at him, she sobered and nodded her head. Around Zack, death or insanity
seemed like real possibilities.


At a few minutes to midnight, they
all left to go to the mall, except Troy, Betty, and Val's mom.


The food court held more people than
he had ever seen there, all sitting in little clumps of solidarity. The largest
definable group turned out to be the Alfric, having about twice as many people
as he'd thought they did.


The Vampires had six in their group,
though Zack had only met four of them before.


The Mages had four, only two of them
Mages though. Lisa sat next to someone he'd never met, a middle aged man, whose
balding head shone slightly in the overhead lights. He wasn't introduced to
Zack or Kaitlyn.


The Demons fielded four people as
well, Devon and Beatrice he knew, and another man he'd seen at a distance in
the food court a few times.


The Trolleinkein had eight. The Alede
four.


The rest had fewer people.


In all, there were a lot fewer people
here than there'd been at that meeting they'd held to establish rules for and
about his work and social life.


They didn't seem to have anyone in
charge specifically. Ghurian stepped to the front and spoke first, possibly
because he was the oldest thing in the room.


“We've seen signs of subtle attack,
harassment, and outright assault on many here at this facility. Being what I
am, I know that many, many more things have happened and gone unreported. I
think, if we were to pool our resources and information completely, we may
begin to build a better picture of what faces us. If none object, I'll begin.”


He waited to see if anyone would object,
since no one did, he spoke of several low level pieces of harassment that had
taken place in the last three months. Including one attempted assault on his
second, Rikesh. The attacker had been dispatched, as the intent to kill had
been clear, though without reason as far as anyone could tell.


The Trolleinkein talked of similar
things at their home, including a fire bomb that had been thrown at a window.
It missed going inside, but only by a narrow margin.


Group after group spoke, all
detailing similar happenings.


The biggest single attack took place
at Lesser Shia, and that one had a demon sighted at it. Though most of the
others didn't, that wouldn't clear the Demons totally, since working through
others was their normal procedure.


The Demons spoke next, claiming that
no attacks had taken place on their store or personnel, and that they knew only
that their higher ups had declared themselves innocent of these acts.


“I know that we of the Dth'lte'in,
Demons as you call us, do not always inspire trust due to the acts of a few of
our kind. Like most groups, we can't answer for each member in all things. Even
I cannot claim that no Demon had a hand in this. Indeed, it sounds very likely.
All I can say is that we, as a group, are not behind this, nor do I,
personally, know of any sub-group of my kind that is.”


He bowed slightly and sat down.


While Zack couldn't find the lie in
his words this time, that didn't mean the Demon had spoken the truth to
them. Demons honestly believed what they said, no matter what else the world
told them was truth. He'd noticed in the past, several times. They didn't
differentiate lies from truth, as far as Zack knew. Not when they spoke
them at least.


Just success from failure.


As even Humans, with their short life
spans and shorter attention spans, were starting to learn, that kind of
philosophy leads most often to horrors rather than efficiency. The Demons, as a
race, seemed to have trouble recognizing that, as far as Zack could tell.
They'd do whatever it took to win in the end, admitting defeat only if it cost
them far more than any potential payoff ever could.


More stories came in. Finally, with
all eyes on him, the man sitting next to Lisa stood up and began recounting
what had been happening to the Mages and particularly, Lisa and Zack. He
glanced at both of them when he mentioned their names, nodding acknowledgment.
He pointed out that, while Mr. Hartley did not belong to their guild specifically,
as an employee, they would not tolerate attacks upon him lightly.


None of the head people, Ambassadors,
local Chiefs, or Managers mentioned him by name except the bald man sitting
with their little group.


When they'd all spoken their piece,
Ghurian requested everyone else speak up if they had more information, or even
a theory or guess, that they wished to share. Though he didn't show it
outwardly, Zack thought Ghurian seemed shocked when his own second, Rikesh,
stood and began to speak first.


“Many of the most recent events seems
to center on Mr. Hartley, who is an unknown being amongst us. Are we to believe
that his coming now is unrelated to such things? In my time I've found few true
coincidences, once the surface of the veil has been lifted. I don't accuse, but
only caution that we may have allowed a tiger into our midst unaware.”


He continued in this vein for some
time, becoming angrier and more accusing with each sentence. By the end he had
started actually screaming that Zack stood at the heart of this and should be
eliminated for the safety of all. He even found fault with Zack's apparent lack
of response, for would not an innocent man confront a false accusation with
anger, instead of sitting and listening passively? No! He cried loudly, a
crackle of energy rising in the air around him.


Ghurian looked at Yasmine, who merely
rose and moved to stand – quietly – in front of the raging Djinn. She didn't
raise any power or react when the larger being struck her.


His hand – actually, Zack saw, a part
of his power – lashed out at her. She didn't move or respond, seeming
unaffected by this blow. She merely gazed at him passively, until he relented.


Finally, after standing and locking
eyes with her for nearly a minute, he sat down suddenly. It seemed like almost
everything had taken place on a level that all could see, except some of the
energy attacks, which only a few seemed to notice.


A dozen people started to climb to their
feet, including Libby, who looked livid and glared at the now sitting accuser
like she wanted to rip his eyes out. Zack hoped she wouldn't try, as the Djinn's
eyes weren't real anyway and he might use it as an excuse to harm her. He had a
strange feeling that the only ones in the room that could possibly take Rikesh
in a fight were the other Djinn.


Ghurian stood and pointed to a medium
sized Alfric woman, who Zack barely recognized as working at the Italian Place
most of the time. He'd never heard her speak before.


“I am Mae.” She spoke haltingly,
shyly, the words coming out of her as if with the greatest reluctance.


“I was sent here by my King, five
years ago, to watch Mr. Hartley when he arrived. It's within my abilities to
see into the hearts of all beings, and know them for what they are, no matter
what masks they wear outside for all to see. I have watched this man closely,”
she pointed at Zack, so that no one would have doubt as to who she meant. “He
is what he seems. The darkness within him is less than most I have seen, and
far less than any that have neared his age. I cannot vouchsafe that no other
being has influence over him, as I cannot for any other in this place. I can
say though, that in himself, he would not be and is not, responsible for these
actions. They are outside of what he would do.”


She sat, huddled behind an elderly
looking man who put a hand out to comfort her, looking only a little at her
while he did so.


Another Alfric, Glen, from Fried Things,
stood and confirmed that Mae's character and abilities were beyond reproach. If
she said Mr. Hartley could not or would not do such a thing, then that should
be taken as pure fact, not opinion. He then sat again, having spoken earlier as
the head of the Alfric stationed here.


To his surprise, the next person to
speak turned out to be Hilda.


“It's normal and wise to be wary of
new things. This is a rule of my own people.” She looked over at where Rikesh
sat and tilted her head at him in a single, respectful, nod.


“But the evidence does not speak of
Zack as the perpetrator, but as a victim of someone with unclean intentions.
Zack doesn't have to be here. He owes no allegiance or debt to any of our
groups, yet he's helped many of us, often without charge, especially for the
most dangerous and difficult tasks. He stands before us, helping even the
weakest without counting the cost of it. Even as he's attacked and maligned.
It's good to be wary and watchful, but please do not mistake the giant in your
midst for a boulder, simply because he raises you on his shoulders without
complaint.”


This had the quality of a prepared
speech, but still took the room by surprise. She'd spoken clearly, without
pause, and with great dignity. Most people didn't expect that out of her kind.
Zack noticed many of the Shadows of people expressing variations of this as she
sat, gently sinking in to her chair.


Riley, the Brer, rose and spoke next,
his southern accent gone completely.


“My people have abilities that focus
on the balance of nature and the Universe. We're called tricksters, because we
often have to use guile to get the rest of you to do the right thing, so as to
not unbalance the scales of reality so far that the whole thing spills over.
These attacks, and they are attacks, no matter how subtle they seem or even how
harmless they feel in the moment, are unbalancing. They're meant to destabilize
and though I don't know the source, it's clear that we must work together to
set this thing right, or else we'll all suffer and so will a great many
others.”


The tenor changed after that. No one
else bothered defending or attacking Zack, though he caught Rikesh focusing all
of his attention on him more than once, waves of anger coming off him.


In the end, they'd collected and
pooled a lot of data and showed that, over all, they knew almost nothing.


As the meeting broke up, around two,
Devon came over to him.


“I know you're not a supporter of my
kind and even know to some extent why this is. Amongst my people, what that
individual did to you – one innocent of wrong that cannot make bargains for
themselves – is forbidden. I can't right those actions. I have however, been
authorized to give you this, a piece of information, that may aid you in some
small way.” He looked at Zack seriously and without his normal charm being employed.



“The Demon you seek is named Cruxias,
a name used for over two thousand years and one we don't believe he'll easily
drop, not just to hide from a Human. The body he possesses now has been seen
working out of the Mid-West central node. Use this information as you see fit.”


He'd spoken the last bit softly,
nearly in Zack's ear, using the din of moving chairs and speaking voices to
cover it.


Zack looked at the Demon and tilted
his head in acknowledgment, not saying anything.


“You're a strange man, Mr. Hartley. I
hope that strategy works out for you.”


The Demon, not taking his eyes off of
Zack, slowly backed away.


 


 












Chapter thirty-eight





 


When they got home, everyone, except
Claire, expected him to go straight to bed. Instead, he told them he really
needed to eat again. Merri didn't ask questions, she simply went to the kitchen
and started making food for them all. Hilda also needed to eat, she told him.


He went over to the beautiful giant
and hugged her, not letting go for about a half minute. When he did release her
he told her how wonderful she'd been.


“You spoke perfectly! I can't speak
that well, especially not in public. I mean, I know you're intelligent and all,
but that... And in a second language as well? Amazing, Hilda! Truly wonderful.”


Hilda looked away shyly and tried to
down play it, but the others wouldn't let her, chiming in with their own
agreement.


Libby called Rikesh a jerk and quite
a bit worse, though Zack waved this away, not dismissing her anger, but the
cause of it.


“He thought he saw a pattern and
acted on it. People, even Djinn make mistakes, right? We won't help the
situation by blaming him for doing what he thought was right at the time. If we
let ourselves dislike him for it, then we just spread hate around and cause it
to grow.” He walked over to Libby and put his hand on her shoulder, petting it
lightly as Patty had shown him how to do in order to calm a person grown
overexcited.


“Thank you for caring about me
though. Don't imagine that I missed that part of your feelings.”


The food tasted great, even better
than normal and he ate a lot of it. A week ago, even the day before, his
stomach would have distended painfully if he had tried to eat that much at
once.


Courtney came out of Troy's room,
smiling. “I smelled food, any left?”


Merri had a plate ready for her, and
brought it on a tray, as she had the others. The trays were all arranged
nicely, with cloth napkins and good silver. He hadn't known they owned any real
silverware, at least not the kind made out of the actual metal. It was almost
refined dining that way, lack of a proper table aside.


When Zack asked for seconds, people
became suspicious and asked what the hunger and wakefulness were all about.


He let Claire explain, which she did,
proudly. She covered what they had done and what it meant in Vampire culture,
which basically meant they were together forever now, no matter what. Like
marriage she explained to Merri, who ran over and hugged her.


“Now it's all becoming a real family!
We just need to situate the others and...” She ran off to get a pad and paper
and started writing something down.


Holding his hand, Claire explained
that he probably wouldn't need to sleep anymore, though he'd need to eat more
to make up for it, and the fact that she wouldn't have to drink blood most of
the time now, using his energy to keep her own inner beast happy and well
satisfied.


It took about half an hour, but
everyone started to realize that this would give them all more time with him,
if they wanted it, and give him more time to do things other than work
without fighting for every moment of time.


“Wait, so you told him to drink your
blood and he just did it? Without being grossed out or saying no? Cool, it
would make my grandmother from Transylvania proud. She's a Vampire Bat, which
means she tries to frighten people by eating disgusting blood puddings and
things like that, not that she's any different than the rest of us.” Libby
cuddled in next to him sleepily.


It seemed interesting, but not
foreign to him, that he didn't feel sleepy. After all, for a long time Zack
hadn't slept at all, or breathed for that matter. In the void you don't need
things like that.


He got Libby to bed, staying with her
for a few minutes.


Then, quietly, one by one, they all
came to spend time with him. Mostly just laying alongside and holding him.


Val wanted more, since she still
fought to get enough energy to add to what Kaitlyn needed, so he complied,
feeling a little awkward, since Libby slept not two feet away. Val promised to
be quiet.


As she did interesting things to him,
he wondered what would happen if he tried increasing his energy, using
breathing techniques, while having sex. After all, he had to be losing energy
if Val could harvest it, so it made sense to him to at least try and keep his
energy up, since he couldn't do that while he slept now.


Val's body went tight, stiffening as
she sat on top of him. She closed her eyes, but didn't say anything or try to
stop, so he continued, pushing himself to pull a little more energy from the
universe as they went on. Finally she started shaking, which got stronger and
didn't stop.


She pushed herself off him and rolled
to the side, gasping loudly for several minutes. She took his hand and walked
out to the living room, naked. He managed to grab some shorts first,
since Val's Mom sat talking to Claire in the corner of the sofa.


“What was that?” Val asked,
dreamily.


He explained what he tried to do and
why. Val nodded, then asked him to have sex with her mother.


“Um, excuse me?” He said, baffled.


She explained what had happened as
far as she could tell.


“We were doing fine, then suddenly
this huge rush of energy rose up and pretty soon I was full! Topped off, I
couldn't take any more, that's when I started shaking like that. I wanted to
see if I could ride it. I couldn't take the pleasure though. I.
Couldn't. Take. It! Me!”


Zack decided that he really didn't
want to have sex with every Alede in a three state area each night. Sex was
fun, but he realized he had to establish some limits or this would spiral out
of control. Fast most likely.


"Um... Would it be all right if
I tried to pass her some energy like you all did with Kaitlyn earlier? I think
I can do that and, not to be a jerk, but I just don't have time to entertain
every Alede that can afford an airline ticket to get here." Nope, he
realized instantly, he still sounded like a tool. "Its... That's
not..."


Smiling and looking a little
embarrassed, but getting what he meant, Courtney stood up and moved over to
where he was, pulling her shirt up enough that the bottom of her lacy bra
showed.


"I feel like I'm seven again,
but sure. Let's do it?"


Zack made himself remember what had
been done earlier, both with Kate and in bed, and when he thought he had it,
reached out and touched the smooth, but firm flesh. It was warm, but thankfully
no vast wash of lust hit him. Just a sense of desire. For energy.


After a moment, she started to moan,
then shake like Val had done. After another couple minutes of this, the spasms
becoming harder and harder and she pushed his hand away sharply, spending
slightly more time trying to recover than Val had.


“My God! I've only been this
full once before and that, well, a lot of people where involved over the
course of a full day. This is wonderful! Val, do you know what this means? As
long as he's willing to do that once every day or two, you're free. You don't
have to live like we do any more.”


Claire understood this as a side
effect of their bond. Every time he did that exercise she felt a surge of power
too. Her Shadow danced in place. This gave them leverage over the Alede, other
than access to the Nexus. Not that they needed that kind of power right now,
she rationalized to him, but who knew what the future will bring?


Courtney continued.


“Do you know what this would mean on
the set? I wouldn't have to keep running off to sleep with every starlet and
key grip that drools at me in order to stay sane. Not that I mind myself,
but some of their husbands and wives take issue with it. I always feel a little
bad for them...”


Sarah came up from the basement to
see if it would work for her to. He didn't know what she'd been doing, but
given who slept where he guessed Betty to be part of the equation.


Not seeing a reason not to, he
repeated the procedure with her.


This time he stopped when she started
shaking.


“Aww. I wanted the whole thing.” They
all laughed, it had worked identically as it had with the other two.


Merri made him more food without his
having to ask. His stomach had started to rumble again, a pain shooting through
his middle. Hilda walked over, sniffing the air around them.


“You all smell... normal. Like Humans,
but not like rut. This is much better. I don't feel like I want to hit
any of you like I have all this time.” She smiled.


The Alede eyed her strangely when
they realized that this hadn't been a joke. The larger woman had been holding
herself away from them, restraining herself from violence, since Val had
started hanging around. This, she assured them all, felt much nicer.


Merri brought them trays of sweet
rolls with three different kinds of fillings, nut, strawberry and lemon. Still
warm and a little soft, he ate all of his without talking, letting the others
fill the silence.


Val came over and hugged him, and
then suddenly, so did everyone else. Even Merri returned from the kitchen to
join in.


He showered at six, Merri joining
him, having noticed that Val, in her satiation and excitement hadn't finished
with him earlier. 


"I've been practicing what Lady
Patricia taught me. She lent me a device for that, so I would not have to
embarrass you or young Troy with my fumbling attempts. Would you like to
see?" She didn't really wait for him to respond, not that he was going to
say no.


When they got out, not all that long
later, and dressed, he decided to go for a jog. It would require another shower
before work, but his endurance seemed good enough for it. He ran for about an
hour, not fast, but with a nice steady gait that came easily enough. It felt
nice to be out and moving around without any demands on him for once.


Showering again didn't take long, so
he played video games with Merri. Who trounced him wickedly, until it was time
for work. Before they left, Courtney wondered about how she'd get in to the
Mall unseen.


"That can be an issue. If people
notice me it will be online before lunch."  


They managed this by dressing her in
one of Claire's schoolmarm outfits. With glasses. She still looked hot, Zack
admitted, but not like her, which ultimately was the point.


Then they simply walked to the Mall.
Val's mom was baffled when he first started passing people through, but got an
explanation of the shortcuts from Hilda, who surprised him in her understanding
of the phenomenon. Zack hadn't ever told her that much, he hadn't thought at
least, but she knew nonetheless and explained it more clearly than he could
have.


“Space isn't smooth, but bent and
rippled. We see an illusion of smoothness, but Zack sees reality without the
illusions. So he can move into and out of these ripples at will. The rest of us
do things like that too, but most of the time we don't do it the right way, so
we kind of skip over them. Even if we knew where they were, it would be almost
impossible to walk them without being able to see.” She looked to him for
confirmation as they entered the Mall itself.


“Exactly!” He said proudly. She never
ceased to amaze him in her understanding and intelligence. He felt an
outpouring of fondness for her in that moment.


Kaitlyn stood in front of the store
waiting for him, though it wasn't nine yet.


Everyone broke off from there,
agreeing to meet back at the store in half an hour, at least those going to
Lesser Shia.


“All right, Kaitlyn, we need to move
quickly today.” He used his key to open the front door of the shop. They headed
toward the back and used the light panel next to Lisa's office door to turn on
the store lights.


“As soon as Lisa gets here, you and I
are taking a trip. You need to listen closely to what I'm going to tell you...”


He outlined his plan. They'd go into
the void together, where she'd have hours, days, even years if she needed it,
to develop her internal focus. He laid a compulsion on her that would bring her
mind back to a single focus point if she started to lose control.


The rest, he told her, would be up to
her.


Nervously she asked where he would
be, when she did all of this.


“All around you. You don't have the
awareness you need to hold yourself together yet there, so I'll stay with you.
You won't be able to see me, or anything, at first, you may never. Don't let
that worry you. If you're aware, then I'm there with you. Ready?”


