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BOOK ONE

THE GIFT

CHAPTER 1

The bus lurched over a large pothole as it took the last turn into the station. Victor jerked out of sleep, kicking the seat in front of him as his body snapped into wakefulness. The man sitting next to him gave him an odd look, but Victor’s eyes didn’t waver from the scene outside his window.

Undercliff City. It’s been so long, I barely even remember it.

It was a particularly dark night, with enough cloud cover to block out the nearly full moon. In downtown Undercliff, amidst the corridor of skyscrapers, bars, and clubs, the city always felt alive. The bus was dropping Victor off on the outskirts, near the eponymous cliffs, where most of the houses and buildings were either condemned or well on their way.

Victor ran a hand through his dark, curly hair as the station came into view. He was tall and lanky, to the extent that the bus’s undersized seat was a bit uncomfortable for his legs. A sharp chin and dark eyes made his features look brooding and a bit mysterious, or at least, he liked to think so.

The bus doors opened with a vacuum sealed whoosh. Victor's fellow passengers began standing up and politely queuing for their turn to get off. Most of them were shabby, people that looked like they were coming home, rather than just visiting.

Am I just visiting? I don’t have a home anymore.

He stood up when it was his turn to join the line running down the aisle and felt a hot flash hit him like a stiff slap in the face. Victor coughed into the crook of his arm and managed a few unsteady steps forward as his stomach twisted, and cold sweat pooled on his forehead.

It was why he was there, and what it all came back to. Victor was sick in a way that no doctor could help with, in a way that no nineteen-year-old should be dealing with on their own. The one person who held the clue to his treatment lived here, in Undercliff City, the diamond that never fully escaped the rough.

“You okay, kid?”

The bus stop was a small roundabout with a single building in the center and a large parking lot next to it. Victor was leaning up against the rectangular sign that detailed all of the connecting routes. A man smoking a cigarette stood next to him.

“…Fine,” he murmured. “Never been better.”

The man laughed. Victor’s skin felt hot, as though all of the tiny hairs had burned to the root.

Do I look as bad as I feel?

The man standing next to him pulled a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket and offered one. Victor accepted it, puffing it to life on the man’s lighter. He hated the taste of nicotine and smoking in general, but his nerves were desperate for a distraction. After a few long drags, he felt himself relax a little.

“You’re not from around town, are you?” asked the man.

Victor shook his head.

“So why’d you come here?” The man coughed and tapped his cigarette, knocking a bit of ash from the tip. “Undercliff City sucks.”

“Bird watching,” said Victor. “Figure I’d see if I could spot myself a blue tailed bobby.”

The man broke out into raspy chuckles. Victor thanked him for the cigarette and watched as he wandered off into the dark, dreary parking lot.

Why did I come here?

He reached down to his tan messenger bag, the only physical baggage he’d brought with him. Technically, it was his father’s, though the distinction didn’t matter much to him anymore.

He unzipped the front pocket and fumbled through it with one hand until his fingers closed on paper. It was a picture, a picture of a woman. And she was the real reason why he’d come to Undercliff City.

Lucy Wilson. Dad’s old assistant.

The picture was old, from the early days of digital cameras, and printed on plain white paper. The woman in it was young, maybe four or five years older than Victor was now. She was also strikingly attractive, with dark blonde hair, crystaline blue eyes, and a body that looked like it belonged on a pinup model.

Towering over her at the side was Victor’s father, John. He had one arm around the petite woman’s shoulders and was almost smiling. Victor had rarely seen his father smile in all the time that he’d known him, and it seemed fitting.

Thunder rumbled in the distance. Tendrils of fog swept through the bus station from the southern cliffs, and rain began to fall in slowly accelerating droplets. Victor scowled and leaned over to put the photo away.

A few raindrops managed to beat him to the punch, scoring wet strikes on the picture that marred the low-quality ink. Victor gritted his teeth together and slid it into his pocket. The effect of the nicotine was wearing off, and he could feel another heat flash coming on, brewing in the tips of his fingers and toes.

He started walking. The last time he’d been in Undercliff City, he’d been nine years old. None of it looked familiar, and even if it had, he had no idea where to start looking.

Victor shifted his bag on his shoulder and turned so that he was heading toward the skyscrapers in the distance, into the heart of the city. A homeless woman sat half on the sidewalk and half in an alleyway and jingled a cup as he walked by.