She shook her head no, very solemnly
and sat behind the front counter waiting.


Lisa got there a few minutes later,
smiling and giving them both quick hugs. He told her what he and Kaitlyn would
be up to. She frowned and asked him if he really thought that could work.
Isolation being known to drive people insane. That had to be twice as hard for an
Alede, with their high need for contact, she cautioned.


“I'll be there with her, keeping
watch on her the whole time. She'll do great.” He walked to the back, motioning
for the girl to follow him.


Stopping her before she entered the
metal circle inlaid in the floor, a Mage thing he'd never exactly understood
the meaning of, he asked her to face him for a minute and lift her shirt.


She over performed, but smiled about
it.


“Not that high. I just need to see
your stomach for a few minutes. Try not to make any noise. Lisa will think I'm
doing something bad to you.”


He started gathering energy with his
hand flat on her stomach, turned sideways. This being similar to what she'd
been doing to get energy anyway, so Kate adapted quickly. It took longer for
her to start shaking than the others had, probably because she hadn't been
getting as much from the others as they kept for themselves.


Unlike the others, she didn't say
anything, just assessed the situation, seeming to be a bit more steady for some
reason.


“Now remember, stay focused on a
single point. You can pick that point, even change it every now and then, don't
worry about what it is. Just try to hold it for a few days at a time at least.
When in doubt, go longer rather than shorter. Got it?” He touched her arm,
trying to be reassuring.


“I'll be with you the whole time, in
your thoughts. I'll try to stay quiet though.”


Taking a deep breath, she stepped
into the line with him, and everything vanished.


Time passed for them. Her mind nearly
broke over and over again, but each time he stepped in, helped her regain
control, and let her go on by herself. After a while, weeks or months, of her
holding an intense focus nearly constantly, it started to become natural to
her.


He held her the whole time,
surrounding her, keeping her safe, and not letting her dissolve into
nothingness. Slowly, so very slowly, she began to become aware of her thoughts.
She noticed when her subconscious mind began to spark something into action and
learned to shut it down, focusing only on the point she'd chosen. 


Good.


He communicated to her. She noticed
that something had happened, still lacking comprehension of his presence as
more than an abstract idea. They dove deep into her mind, together, seeking the
source of her thought, and quieting it, though never silencing it all together.


She lost her sense of time and space,
existing only in the focus of the now.


Then, suddenly, he stepped them out
of the line. Twenty-three minutes had passed, according to the clock on the
wall.


He held her for a while, to let her
ground herself in this world again. Finally, when she smiled, he asked her how
she felt.


“I... feel all right. Still full of
energy, like no time at all has passed. Only I know a long time did on some
level. How long was that, do you think? Void time I mean?” Her voice seemed
calm and her Shadow self barely differed from her actions and words.


“Around two years, maybe more. Um...
look, I know that everyone else thinks that they know how long time takes to
pass in the void, but, well, it's a lot longer than I've let on. I don't think
that everyone would understand if they knew exactly how vast the time scales
were...” He took her gently by the shoulders and released the compulsion upon
her totally. She wavered for a second, then asserted her own will in place of
his. She hugged him in happiness, though her movements seemed slow and
deliberate compared to before they left. Holding up her right hand she focused
on it for a while, examining it carefully, before everyone else came and he
shook her out of it.


"We're back. Kaitlyn is now a
master of the mind, or at least good enough not to go all rogue Succubus on us
now." This was for Lisa, who sat in her office.


"That's great! Good job Katy! We
were all a bit worried..."


They got there before she stood all
the way up, but she finished the move and gave the girl a hug.


Zack nodded, "Say, do we have
any gold laying around here? People are heading off to Lesser Shia in a
bit."


Moving to the safe, she opened it
without waiting, "How much do you need?"


"Eh... I don't really know the
prices in the market. Would a hundred each be enough?"


 “Oh, yes, that should do nicely,
they can buy a lot with that there, more than they could carry, even with Hilda
around to help.” Lisa provided cloth carry bags for each pile of gold to go
into.


Coming out of the office, he handed
Hilda, Libby, Merri, and Courtney their bags directly and gave Kaitlyn's bag to
Merri to pass over to her, as she stood in the back of the group.


Quickly he passed them all through,
then went over with them to find a translator from the room next to the one he
worked from. The blue clad and veiled being came running quickly, and he
explained the situation to them. They'd worked together before, after all,
though they never gave a name, preferring to simply be part of the conversation
while they translated.


“Hi. Thanks for coming so quickly, I
really appreciate it... Do you think that one of the translators would be
willing to go shopping with these ladies today? I'll gladly pay for their
services. I know I'm skipping the line here a bit, but I'm not allowed into the
market proper...”


“We'd be glad to, sir. May I inquire
as to their names? Hilda the strong, and Libby the flier are known to us, of
course, from their good works. As well as Lady Mariposa of the Dawn. I do not
believe we have met these others yet?” The man or woman behind the blue veil
bowed as he said each of the names.


Zack nodded. He'd thought that
the women that had gone to help the unnamed people might be recognized.


He moved to Val's Mom and said, “This
is Courtney. She's the mother of Valerie, who you may know of?”


The translator bowed before her and
spoke, “Yes. Of course. The resemblance is remarkable. Your daughter is well
known to us. You must be very proud of her.”


Finally he stepped behind Kaitlyn.
“This is Kaitlyn Swanson. My... protégé. I'll be working here all afternoon,
even though it isn't on the schedule. Please let everyone know that I'll be
available for shipments or transfers? I know that running messages isn't your job,
but...”


The blue robed being bowed and
finished for him, with a lilt to their voice that sounded kind and slightly
teasing.


“But, you aren't allowed out of the
secure section. It's not a problem, sir, in fact it's an honor to aid you.” He
gestured to the women who followed him out. If that one turned out to be
male, that is. The energy was right for it, but Zack didn't want to presume
anything.


“Be back by five our time though. I
should be around if you want to leave earlier.”


They waved as they walked out,
leaving him alone in the node room.


Since it was technically still his
day off, he visited with Claire for a while, who took advantage of his new
hunger to test some new ideas she had. He tried to be critical and honest,
knowing that to be important to her work. Everything tasted good to him though,
so it took effort to remain impartial.


After eating ten variations of a
strawberry cheesecake swirl, with real cheese cake bits mixed in, and graham
cracker crumbles on top of the whipped cream, he decided to go and visit Patty
quickly.


“I actually want to see if she or
Norris would like to try the new energy thing too. They've all been running so
low lately. I think Kaitlyn's closing in on being able to take care of herself
now.” He explained about the time in the void with her and how well she did.


“If she spends enough time in the
void like that, will she become like you?” The lovely Vampire asked sweetly
enough that he wondered what she meant, but decided to play it straight and
assume she meant learning to walk the lines and such.


“That remains to be seen. Probably
not, to tell the truth. She's a Succubus, so her energy patterns are incredibly
different than mine. She'll probably become something totally of her own
creation. I think each person would probably turn out differently given the
same situation. Most would go insane, especially without help. Her mind
is stronger for it though, so, she'll probably do some interesting things.”


He moved over to her and kissed her
for a while, since no one was around. Her lips were cold, but he didn't mind as
much now as he used to.


Sarah jumped him coming through the
door of Beautiful Plus, hugging him for a while without letting go, and told
him that she'd informed Patty and Norris about their amazing discovery. She led
him to Patricia's office, as if worried he'd get away or something, and left
him there, going to get Norris too.


Sighing, he reflected that it really
did take a lot less energy to do it this way than to have sex with them all the
time. True, they wouldn't think he seemed as cute any more, once their reason
for thinking that vanished, but then again, he doubted he'd ever seen any of
them truly well-fed before this morning. He didn't know what they would be like
long term, except possibly less hungry.


Patty smiled at him and took her
shirt off. She wore a pretty lace bra holding in her ample breasts. He placed
his hand on her stomach and began, stopping only when she moved back, after
several minutes of shaking.


“Oh, my, that really is almost
too much! Sarah said you didn't do the whole thing with her...” Her hand rubbed
the spot on her flat stomach slowly. As if remembering what had just happened,
rather than trying to rub it all away.


“And I don't have to in the future
with you, I just thought that you should have the information the experience
would provide. I also didn't do the whole thing with Kaitlyn before we went
into the void for lessons.”


Patty looked at him funny.


“You took her into the void for real?
For how long?” Concerned she frowned a little.


Not wanting her to worry, he
explained the whole thing, how well it worked and how well she seemed to be
doing so far. Only when he had informed her of all that did he mention that the
time had been months or years to her experience.


“I'd guess two years of solid
meditation time under her belt this morning. She did well. Better than just
well really.”


Norris came to try the new feeding
thing, but being a guy he got cut off when he started shaking. Zack didn't want
to be a homophobe, but the Alede clearly took a lot of pleasure from this kind
of energy transfer.


The other man asked what the side
effects of this would be, finding himself fully fed for once, then he suddenly
stiffened, a look of shock and horror on his face.


He mock staggered and put his hand to
his head...


“Oohh! Man, I...I feel a sudden urge
to... drink beer and watch a sporting event...”


They all laughed.


 


 












Chapter thirty-nine





 


Christmas went really well. The
presents showed up a few days before hand, all wrapped nicely and labeled clearly.
There were a lot of them. Hilda helped him shift the sofas around and
redecorate before the big day, and things actually looked pretty nice.


The highlight of his morning had been
when Merri opened her present, a cheesy looking hand written ticket to the
Alfric homeland. He told her about how he'd taken the whole Lesser Shia deal in
order to try and open the lines up again. She sat still in shock for a while,
he almost thought he'd messed up. Her concern though had been for her brother
and the others, some of whom hadn't seen their homeland for over twenty years.


He shrugged, trying not to wince at
his obvious oversight.


“Well, they'll have to schedule their
trips in advance with Lisa, but I can take them through easily enough. Within
reason I can just take them whenever they like. You, I'm going with though, if
that's all right? I was thinking mid-February?”


She bounced around the rest of the
day.


Kaitlyn did great, actually showing
better control than the others did at this point.


It was Norris that noticed that and
turned to Zack, though he didn't bother speaking softly.


"This is incredible. When do you
think you can start trying her without the compulsion? Do we need to arrange
for isolation first do you think?" 


“Let's see, she's had them off for three
days now... so far so good.”


Norris didn't believe him at first,
when he finally did, he started poking Kaitlyn playfully, then kissed her, then
when he thought she would be distracted he pulled back and aimed an uppercut
right at her mid-section, following this with a flurry of blows.


She blocked. All of them. Zack wasn't
certain that he could have done that. Actually, he was pretty sure that he'd
have missed several of them.


More than that, she held her
composure through the whole thing, merely tilting his head and smiling at him
when he stopped.


Troy almost jumped on him, but Hilda
put a hand out to restrain him, seeing that the girl could handle herself
without outside help in this case. Trolleinkein didn't often interfere in what
they viewed as a fair fight. It would dishonor those they sought to help.
Besides, her Shadow seemed pretty certain the Norris would hurt Troy if he felt
attacked.


Norris pulled her into a hug and
danced around with her in his arms, so happy tears came to his eyes.


"I... My little sister, Devra,
she went rogue ten years ago. The officials took her away, and... we simply
never heard of her again. The rumor is that they either kill them or let them
starve to death alone, in a cell. If we can help keep that from happening, we should
do it." Then he kissed the girl again, for a long time.


The others, including Kaitlyn, all
nodded. That made the kissing awkward, so she pulled back which let Norris keep
speaking.


“No one's ever taken a person who'd
basically gone rogue and taught them true control before. Do you know what this
could mean? We lose young people each year to this...”


Zack tried to ignore the fact that
what it would really mean is a lot more work for him. If it saved lives,
he should at least try, if he could manage it, no matter how much work it took.
Plus, Kate hadn't really taken that long to set on the right path, had she? A
few measly years.


After that, for weeks, everything
went smoothly. He worked increasingly hard, as the demand went up and more
people were willing to pay for his services. The women still wanted a lot of
his attention, but now he had some time for it, which really allowed him to
feel like he could be there for them when they needed him. With the Alede
well-fed, which they only needed every two days or so if they were given a full
allotment of energy, they weren't pestering the Humans for sex nearly as much
either.


They still liked sex and their sex
drives were high, but they just wanted it, they didn't need it to live, which
made their lives easier, too. Even if everyone wants you, it takes a lot of
work to have a full time job and six lovers a day, Sarah mentioned that to him.


He'd gotten with Claire about what
the Demon had told him – the name of the Demon possessing his father's corpse –
and she found out precisely what that meant in Demon terms after a week or two.


“With his name, you can find out what
the last Nexus he passed through that had a Demon office or store front was. If
you're willing to pay, and you personally can afford what they'll ask in gold,
they'll tell you every trip that a given Demon made within a decade. They can't
give you every single jump, but Demons don't like to use non-sanctioned
Nexus nodes, not even the really bad members of their group. Why that is I
couldn't find out.”


Zack had a way to track the Demon
now, so it seemed like a good time to work out the rest of his plan.


The next day, after work, they were
to go to the big Vampire meeting in Reno. The specific location placed it
outside of Reno proper at a privately owned facility. He'd found out how to get
there easily enough from the nearest node. It only took a small amount of
walking and three shortcuts.


The attendees were supposed to make
their own accommodations however. Many bought houses he was told, in secret
locations around the city, just for the single event. He asked Lisa to do that
for them, as well. He felt awkward about spending that kind of money on
something they'd only use once, but Lisa assured them that they could rent it
out later, so it counted as an investment, not just a onetime expense.


He plotted with Claire in secret, and
they decided to bring Patty with them. This wouldn't be that unusual for him,
being known to have a lot of women in his life. To have 'a spare' brought
along, especially since the older Vampires often thought of the Alede as readymade
sex slaves anyway, just marked him as powerful.


Once there, he'd show up the first
night for the welcoming party and then work with Patty the rest of the time. It
probably wasn't enough, but they needed to start somewhere.


He stood with Kaitlyn in the front of
the store, having just put up a new window display, when the Demon Beatrice
walked in carrying a bundle of clothing draped gracefully across her arms.


Holding her free hand up she forestalled
any movement on his part.


“The Vampire from across the way
commissioned a suit for you. I need measurements so I can tailor it to fit. I'm
good at this, if we can do away with the whole song and dance about how I'm an
evil Demon and you won't deal with Demons. This was paid for in cash, no
strings or loopholes, honest.”


He looked up at Claire who nodded at
him. He whispered that they would talk about this later.


The Demoness took her time and seemed
to be enjoying his discomfort with her touching him. When she finished he asked
if she had enough time to do the work, since they left the next evening, and
such things always seem to take longer than that.


“Ha. I'll be back in an hour for the
final fitting. If it takes two hours you don't have to pay me.” He looked at
her and crossed his arms.


“You've already been paid.”
Her kind were too careful with money for that not to have happened.


She smiled and hurried out the door,
calling, “Then it better not take longer than two hours!”


An hour and fifty-two minutes later
she returned and had him try on the clothes.


“Perfect, as I thought they'd be, and
under two hours. Told you I was good at this.” She bowed her way out of the
store, even though she'd just turned and left earlier.


He got out of the clothing and hung
them up immediately, at Lisa's instruction. Otherwise they'd wrinkle, and that
would take more work to fix than they'd have time for the next day, according
to schedule.


The next day he prepared himself
mentally in the void, taking Kaitlyn for her second trip. This one lasted most
of the morning. The girl, not technically a child any more, having experienced
many decades of devoted mental practice, told him that she was seeing things
when she came out. Lines and colors that weren't there before. They were
different than what he could see, but he didn't doubt their reality at all.


“While I'm gone, see if you can
figure out what they are or mean. I can't wait to find out myself.” She would
be staying with Lisa for the four days he and Patty would be gone. He made a
point of passing a full amount of energy to her before he did anything else.


“I don't know if this will last you
four days, so call if it gets too bad, all right?”


She promised she would.


Things ran quickly from that point
on, until he found himself and Claire both dressed in formal clothing. He in a
tuxedo and her in a lovely gown that looked, and probably had been, handmade.
She looked incredible, he thought. The red of the dress – a dark red that
brought to mind blood – really brought out the color in her face, even though
she wore only the slightest bit of makeup. Her hair had been done up in some
classical style he couldn't name, but he'd seen in depictions of old Rome or
possibly Greece. He couldn't see her shoes under the hem of the gown, but she
seemed to float, rather than walk, she moved so smoothly.


“You look lovely,” he told her. “I
can see why they thought to invite you.”


She laughed and put her hand on his
arm so that he could guide her in to the building.


“They only invited me because they
heard I knew you. Shall we go in?” Somehow she made it look like he led her,
even as she pushed him along, all the while moving in that even, floating
fashion. He started walking so he wouldn't fall, only to find his way barred at
the door by two of the largest Vampires he'd ever seen. This would all be stage
dressing of course, a Vampire's size having almost nothing to do with their
strength or power. Vampires half this big could tear him apart just as well as
these two could.


 He held out the invitation, which
said 'Claire Hawthorn and Guest', she'd been adamant that even though it had
been addressed to her, he should be the one to carry it. Some protocol thing
that he didn't have time to learn the roots of yet, she had informed him.


Past the first obstacle came the
second, an older looking man, a Vampire, who must have been turned at about
seventy for some reason, asked for their names. He smiled pleasantly though,
projecting a sense of calm and even delight. Again, as Claire told him to do
before they left the house in Reno a few minutes before, he gave his name
first, Zachary Hartley, and then gave her name in the same fashion.


Stiffening slightly, the Majordomo
nodded and gestured for them to pass him, just when they cleared the door, they
stopped, so that he could announce them.


“Miss Claire Hawthorn, escorted by
Mr. Zachary Hartley!” he rang out.


The room stopped, and the people,
about half Vampire, half other things, including Human, turned to look at them.
After the requisite count of ten he'd been told to wait, he walked on. Supposedly
this would give anyone who wanted a chance to put a face to the name so that
they could come over and talk later.


At this point, his part in the
festivities should be over, she'd told him earlier, unless anyone wanted to
chat with them. Being that she had only low standing in Vampire culture, at
least for this level of things, it didn't seem likely, in her estimation, that
anyone would bother with them. They could kick back, enjoy the free food and drink
and whatever entertainment had been provided. The rest of the weekend would
basically be business meetings she assured him, according to Vaun.


Claire spotted Vaun in the crowd
about then, being one of about a dozen faces she knew on sight. The older Vampires
didn't often 'hang out' with the younger ones, he'd found out, when he'd
suggested inviting Vaun to Christmas.


The older Vampire crossed the room
with a lovely woman, who looked about thirty and seemed Human, and another
Vampire that externally looked about thirty as well.


“Claire! You look lovely and you, Mr.
Hartley! I certainly didn't expect for you to come all this way. I'm pleased
though. Very pleased actually. It makes our district look very good that you'd
come with one of our Captains.” He shifted his body out of the way, revealing
the other two behind him, a very formal movement that clearly indicated a shift
in topic.