“Please,” she said in a wispy voice. “I’m sleeping out here.”

Victor stopped, pulled a few quarters that he hadn’t ended up needing for bus fare out of his pocket, and dropped them into her cup. He turned to continue and heard the woman speak again, louder this time.

“It’s red. Burning red.”

A flash of red flickered across Victor’s vision, accompanied by a sharp stab of searing pain in his temples. He looked back at the woman.

“What did you say?”

“You haven’t realized yet, have you?” The woman broke out into cackles as the rain intensified, splashing water into her change cup. “You’ll have to choose, you know. You could be a hero, or you could be a villain. But you must hurry. It will kill you if you don’t.”

There was something about her words that made a shiver run down Victor’s spine. She sounded coherently crazy, the type of madness that was unsettling to parse out as a bystander.

I’m just paranoid. Mentally ill homeless women are a dime a dozen.

Victor took a step back from her and started making his way back toward the city center. Another burst of fire shot through his stomach, and he almost doubled over in shock.

“Hurry! Please hurry!” The woman’s shouts were lost to the rain as Victor forced himself forward. There was no turning back.


CHAPTER 2

The rain didn’t let up, and neither did Victor’s pain. Every step forward was a struggle against his sensitive nerves. He felt his body more intimately than he ever had before, and every ounce of that awareness screamed with the gentle caress of fire pokers and cattle prods.

This is too much.

Victor remembered an article he’d read about people with chronic pain and the struggle that it turned every day into for them. It made him feel anxiety on top of the fire, to the point of rattling each of the already aching breaths he took.

He slowed to a stop as he neared the edge of the city’s center. There was a tavern on the corner of the block with a sign out front that read “Sammy’s Place.” Victor stumbled as much as walked down the stairs and inside, his legs carrying him with wobbly steps as though he’d already had too much to drink.

Victor was tall, and looked a good bit older than most men his age. A few dim lights lit the tavern, and it was still early enough in the night that there weren’t too many patrons milling about. A pool table took up space in the back, and a single flat screen hung from the wall behind the bar.

He collapsed down into one of the stools. The bartender was a stoic looking woman with short cut dark brown hair and a bored expression on her face. She lifted her head slightly in acknowledgment of him but said nothing.

“I’ll have a beer,” Victor muttered. The bartender moved to grab it for him without asking for ID, thankfully. Victor busied himself by pulling out the photo and taking another look at it. Long lines of smudging from the rain ran vertically across the woman’s face, making it nearly impossible to make out her features.

Maybe if I just keep drinking, the pain will go away, and I won’t need to find her.

He grimaced to himself as the bartender slid a beer in front of him. Victor took a small sip of it and noticed that a woman was watching him to his right, a few bar stools down.

“I think this fella is going to need more than one, Sammy,” she said. The bartender responded with a monosyllabic grunt and returned to polishing a glass from the counter behind her.

The woman slipped off her bar stool and moved to the one next to Victor. She stared at him intently for a second. Victor tried to stay focused on the beer, and the picture, and anything but his pain.

“Is that your girlfriend?” asked the woman. Victor blinked, keeping his attention focused on the bar.

“No.”

“Oh, sorry. Ex-girlfriend?”

Victor finally looked over at her, trying to keep his eyes from narrowing into a glare. She wore a striped sleeveless top and a short black skirt, and she wore the outfit well.

“She’s actually the woman I’ve been sent back in time to protect,” he said. “Have you seen her around? The fate of the world depends on it.”

The sarcasm in his voice came off a bit flatter than he’d intended. The woman rolled her eyes and let out an annoyed sigh. Victor was about to push the line a bit further when something strange happened.

He caught the woman’s eye for a second and saw red. He wasn’t angry, and he wasn’t frustrated, but he saw the actual color red, shading his vision and everything else he could see like a photo filter. And even more strangely, his pain vanished, as though transfigured into something else in an instant.

A sharp noise buzzed in his ears as his vision returned to normal. The woman was still staring at him, her mouth hanging open in surprise, along with a hint of something new in her eyes.

Why is she looking at me like that?

The woman slipped forward, letting one of her legs slide in between Victor’s thighs. She pushed in closer, close enough for Victor to be acutely aware of her breasts and cleavage, and then pushed her lips against his.