“Claire, Mr. Hartley, this is Percy
Montmercy and his lovely companion Diane. They wanted to meet you both...” He
eased out of the way, not bothering with the reverse introductions. Zack
guessed they'd seen them at the door.


Montmercy offered his hand, his beast
rising and eyes turning to full blood red in an instant, his Shadow tried to
compel Zack to do his bidding, a giant beast it was too, standing over nine
foot high and with a massive profile. He quickly chatted with the beast and got
it to calm down, causing the Vampire to move back suddenly, eyes going back to
normal.


“Goodness!” Montmercy cried out,
taking a step back. “I'd thought the rumors were false, but I just threw
everything I had at him and he didn't blink. Set me on my heels in fact!
Amazing.”


He shook Zack's hand for real now,
cupping his one hand in both of his, smiling in a genuine-seeming fashion.


“I hope you won't take that amiss. I
just wanted to gain control over the Line Walker, I'm sure you can
understand...” He grinned.


Zack laughed.


“I think I can see it from your point
of view, yes. Still, I'd like to keep the little freedom I have left. Work and
duty, you know, all that stuff, it tends to eat up time pretty quickly.”


“Indeed. Ever the bane of the
thinking man, work. Still, after about seventeen hundred years, I've found that
work is the only thing that continually challenges one. Except love of course.”
He indicated the women with a half wave gesture made with both hands. Barely
moving, yet making the meaning apparent to all.


They moved on quickly, as another
group hovered, waiting to speak to them and another followed them. This went on
for some time, though the questions varied, a few asked about appointments to
discuss business and Claire took their names, writing them on a small pad she
carried for that exact reason, since Vampires didn't use cards. She added
little notes in a secret shorthand as she went.


One young lady, looking barely older
than Kaitlyn actually, asked for his autograph. Not knowing what else to do, he
asked her name and composed a message to go with the signature that her Shadow
helpfully suggested to him. She squealed when she saw it and thanked him,
blushed, and hurried off.


“Well, that was a little awkward...
Still, she seems like a nice person. I just don't know why some people think
I'm a celebrity,” he whispered to Claire, not wanting to embarrass the girl,
but not caring who heard really. In a room like this, filled with ancient
Vampires, to speak pretty much meant being overheard.


Drinks came around, which he
declined, except water. Being even a little tipsy had never agreed with him,
actually making it harder for him to block out the things he managed to
normally. No need to make life harder for himself, he figured.


Claire held a flute of rose colored
champagne, which contained a few drops of blood for flavor, she'd told him when
it had come around, more to make conversation than to warn him not to take any
himself.


A large, powerfully built Vampire
came across the room. Not exactly pushing others out of the way, though he
wasn't gentle about 'brushing' past them either. To Zack it looked like he
meant to call attention to himself.


“Clara! Here you are. I've been
looking all over for you. Time to come home now and leave your silly little,”
his hand waved in the air a little. “Whatever it is you've been doing, acting
or whatever...” He reached for her arm, only to find it gone and Vaun standing
in his way instead.


“Forest! So good of you to come, but
there seems to have been a slight mix up, as I don't believe you were invited.
Just an oversight, I'm certain, but rules and all, so how about you leave now?”
It wasn't hard to tell that Vaun did not love this Vampire. Given that
he and his cronies had already almost killed him personally, Zack couldn't say
that he really liked the man much either.


“Fine, just let me collect my little
whore and I'll be on my way. No need to bother yourself, I can retrieve her. I
won't even punish her for running off, not much at least. Perhaps a little of
the old ways though, eh, love?” He laughed, a strange, bizarre cackle that
seemed to say he might be mad, but that his Shadow didn't echo. The Beast
inside him readied for a fight, and stared not at Claire or even Vaun, but
Zack.


“Oh, the days of old. How she loved
it so when I fucked her up the ass while making her suck cock after cock until
she had her fill. I remember when we brought her the first girl to lick, how
she screamed and howled at being made to lick the poor little thing's ass clean
after the servants had finished with it. She learned though, over time, didn't
you, my sweet.”


He moved closer to her, and she drew
away, keeping out of reach, pretending to reach past Zack, his Shadow
projecting the move about to be made: grab the jacket with one hand, crush the
skull with the other, then claim the man had stolen his property – ludicrous,
he knew, but Vampire laws were interesting in regards to things once owned long
ago. They wouldn't be able to touch him for the death, no matter what it cost
them.


Zack didn't think, he didn't have
time. As Forest reached for Claire, making his move, Zack threw his right arm
up in a clumsy, useless block and formed a tight beam of blackened energy that
he directed through the man's sandy blond head with his other hand. Instead of
taking his time recalling the energy, he pulled it back suddenly, remembering
Wu-Li having said something about that and Vampires and hoping he got it right.


Forest's head flew back, nearly
exploding from the impact, then he fell to the ground, not truly dead, but in a
torpor due to lack of energy. That energy went into Zack, and then Claire.


The room went silent.


The Majordomo came over quickly with
two different large Vampires.


“Most sorry, sir. He seems to
have slipped past us somehow. Are you injured in any way? Or you, Miss.” He
sounded concerned on both levels, meaning that he, at least, seemed to
genuinely care.


The big Vampires took Forest away
quickly. They managed to be somewhat discreet even though everyone in the room
had turned to watch what had happened.


Montmercy came over at a quick walk,
carefully waiting for others to move out of his way.


“Ghastly! You did right to thrash
him. I'm terribly sorry. This is not the way we normally run such
functions. I hope you won't let this reflect badly on the rest of us? His sort
isn't invited as a rule, I don't know how he made the list...”


Vaun looked at him. Something passed
between the two Vampires that Zack could only barely track, a communication
that moved so fast that it almost escaped detection, even on the Shadow level.


“Oh, he wasn't on the list at all. I
don't know what he thought his game was. He obviously didn't come for Claire or
he would have simply walked into Underwood and tried to get her there. No, he
had something else in mind, clearly. I find it passing strange that he lunged
for Mr. Hartley instead of going for Claire as he'd indicated wanting to do.”


Claire's eyes widened.


“That's... far more clever than I
would have expected of him. It's possible he was part of a greater plan.” Her
gaze suddenly rested on Zack. “Did you...”


“His Shadow told me that he meant to
kill me, then claim right of old property or something like that, because it
would be hard to touch him if he claimed that. But I only got that and his
attack plan before I had to react. If we could question him further...”
Dreading the idea, he knew it would be better to face him now than when he had
a chance to recover. He wouldn't want to fight any Vampire if he could help it,
especially not one at full strength.


“Alas, I think he's been thrown out
by now, into the street, as it were. If he's recovered himself at all, he'll be
a good ways off. Still, best to ask and know for certain. Majordomo!” Montmercy
raised a hand tried to catch the older looking Vampire's attention.


Claire held Zack's hand. He could
tell that she didn't want to seem weak by clinging to him, but the encounter
had set her back for a moment, until Zack had easily disabled her
greatest fear, without hesitation. Or even seeming to be bothered by it. She
smiled and clung to him a little more.


Let them see! Here is who I am with!
Do you dare mock me now?


No one bothered to mock her at all,
instead they stared at Zack intently, some of them with that reptilian look
that he'd heard really old Vampires eventually developed after thousands of
years.


People kept coming up to talk to them
though, even after the scene that had been caused. Claire held a smile on her
face, so he did as well. Hundreds of years in this kind of situation trumped
his non-existent skills in this area hands down. Following her lead seemed wise
to him at the moment.


They were seated for dinner even
though half of the people in the room didn't eat. Instead of food, Humans were
walked out for the Vampires and stood beside them so they could feed while the
others ate. Claire's eyes widened. Her inner self scrambled to find a way to
tell him that by tradition she had to drink at least a little, just as he had
to eat some of the food. She hadn't known that they were going to go
that far though. It made sense, with this many Vampires in one location it
would be hard for them to provide all their own blood subtly. Her inner self
tried to signal Zack a bit desperately and explain it all as quickly as
possible.


A tall brunette was escorted to the
table by the wait staff. Zack focused on her for a moment, picking up on what her
inner self made of all this.


The girl standing by the table
thought that this was all so cool. She didn't believe that they were
real Vampires, but had been paid money to act like it, kind of like an acting
gig. The woman they stood her by looked younger than her and her boyfriend
seemed out of place in his tuxedo, though the fit said money. Still, they
looked cute enough that either one of them could give her a hickey for a
thousand dollars. The men that hired her had assured her there'd be no sex
involved, at least not for her, and she believed them, though now it seemed
less likely somehow. 


“Well, Claire, when in Rome and all
that. I hope they have something that doesn't have meat in it.” To the girl he
added, leaning toward her a little, “I'm a vegetarian.”


Claire smiled, getting his less than
covert signal that he understood the situation.


Instead of ordering from a menu or
simply being brought a plate, carts, loaded with various dishes came around all
at once. You picked, kind of buffet style and the food was placed on your
plate. He picked a carb heavy theme, though he did have a slice of quiche that
the waiter claimed had eggs and cheese, but no meat of any kind. His plate
looked eclectic, but the food worked well together for the most part.


The fact that he felt half-starved
didn't hurt.


As he ate mashed potatoes dripping
with a pale gravy, Claire sat the girl on her knee and kissed her neck. Then
sucked on it. The girl giggled a little, not realizing that she had actually
been bitten and blood gushed into the other girl's mouth. She stopped this
fairly quickly, not needing the blood at all, but made sure she wasn't the
first, or even the second, to stop. He tried to be attentive to what her Shadow
told him, since the evening had turned out differently than they had thought so
far.


As the dessert carts rolled around he
selected a couple off the cart, wanting more, but trying not to seem greedy. He
could eat later when they got back to the house. He focused on the hunger and
then put it out of mind. Now he didn't feel nearly so tempted, though Zack knew
he still had to eat just as much or there would be rapid weight loss. So far
he'd managed to keep his weight up to one hundred fifty pounds, though even one
missed meal could mean weight loss. He did seem to be building muscle faster
though, according to Hilda and Lars.


Some of the Vampires, those with
non-Vampire dates, passed their 'meals' over to them for other activities. Sex
mainly. The girl still sitting in Claire's lap began to worry as more and more of
the blood donors were suddenly having sex. Not all, but enough to concern her.


Claire looked at him and nodded her
head toward the girl.


“Would you like to join in, this
girl's pretty enough, don't you think?” The near perfect control of her voice
made this sound like she hadn't just offered the girl to him to use as he
pleased. He knew that she wanted them to put on a show for the others though
and tried to communicate the plan to him. He just needed to say his lines and
it should seem about right.


“She's quite pretty, but I only have
eyes and, er, other things, for you. Plus I've never been big on the idea of
public sex.” Glancing up at the girl he added, “You're not offended by that, I
hope? I could probably manage it, if you feel your duty requires it.
Otherwise I'd prefer not to, even if you are very pretty.”


Her Shadow sighed with relief and she
nearly did the same outwardly.


“That's fine. I'm not offended. I
think it's sweet. Not a lot of guys would turn down no-strings sex. That kind
of makes you special.” She smiled at him, her eyes twinkling a bit.


For the show they had real exotic
dancers. Not strippers, they didn't even take their clothing off. It seemed
half Cirque du Soleil and half Broadway show. Colorfully dressed men and women,
most of them very limber, flipped and twisted, spun ribbons and at a few points
sang in various languages.


“I haven't seen a show like this in a
long time,” Claire whispered to him. “Definitely the highpoint of the evening!”


He smiled along with Claire, since a
lot of the room spent more time looking at them than the dancers.












Chapter forty





 


They got to the house late, Zack
taking Claire through the shortcuts he'd found for them in the cool early
morning before dawn.


 Patty sat watching a movie that
played on the flat screen TV in the corner of the living room. The whole house
had been decorated before they got there and if anything, it looked slightly
better than home did as far as decor went. Rich and elegant, without bothering
to hide that fact from the neighbors.


On the screen he saw a familiar face
wearing a skin tight top and swinging a baseball bat at the head of what looked
like a small dragon. Courtney had actually looked better sitting on his couch.
He realized that she probably had to downplay her looks to make it in the movie
industry. Her natural appearance would seem too unreal for most people to
accept on the big screen. He hadn't provided a dragon for her to fight though,
so it may not be a fair comparison, it seemed rude to him to ask her to come
back just for that though, he decided. Plus, he didn't really know where
to get a dragon. Lesser Shia maybe?


Patty looked up, far more interested
in them and the stories they could share than the woman playing make believe on
the screen.


“How did it go?” She licked her lips,
sensing the mood as being a little off.


Zack shook his head and went to open
some packages of ready-made foods that had been put in for them, though Patty
had promised to cook too, he just couldn't wait that long to eat this time. He
managed to put together a huge plate of bean and cheese nachos without too much
trouble. Using the microwave to heat everything separately, then putting it
together on the plate. He poured about half a jar of salsa on it, and failing
to find a tray to put it on, simply moved the kitchen table over so he could
hear what the other two were saying.


“And then he acted like he was going
to grab me but grabbed at Zack instead and tried to hit him. Zack knocked him
out, nearly taking his head off in the process.” An admiring gaze came his way.


“Then everything resumed, they had a
dancing troop, people had sex with the blood donors. That kind of thing.”


Between bites of cheesy goodness,
which he fairly shoveled into his mouth, he mentioned that he didn't think this
spat with Forest would be over yet.


“He was there for a reason and
failed. I don't know what his normal course of action would be, but I figure
he'll take at least one more try, just in case I 'd gotten in a lucky shot.
Which, by the way, I kind of did.” Eating more for about fifteen seconds, he
then continued talking.


“If he'd just attacked, at full
speed, instead of trying to talk first, I'd be dead now. We'd be dead. That
Vampire speed is hard to beat. I kind of wish I could have killed him there. I
just didn't know what kind of fallout there would be from it, so I held back.”
Hoping this didn't sound cold or heartless he added that he thought he could do
it with a few dozen direct blows to the head now, after all his practice with
Wu-Li.


He had gone through more than half
the plate and his stomach still gnawed at him. He'd have to go get more food
when he finished, he knew. His last meal had been way too small.


Claire turned her head a bit to look
at him directly. She smoothed her hands down the long red dress she still wore,
then did it again nervously.


“In self defense you would have been
fine, but it requires clear self defense. If there'd been doubt, which
there would have been, because you actually moved first, then a judgment might
be made against you. Money probably, since they won't want you dead. But I
can't promise that. Things won't be like that if we're attacked outside of a
grand meeting though, special rules applied there. Basically, with Vampires, you
can kill anyone you want to, if you can manage it. If not then you're dead, so
what's left to punish?”


According to the schedule that had
been provided, the first session would be held in an hour and a half. Since
Claire wouldn't have Zack to take her, she'd rented a car that sat outside.
This meant leaving early though, like regular people, she told him.


A lingering cool kiss and a hug for
Patty and she headed out, saying she'd be back at about three in the afternoon,
to change for dinner and do her makeup.


He got more food and kept eating
until he didn't feel hungry any more.


When he finished, he cleaned up and
walked back to Patty. Zack waited until the movie had finished and she turned
to him.


“Ready for round one?” Her look
seemed very serious.


“We may as well, everything's
contingent on what happens here. If I can't pass as at least an average looking
girl, then we have to come up with another plan. What do we do?”


Gesturing at him, she walked to the
bedroom, “Come this way.”


“Now, this won't hurt, it won't feel
like much of anything, so don't worry about that. I'd like you to take your
clothes off and lay on the bed, please.” She looked away briefly while he
disrobed even though she knew he'd be laying there naked in a few moments,
intrigued, he asked about it.


“Oh, I hadn't realized I'd done that.”
Laughing she sat next to him on the bed. “When people are undressing,
especially men, they often feel self conscious, so you look away while they do
it so they feel more comfortable. Ninja secrets of the Succubi and all, you
know...”


She place a hand on his chest and
another on his bare stomach, at the same point they touched when feeding
someone else energy. The same spot Zack had been using with them, just below
the belly button. She closed her eyes and he decided to do the same, though she
didn't say he had to or even that he should.


The process itself felt rather...
odd. It didn't hurt really, but he felt his limbs shrink and his groin...
flipped somehow. A strange bubbling sensation washed over him for about five
minutes then it faded quickly. He felt his chest swell a little and his body
began to itch all over, though he didn't scratch.


Then it all seemed fine.


No itching, no sheets rubbing against
his back as if his body contracted inward, just normal.


He opened his eyes and looked up at
Patty.


“Oh my. Well, I think we can
work with this. First things first though, we need to get rid of some hair, so
that you can see what's under there.”


The next hour and a half she spent
tweezing, plucking, waxing, and shaving, all the while explaining how he could
do all of this himself. He looked down at his nude body, the breasts were in the
way, bending over slightly Zack could see that he seemed to clearly be a her
now. He shut down the feelings of panic and uncertainty. He had a lot to learn
and had no idea how long he had to learn it. So everything had to stay in
focus, with no doubt or hesitation.


“Now, this is the form you'll always
take as a woman. It's put together from your genetic material but some
recessives came into play, obviously. Notice your skin color? It's at least
three shades darker than your male color and would probably tan darker. Your
breasts look to be a nice D-cup. Your hair is jet black, compared to your
normal sandy blond. That's why we shaved your arms as well as legs. This will
also give you a softer look, so be prepared for people to think you're a little
younger than you are.”


She pulled his hair back. Her hair
back, Zack corrected herself, with some difficulty.


“I wonder what I sound like.” Her
voice sounded fine. Like a girl's. He could work with it.


“Good! Explore your new form and
don't be afraid of it, it's just a different part of you, obviously. This may
be more difficult for you than for most though...” She finished brushing the
long black hair, and took the new girl by the shoulders gently. “Because of
this...”


Turning toward the mirror he saw a
girl, a woman really. Small, only about five-four he guessed. Maybe shorter.
Her skin was an olive color, but smooth, without lines at all, not even the
lines he had on his face as a man, and people told him he looked young for his
age.


No blemishes either. Perfectly
smooth. The hair had grown long and black, hanging straight down the middle of
her back. Thin, but not too skinny. About right for playboy really, but not a
runway model according to that show Hilda and Libby liked to make fun of.


“I can't judge, scale of one to
ten... A seven?” He guessed.


“Hmph! Not likely, try a nine, maybe
nine-point-five. This, remember," Patty pointed at the mirror, “is
without clothes or make up. What this basically means is that you're gorgeous.
Most people get used to the way they look. It sets an unconscious social status
for them that they simply learn to accept by the time they're ten or so. This
can shift over time, say with late bloomers or people gaining weight for
instance, but for most people these changes come fairly slowly. You didn't just
change gender, but suddenly got a 'Golden Halo'. It makes things harder than if
you were just a six as a girl, too.”


She brushed the hair back exposing
the delicate neck line. Looking at her closely the Succubus sighed and touched
the skin on her arm as if testing something. Satisfied she continued to probe
for a few minutes.


Not being familiar with the term he
finally asked, “Golden Halo?”


“It's a psychological effect, which
boils down to people unconsciously treating beautiful and pretty people better
than average or ugly people. It makes most things about twenty-percent easier
for the good looking in any given social interaction. Good looking kids get
better grades for the same work in school for instance, attractive people are
found guilty of crimes less often, even if the evidence is the same, that kind
of thing. On the negative side, some women will be unconsciously biased against
you for it. Your face, body, and voice are setting the bar too high, and they
subconsciously know they can't really compete. Some will hate you on sight, but
those women tend to have other issues and wouldn't have liked you as a man
either, most of the time.”


She covered a lot of psychology on
the issue, including the fact that he identified with being male. In order to
sell this to Demons, and anyone possibly watching, he needed to learn to
identify with being female.


“Especially looking like this. People
will watch you more closely, even if they don't know they're doing it. Anything
out of place will be noticed on a subconscious level. So, from now on, when
you're a girl you have to do what we do, what the Alede do. Be a girl. Only
that, when you take that form. You can't do this as Zack in a girl's body, you
have to become the girl and know that you are her, at least at that
moment.”


She patted her arm lightly, trying to
encourage her.


“Patty, how did this happen? Is this
normal? I mean, I don't look like a girl version of me, I look like someone totally
different... Which is good. I can use that, I don't think anyone would guess
that this is me... I mean Zack. Don't get me wrong, but this doesn't seem...
balanced, somehow.”


Looking at the smaller, dark-skinned
girl in the mirror and then clearly checking out her behind, she stepped back
and thought for a while before speaking.


“My guess would be it's because of
the new feeding we've been doing. As a species we're always 'hungry' searching
for sex to feed our energy needs. You not only topped me off today, but have
for the last few weeks. I don't think anyone that I know of has ever tried a
first time change with as much energy as I had in my system. I'm not even
needing to feed now, after having just done this a few hours ago. Normally I'd
be insane with hunger and have to find some sex fast to take the edge off. I
think that this is just what happens when you do this with full reserves and no
threat of famine. Everything operated at optimum to come up with as perfect a
version of you as your genetics would allow.”


Nodding, she considered that Patty
seemed to be right. Perhaps they could try it on someone else later, when this
current job had been finished. It could be a boon for people wanting sex
reassignment, the small woman that had been Zack thought, looking in the
mirror.


“Okay. I need a name that fits a
Demon in this body. Any ideas? Maybe some clothes too, I guess?” she suggested
to the Succubus.


In half an hour they had her dressed
in clothing that fit, though Patty decided they'd need to do some shopping
before long, perhaps later in the day. To find something that really off-set
her eyes. The clothes Patty had that worked for her turned out to be a dress
that looked about right for a party, with a neck that draped in the front, not
showing much cleavage and having no back to it. She told her she didn't need
nylons, though they'd pick some up anyway, so that she understood how to wear
them properly, other clothes too, just in case something came up.


Patty had her take down the top of
the dress and gave her a course on how to use make up. It took a lot longer
than Zack would have thought a few days ago. They'd just finished going over the
basics when Claire pulled up.


They went into the living room and
sat, waiting for the door to open.


Claire came in and looked around,
then stared at her. She walked closer slowly and finally touched her face
gently with the finger tips of her right hand.


“Zack?”


 Patty nodded at her.


“Hi, Claire. How do you like my
disguise?” She held her breath for a second, but tried to keep the flow of
energy just as high as normal. It took work, though her new body handled the
energy just as well as the old.


She looked at the new girl for a bit,
had her turn around in place and touched her skin.


“I think I'm jealous, to tell the
truth. You look fabulous. Do all your abilities work the same way? That's kind
of essential to the plan.” Right to business, she had her demonstrate every
ability that she could.


“I can see your Shadows just fine,
and there's a shortcut over there that comes out in the desert, I went through
it earlier. I haven't ever had a shortcut to anywhere inside my home before. I
know it can happen, the Mall has some, but I've never bothered using them. Um,
let's see,” She gestured for Patty to stand up and brace herself, when ready
she hit her very lightly with empty force, causing her muscles to spasm and
make her stumble backwards a bit.


Looking around she found nothing to
hit with a more concussive force. She got up, in bare feet and went in search
of something to destroy. In the back yard there turned out to be a boulder
about the size of Claire's bug. Part of the landscaping, it had a small pond on
the right hand side. There were no fish in the pond though. She hit it full
force from about twenty feet away, holding her hand up, palm out, not hitting
at it with her fist. Wu-Li let this slide as a minor stylistic difference
between them, even though it drove Dan crazy. A large chunk broke off
and fell to the Earth. She hit the smaller piece on the ground about the size
of a hub cap, three times, breaking it to much smaller bits.


She hid, as if from a Demon, but no
one noticed anything, which would be normal, given this crowd. Claire now
having a link to her as she did, bypassing that ability.


“Everything seems normal. Now I just
need to test the Nexus stuff, but I doubt there will be any problem. Oh, well,
I should try this I guess...” She focused her will and changed the shape of her
Shadow to mimic that of a Demon.


Claire moved back suddenly.


“I forgot you can do that. This...
really seems like a Demon is standing here. It's a little off putting
actually.” The Vampire held her ground now though.


She decided to try her other new
disguise out to see if it worked.


“Okay, how about this...” Her will
focused tightly and she projected lust and pleasure from her Shadow, striving
to hit the level that Val normally did if she found someone interesting. She
licked her lips a little and stared seductively at first Claire and then
Patricia. Or at least she tried for seductive, realizing she lacked a good idea
of what her face looked like when she tried to make an expression. Maybe she
should practice in front of a mirror?


Reaching out she pretended to notice
a wrinkle on Patty's blouse, just below her shoulder, and smoothed it out with
slow grace, then patted it gently as if to keep it gone. At the point of
contact she projected tiny flares of pleasure, attempting to mimic what he had
noticed from Val in bed.


“My god! That's great! If I didn't
know you were you, I would have thought an Alede had just entered the room.
You'll definitely need more lessons to pull this off in bed though. Still, as a
fall back it's good. I'd buy it and I'm pretty much an expert... How are you
doing it though?”


Explaining took a few moments.


“Basically it's a kind of subtle
compulsion, rather than the actual energy being sent out like you do Patty. I'm
making suggestions to your Shadow self, convincing it to perceive me a certain
way.”


She stood and stretched, dropping all
pretense for a moment.


“All right, I need a name. Something
that sounds normal, maybe even a little old fashioned. Also it needs to have
nothing to do with me or my way of thinking. I don't know what kind of data the
Demons have on me, but calling myself by something predictable to them could
create greater scrutiny. I mean, obviously 'Zacharina' is totally out. So any
ideas?” She looked from one woman to the other and back again.


They talked about it for nearly an
hour when Claire suggested they open a phone book at random, point at the
center of the page and run a finger down until they hit the first female name.


Claire looked at her with a teasing
set to her features.


"It may not be a great name, but
it's fairly close to being truly random. It's better than anything we could
pick for you, on purpose that way."


Finding a local phone book someone
had conveniently left in a closet, they had Patty open it and point, not having
any stake in the matter, the name she came up with was Maria.


“Hi, I'm Maria. Maria. How do you do,
I'm Maria... I can work with that.”


They all agreed that it seemed a fine
name, especially given the skin tone, though Patty thought that she looked a
little more Middle Eastern than Latino.


“Well, whatever works. Right?” Maria
said.


Leaving Claire at the house for a few
hours, Patty drove them into town to go shopping. Claire couldn't go, because
that might, just possibly, link the new girl to Zack in some fashion. It would
be less likely that Patty would be linked directly, even though the two women
would certainly be noticed. Both men and women stared as they passed, even
while they drove, Maria noticed. As Zack people didn't even see him stepping
out of thin air most of the time. This could be hard to get used to.


Patty insisted on buying clothes for
all occasions that they could pack with them and stash at home. If she had to
be Maria, she needed to look the part as well as she possibly could. Her weight
had shifted downward a bit, by about thirty pounds, the Succubus guessed,
trying to get an idea of her sizes.


She got Maria four pairs of shoes,
three skirts and dresses, new underwear, most of which seemed made of string
and some of it partially see through and bras that matched the underwear. Then
shirts, blouses, and a sweater. Everything she could think of. They got home
four hours later to find Claire sitting in the living room talking on the
phone.


She covered the phone a bit and told
them what had happened.


“Vaun,” she indicated the phone
“Called to tell me that there's been an attack on the Moorplank Center in
Maryland. They killed almost everything in the place that can die and ran the
others off. Everyone's going home to shore up their own local defenses. We need
to leave within the hour.”


She spoke on the phone for a few
minutes then hung up.


“Demons and Vampires were involved,
along with a host of other things. It seems an odd hodge-podge of beings, but
the survivors report that they simply found themselves overrun. No one can get
in now, the whole place has been locked down.”


Maria sat down, considering things.


“All right, Patty, we need to get you
a full charge, then you need to change me back. We haven't unpacked, so find
bags to carry everything and I'll have us back within twenty minutes if we run.
Come on, we should move quickly.”


Patty moved fast and he was Zack
again five minutes after 'Maria' finished charging her back to full. She told
him that it would always be quicker to resume the original form, because he
accepted it as normal. Then they grabbed what they could and ran for the
nearest shortcut toward home. They actually made it in twenty-eight minutes.


Within an hour, several phone calls
had come in requesting his aid in retaking the attacked Nexus point. No one
knew if anyone in the place had survived or not, though it seemed clear to Zack
that waiting too long wouldn't help anyone if they had.


He'd been to the Moorplank center a
couple of times, and had even walked around it, searching for a transfer that
had gone to the wrong node point. It was basically a Mall like Underwood,
though they had more storefronts and the number of regular people that actually
shopped there seemed a lot higher. Almost enough to keep a regular Mall in business.


Since this attack had happened during
daylight hours on the west coast, that meant it was early evening there, he
reasoned. There had almost certainly been regular, innocent, people trying to
shop when the Center had been attacked. Someone he didn't know told him that
the news had been calling it a possible terrorist attack, and reported masked
gunmen taking over the place and taking hostages.


Lisa had collected a list of places
where troops had been stationed from around the world, and some other very
distant places. All at Nexus points he'd been to though. If he hadn't been
there, they weren't going to spend the time trying to find it. Taking the list,
he leaned forward and kissed Lisa, hugging her too for good measure. Then he
stepped into the node and made his first stop.


Stepping out into the back of the
Vampire Collective office in the Toronto Underground, he was met by fifteen
Vampires, men and women, all dressed in advanced, modern body armor. They
looked like a supernatural Swat team, he thought at first, then he realized
that they were probably more like special forces, given the situation.


“All right, does someone have a
phone?” An unarmored man in a suit, standing by the door held up his hand.


“Good. This is a list of phone
numbers. As soon as we begin, you'll need to call each number and tell them
it's begun, in order. Understood?”


“Yes.” He didn't say any more.


“All right, form a line and start
moving toward me at... A medium Human level speed, about one per second.
Everyone get that? You're going into an empty node in the back of a women's
clothing store. You've all seen maps?”


The man in front, their leader Zack
supposed, nodded and told him they'd memorized it as best they could in fifteen
minutes.


“Ready yourselves then, phone man
ready? Fighters ready? Three. Two. One. Go!” They came at him faster than he
told them to, nearly twice as fast. He managed to pass them all through anyway,
though he nearly missed the second to last grab, a small quick woman whose
build reminded him of Claire.


Then he stood in Saudi Arabia, a
group of beings, clearly not Human, dressed in black and green garb, loose
shirts and full head coverings of what looked like cloth moved forward,
haphazardly, bunching up at one point in their eagerness to get through to
battle.


He ended up translating five at once,
which nearly dropped him to his knees, gasping for air, but he didn't falter.
After less than a second he made the next grab then another, still not able to
catch his breath.


He looked at the paper of locations
in his hand. Two in and he already felt like passing out. Not the start he'd
hoped for.


At the next stop, four massive beings
that looked to be part dragon stood waiting.


 He paused. If he took them through
the same node the others had all gone through, they couldn't get out of the
room, or, more to the point, they probably could get out, standing fifteen feet
tall, vaguely humanoid looking except for the wings and horns like they were,
but they couldn't get out without breaking through a wall, which would create a
bottleneck.


He looked through the Nexus trying to
find an empty node room. While he couldn't find an empty one, he did find one
that held only one Vampire, though he had a gun of some kind, like a machine
gun, Zack guessed, not even being as familiar with such weapons as most people
are from watching television.


“I don't know if you understand me,
but we have to go through another node, because you'll have to get yourselves
out of the room by breaking through. There are no other unguarded nodes, but I
found one with only one Vampire guarding it. He has a gun of some kind, a big
one...” He gasped this out, barely coherent, due to struggling for air like he
was.


Their Shadows flitted around for a
moment, then the lead one stepped forward and told the others to follow him in
totally unaccented English.


“I'll use my body as a shield for my
people. Come, we must go quickly.” They started to move toward him,
ponderously, their bulk holding a great deal of inertia.


The strain of taking this being
through the void nearly caused him to black out. Shooting started instantly
when they came in. His left arm blossomed with pain. He stepped out instantly
and returned to grab the next dragon-man.


His mind cleared in the void, but the
lack of oxygen and the strain almost made him stop. The pain in his arm didn't
exist here, which helped. No arm, no pain, he mused as he delivered this being,
hoping the shooting in the room had stopped.


It had. He fell down, gasping. He
knew he had to shut down the pain, turn it off. He struggled to focus his mind
for a moment, then two. Finally it all went away, even though he still breathed
in great gulps. He got the next two and moved down the list to the next
location.


This went on for nearly twenty
minutes, every time he caught his breath for a second, someone, either a huge
being, or a group crowding the node would force him to transfer too many or
take too much at once, never letting him really get his breath back. Still, he
hadn't vomited yet, which felt like an improvement over the last time he'd done
something like this.


As he delivered one of the groups
from the middle of the list he stepped into the first room to find it
exploding. He felt the impact of a dozen pieces of something and instantly
pulled out, taking the man with him back where they had started.


Not pausing, he checked the node the
dragon-men, whatever they called themselves, had gone in at to see if they had
cleared it. A huge hole stood gaping in the wall, but no one seemed to be in
sight. The pieces of the Vampire and his weapon lay on the ground though. They
seemed to melt a little, the pieces of Vampire. The dragon-man, lacking a
wooden stake, apparently decided to try ripping him into a half-dozen pieces.
The head sat next to the body looking unreal, like a fake movie prop, rather
than something belonging to a person.


He tried to explain the situation to
them, but none of them spoke English. So he just put them through and hoped
they'd figure it out.


Zack felt weak and a little sick. He
held himself together and continued though. They didn't know what kind of forces
they faced, so he had to get as many fighters to the scene as possible as fast
as he could.


Still sucking air so hard he sounded
like a machine that was breaking, he finished the list, taking through about
fifty Trolleinkein, all holding massive war paddles. This looked odd to him,
but Hilda had said once that a war paddle in one of their hands could take the
head off of another Trolleinkein. He didn't want to imagine what it would do to
a regular Human.


He got back to Candles and More,
collapsing to the floor, gasping for air and not talking for several minutes.


“Is he... all right? He's
bleeding...” a man's voice said. Several Vampires were suddenly on him, licking
the blood and the wounds, which while not healed, did stop bleeding.


Claire stroked his brow, not saying
anything.


Eventually he sat up. Vaun, the man
who had spoken, listened on a cell phone to something. Every few minutes he
would report on the battle and how their side fared.


The huge Dragon-men had apparently
turned the tide of battle, coming from an unexpected direction as they did. It
didn't seem certain yet though.


Hilda came and sat next to him,
holding a package of food in her hand. Some form of sweet he hadn't had before.
He ate it all not tasting it, after he slowly sat up. Kaitlyn brought him a
drink of water. He croaked “Thank you”.


Everyone but Hilda and Vaun winced
visibly at his voice. Hilda's Shadow self shone with pride, being from a
warrior people. She hoped he didn't die though.


Vaun on the other hand spoke to him
urgently, without words.


We need you to pull out the wounded
and those hostages that aren't Human. The authorities can't be allowed to see
that anything other than 'terrorists' had a hand in this. There's no other
plan. There is no one else that can do this. Don't fail now!


He cleared his throat and looked at
them meaningfully.


“There are some recovered hostages
and wounded that need to be moved quickly. I... Can you continue, Mr. Hartley.”
Doubt in his voice, he stared at Zack, who must look pretty pitiful right now,
he realized.


Zack stood, legs shaking, but
holding. He kept trying to increase his energy, just in case it might help,
circulating the flow, taking in a little more to the pattern with each breath.


“Are they at a node? Do they have
that area secured for now? If I take another bullet or more shrapnel...Yeah,
not good.”


The old Vampire checked, speaking
into the cell phone in his hand, like a regular person might have. “They have
it secured, for now.”


Limping painfully to the line, he
closed his eyes and blocked the pain again, then stepped through, into carnage.












Chapter forty-one





 


They had to move fast. He basically
followed orders about who went where, only taking people to locations known to
him. A few people were to be taken back to Underwood, where Dan and Wu-Li had
set up a triage.


“Kaitlyn. Lock down your emotions and
go help the Masters with the wounded. You can do this. Just do what they say
and try to use your new healing powers...” She closed her eyes and the worry
and anxiety lifted from her. When she spoke her voice sounded flat, but calm.


“I have healing powers?” she asked
him, raising an eyebrow.


“Actually I'm suggesting that you
develop them now, it seems like a good time to discover you have that
talent. Go...” He tried to smile, but his face hurt too much. He tried to lock
down the pain again, though it seemed harder this time.


Merri brought him food, and Hilda got
the water this time. Libby, Ang the Dragon, and Brian the Wolf came in dressed
in military fatigues and body armor, all carried complicated looking weapons.


Behind them Keeber, the largest of
their group came in with something that looked like a Gatling gun.


Seeing where his eyes went the
normally shy man said, “Automatic shotgun with flechette rounds.
This is actually banned in modern warfare, because it's considered inhumane. I
intend to be very inhumane though, so that should work out just fine.”


Libby looked at him with tears in her
eyes.


“Are you...Okay?” she asked Zack,
worry for him in her voice. She dabbed at her eyes with her hand. Hilda handed
her a napkin from the stack she'd stolen from Frozen YoGurt.


Ang looked at him and spoke gently.


“We're the rear guard. It seems the
battle is nearly done. Some resistance remains however. If you're able, could
you take us to the battle?”


Zack nodded, and passed them into the
battle one at a time, a little more slowly than he liked. When he got to Libby
he grabbed her, stopping her from walking for a moment.


“Be careful. We need you here. I need
you here. So don't do anything foolish. I love you.” Before she could answer,
he moved her across. She had a real job to do and he didn't want them to lose
because he'd begged her not to go. It was still hard to let her do it.


He had to block out everything then,
his worry for his friends, the pain and weakness he felt, everything. He
wobbled a little as he stood, Hilda handing him something that tasted like
sugared cardboard with strawberry jam inside. He saw it came from a box of
Pop-Tarts. He ate it anyway, then four more. His mouth felt dry after that, so
he fought down a little water.