Holy shit.

The kiss was hungry and primal. Victor felt her sliding her tongue into his mouth and moving her lips eagerly. She put her hands around him and arched her back slightly, opening her legs and trying to get even more contact going between the two of them. It felt good, and with the pain absent, it was an almost celebratory moment for Victor.

“What the fuck?”

Victor pulled back as he heard an angry voice shouting over the soft ambient noise of the TV and tavern talk. A tall, muscular, and very angry looking man was heading his way, shifting his gaze back and forth between Victor and the woman, who was still holding his hand.

“Uh…” Victor tried not to smile as he looked up at the man. “Any chance that this is just your sister, or cousin, maybe?”

“That’s my fucking girlfriend that you’re kissing, punk.”

Fuuuuuuuuuuck.

Victor stuffed the photo back into his pocket and slowly stood up from the stool, holding both hands up and open in a harmless gesture.

“Take it outside.” The bartender, Sammy, spoke for the first time. “Not in my bar.”

“I’m comfortable inside, though,” said Victor. “Really. I, uh, was just getting settled.”

The man snarled and grabbed Victor by the shirt. Victor shot a sidelong glance at the bartender, who shook her head and smiled faintly.

“Sorry kid,” she said. “You’re lucky I even let you have a drink.”

Victor stood to his feet, and the man immediately started pushing him backward. He carried his bag with him and hurried up the stairs in a futile attempt to get far enough down the street to avoid getting his ass kicked.

He didn’t move quickly enough. The man grabbed his shoulder and spun him around.

“Hold on, let’s—”

A fist collided with Victor’s jaw and exploded stars into his field of view. The force of the blow knocked him back, and his arms flailed uselessly in an attempt to break his fall as he dropped to the ground.

“You’re lucky I don’t go to the police on your pervert ass.”

“Hey man, she kissed me.” Victor spoke into the concrete for the first few words, sputtering to spit blood and dirt out of his mouth.

That’s right. She kissed me. How the hell did that happen?

“Bullshit!” The man pulled back his leg.

This time, Victor saw the blow coming. He moved his hands to block his face as his attacker’s foot flew toward his head. Another painful hot flash passed over him, and his vision became tinted red, just as it had before.

The kick slammed through Victor’s hands and landed a glancing blow on his forehead. Victor let out a pained gasp and then almost did a double take as he refocused his eyes.

The man’s pant leg was on fire, and so was Victor’s hand. He pushed it down against the ground and saw, rather than felt, the flames extinguish. The man was staring at him, and after a moment, he followed Victor’s gaze down to his leg.

“What the fuck?”

The man jumped backward, patting at the flames and howling. Victor blinked and took a closer look at his palm.

I’m not burned. But my hand… It was definitely just on fire.

A woman screamed from a few hundred feet down the street. The flames were spreading up the man’s leg, despite his best efforts to extinguish them. Victor hesitated for only a second before jumping up and lending his aid.

“What did you do to me?” The man took a step back from him as he approached, and then immediately dropped to the ground and began rolling from side to side.

“Nothing,” said Victor. “I mean, I don’t think.”

“Someone call 911!” The woman screamed from down the street. The man had managed to get the flames out and was still inching backward from Victor.

“You fucking psycho!”

“Hey, hey, let’s not jump to conclusions.” Victor held up his hands. “See, I’m just as harmless as I look. I swear."

He tried to take another step forward toward the man and got the same reaction.

“He tried to kill me! He tried to light me on fire!”

Victor cringed as a small crowd of tavern patrons and pedestrians began to coalesce around them. A cop car, lights flashing and siren on, pulled up to the scene. Victor sighed and held his hands up.

What the hell just happened?


CHAPTER 3

“You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say or do can and will be used against you in the court of law.”

Victor stared at the shiny hood of the police car as the cuffs went on. He blinked, and tried to focus on what was happening.

“I thought that was just something out of the movies,” he said, still dumbfounded. “I didn’t realize you said that in real life.”

The police officer, a short woman, was actually somewhat attractive. She was on the plumper side of voluptuous, and had listened to Victor and the other man’s stories before coming to a decision on what to do.

I told her the truth. I don’t know what the hell happened.

Unfortunately, she was now searching Victor for weapons with rough, unforgiving movements. A couple of people were still watching, including the supposed victim.