He knew he wouldn't make it if he let
anything in, so he narrowed his focus to only what lay ahead of him. He lost
track of the room, and when the signal came to began taking people out, he
almost missed it. Vaun shook his arm several times.


“Mr. Hartley! Can you hear me? We
need to get everyone out now. The Human authorities are about to send in
troops, police, SWAT or CERT I don't know what they call them there...”


Zack got up, almost falling, a hand
steadied him from outside the range of his focus. He stepped into the line,
someone with him. The hand on his arm, he instantly wrapped them inside
himself, being habit by now and finished the step.


He heard a voice yelling, female,
telling people to move. She told him where to take people, so he did. Over and
over again.


Finally, after too long, she told him
to go home. So he did that too.


Later he woke up in Patty's office on
her fainting couch. Merri tried to coax him to drink some water, if he could.


“Hi...”It sounded croaky still and
groggy. She jumped.


“Oh! You're awake! Let me tell the
others.” The door opened quickly and several people came in.


“Good man, Mr. Hartley!” Vaun stepped
to his side. His experience must have given him some insight into what people
wanted to know when they woke up in a situation like this, because he started
giving Zack information instantly without making him ask.


 “You've been out for around ten
minutes. Claire's feeding right now, to try and bolster your energy from that
side of things. We honestly didn't think you'd be awake so soon. The operation
was a success, due in no small part to you.” The Vampire looked at him,
checking for a response, Zack finally realized.


“Good. Did everyone get back safe?
Libby and them? I don't remember...” His voice sounded better than it had
before, still like a frog though.


“Yeah, you got everyone out. The Bat
girl's fine. Her friend the bear was hit, but he transformed and is better now.
We didn't lose anyone. Not from here. The closest we came to that was you.” The
gray-haired man that spoke had a sword in a sheath across his back. Zack
couldn't place him at first, but then the thing with Daryl came back. The Knife
and Sword shop guy.


“The Vampire lass, your Claire
Hawthorne, she battled death for you giving of her own life's stuff to keep you
going. When she started to falter, she sought to feed. The only Humans in the
complex were the women at Princess Pretty Nail. Once we explained, they
volunteered. Apparently the girl, Charli Walsh, wanted to help you, it swayed
the others.”


Having finished saying this, he
turned and left.


He tried to work on his energy flow,
so that Claire wouldn't have to drain Charli dry trying to save him. In a few
minutes he did feel a lot better. In twenty he got up and went into the walkway
of the Mall, feeling sore and heavy, but better.


Hunger stabbed at him, so he went
over to the food court and tried to order some Chinese food. Mac, told him to
sit down in a gruff voice and loaded several plates with food and brought it to
him, handing him a fork. He started eating with a will and finished everything
in front of him. Xan and Glen came over with food almost instantly after that.


Then, just as he finished those
dishes, the medium sized woman from the Italian place came over with some
cannoli.


“You're Mae. Right?” he asked, making
sure he didn't thank her for the food.


“Aye. Eat and then recover your
friends from where they're scattered. You all did wonderfully today. It will be
good practice for later, when things get bad. Eat.” Without explaining those
cryptic remarks she went back to her shop, frowning a little.


When he finished, he decided to take
the advice the small woman had given and went to find everyone. Claire first.


He found her in the center of the
mall, next to Kaitlyn, who sat on the ground.


“Hello, how are you two doing?” He
croaked. Claire tackled him, but gently. Holding him as tightly as she dared
given his wounds. “You scared me! It shouldn't be possible for a person to push
themselves to death, stop trying to prove that wrong.”


Wu-Li walked over and started
checking his wounds. Finally telling him to focus on energy building for a
while and to not do anything strenuous. He nodded, trying to do it in a slow
and lazy fashion, so as to not anger the old healer.


“She,” Wu-Li gestured at the girl on
the floor, who looked up. “Did amazing things today. Kaitlyn saved at least
three lives that we would not have without her and aided a half dozen others.
You should all be very proud of her. A remarkable healing talent.” He bowed a
little and went back to his patients.


Zack looked at Kaitlyn and smiled.


“So, you seem to have figured that
problem out,” Zack said, sounding tired even to his own ears. “How did you do
it?”


It came down to her nature, she told
them. As an Alede she already had the ability to transform genders from one to
another, at least in potential. Major transformations like that always wiped
out injury. Weres and other shape shifters did the same thing too. All she had
to do, she said, was figure out how to limit the scope of the change, so that
she didn't burn out all her energy trying to change the whole person at once.


“So really, any Alede should be able
to learn to do this. It's mainly an energy problem. Well, that and focus. I
wouldn't have been able to do it without all the practice I had in the void.
So, uh, get better soon and feed me. Okay? As it is, I'm going home with you so
I can have sex with your boyfriend, Troy.” Standing took some effort for her.


“Troy's not my boyfriend, he's my roommate,”
Zack chuckled.


“Good. Then you won't mind if I
borrow him?”


They all laughed.


Cars came to pick them all up, driven
by Vampires. Those big black cars that movie stars seem to like. Vampires, it
seemed, liked them as well.


Kaitlyn made good on her statement,
grabbing Troy within a minute of them all getting inside and taking him to his
room. Zack started to have a problem with that, the girl being under age as she
was, then remembered that she'd experienced an extra nine odd years in the void
over the last weeks, possibly more. Technically she was now older than his
roommate by almost a year. Or two years. He couldn't remember. Still... legal.
He let it go and made himself not think about it.


They sat him on the sofa and packed
pillows around him. Merri kept bringing him little snacks. High calorie things
mainly. He ate them, noting that they were all more tasty than Pop-Tarts. He
mentioned this out loud, starting a playful debate with Hilda as to the merits
of that supposed food stuff.


The lovely giant won the argument,
based on her premise that they made a handy food for emergency situations,
being self contained, calorie dense and dry enough to not make your hands too
sticky for battle. Plus, she added, “Yummy!” He couldn't find an argument to
trump her enthusiasm.


Claire sat next to him and Hilda kept
hugging her, because Zack had too many wounds.


Libby came over after a few hours and
sat anxiously next to him. She seemed worried and stressed. When he asked her,
even her Shadow self told him that she couldn't say.


It's a secret.


He told her how glad he felt that she
didn't get hurt.


“Not a big deal really. Everyone else
had done everything by the time we got there, we just had to make sure that no
one crept up on us while you evacuated everyone. I just guarded a node. Nothing
much happened.” Her Shadow self pushed forward though, saying, scary, the
scary man told me bad things.


Her Shadow didn't say more, so he
didn't push. She'd tell him when she felt ready, or she wouldn't. He'd learned
a long time ago that when people's Shadow selves didn't want you to know
something, it was generally better not to know.


He put his right arm, the one that
hadn't been shot and closest to her anyway, around her and squeezed her
shoulders a bit. Whatever happened that scared her, she should know he was
there for her, he told her on a deep level.


He managed to get his energy level
high enough that he could feed Kaitlyn again, about a day later, though she
kept sleeping with Troy. Her biology required contact with other people, she
told him two days later, unasked. He waived this away.


“You're both adults. Do what you
want. Just try to be sensible and careful about things.” This made her smile a
bit, since everyone else still treated her as a child.


He commiserated with her for a while,
since he looked closer to her age than not, himself.


“But we'll live,” he finally summed
up.


The third day he went back in to
work. Kaitlyn and Lisa had straightened the store up, since the Mall and even
embassy operations hadn't reopened yet, not anywhere in the Continental United
States or Canada. As they spoke in Lisa's office he suddenly realized who the
voice that had guided him through at the end belonged to.


“That was gutsy. It made all the
difference though, I'd have been lost without you. What made you think of it?”
Lisa wasn't a coward, he knew, but going into a fight with so many heavy
hitters really pushed the bounds of what anyone would ever expect of her.


“I realized you were in that
extremely focused state thing you do sometimes. I figured you might be able to
follow along though, if I could get through. I felt bad about slapping you like
that, but I had to get your attention. I got blood all over my hand from your
wounds.” Wiping her hand on her leg she continued.


“Then I just stood there yelling at
you until you did what we needed. You picked up the idea pretty quickly. I
thought you'd pass out trying to move those big winged guys, but they turned
back into regular people when I explained how hard it was on you. They seemed
nice.”


They all went to the food court for
lunch, Claire joined them, but brought her cell phone. Val saw them pass and
waved to them, he went over and gave her a hug, then searched for food. 


He still ached and had trouble
lifting his arms, past his shoulders, a decent limp too. He walked slowly and
carefully, blocking out about half the pain, so that he would have some warning
if he started to really re-injure or hurt himself. He knew that because of the
qi-gong and his link to Claire, he healed much more quickly than he would have
otherwise.


With everything closed down, people
either sat in their stores or milled around, a little aimlessly. There seemed
to be a sense of emptiness about the place, not that it ever felt all that full
of life.


Rose came over after his second full
plate of food. So far his metabolism hadn't slowed down at all. It seemed like
he had to eat just as much now as on the first day. No one knew what that might
mean, though Patty had wondered earlier if it had to do with the extra energy
demands the Alede placed on him.


“Maybe we should start harvesting our
own energy again?” Guilt covered her face, though he just laughed.


“Well, I just need to understand it.
If that's all it is, then no problem. Food's easier to come by here than lovers
for five people.” That seemed to make her happy enough, because she kissed him
and left smiling.


Rose looked hesitant, and spoke
softly, as if he might be fragile.


“Do you remember that passage to the
Alfric lands we spoke of a while ago? Well, everything is ready...”


Nodding he told her they could go as
soon as he got back from lunch if she liked.


“How about three? I need to get Glen
and some gear from home. Meet you at your store?”


The whole day went kind of like that.
Quiet, slow and fairly peaceful. The transfer for Rose and Glen to the Alfric
lands only took longer than normal because he walked to the back room so
slowly. They asked him to check the Alfric hub for messages as to when they
might need pick up. He set a schedule for it with Lisa, so he wouldn't miss
them by mistake.


That night Libby came over and
watched movies with them, mocking the new Star Wars movies unmercifully as they
watched, making everyone laugh, except Hilda who said it might be being
disrespectful to those that lived the tale to mock them now. Even though she
did feel that the boy in the movies needed a good talking to.


“He's still a child in the second
movie, but he complains because his elders won't hand him power? That's silly.
He must not have been too bright...”


Libby called him into the bedroom
with her, where they made love. When they finished, she rolled over, not
looking at him for a moment.


“I do love you, you know. I have for
a long time. I just thought I should say it,” she whispered.


“I love you, too. But you know that.”
He cuddled her close to him and felt her sobbing. It went on for a minute and
he finally asked what was wrong.


“Nothing... just, no one has ever
loved me before. Not really. But you really do, don't you?”


He tickled her side and kissed her
neck when she curled into a protective ball.


“Of course I do. Why wouldn't I? You
are, after all, awesome.”


Comforted, she rolled over and fell
asleep with him holding her.












Chapter forty-two





 


A young man Zack had never seen
before, stood in front of the store when he got to work the following Tuesday
morning. He held a large box of bakery donuts and three cups of coffee in a
holder, resting carefully balanced on top of the pink box. The boy looked
decently muscular, had clear, pale skin, and sandy blond hair. His clothes
looked new, and in the kind of style 'the Chasm' carried.


“So, uh, Kevin, is it?” Zack
ventured, noticing how good the donuts smelled from here, his mouth watering a
little bit. He hoped that the boy had remembered to get some jelly filled,
those being the best ones.


“Kyle. Pleased to meet you.” The boy,
Kyle, followed him into the store.


“Did you remember to get some jelly
filled, Kyle? You know that's my favorite kind.”


Setting the large box, two dozen it
looked like, of donuts down on the cashier's counter, the boy shook his head in
dismay.


“I can't even fool you by changing
genders and appearance. You make it hard, man, you know that?” The young man
grabbed a donut – a maple bar – and took a large bite.


“Being a boy always makes me hungry
for some reason,” He said after swallowing then grabbing one of the coffees.


“Not to be snoopy or anything, but
why the sudden change? I'm not sure Troy's going to be too happy about it, he
told me he felt almost serious about Kaitlyn...” Zack selected a lemon filled
first and started eating it while being informed.


“Norris. He's still worried that I
could lose control, even after everything, so I told him to test me. This is
the first of three. I have to be a boy for three days without problems. It's a
little harder controlling your sex drive as a boy, you know... For us it's
about three times stronger that way.” The first donut down, he selected a
second and kept eating.


“The second test he hasn't told me
about, probably something simple though. As for the third, I think he means to
starve me for a couple of days and see how I react to having sex with a regular
person. I overheard him saying something about it to my mom. No big. I can
handle it.”


After finishing the current donut he
drank his coffee, his Shadow showing the grimace he hid each time he swallowed.


“I like Troy. If I don't have
to have sex with a half dozen people a day just to stay alive, I may just give
this relationship thing a chance. It's hard though, I mean, they didn't cover real
relationships with regular people in school. Anyway, this is just three days. I
told him I'm going out of town for a bit and suggested he sleep with Sarah
while I'm gone. I know she won't steal him permanently, especially since she's
getting fed by you and doesn't need him for that herself.”


The boy shrugged, his Shadow saying
clearly that he imitated Zack in that.


Lisa came in four donuts later for
Zack and two for Kyle. She gave Zack a hug, then hesitating for a second,
hugged Kyle too.


“Lisa, Kyle. Kyle, Lisa.” Zack
mumbled past a coconut covered chocolate donut.


“What's with you people? I look nothing
like I normally do. Different hair color even... This should make a great
disguise!” The boy shook his head and drank his coffee, this time letting the
wincing show when he took a drink.


“I even ordered my coffee black, so
that I'd seem all manly.”


Lisa pulled out a list of names and
locations, ignoring Kyle's complaints. They had a full schedule, she told them,
the dip in business they'd expected after an attack at a Nexus point didn't
come for some reason. If anything the number of bookings had increased by about
fifty percent.


“Maybe people don't want the
terrorists to win?” Kyle put in.


“That's as good a guess as any I
have.” Eying the donuts, Lisa closed the box top and set them aside, showing
Kyle the list.


“You're in charge of the traffic flow
today, and new bookings. I have to go to a meeting with Gregory and some other
high muckety-muck Mages. I probably won't be back today, so close up for me? I know
this is last minute, but you two can handle it. If not, you have my number.”


She broke down and selected a
cruller, and started munching it, then noticed the number of coffees. “I think
Kyle's off to a good start!”


Zack paused, then asked who Gregory was.


“Hum? Oh! Right, well you saw him,
but weren't really introduced. He's the Ambassador for Underwood. Ours. The
Mages. He's on sabbatical, because his wife's been ill. He shows up for the
meetings and I brief him on things. He sat with us at the meeting here, after
the incident with the body in the walkway?”


Kyle looked at her and said that he
had thought she held that position.


“Nope. I'm just his assistant. I have
partial ambassadorial powers, but most of the big decisions I have to run by
Gregory or the council. It's a bit of a hassle to tell the truth. Especially
when you consider that of the hundreds of issues I've had to bring to them,
they've only disagreed with me twice. And on one of those they relented almost
immediately. When Zack first came they wanted me to fire him, since he wasn't a
Mage. Gregory pointed out his work in the store and how he handled Willet's
situation with the Were, Silas. They flipped so hard I think a few of them had
sore necks for a week. Then saving Jennifer and walking the line without ever
asking for anything in return...” Her smile lit up mischievously.


“Well that set my father back a step.
He'd been the main person arguing that only Mages should work here. I bet he's
glad he lost that one now. He can be stuffy, and a pain, but he's not stupid or
even unwilling to admit he's wrong, if you can prove your point hard enough.”


Finally full, Zack closed the box of
donuts, saving them for later. He finished drinking his coffee, now cool enough
to drink without stopping.


“All right, we can handle it. If not,
we'll call you and complain about how inept we are.” Zack wished her the best
in her meeting. These people, the Mages in her power structure, seemed to mean
well, but they had a slight problem seeing that rules only worked as general
guidelines. Try to make them fit everything and no one can ever follow them
all, what with half the rules contradicting the others.


Kyle gave her another hug on the way
out. When she'd gone, he turned to Zack and commented that he really wanted to
sleep with her much more when he held this form than his other one. He found it
funny though, that his odds were slightly better the other way around.


“She's a bit of an ageist though.
Like you, always going on about how young I am. Like I haven't been having sex
since I turned twelve... Yeah, I know, you're shocked. Do you know what they
call an Alede that starts having sex at twelve? A late bloomer.” That last held
hints of bitterness, not humor. Zack reminded him to keep his emotions locked
down for now.


“Explore them at your leisure, but
let yourself have time away from them first. Trying to examine emotions while
they're hammering against your mind is difficult and possibly dangerous, though
a lot less so for you now. It would take powerful drugs to strip your control
away now. Maybe torture could do it, but hopefully that won't come up for
either of us any time soon.” He clapped the young fellow on the shoulder.


They worked pretty steadily with very
few issues all day long. Hilda brought them food and found herself amazed at
Kyle, telling him that he didn't smell like Kaitlyn at all. Zack hugged her and
then Kyle did. Reminding her that they never had that sex they'd talked about
earlier.


“Right! How about today after work
then. I don't think Troy will want to have sex with you today, or until you
change back. He seems to only like girls. Though he hasn't asked me to have sex
with him... Maybe I'm not his type?” She looked a little sad suddenly over that
idea.


“Or, maybe it's the exact opposite.
Maybe you're totally his type, so he gets shy around you? I mean, tall, blonde,
big breasts, and foreign accent. A lot of guys are into that you know.”
Kyle looked her over clinically. “Actually that wouldn't shock me at all.
Still, have sex with me first, before asking him. It will save on trouble
later, for me, that is.” He gave the larger woman a flirty look, which she
didn't pick up at all, the cultural cues being too different.


After lunch Kyle manned the store
while Zack went off to Lesser Shia. Hathe met him in the node room after he'd
been there for only a few seconds, having waited for him outside the door. It
must be important, he figured, as the other man could have had no real clue as
to if he'd be showing up today or not. That could mean hours or days of
standing there. Hopefully he was close to being on time, so that wouldn't be
the case. For a government guy, Hathe wasn't too bad.


The administrator, or official,
whatever his title, asked a lot of questions about the attack on the Moorplank
Center. Did they have any leads? If so, did they think they would apprehend the
perpetrators soon? Zack answered honestly, that he didn't know about such
things. He found the way the questions were asked highly suspicious though.
Hathe's Shadow told him that he merely wished to avoid the same kind of thing
happening at his nexus though, proving Zack's suspicions wrong almost
instantly. Which he appreciated, finding Hathe a likable man.


When Hathe left, a string of people started
through, and a few pallets of goods mixed in for Ghurian. He had Kyle call the
Import store so that they could pick up their goods quickly, which they were
always good about doing, though Rikesh still covertly glared at him when it was
his turn to do it. He noticed, not for the first time, how much harder groups
of people were to move than the same weight in non-living goods. It felt like
living things actually had a lot more mass than dead ones did, even though this
mass remained unseen most of the time somehow. Maybe it had to do with energy?
He didn't know. Maybe the personalities pressing on him did it. That made as
much sense as anything, as far as he could tell.


It didn't hurt that he could take
breaks if he got winded while moving freight, though he didn't have to often,
yet it really helped to be able to take five minutes when things got tough.
Nobody said anything on the occasions that he did.


After about three hours, a light day
for Lesser Shia side work, things being a little disrupted due to the
several-day shut down because of the Moorplank attack, he finished for the day.
The people working the node assured him that things would pick up a lot now,
when everyone realized they'd started back up again.


Having nothing left to do there, he
headed home to Candles and More, where Kyle had a large tray of food, battered
and fried vegetables mostly, waiting for him. So far he found Kyle a bit more
considerate than Kaitlyn, which seemed really odd. They were, after all, the
same person. Then he thought about it for a while and wondered if they really
were?


Cosmetic differences aside, did men
and women think differently? He hadn't noticed any differences when he'd become
Maria, but that had only been for about eight hours. What if he just didn't
have a large enough sample size? He needed to get Patty alone, away from
everyone else for a while and really quiz her on these things.


If being Maria would change how he
acted, that could help or hurt his ability to set his trap in motion.
Not that he had the specifics down yet. It felt like everything took too long
to arrange, as far as the plan went. He had so much to learn first. For
instance, could Demons identify each other on sight? He thought it likely, but
didn't know for sure, and that could undo everything right there if he messed
things up. When he started, he'd have to make everything come together fast, as
he didn't think he could fool Demons for very long. For one thing, he couldn't
speak their language at all and couldn't simply get a book on tape language
course from the library for it. He knew this, because he'd checked. Just in
case.


The phone rang in the back, Kyle ran
to get it, then called out from Lisa's office.


“Hey, Zack, a pick up in the Norway
Nexus? Have you been there before?”


“Yeah. A few times, that shouldn't be
a problem. Do you know how to transfer the funds for payment? I've never done
it myself, Lisa always handles that....”


Kyle went back to the phone for a
bit, when he hung up he told Zack that Lisa had worked with him, with Kaitlyn,
on it for a few days. It really didn't take much to make the arrangements with
the Central Bank. You just called and confirmed that the funds had been
deposited in the right account.


“There are five of them, and at least
one speaks English. Last name Frost. They just want to come here, one way. That
should be the last one of the day. They didn't know which node they'd be at,
since they don't have an Embassy there, but they said they'd stand together, so
that you could tell where to go. Does that help at all?” Kyle looked concerned,
his Shadow desperately hoping he hadn't messed this up somehow.


“Should work, let's see.”


It took a few minutes, because he had
to check each node individually, looking through it until he found a node that
had five decently large blond men standing in a semicircle.


“Got it! I'll just start transferring
them now. Shouldn't take more than a minute.” He stepped into the other node
room, making some of the men jump a little. Their leader shook his hand
affably, his Shadow going on about some deal they had arranged that would make
them wealthy, once they had him.


Every nerve in his body flashed
suddenly when he realized that they meant to kidnap him. He almost stepped back
through the line, but realized that their plan included him going back to
Underwood. Maybe they could finally take someone in for questioning, he
wondered. It would be worth the risk, if he could manage it.


He locked down all of his emotions as
tightly as he could, not letting anything surface from his Shadow level. This
made the men uneasy, of course, given the situation they chalked it up to
nerves, and their own fear of failure, he saw.


He took the first man, the leader,
back with him, asking him if he wanted anything to eat, possibly a frozen
yogurt, since they had some of the best in the world not a hundred feet away
from them.


“It won't be a problem to have some
brought over in a minute or two when the other four in your group have been
transferred. You really should try it.” Frozen YoGurt always had a shift change
at five or so, depending on when it got dark, and that hadn't changed since
Claire stopped needing to feed on blood every day. She didn't have a desperate
need to feed any more, she'd told him a few weeks before, but that didn't mean
she liked standing around for hours on end handling petty disputes every few
weeks and praying a real customer would come in just to break up her day.


“Maybe we'll go and get some when
we're all here. That sounds good.” The large man said with a thick, but
understandable, accent.


“Yes. Remember though, we like to
give full service here at all times, so anything you need can be delivered
instantly, as soon as the rest of your party arrives. I'll go get them now.” He
spoke a little loudly, hoping that someone would take the hint.


He took his time bringing them all
over, asking each one if they required anything, food or drink, when they
arrived, then heading out for the next one.


“Only one more left! I'll have him
right over, in about five seconds. Hang on.” He told the room using what he
hoped was an affable tone.


The second he arrived with the last
member of their group the room's temperature plummeted, waves of cold coming
from each of the men, causing a fine mist of snow like fog to form in the room
around them. He hit two of the men with Wu-Li's empty force technique, sending
them dancing away from him as the energy circulated like electricity through
their bodies. He knew, since Dan had used it on him several times in practice,
that it didn't hurt at all, it just made you need to move. You couldn't
control it at all, so you danced away from the other person, sometimes
violently.


A blur entered the room and two of
the men went down. Hard. Their heads hit the ground with sickening thunk
noises. A few seconds later Kyle came in with a chair and rather brutally
attacked the leader of the group, the only one still standing steadily.


The leader grabbed the chair from the
boy, only to find himself struck in the groin hard with a tennis shoe. Not
letting up at all, Kyle grabbed the chair and suddenly jumped backwards,
unbalancing the larger man so that he staggered forward. Letting go of it
again, he struck, his open fingers gouging at the man's eyes.


The big man screamed and clutched his
face, dropping the chair completely. While he did this the boy hit his right
knee with three very precise, fast roundhouse kicks, the second one making a
thick popping sound and the third knocking the bigger man off of his feet.


“Leave them alive! We need to
question them! Restraints, we need to bind them. In the store itself though,
it's freezing in here.” That last seemed an understatement to Zack, his teeth
chattering violently, even though no more than twenty seconds could have passed
since the fight started.


The blur had turned out to be Drake,
the younger Vampire that usually worked nights. He dragged his two out into the
store, unconscious, and leaving smears of blood on the floor, which quickly
froze. When he came back moments later, he had a roll of duct tape, which he
tapped saying, “It holds the universe together. It should be enough for these
bozos.”


He stepped in, grabbing one of the
men that Zack held pinned against the wall. Throwing him to the floor and
taping his hands and feet together rapidly with a lot of tape. Then he did the
same to the second one.


Kyle stood in a combat stance of some
kind that Zack didn't recognize. His personal martial arts skills being pretty much
what Dan had shown him, which wasn't really enough yet to do what the boy had
done. Certainly not as well.


Drake taped the leader's hands behind
his back, uncovering his face, which showed that his right eye had been
destroyed. Zack didn't bother looking too closely. He held his revulsion in
check, needing a clear head.


“Who are you working for and why did
you do this?” He asked one of the unharmed men, who surprised him by simply
answering and doing so honestly, according to his Shadow self.


“We knew it wrong....” he said in
broken English.


“Our people poor, we find great deal
that make us many, much gold and money. We need for that, you. We cannot hire
you for it, we too poor, so we plan to take you and make deal, then let you go.
We use girl or woman here so you do what we say, we take them too. Two days
work, we let all go. Honest.”


Zack was amazed that he actually
meant it. Even the leader thought that that had been the actual plan.


“It never occurred to any of you to
maybe... I don't know, put in a call and see if I'd help for free? Or a small
percentage of the take or something? Gah! Am I so looked down upon that no one
ever thinks to just talk to me about things? At this point we only charge
people money to keep the amount of traffic down! I don't need more
money. Why wouldn't I help you? I help people all the time.”


He railed at them for a minute as
they sat in shock.


“We think not... No one help for
free.” The unharmed man in front of him started crying.


“Now we fail and people die. No
money, no food. You send people to kill babies now maybe. Wives. Kill us
not them, they do nothing! They not know! Please,” he begged, meaning every
word.


“Kyle, do you think you can heal
them, using that technique you came up with?” Zack sat down with a thump on one
of the benches they had put in for people to sit on while they waited their
turn to travel. Fairly comfortable, he noticed.


Kyle went to work and had them all
healed, even the leader's eye, within ten minutes.


“Here's what were going to do. You're
going to take a message back to your people. Whoever ordered this will present
themselves at the node, the same one you came in through, for pickup in three
days time. If they don't show up, then your people are cut off. I won't work
with you ever again and I won't take work from anyone that does work
with you. That would be hard on all your people, but this kind of thing can't
go unpunished. So the person that came up with this idea, and whoever ordered
it, needs to be there. Then we'll discuss what's to be done. Don't fail in
this. I don't want to make things worse for you, since you seem to be pretty
desperate as it is. This is the only chance I can or will give you...”


He asked Drake to cut them loose, one
at a time in case they decided to try and attack again and shoved them through
the line with little ceremony.


Drake, smiling at him, shook his
head.


“You know, Vampires would have killed
them and had their heads thrown back through the Node as a warning to the
others. Are you sure that letting them go is the best plan?”


Sitting again, Zack remained silent
for a long time. When he finally spoke, his voice held a sadness that the other
two had never heard in it before.


“They did the wrong thing, but
really, was their reason for doing it wrong? They messed up, but should we
punish the underlings that followed the orders and let the bosses go? Should I
let women and children and innocent men suffer and go hungry when I can simply
give them a hand instead?” He waved his right hand in the air, to stop
arguments he realized weren't actually coming from the other two, but from
inside himself.


“Yes, it's a horrible idea to
let them go free, without punishment. Others may feel that it's all right to
try and kidnap me or take people hostage in the future if we're not hard on
people now. But... I really don't want to live in a world where everything is
always like that. If no one tries to change how things are done, then they
won't change, ever.”


Kyle shrugged slightly with one
shoulder an awkward move that looked out of place on the boy.


“Hey, I'm not knocking it. These
weren't hardened killers, just some guys that did something dumb. They didn't
even bring any weapons. I mean, making the room cold... not exactly what you
want to bring to a fight with a guy known to blow people's hands off. They
didn't even consider the fact that all Alede are trained to fight from the time
they can walk and we practice regularly all our lives. If they'd tried to grab
Lisa I bet they'd have found some surprises as well, if she'd been here. She's
a full Mage or whatever the title is. They didn't even research enough to know
that the Vampires here might step in and do something.”


Zack nodded, remembering the man Lisa
had puking his guts out during the Lesser Shia attack.


Drake stood for a few seconds more,
as if waiting for something, then said he needed to report back to Claire,
asap.


“She won't be happy about this. I'll
let you deal with that fallout though. She likes you way better than she
likes me.” Grinning, he left.


Kyle headed to the front, and Zack,
still dazed by the stupidity of some people, walked after him, shaking his
head.


Libby walked in, crying. He ran to
her asking what was wrong and holding her as she sobbed. Her Shadow self cried
too, saying it was bad, that her grandmother was hurt that she needed to go to
her or she'd die. She needed Zack.


“My Grandma, Klodjie, not Patterson,
she's hurt and may not live. I don't know if I can help, but I should be
there...” She sobbed again, harder now, clutching him.


“I can't ask, you shouldn't take
me... but...”


“Where is she? Transylvania?” he
asked, trying to recall what she had said.


Shaking her head she sniffed loudly.


“No. I was just joking about that,
though she really does eat those awful blood puddings... No, she's in the Czech
Republic. A lot of bats live in that part of the world. I've been there. When I
was little I stayed there for a few months, when my dad nearly died.” Her tears
hadn't stopped and she spoke between wracking sobs, her Shadow being chittering
anxiously and telling him she didn't deserve his help, that he shouldn't take
her. Her anxiety grew so great as he watched that he had to ignore it, to stop
it from affecting his mind too.


Leading her to the back he asked her
to think about the woman and where she lived. It took longer than normal, since
she didn't live on a nexus point, not even kind of near one. They'd have to use
the nexus in France and find shortcuts to the actual location. Still, maybe the
walk would help Libby calm down a little before they got there.


Hugging her tightly, he told her that
everything would be all right.


Then they stepped into the line.


 












Chapter forty-three





 


Zack took the first thousand miles in
a few steps, gentling pulling the crying girl with him, stopping only briefly
to hold her. Trying to comfort her. He pulled his attention away from her Shadow,
the wailing and crying on both levels hurt too much to watch, at least if he
wanted to function at the same time.


The last leg of the journey came
about half an hour later, taking smaller steps each time, trying to find the
location the girl had held in her mind originally. As they neared their
destination, she'd become less coherent, crying more rather than less as he'd
hoped she would. The thin and harried feeling outer shell, hurried her along as
best he could, hoping that they could help her grandmother in some way, or at
least be there for her, since she obviously meant so much to Libby.


Finally, after an hour of walking and
nearly fifty passes through rifts in space, she looked around and stopped,
finally pointing to a small, isolated cottage about a quarter of a mile away.


“There. That's her house...You don't
have to come with me...” Her tears didn't end though, so he walked with her,
promising to stay with her until she didn't need him. He could tell she needed
someone right now, so he did his best for her, out of love and concern. Most of
this was said on the deeper level, since it was impossible to speak over her
sobbing.


He'd never thought of her as fragile
before. Always there with something funny to add to the conversation, or
standing up bravely for her friends. Even if it was a little stupid of her to
be doing it in some cases. Libby always did. He couldn't remember if
she'd ever cried in front of him before, but didn't think so. Maybe gotten
misty eyed or quietly emotional, but nothing like this.


As they got to the front door, a
woman opened it and gestured to them.


“Come in, hurry now...” She said with
a heavy accent, but one that sounded Australian, instead of Czech. At least to
his uneducated ear. Which really wasn't that poor anymore, since he'd been to
that part of the world a lot in the last few months. Having the same color of
hair, rust red, also kept short, and the same flattened looking nose and thin
lips that Libby had. It was pretty obvious that this must be a relative of
hers. Maybe the one that had called her to let her know about her grandmother?


They entered quickly, Libby going in
first, the woman pushing her suddenly out of the way as Zack felt himself hit
from all sides. Blow after blow landed, the first one nearly taking him out,
hitting him in the back of the head, just above the neck. He dropped heavily to
the floor, seeing Libby standing with a look of horror on her face as
everything went black.


In that place, inside the darkness,
Zack wasn't gone, like many would have been. So he managed to work out that he
had, being a bit distracted by all the carrying on, walked into a trap. It was
hard to understand a lot more than that, but slowly he put some things
together. One of them was the simple fear that his friend, the Bat girl, had
been part of it. Even so, she might be hurt.


When he woke, finally, Zack found
himself tied to a chair in a small room. The floor looked to be made of cobble
stone. The walls made of something similar. Certainly too thick for him to get
through, even if his hands were free and he had time to do it.


In front of him stood the Vampire he
knew as Forest. That wasn't his real name, but there was no reason at the
moment to find anything kinder to call him. Libby sat on the hard looking
floor, her back against the equally hard and unforgiving wall, crying... but
unrestrained.


That kind of showed which side she
was on, didn't it? At least she didn't seem happy or gloating about it. That
would be too much to take for the moment. Not that he could afford to let
himself feel anything about that right now. In fact, before the Vampire in
front of him could speak, Zack started to focus through the pain in his head.


It throbbed and ached, but with
effort he pushed at the discomfort until it drew back enough for him to think a
little. Then he looked sharply at the muscular and fierce seeming Vampire in
front of him.


Forest spoke, as if on command.


“Good! I'd wondered if we'd damaged
you beyond waking. That happens sometimes with pieces of shit like you. So weak
and delicate, but going around acting like you're invincible heroes. Ha!” A
slap rang across Zack's face.


Instead of speaking, he took the time
after the blow to lock down all remaining pain perception as well as he could,
his head ringing from the first blow. All the aches faded, and then vanished
finally, his focus still wavered though, in and out.


“Don't worry though. I'm not going to
kill you. That would kill that little bitch Clara too fast, stupid of her to
link herself to something like you, it would serve her right to just find
herself dead. I want to remind her of old times first, though. Maybe you can
join us? Your father told us how you loved taking it in the behind when you
were a boy. Maybe you and Clara could work as a team, taking on all comers? Oh,
he told me to say hello for him by the way. 'Hello.'” The Vampire gave him a
mocking wave.


A blow came in from the other
direction, whipping his head around and sending a couple of teeth flying. Zack
just pulled his head around and stared. He hadn't felt the blow as more than
pressure. Once pain had been properly locked down, further pain always seemed
easier to manage, he'd noticed over the past weeks.


“What, nothing to say? No begging? No
asking me not to hurt your beloved?” Another blow rang his head, he felt
something click in his neck, a tendon ripping, he thought, rather than his neck
breaking.


Libby gasped and started mumbling
something. After his head cleared again and the black sparkles of
unconsciousness left him, he realized she had been chanting “I'm sorry,” though
she sat with her hands firmly over her ears, she still shook every time a blow
struck.


Zack didn't speak, instead he
gathered his energy into a black line and struck at Forest with it.


Nothing happened.


He tried again and again.


The Vampire started laughing at him
then.


“Oh, that tickles a little bit! Do
you think me a fool? Do you think that I wouldn't come prepared? It took weeks,
and more money that I care to say, but I found an amulet that thwarts your use
of life energy against me and inserted it into my own body. Lesser Shia; you
really can find anything there. You can't hurt me that way now. Without
your little trick and away from a node... You. Are. Nothing!” The Vampire
punctuated each of the last three words with another blow to the head.
Everything went black.


That still didn't take him out of the
game, just out of being able to move for the moment. Taking his time to think,
Zack let himself come up with a plan. One that was dangerous, and probably
wouldn't work, but it was all he could think of for the moment. What had Big
Shadow told him? To be clever and creative? That was close enough.


When he came to regular consciousness
again, the room had emptied, except for one Vampire, who stood in front of him,
watching closely. As soon as his eyes opened, the strange man called out in a
language that Zack had never heard before. Forest came back in, followed by two
other Vampires, both men. Given how he'd treated Claire it wasn't really
shocking to find that no women wanted to work with the freak. It would always
be too dangerous.


“We have other things to do, and we
don't want to risk you getting away, I do hope you understand? You're worth far
too much to simply kill. No. We'll leave you alive. Break his arms and legs,
but leave him tied to the chair. We'll leave two of you to guard him while we attend
to business.”


As two of the Vampires took turns
breaking first his arms, dislocating the shoulders actually, rather than
breaking them at the bone, making loud popping sounds. Then his legs, tearing
the tendons in his knees again failing to actually break the bone, Zack focused
on what Shadow Forest said to him, ignoring what the beasts he couldn't stop at
the moment did to him.


By midnight the lines will be ours.
First we win Underwood and use that as a base to invade everywhere else. So
many places expect travel from that Nexus now that they won't even understand
what's hitting them at first. The Demons better hold up their end of this!


From the other room he heard Libby
crying out as his legs popped, another voice, a woman's, whispered something to
her that he couldn't hear. Her sobs were louder than the small grunts he made
when the air forced itself from his lungs, beyond even his ability to control.


Forest hit him a few more times for
good measure, in the midsection. He grunted as air exploded from him, still
managing to stop any pain from truly reaching his awareness. These others barely
seemed to notice the fact. Which was strange. Did they really think it was all
over, just because he had a tiny bit of damage?