“He tried to kill me, and before that, he was sexually harassing my girlfriend!”

“That’s… well, it’s an exaggeration, at the least,” replied Victor.

“Where is it?” asked the female officer. “This would go a lot easier if you just cooperated.”

“Where is what?”

She pulled on his cuffs so that Victor was fully upright and then turned him around to face her.

“The lighter.” She locked eyes with him, and Victor tried to take the situation as seriously as everyone else was. “None of the witnesses saw you drop anything, or try to ditch it.”

Victor started to answer when a blindingly hot headache exploded into his temples. He gritted his teeth and cursed in pain.

“We can do this the easy way, or the hard way,” said the cop. Victor chuckled through his pain and forced out a response.

“Okay, now that’s definitely something you ganked from a movie.”

The cop looked as though she was about to hit him. Victor regretted his words for only the briefest of instants before red light filled his vision again, and the heat moved out of him.

The same ringing filled his ears, as though he’d been standing next a powerful speaker crackling with feedback. The cop’s expression looked totally different, and yet still focused on him. She was blushing slightly and waved a dismissive hand at the people watching.

“Nothing to see here, folks. Head on back to whatever you were doing. I’m taking this one down to the station.”

She led Victor into the back of the squad car, the lighter apparently forgotten, and closed him in. With a strange urgency, she took her place behind the wheel, started the car up, and began driving down the street.

“Uh…” Victor felt a strange tension in the car and spoke mainly just to break through it. “What exactly am I being charged with?”

“Oh, you don’t have to worry about that,” said the officer. Her voice had a suspicious, flirtatious tone to it.

The cop pulled the car down a one-way street, and then into an alleyway. Victor raised an eyebrow as she killed the engine and the lights and then climbed out. He watched as she walked around to the other back seat door, opened it, and then climbed inside.

“You’re an interesting fellow,” said the officer. “Clearly, you’re guilty, but it seems a shame that we can’t find some way to work all of this out.”

Victor stared at the woman blankly.

I’m reading this situation wrong. I have to be.

Victor still saw a red glow in his peripheral vision. He opened his mouth to speak, and it spread to the rest of his field of view, flashing as though he’d just put on a pair of colored lens glasses.

The female police officer inhaled sharply and then licked her lips.

“You’ve been bad tonight,” she said, her voice soft and filled with lust. “I think you need to be punished.”

She leaned into him, letting her lips rub across Victor’s cheek. An electric thrill of excitement ran through his body, along with the growing suspicion that he was in a dream.

“I don’t even know your name,” he said.

“You can call me Officer Matthews.” The woman ran a hand over his crotch. Victor was instantly hard.

“Okay, uh, Officer Matthews. I think we might be moving a little fast.”

Victor didn’t exactly have sexual experience in spades. His escapades stretched a single summer of romance he’d had with Ella, the girl next door. Even just thinking about how it had ended brought back painful memories and emotions.

His vision flashed brighter red, and the cop let out a sharp gasp, as though Victor had just turned on a vibrator inside of her. She pressed herself against him, rubbing his hardness slowly as she pulled open the buttons of her uniform.

“Stop resisting,” she whispered.

I don’t think it’s supposed to sound like that when a cop say those words.

Victor opened his mouth to object one final time when Officer Matthews managed to pull her breasts free from the confines of her shirt. She was wearing a sports bra that looked fit for an Olympic athlete, but discarded it almost immediately, letting two large, shapely breasts fall into view. Despite himself, Victor began to stare.

“Do you like what you see?” Officer Mathew cupped one arm under her bosom, framing them as though posing for an erotic picture.

Victor nodded slowly, feeling his cock staging a coup.

It’s not really like I can stop her anyway. I’m handcuffed. Better to have fun now and sort it all out later.

“Can you uncuff me so that we can do this properly?” he asked.

Officer Matthews laughed and pushed her breasts in his face.

“Oh, now you know I can’t do that.” Her perfume smelled rugged, with a hint of cinnamon mixed in.

She let her hands run down Victor’s chest and stomach, pausing for a second before unbuttoning and unzipping his jeans. Victor’s cock strained against his boxers, and she pulled those down, too. His cock was painfully hard. Officer Matthews looked at him with playful seduction in her eyes as she wrapped a firm hand around it.

“Oh.” Victor felt a smile creeping onto his face. “That feels nice.”

For a moment, he became paranoid that someone might walk down the alleyway and peer into the car through one of the windows.

She’s a cop, and we’re in her squad car. I think that gives us impunity.

“Mmmm,” moaned Officer Matthews. “You’ve been a bad, bad boy.”

She stroked Victor off slowly, kneading his stiff cock with her soft fingers. Victor felt more aroused than he ever remembered being, to the point where it was impossible to think about anything other than cumming. His issues and his pain were forgotten, outside of the issue of his erection, and the pain of its hardness.

“Oh yeah,” he whispered.

Officer Matthews ran a hand across her hair, still pulled back into a ponytail, and then leaned forward. She paused to flash him a temptress’s smile before pressing her soft, luscious lips against the head of his cock and giving it a kiss.

“Oh wow!” Victor’s hips bucked up of their own accord, pushing the tip of his erection into the warm, wet confines of her mouth. Officer Matthews pushed him back into a flattened sitting position and shot him an authoritative look.

“Easy there. Don’t forget who is in control, here.”

Victor opened his mouth to respond and saw his vision flash red. Officer Matthews responded as though she was an actor who’d just received encouragement from her director. She dropped her lips down onto Victor’s cock and began sucking him off with gentle intensity and focus.

Victor shook his head slowly, unable to think straight through the pleasure, but at the same time sure that he needed to try.

I’m doing something to her, without meaning to. The pain, the hot flashes, they fade out whenever I see red.

He felt Officer Matthews swirling her tongue against the bottom side of his hard, sensitive shaft and let out a moan. She pulled her mouth off his cock, making a small popping noise as her lips broke the seal, and then began pleasuring it with long, sensual licks, from the base to the tip.

“Mmmmm.” She paused for a second and smiled at him before pulling her breasts into position on either side of Victor’s erection.

They were big, soft, and gratuitously satisfying. Victor felt a different kind of pleasure wave through his cock as Officer Matthews squeezed and stroked him off with her cleavage. She brought her lips down so that she was suckling on the head of it and began to bounce against him, her boobs pleasuring him and offering visual eye candy at the same time.

“Whoa…” Victor shook his head. It was too much. “Hold on, I’m about to—”

Three things happened at once. Officer Matthews sucked hard and gave the tip of his cock a soft lick. Somebody knocked on the car’s backseat window, from outside. And Victor lost control.

The door pulled open as he began to cum. Officer Matthews turned her head to look at the interruption, and Victor’s hot, sticky load blasted against her cheeks and chest. Semen spurted onto her lips, dribbled down her chin, and defiled her breasts. More of it splashed out than Victor had ever been able to produce before, double or triple as much, at least, but his attention was elsewhere.

“Get out of the car.” A new voice, female, even toned, and professional, spilled into the car. Victor could only see the silhouette of the woman in the darkness of the alleyway. He looked from her to Officer Matthews.

“What?” She shook her head. “This man is under arrest!”

“I’ll take it from here,” said the woman. “You should go home, take a shower, and forget about this.”

Officer Matthews scrambled to wipe herself clean and cover her breasts. Victor inched his way out of the car and then waited as a familiar looking woman reached inside and took the keys to his handcuffs from the cop.

Wait a second. It’s her.

Lucy Wilson, his father’s former assistant and the woman in the photo, turned to face him with a smile on her face.

“Looks like I arrived just in time.”


CHAPTER 4

Victor stared at her with a surprised and somewhat stupid expression on her face as he made himself decent. She looked older than her younger self in the photo, but not by much, even though by now she was in her early thirties. Her blonde hair was tied back into a neat ponytail, and she watched him with suspicious eyes.

“You’re going to tell me your name, how you came into possession of the nanites, and everything else I need to know. Understood?”

Victor blinked. Lucy had her arms folded across her chest. She was wearing a gray woman’s blazer over a tight white blouse with a matching gray pencil skirt. She had ample breasts, toned legs, and hips that had the perfect amount of curve to them.

“What are you talking about? Don’t you—”

He started to take a step toward her. A pistol appeared in Lucy’s hand, aimed at him. Even in the darkness of the alleyway, he could see the grave expression on her face.