At the command of the older Vampire,
two split off from the group, and stood outside the door of the room. He heard
the others leave, probably running with that super speed of theirs cross
country to a node Zack simply hadn't been to. It could be in the back yard for
all he knew, he couldn't tell where they were without being shown on a map,
unless he got within sight of it. Not that he knew of.


Looking around he saw that nothing in
the room looked like it would help him get free. He tried to calm his thoughts
even more, focusing only on the problem at hand.


He could take out the Vampires, if
Forest had neglected to get amulets for them as well, and being that he'd
whined about the price of one, that seemed likely. At least Zack thought he
could do it. Maybe... He decided he'd have to risk it.


He couldn't count on Libby for help,
or the other woman, they were part of the trap. A stab of pain lanced through
his mind at the betrayal, and he focused on the source of the emotion, knowing
that this part would be the one to hit him the hardest. Since his parents had
betrayed him too, back when. He found it and let go of the pain, focusing on
shutting off all of his emotional responses, while keeping the physical portion
shut off as well. He didn't have time to worry about emotions or let them rule
him now. Later maybe.


First he needed to get out of the
chair, even if he couldn't possibly walk right now.


That stymied him. Nothing around
would let him cut the ropes. Could he blast then with a line of force? Focusing
he tried to play that through in his head, and decided he could do it,
most likely at least, but he'd really break his arms due to the force of the
moving ropes, possibly ripping the skin off as well. He needed to not take any
more damage from this if he could help it.


What then, if he focused the line of
force though? Using that to take out just a few strands of rope at a time,
would that work?


 Trying it, he thought he felt a few
strands crunch, signaling that they'd snapped. He hoped. Zack kept going,
removing a little bit at a time, sensing where the ropes were behind him,
rather than seeing them. Until all at once, with a mighty effort on his part,
the last strand broke. He couldn't pull his arms around yet. It was a real
start though, he figured.


The door opened, and one of the
remaining Vampires, a dark haired man with a mustache and dressed a bit like a
farmer came in and said something in a foreign language. Using all of his
focus, he tried to form the energy into a thin dark line, this time about eight
inches wide, and shoved it through the other man's throat, pulling back as fast
as he could, just in case, hoping to pull as much life energy out of him as
possible. Better an unconscious Vampire with a head than nothing, he reasoned.
At the last second it seemed that twelve inches wide would be more prudent, in
case he missed a little.


Standing there without moving for
several seconds Zack began to wonder if Forest had actually spent the money to
have all his people equipped with those amulets. If so he was more
cautious and probably smarter than Claire had been telling him. 


Then the Vampire's head slipped off
with a thunk.


So, no. That part wasn't going
to be a problem. Being so focused he didn't grin about it, but he could see the
humor in the situation. They'd underestimated him. Probably because to their
minds he was made of food. Even a cow could kick a person to death though.
People choked on chicken bones all the time too.


Food could be deadly.


The other Vampire came through the
door fast, but not using his full speed. So he slipped on the blood of the now
headless man and hit the stone wall hard. Zack hit him in the back with another
line of black force, then, after the Vampire fell, cut his head off, too.


As a trick, that one worked really
well, it seemed.


Knowing he couldn't stand, Zack held
his position, staying in the chair. It was pretty sturdy, made of something
like wrist thick logs. Blinking, Zack realized that had been done so that he
wouldn't easily break it if he started to snap the ropes. Like he could do
that? It was a little incongruent, since Forest quite clearly didn't think he
was physically strong at all. That probably meant one of the others had thought
of it for him.


Libby and her friend or relative,
whatever she happened to be, could come through the door at any moment. Probably
armed, since that was generally the way that Weres fought. He readied himself
for that, held his mind sharp and prepared, but no one came.


Eventually he freed himself from the
ropes, and fell to the floor in a slow-motion slump, a gasp coming from him due
to the impact. He knew that Libby could hear him, and her friend probably could
too, but they didn't say anything. Zack could still hear his Bat girl out there,
crying. A sense of pity rose up inside of him, which he took care of quickly.
He didn't have time for pity. He had to get to Underwood and inform them
of what Forest and the Demons had planned.


Or contact them some other way.


Rolling on the floor, he eventually
managed to get his right arm in the socket with a pop. Then he did the left, in
a similar fashion. His knees... He couldn't do anything about them. His legs
wouldn't carry his weight, so he crawled to the doorway using his hands, his
legs dragging behind him uselessly.


From the door he could see Libby,
sitting huddled and crying, with the other woman comforting her. Pointing a
single finger of his left hand at the other woman, he cast out a faint gray
line of energy, hitting her firmly in the head, then repeated it about three
seconds later, a little harder, knocking her out.


Libby noticed this and sat up. Her
face splotchy and damp with tears. When she saw him she whimpered a little, her
Shadow speaking of his pain and how sorry she felt.


But she spoke out loud.


“I know I deserve to die. I'm so
sorry.” Closing her eyes firmly she said, “Do it”.


He looked around the room instead.


“Libby, is there a phone?” He asked
her in a slightly muffled voice, slurring and lisping because of his missing
front teeth and the swelling of his face.


Looking up she didn't answer, instead
her shoulders hunched and she pointed to a shelf that had a cordless phone.


“It's hooked up to the computer. You
can call, just dial normally.” Finally, she looked at him and got up to get him
the phone.


He tried dialing the phone number of
Candles and More, though he had trouble hitting the buttons accurately, as he'd
started to see two of everything, his left eye had swollen almost completely
shut. On his third try he got in and the phone rang, but no one answered.


He figured it must have gotten late,
so Kyle locked up and took off, as he should have, under normal
conditions, after all, Zack had taken off with Libby, why would he suspect
anything? That was probably the point of her being the one to do it. Betray him
like that, to their enemies.


He tried to remember the number for
Frozen YoGurt, but couldn't and he didn't know his new home phone number at all
yet. Wracking his brain he couldn't come up with a single number he knew.


“Libby... they're going to attack
Underwood.” Words came out, but he had to say it three times for her to get his
meaning. “Are the Weres all in on it, or is it just you?” he asked.


“No. Just me, just my family, I can
explain...” she started.


He cut her off.


“Not now. Call your work, somebody
should be there, I hope.” Again he repeated the basic message several times.


Nessa picked up. He tried to talk to
her, but she had too hard of a time understanding him at first, he finally put
Libby on the phone, pointed his hand at her and said, “Tell her!”


“Nessa... I messed up... big time.
There's no time to explain... No, listen, they're coming to attack Underwood.
No, not a joke, this is real. Sound the alert, tell everyone. I don't think
there's much time. Vampires for sure...”


Zack said to say Demons, Libby got
the idea.


“Demons too, so at least some of them
are coming in by the nodes. Go... I'll tell you the rest later. If I live.”


With an alert out, he relaxed a
little. His eyes had blurred and he had to fight feelings of nausea, so he
closed them. The left one anyway, the right had already conveniently shut for
him.


For some reason, he thought of
something that he hadn't in a while. Something he'd done once. How had
he done it? Almost done it. He tried to remember. Maybe he was wrong,
but it could be worth trying, he hoped.


He balled up his Shadow around his
soul, like he did when hiding from Demons or Vampires. Then he pushed it deep
inside of himself. Deeper. He circulated his energy through this blackness, hard.
He didn't stop even when it felt he had hit a wall. Then he tried for more, but
nothing happened.


He focused on the store in Underwood,
a shock slapping him in the head as hard as anything Forest had done stopped
him, pushing him into the floor hard, so hard he almost blacked out again. The
floor creaked under him, even bowing slightly, he thought, so he might be doing
something. Maybe something closer?


He tried for the node in France
instead, this time he felt, rather than saw, a fold in space between the two
points develop as he pushed through with his energy. Exhaustion rolled over him,
nearly making him pass out. Zack tried to fight it, it just didn't happen, the
world graying out in a swirl of tiny, shiny black dots, with what looked like
glitter around them. Then, slowly, he came back. Making a great effort, he
crawled into the shortcut he'd opened up, hoping that it would be real and not
just something his battered and bruised brain had come up with to try and
comfort him.


He went through it, a familiar tug
taking place, leaving him laying on the floor of a node room, the one he and
Libby had come through. He remembered then that he'd left Libby behind, and
almost turned back for her. Instead he realized that she'd be safer there,
keeping her alive for questioning later. He knew her so well, that he didn't
think she could go anywhere in the world he couldn't find. Not even out of the
world they all knew. She couldn't hide from him, from this.


Crawling into the node, he made his
way home.


The store was dark and shut down, but
he heard noise out front, people running and shouting. There were no attack
noises yet. Thankfully. He needed some help. If he could get to Patty, even
Kyle or Norris, then they might be able to help him heal from all of this.
Unlocking the door might be beyond him at this moment though, so he tried
calling out for help.


“Drake? Can any of you out there hear
me? It's Zack, in the Candle shop. I need help. Just come in, I'll buy a new
lock. Please help. Anyone?” So slurred were his words that he wondered if they
would understand him if they did hear him.


“Help!” He tried to be clearer.


From the front a sharp crash came and
Nikki stood beside him suddenly, kneeling.


“What the fuck?” she said
looking at his wounds. “What happened?”


“Attack coming. Betrayed...” He
couldn't bear to say Libby had done it. Not yet. “Attacked, beaten. Got away.
Get me Alede. Val or Patty. Please. Explain later.” Still not feeling the pain,
he tried to speak as clearly as possible, even the Vampire in front of him
winced and said he didn't have to speak, once she understood.


She used all her speed and came back
only a few minutes later with Val following her at a dead run, dressed in black
military style fatigues. Even hurt he knew she looked hot. Oh, he didn't care
about it at the moment, but it was still there, in the back of his mind.


“Oh god! What happened to you?” 


He mumbled "betrayed" and
asked Nikki to help them to the back. Then he asked her to leave, to go and get
ready for the attack.


When she'd gone, he tried to explain
to Val what he needed her to do.


"Change..." It was mumbled,
and he really didn't want to be specific about it.


"How would me changing into
Voite help? I don't see..."


Honestly, he wanted to roll his eyes,
but could kind of understand it. Gender switching was linked to sex for her,
not healing. Not even fighting really.


"No... me..." It took a few
repetitions for the words to be clear enough, but after the fifth one, she got
it.


“Change you? I don't see how...”
Cutting her off he just said that it would help heal him. Actually, he said,
"Ouh, id."


She understood after a bit that he
was ordering her to do it, even as the noise from outside started to
shift a little.


She pursed her lips and looked
around.


“I learned how to do it in school,
but I've never actually done it before, what if I mess up?”


He looked at her and nearly laughed,
then told her it would be fine. On the Shadow level. Speaking just wasn't doing
the trick at the moment.


Pulling his shirt up, she laid one
hand flat on his stomach, one on his chest, and closed her eyes. At first
nothing happened and she started muttering to herself. Eventually he started to
feel that odd bubbling and shrinking sensation he had before and everything
started to itch including a few place that seemed to be outside his body for
some reason.


Val opened her eyes and gasped.


“Oh! You're gorgeous!” She
started to say more, but Zack held up a hand to stop her.


“Don't say any more about it. Forget
you saw me like this, and don't tell anyone, all right? This isn't about vanity
or something, it's important. I just can't tell you why yet.” He looked at her,
hoping his new face – her new face, he remembered trying to adjust – would
convey the urgency.


“Do you think you can get me back to
normal now?” He asked her after a few seconds. She didn't nod, she just put her
hand out and started the whole thing over again. This time it went much faster.


Feeling good, if a little weak, he
stood up and hugged her.


“Libby led me into a trap. I don't
know why yet. Someone, a family member of hers I think, was there too, with a
bunch of Vampires. I killed two Vampires getting out. They're coming here,
according to their leader, that Vamp I knocked out a week ago... We told you
all about that right?” He looked at her to see her response, a simple nod.


“What now?” The blonde Succubus,
whose hair looked to have been cut into a military bob, instead of being most
of the way down her back. He'd noticed that her hair would change length
rapidly, but had never asked how it happened. He did that with a lot of things,
noticed and then ignored them.


Really, that's what had gotten him in
trouble with Libby. Her inner self had even tried to tell him that something
had gone wrong, that he shouldn't help her, but instead of questioning her on
that level, he'd tried to give her privacy. In this case it had backfired
tremendously.


“Now,” he said, trying to sound
confident. “Now I sit in the void, and wait for Demons, trying to kill as many
of them as I can, before they get here.”












Chapter forty-four





 


In the void, he sat, pondering the
world. Waiting for an influx of Demons to head toward his Nexus. Zack didn't
know if he'd actually be able to determine where this point in the void would
be, since there were no actual locations there. He watched the Demon traffic
and waited for something to happen. After what seemed a long time of waiting,
days, or weeks, maybe longer, he saw a group of them converge on one point and
start to disappear.


He pounced on them, causing the very
stuff of the void to boil and shift within them, one at a time, until they were
erased from all reality. It took a while to get done each time, and of the
nearly thirty that made up the first wave, he only got five. It was a start, he
reminded himself, waiting for them to try and leave, possibly to make another
trip.


Eventually one by one, they started
coming back the other way. He took out seven on the return trip. When they came
back again, he got another four.


Though he waited and waited, no more
came out. After a while the whole of the void seemed to empty of Demons all
together. Word, it seemed, had gone out already, to all Demons. Only a
few still ventured to travel at this point, and he left those alone. They
weren't being a threat to him or his friends.


Zack, feeling calm and so focused it
wasn't funny, returned to the store, hearing a pitched battle going on outside.


Not knowing what else to do, he
ducked and crawled to the front of the store, where the safety glass windows
had been broken out again, leaving small pills of glass all over the place.
Peeking out he saw that the same thing had happened to Frozen YoGurt as well.
He hoped everyone would be all right.


Hearing shooting, he saw a group of
Vampires heading his way, each carrying mean looking weapons. Automatics, he
thought, though he couldn't tell for sure. He ducked down, using his ability to
see their Shadow beasts instead of looking at them with his eyes, and used his
energy to send a dense black line, about ten inches across toward the head of
the one in front. To everyone else it just looked like his head fell off for no
reason. He got two more before the others ran away and hid somewhere. They did
it so fast that he couldn't even target them.


In the distance down the main walkway,
there were two floating spheres of fire, lines of white reaching out every now
and then, causing people to turn into pillars of plasma, glowing white hot for
a few second and then going out, the fuel, including the water in the body,
having been consumed.


The Djinn, he realized, two of them
at least.


People, some of them very small,
stood facing a line of Vampires and Demons armed with firearms, the kind that
looked like machine guns to Zack. The small people all seemed to be wearing
slightly glowing armor of some form and carrying swords that fit their stature.


When the Vampires and Demons fired at
them, the bullets shed off of them like rain. Small flares of energy came from
their armor when something hit them, keeping even the smallest of them from
moving back under the impact. Suddenly they attacked as one, without any verbal
command that he could hear. The Vampires and Demons that didn't run... fell,
and didn't get back up.


He didn't see any of his Vampires or
Alede, though at the other end of the Mall he could see Keeber and Nessa along
with some of the women from Princess Pretty Nail, shooting at anyone in the
walkway they didn't recognize.


Sometime between the Djinn cooking
most of the Vampires that were invading, the main fighting force, it seemed to
Zack, and Ang transforming into a dragon, the atmosphere changed. Even though
the attackers were now outnumbered, they'd stopped falling, even when clearly
killed. Bullets and swords did nothing to them. People on his side, he saw,
started to die, or at least go down and stop moving.


Devon, who'd been repelling invaders
with Beatrice, suddenly turned and ran to his shop.


The fighting continued, but nothing
they did could harm the last twelve or so invaders, even the hottest fires of
the Djinn couldn't touch them, though the light did blind them for a few
moments. Spoiling their aim a bit.


Devon came back at a run, and a
voice, a Shadow voice, thundered in Zack's mind.


HOLD!


Everyone else froze for a second,
Zack however ignored the command and walked out of the store, to see if he
could tell what had happened. A huge Shadow hung in the middle of the Mall,
looking a lot like his friend, Big Shadow, though smaller, a mere third the
size at best.


Another such Shadow became visible to
him, it had been holding itself over the invaders. It regarded the other Shadow,
floating up to meet it. A few seconds later a third, almost identical black,
floating thing became visible. Their shapes shifted and moved,
incomprehensibly. Just when you felt you had a perception of what they were,
things changed, though they didn't actually move at all. It would have been
more confusing, but Zack saw similar things each time he talked to anyone.


They didn't move or talk at all, each
one orienting toward the other silently as far as he could tell. After about
five minutes of this, everyone but Zack frozen in place, a voice boomed again.


IT HAS BEEN DECIDED. EACH SIDE SHALL
HAVE A CHAMPION. THE VICTOR TAKES ALL. THE WINNER HAS TO OUTLIVE THE LOSER. IN
CASE OF A DRAW, NEW CHAMPIONS WILL BE DECIDED.


Zack wondered why champions should be
picked, since a fight had already been going on. He projected this on the Shadow
level just to see if anyone would answer.


ONCE THE FRAY WAS JOINED BY ONE OF
US, THERE COULD BE NO FAIR VICTOR WITHOUT DESTRUCTION OF THIS WORLD. WE HAVE
INTERCEDED TO RIGHT THE BALANCE. OUR BROTHER WILL NOT GIVE OVER AND ALLOW HIS
MINIONS TO BE SLAUGHTERED. HE AGREES TO A DUEL BY CHAMPIONS AS A FAIR CONTEST.


They were further told, on a more
silent level, that each would be measured and judged to see who would be the
champion for their side. Many factors would be used to make the best choice for
each, equality of combatants being a prime concern.


WHO SPEAKS FOR THIS PLACE?


The voice asked. Zack knew it came
from the one on the left. How he knew this remained a mystery to him however.


Devon stepped forward.


“I speak for this place. I command my
kind here, oh Arch-Demons from beyond.” A low bow accompanied his words.


WHO SPEAKS FOR THE OPPOSITION?


“I do.” A familiar voice spoke from
the other side of the mall, walking out from behind one of the square white
pillars, where he had been hiding. Zack knew the face well, it hadn't changed
in all of these years, nor since he had last seen it at Lesser Shia.


The Demon riding around in the corpse
of his father stood there, wearing a black suit, holding a hand gun with a
really long clip hanging out. He sauntered arrogantly toward the floating
masses and bowed to the one on the right, that had been helping his side win.


“Master,” he intoned reverently.


THE ARBITRATOR WILL SELECT THE
CHAMPION FOR EACH SIDE. WE'LL THEN HEAR BRIEF ARGUMENTS AS TO THE WORTHINESS OF
EACH AND OTHERS MAY BE SUGGESTED, THEN THE ARBITRATOR WILL RULE AS TO THE FINAL
NAMES.


The center mass of roiling blackness
moved over the people below, stopping briefly at each one, eventually he worked
his way down to where Zack stood, repeating the same action.


Then it moved back to its original
place, flickering slightly for some reason.


THE CHAMPIONS ARE: LESEIL DUROC FOR
THE OPPOSITION AND ZACHARY HARTLEY FOR THE DEFENDERS. STEP FORWARD.