Officer Matthew’s car roared to life and rolled down and out through the alley’s other side. Victor held up his hands passively.

“I’m not messing around,” said Lucy. “Give me the answers to my questions and we’ll go from there.”

“Lucy.” Victor almost felt like he was rattling off a code word. “Your name is Lucy. I remember you.”

“Who are you?” The gun didn’t waver in Lucy’s hand.

“I’m Victor Anders,” said Victor. “John Anders was my father.”

The alleyway went silent, the kind of silent that’s rare and unnerving in a big city. Slowly, Lucy lowered the gun.

“Victor…” she said, softly. “Oh my god.”

She took a step closer to him, and it was Victor’s turn to put his guard up.

“I’ve only been in the city for a couple of hours. How’d you find me?”

“I didn’t know it was you. The police call us whenever they encounter any unusual suspects or run into a crime scene that they can’t explain.”

“Us?”

Lucy nodded.

“Monteiro Corporation. Your father’s old company. I still work for them, Victor.”

Victor felt a flare of anger in his chest, along with a spike of suspicion. He remembered back when his father still worked at Monteiro. He remembered how his father, as a co-founder of the company, had been manipulated into giving up his shares and then ousted. He remembered the path it had set his dad on, the way his obsession into nanotechnology had darkened and deepened in the years after.

“I’m only here to figure out what’s wrong with me,” said Victor. “I’m not going anywhere with you.”

Lucy didn’t say anything for several long seconds. Victor remembered her well enough, too. She’d always been kind to him. As his father’s assistant, she’d taken on responsibilities that ranged from helping with secretarial duties, to picking up Victor from school, babysitting him, or making him dinner.

“I’m sorry Victor,” she said. “But I didn’t come here to give you a choice.”

She pulled a different weapon out of her blazer, a smaller one that sparked to life in the manner of a stun gun.

“You don’t want me to have to use this one you.” Lucy’s mouth turned up into a faintly sad smile. “It’s designed to do drop anyone with a single touch.”

Victor let out a long breath. The Lucy that he remembered had been an entirely different woman. He’d been an only child growing up in a motherless household, and for the last few years of his father’s employment at Monteiro, Lucy had been like a caring older sister to him.

Maybe she hasn’t changed. Maybe I just didn’t know the real her. She was working with my father back then, after all.

“Fine.” Victor nodded slowly. “I’ll go with you.”

Lucy watched him for a second more, and then gestured for him to walk in front of her.

“My car is parked on the street to the right of the alley,” she said. “The doors are unlocked. Get into the passenger seat. And please, don’t try anything.”

A painful hot flash spiked into Victor’s temples and he gritted his teeth. For a second, he did consider making a move, trying to use his strange new ability to do the same thing to Lucy that he did Officer Matthews by accident. He decided against it.

She’s the only one who can help me, even if her motives are suspect. And she’s probably still got something up her sleeve.

He walked out of the alleyway and toward Lucy’s red sedan, pausing to look back at her before climbing in. Lucy got into the driver’s seat, buckled her seat belt, and then wordlessly started the car up. She pulled onto the road and began driving in the direction of the tall buildings in the distance. Neither of them said anything for a minute.

“What happened to your father, Victor?” Lucy asked the question while keeping her eyes on the road, but her tone of voice told him just as much as her eyes and facial expression would have.

She cared for him.

“He’s dead,” said Victor.

“How did it happen?”

Victor closed his eyes, remembering the fire, and the intensity of both it and his own anger. The image faded into static after a moment, like an old fashioned TV losing a station’s signal.

“Does it matter?” The question came out harsh and blunt, more than he’d intended.

Lucy went quiet for a minute.

“I guess not,” she finally said. “…And the nanites?”

“The what?”

“The nanites,” she said. “Nanotechnology that we develop at Monteiro Corp. Your father was the brainchild of them, and of nano auras in general. It’s what’s behind the strangeness you’ve probably been experiencing over the past few days.”

“Oh,” said Victor. “I guess that explains it.”

“How did you end up with them, Victor? Your father must have continued his research, but it’s hard for me to believe that he’d give them to you, unless…”

She trailed off, but Victor knew what she was going to say.

“He didn’t give them to me. I found them after he died. Decided to see what they’d do.”

And now I get to find out if Lucy is any good on picking up on little white lies.