Zack, hoping that he had an opponent
that he could at least hit with something other than his face saw quickly that
the other champion, Duroc, turned out to be Forest.


Of course.


If that amulet stopped him from using
any of his abilities, this fight would be a bit like a kitten fighting a lion.
Funny on paper, but quickly decided and in this case, not in the right way.


Devon took a step forward, and
addressed the central Arch-Demon directly.


“Mr. Hartley is not a fighter. He's a
good man, with many sterling traits and indeed is proving to be a unique
talent, but to my knowledge he's not well-suited by strength of arm or martial
ability to such a contest, surely others here would be better suited to this
task? Or is this competition a mere farce? If so, then I'll withdraw my
suggestion...”


Zack didn't bother feeling insulted.
That summary was probably kinder than his actual abilities warranted. He
noticed Wu-Li nodding at this slightly, though Dan looked at him and smiled a
tiny bit, from where they stood on the side lines.


He couldn't tell if everyone could
move yet, but little signs of motion started appearing in the crowd. A nod, a
shift of weight, one of the Trolleinkein scratched something on their face,
Birk, he thought.


The Demon in black, Cruxias if he'd
been told the name correctly, took a step forward as well.


“I disagree. Zack has already bested
Mr. Duroc in physical combat, in front of nearly a hundred witnesses. More, he
was the first of the defenders to set foot into the Moorplank Center, a battle which
he played the largest role in winning of any single being involved.” Shifting
his weight to address the arbitrator more directly he continued.


“He has, in fact, acted as champion
for others and rescuer of more. If anything, it should be us that call foul
here. Would you set the Djinn on us if we asked to have this one refused as
being too powerful?”


SILENCE!


This seemed to come from the
arbitrator.


THE DECISION STANDS. LESEIL DUROC,
ZACHARY HARTLEY. YOU HAVE FIVE MINUTES TO PREPARE YOURSELVES FOR BATTLE. YOU
MAY USE ANY WEAPON YOU FIND OR CAN MAKE ON THE FIELD OF BATTLE. TO LEAVE THE
FIELD IS TO FORFEIT. THE WINNER IS THE LAST ALIVE. YOU MAY NOT HAVE HELP IN THE
FIGHT ITSELF AND MAY BRING ONLY WEAPONS YOU PERSONALLY OWN AT THIS TIME.


Zack shut down all of his emotions in
a few moments, already having been being suppressed for hours it took only a
small amount of focus to finish the job. Then he shut down all possible
sensation of pain again, since he'd let go of that part of things after his
change and healing.


“Husband! Your sword!” Merri, dressed
in shining, gold-colored armor that glowed slightly and carrying a sword nearly
as long as she was tall, resting on one shoulder ran to him, a smaller blade in
her other hand. Slipping the sword into his left hand, she drew her long blade
and cut the palm of his right hand, asking him to take the handle in his now
bleeding hand and call the sword by name.


Looking at the runes which danced and
shifted like an optical illusion, he couldn't make out a name at all.


Merri, seeing this, blushed and
whispered. “She's called 'Shield of Innocence'...”


“Shield of Innocence!” He called out
with a strong voice, just in case that is what she had in mind. She beamed at
him. While it seemed a bit melodramatic to him, the other Alfric all nodded
approval, so maybe he'd done it right?


Turning to the Arbitrator she called
out, “This is a true sword, bonded now to my husband, but commissioned as a
dowry over two months past. No weapon can ever be said to belong more truly to
a being!”


No one, not even the Demon Cruxias
tried to argue the point.


Forest clearly didn't see it as a
threat, being a little shy of two foot long, straight and he presumed, sharp.


Keane came over with Claire, though
he did the speaking.


“Vampires are strong, fast and agile.
Wood through the heart, which means the center, not the thing in the chest,
that will weaken even an old one like him. It won't kill him though, for that
you must take off his head, or burn his body to near ashes. Use that trick of
yours, where you make things explode –”


Zack interrupted. “Off the table. He
had an amulet placed under his skin, to keep it from working on him. I already
tried earlier.”


Keane just accepted this, knowing
time would run out soon.


“Then use the other trick, speed only
works if they know where to run. Win. Things will go poorly for us all if you
don't.” This last bit came out rather dryly.


Claire didn't hug him, nor did any of
the others. Hilda stood across the central walkway, with the other
Trolleinkein, looking... proud. Val looked worried, as did the rest of the
Alede. Not that he could blame them. If my fate rested in my hands I'd
be worried too, he thought, then realized it was in his hands.


Not having a lot of options, he held
his blade up awkwardly and began pulling his Shadow in around his soul, ready
to go invisible as fast as possible. He also had a thought, which probably
wouldn't work, but could buy him some space if things went the way he thought
they might. Maybe.


A voice suddenly told them to ready
themselves. A moment later it said something else.


BEGIN.


Zack stepped to the left and vanished
as fast as he could, trying to bring the blade down across his body at the same
time. Forest came at him, as expected, in a dead run. Seeing the blade, he
dodged to his right at the last instant, clipping Zack's left shoulder and
sending him spinning on the ground as if hit by a car at high speed. The blade
spun out of Zack's hand, flying off to the side.


Something in his shoulder gave way a
bit, though he rolled when he hit the ground, causing the impact to be a bit
less that it would have been otherwise. Keeping his focus he managed to turn
invisible to the Vampire.


Getting up slowly, he noticed a lot
of the audience looking at him. Since all of the bad guys left were Vamps or
Demons he called out to the others.


"Don't look at me! He might be
able to figure out where I am that way." Zack smiled grimly, knowing that
this one trick may well not be enough.


Almost everyone managed to focus on
Forest instead, a few looked in other places though, as if trying to throw
things off for the Vampire in case he noticed where they looked.


He looked around to see if there were
anything he could use to help, keeping moving, if slowly, seemed the best
option.


“Have I won? Did he flee from the
battle?” Forest called out. “Maybe he's actually a tiny bit smarter than
he looks!” The Vampires and Demons left laughed.


Apparently, what hid Zack from Demons
and Vampires didn't work on Arch-Demons.


THE CONTEST CONTINUES. YOU ARE IN
BATTLE.


Looking around, Zack finally noticed
that Riley stood in the opening of the Fun Zone staring at his broom, which
he'd left propped up next to the door, in the walkway. The wooden handled broom
that had given him a splinter the last time he'd used it.


In the combat area.


He made his way over to it, trying to
avoid Forest as he waved his arms around looking for him by touch. He didn't
know if a Vampire would feel him or not in this state, given the amulet he had
inside of him, but Zack didn't want to test it if he could help it. Plus, if one
of those arms hit him, it would still do damage.


When he got there, Zack stood in
front of the broom, considering what to do. The sword he'd been given by Merri
lay in the food court, so he couldn't use that to sharpen the handle into a
stake. Could he use the same kind of thin line that had decapitated Vampires at
an angle to sharpen it and get out of the way fast enough to avoid another
impact like the first? He didn't know, maybe if he could use that to his
advantage though, he thought, the huge momentum of the Vampire running into the
stake somehow.


Striking the handle with a slanted
line of force, he grabbed it and placed the back end of it against the wall as
Forest flew at him, almost faster than he could see. It worked, if poorly. The
handle had pushed through the Vampire's stomach and out the back, with plenty
of broom handle left over for him to grab in order to pull it out. As Zack
understood it the wood had to stay in the body to keep him weakened and slowed.


Looking as the situation carefully and
rationally, he flashed on the idea of making the stake shorter. Lashing out
quickly, he trimmed it, using a line of energy just above the surface of
Forest's body. Then he jockeyed for position, and did the same to the back.


 Then he stood there, at a loss. He
had absolutely nothing with which he could kill a Vampire. Even one weakened
like this. He sure wished he had his little sword now.


Zack noticed something then. There
was a small flare of power, running toward him, and his fingers twitched. The
blade was held in his right hand, and not where it was before. He didn't know
how that had happened. Perhaps some kind of magic the Alfric had. Regardless,
he knew part of what to do next.


He ran up behind the now slow-moving
Vampire. Slow for a Vampire that is, if still somewhat faster than Zack.
Drawing the sword up he moved to slash at the base of the neck, hoping to
decapitate him in one clean blow.


“Behind you! Move!” A man's voice
called, causing the Vampire to dodge quickly and send a sweeping kick through
the space Zack ran into. He grunted loudly and heard something pop for the fourth
or fifth time that day in his rib cage on the left side.


HOLD!


The Arch-Demons moved toward the man
that cried out, Rikesh the Djinn as it turned out. They did something and
Rikesh simply wasn't there anymore.


NO INTERFERENCE FROM THE OUTSIDE.
CONTINUE.


Gasping for air now, Zack tried to
get behind the Vampire again, but Forest kept circling, having figured that one
out. Finally catching the pattern, he moved toward the Vampire's hands, letting
them just miss him, and hit at Forest's neck with all of his might as the turn
continued. The blade entered and stuck briefly, staying in his hand while the
other man turned toward him, yelling.


Dancing to the side, Zack hit him
again, and again. After ten or so passes, some hitting the shoulder and at
least one hitting the Vampire in the head, he fell down, the stake still
slowing him. 


Forest didn't pop right back up, so
Zack ran up to him and started aiming blows to the back of the Vampire's neck
without stopping now. He had to jump back a few times as the slowed and
weakening Forest swiped a hand out trying to stop him, to kill him.


After what seemed like forever,
hacking away at the increasingly still neck, he finally removed the head from
the body. His arm burned from muscle fatigue.


As the body in front of him melted
like wax on a griddle, making little puddles of flesh that reminded him of
clear but melted butter, Zack realized that he hadn't eaten in hours. His
stomach burned with pain, demanding to be fed, and soon. He tried to take stock
of his injuries, but he couldn't do that without feeling the pain from them and
he didn't want to do that yet, in case some kind of problem came up. Just
because this fight was over didn't mean that the battle really would be. He'd
wait before relaxing, not knowing what else to do.


The Arch-Demons didn't move for a
moment. Instead the two more neutral ones moved to be on either side of the one
that had helped the invaders earlier, and then they all left. They were just
gone, not even a sense that they had been there remained except for the now
statue-still bodies of the invaders they left behind. All were dead, which for
the Demons just meant finding a new body. Vampires though were, in part, the
person they originally were, so they simply died in place, melting like Forest
did.


The one exception for the Demons
seemed to be Cruxias, the one in his dad's body. That body couldn't be found at
all. Zack knew because he did the searching himself, injured or not.


That being taken care of for now, he
walked, noticing a limp, over to Beautiful Plus and made it to the couch in
Patty's office before collapsing. Someone had followed him in, though he didn't
see who. Everything faded to black.


It was, he felt, more relaxing that
way. Remembering his lessons, he forced energy to circulate inside of him, for
what felt like a long time, but probably wasn't.


Zack woke up in pain, with Hilda
holding him upright in her lap, feeding him a sweet beverage. Too sweet.
He had to force himself to keep drinking it, even though his body clearly
demanded the calories. They kept that up for a long time, constantly getting a
new one every time the old ran out.


After an hour of this, someone
brought in a variety of Frozen YoGurts. Hilda fed him these with a spoon,
slowly enough to prevent brain freeze, but only just. Then more of the sweet,
almost like an orange flavored syrup, beverage that had, she told him, a large
amount of calories.


Wu-Li came in and diagnosed him with
exhaustion. Zack, not even being a healer, had already guessed at that one.
Still, he managed a weak smile as the Master spoke.


“I'd say that bed rest and light work
is in order for at least a week, and that only because you recover so quickly.
Too much more and you simply would have stopped working and fallen dead, you
know. Taking Ambassador Claire with you. I understand that you didn't have much
choice, but do be more careful in the future if possible. At least remember to
eat...”


He left after that, leaving Zack's
wounds untreated, since Kyle had come to heal them for him, doing them piecemeal,
one at a time, rather than a single energy-draining change that would fix
everything at once.


“Who knows when I'll get to be fully
fed again? I need to save my energy for now. I have enough for this, but don't
go getting hurt again soon, expecting me to fix it.” The boy smiled at him and
punched him in a now-healed shoulder.


Claire came in with Merri and they
both just held him, not letting go for a long time. Hilda had returned with
some real food, courtesy of Xan from the Burger Joint, and more of that too
sweet drink.


Val also visited, and closed the
door, only to have it open again moments later as Lisa came in.


They didn't fuss over him, really,
though he did have to listen to Hilda tell Lisa what had happened. She covered
the stuff with Libby, the Arch-Demons and the fight, which came out sounding
much cooler than it actually had been.


“When we looked for it though, the
body of the Demon that had been Zack's dad wasn't there. I think he took off
during the fight, knowing that Zack would win. We do know part of what he's
involved in and that they at least have the support of an Arch-Demon.” The big
woman finished saying.


Val spoke, hesitant for some reason.


“So, what do we do about Libby?” She
asked them all, sounding worried and sad at the same time.


Zack answered, his voice soft,
feeling the pain of the betrayal for the first time since it happened.


“We need to find her, and find out
what she knows about all of this. I'd also like to know why, but that's
secondary. It has to be. I don't know what to do after that. We'll have to find
out other things first, I guess.” A tear ran down his cheek, followed by
another. 


No one said anything about it though.



They all understood.












Chapter forty-five





 


Zack stepped into the courtroom that
had been set up in an isolated conference center in Montana. Instead of a
single spot for a judge, there was a table with ten chairs, and no jury box.
Most of the seats in the gallery were taken already, so he sat in the back,
away from anyone he knew.


Then they all listened to their
stories. This didn't cover just Libby, either. Her whole family stood trial.
The thing had been larger than just one confused or traitorous woman.


He listened to the charges, though
most of them seemed pretty ridiculous to his mind. The only thing that mattered
to him here was why. He thought he already knew, after searching his
memories, he just needed confirmation.


It came.


It turned out that three generations
before, Libby's great-grandfather, a king, had his son and heir stolen away. He
so loved his son that he sold his entire family line into slavery to Demons for
safe return of the boy. Seven generations of the family. By this bond, the entire
line had to serve the whims of those that held the key to the bargain.


To not do so, for even one member of
the family, would mean death by pain for all the rest. 


Those they needed for the trap had
been picked up, Libby first among them, though some twenty others too, and
tortured using the bargain's key, to show that the Demons meant business. Then
they were told that to fail meant each member of their family, young and old
alike, would have this pain inflicted upon them until they finally died, if each
one of them did not obey perfectly.


During the break he made his way over
to where Devon sat. The older but dapper and distinguished looking tailor
seemed more than a little skeptical about the approach, but not afraid.


Zack cleared his throat, softly.


"Could I speak to you outside
for a few moments?"


Rising without a word, the being gave
him a single nod.


Once outside, looking at the hills
that surrounded them, Zack asked for something. A strange thing, he didn't
doubt.


"Remember, I've killed sixteen of
your kind already. My mind is on our enemies right now, but there's no reason
that I couldn't sit in the void and kill all of your kind that moves for, say
the next fifty thousand years?"


 “Is that a threat Mr. Hartley?” the
Demon asked, not all that amused.


Shaking his head he looked at Devon
hard, finally, after nearly a full minute, he told the well-dressed man, “No,
It's the leverage you need to get me what I want. I don't want to send you in
empty handed.”


Devon laughed at this and walked
away, shaking his head slowly as he went.


When the court adjourned they called
various people up to the stand. Zack had only came to see the one, of course.


The Bat girl looked horrible, thin,
pale, and shaky. She admitted to everything and made no excuses for what she
had done.


“I knew it was wrong. I shouldn't
have done it,” was all even her own advocate could get her to say. In the end,
Zack found himself called, not to recount his story, but rather asked to
recommend what he thought would be a fitting punishment. That was
different than in the courts of the U.S. even if they were technically inside
that place. Why would his opinion be asked about that? Didn't that lead to a
lot of victims asking for their betrayers to be killed?


Zack sat in the chair provided, near
the front, facing the panel of ten. Claire and Hilda had come to support him,
knowing that this wouldn't be easy for him. They sat in the audience, about two
rows back. Few would see the value in it, he knew, not even among his own
friends. Val couldn't bear to come at all, being that it hurt too badly for
her, and Merri didn't want to have to look at Libby, afraid she'd kill her
outright for the pain she'd caused him. Not the beating, but the betrayal of
his, and their, trust.


They asked him what should become of
this line, what punishment, what tortures, did he think most fitting. For
hundreds of people. Most of them not even being involved in what had happened.
All of them forced.


His answer sent a brief wave of shock
through the room.


“Nothing." Zack actually had to
wait for the gasps to silence, as if what he was saying didn't make sense. "It
would have been one thing had they all sought to simply save themselves, but a
person will do a lot to save their family. Their loved ones. Should we blame
them for doing what any of us might also do? Do we condemn them because of a
contract signed by an ancestor most of them have never even met? If we let them
go, does anyone really think they'll rise up and strike at us again?”


He shook his head.


“They didn't want any part of this.
To blame them all now, when they're as much victims as any of us, is absurd.
We can afford to let them go... so we should. They won't do it again.” Not if
he could help it.


A minor uproar came over the room.


A voice, strong and male, asked him
if the Demons wouldn't simply make use of them again?


“They might have, if it weren't for
the fact that I have just received full rights to their contract and
dissolved it. They're free now. At least from the Demons.”


Shaking his head, he went on again.


“Punishment is supposed to stop
future crimes. This release, from that deal, stops those crimes for us. To
punish them, to kill or imprison them, for doing nothing more than protecting
their families in the only way they could... that's bordering on insane. We are
people of justice, but also mercy and logic. The right course here isn't to
extract vengeance against the tools used to do harm, but rather to see the
sword sheathed. It is now. This is done.” He went back to his seat, and waited
for their judgment.


Most of them were found not guilty by
reason of coercion beyond reasonable endurance. A novel legal finding to him,
though it made sense, being literally true. Brin Patterson, Maryl Patterson,
and Libby Patterson were stripped of all worldly possessions and position in
Were society. No more cushy job for Brin or even Libby, but they walked away
with their lives, which hadn't been anticipated by anyone at the beginning of
the day.


As the court broke up, Zack collected
Claire and Hilda, two of the people dearest to his heart and started to leave.


“Zack... Zack...” He heard Libby
calling him, he just couldn't turn and look her in the eye yet. Not with what
he had to do to her.


“Zack, please. Whatever else
happens... I love you. I just wanted you to know....” She stood there dumbly
after that, not moving, not daring to speak, waiting for him to rage against
her, to yell or call her names.


Instead he simply nodded at her,
turned again, and walked away. On the Shadow level he sent to her a message.


I'm sorry...


As he left the courtroom, he had to
lock down every emotion he had left to keep from running to her and forgiving
her. He still loved her after everything. There were reasons he couldn't
comfort her now. Especially in public. Things she didn't know, that he hoped
she never had to find out, but that he feared he'd end up inflicting upon her
all too soon.


The only way he could get himself to
walk out of that room without turning was to make everything inside of himself
empty. A vast expanse.


A void.


He didn't feel the tear that fell
down his cheek.


Because it couldn't come.
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