To her credit, Lucy did shoot a curious glance in his direction. But she didn’t call him on his flimsy explanation, and as far as Victor was concerned, it was for the best.

“You didn’t keep in touch with my father after he split from the company, did you?”

Lucy sighed, the sound of it wavering slightly as it left her.

“No. It’s been ten years since I last talked to John, or heard anything from him.” She shook her head and squeezed the steering wheel a little more tightly. “I’d given up hope of ever seeing him again. I guess it was the right thing to do.”

A twinge of guilt stabbed into Victor’s stomach. He looked over at Lucy and felt an urge to comfort her, to say something about how his father talked about her often, about how he missed her. It would have all been lies, however, and to that felt crueler to Victor than to stay silent.

I’m not here to give her closure. I’m here to get fixed.

Lucy took a right through a crowded intersection and then slowed the car down as they approached a towering skyscraper. It was created in a modern architectural style that made it look like a thin, oversized, vertical diamond, jutting from the earth as though forced from the depths of the mantle.

Victor’s memory of Monteiro was of a small, rundown office on the outskirts of town, and of his father working long nights for little pay. His jaw dropped open as he looked up at the behemoth building, stretching up to the heavens in a defiant statement of power and accumulated corporate wealth. A large, several lane car entrance led down into a dim parking garage, and Lucy pulled into it.

“We’re here.”


CHAPTER 5

“Hold on. Wait a second.”

Victor was following after Lucy through the parking garage, the cold air and soft acoustics giving the space a foreboding ambiance. Several elevator doors stood against the back wall, and Lucy pushed the call button for one of them as they came to a stop.

“What?”

“Does Monteiro rent space in this building, or…?”

Lucy chuckled.

“You didn’t see the lettering on the outside? This is Monteiro’s headquarters.”

“You work here?” He shook his head, feeling a bit stupid at how long it was taking for him to come to terms with the situation.

“I’m a program director here,” she said. “Basically, I’m in charge of the entire 13th
 floor.”

“You’re in charge of the entire 13th
 floor?”

“Is there an echo in here or something?”

Lucy’s demeanor had shifted. She’d relaxed a little, and was smiling at Victor as the elevator slid open. The two of them stepped inside, and the elevator chimed as the doors closed.

“The first ten floors are mainly administrative, excluding the lobby on the ground level, the conference rooms on the ninth, and the cafeteria on the tenth, though we have our own kitchen on the thirteenth floor.”

The elevator slowly rose up above ground level, and Victor noticed for the first time that it had a long, rectangular window that looked out onto the world. He could see other nearby buildings, along with cars driving by on the street, and the clouds overhead.

“Floors ten through twenty are the main research and development levels,” said Lucy. “Monteiro has other facilities around the world, but most of the core research happens here.”

“Huh.” Victor spoke more to break his own silence than to add anything substantive.

“Above that are a couple of floors devoted to recreation, the Monteiro marketing division, human resources, the headquarters of a couple of think tanks Monteiro funds, and of course, the President’s office.”

“That’s… a lot to take in.”

“You don’t have to concern yourself with most of it.” Lucy tapped on the elevator’s display as it continued to blink from number to number. “Just remember that my office is on the thirteenth floor, if you ever need to find me.”

The elevator finally reached its destination, and the doors opened with a chime. A single night security guard was standing on the other side of it, and he hastily broke from a cell phone conversation and stood to attention as Lucy stepped off.

“Good evening, Ms. Wilson!” He all but bowed in greeting as Victor and Lucy approached.

“Good evening, James. I’m working late tonight. You can head home early.”

The man nodded gratefully and slipped into the elevator as the doors closed.

A hallway led through a couple of rows of bland looking cubicles and into a larger room that looked a bit like a military command center. Motion sensor lights flicked on as they walked, illuminating the eerily empty 13th
 floor. The floor sloped down to a flat depression in the center with several work stations set up on the edge of it.

Huge monitors hung from various spots on the walls and ceiling. A large window looked out onto Undercliff City. Various high-tech devices and attachments sat on wheeled carts in several places. Lucy led him over to a small room set into the wall in the corner of the central area.

“Well then,” she said. “Let’s get down to business.”

“Indeed! It’s far too late at night to be dilly dallying around.”

Victor jumped back in surprise as a new voice cut into the room. He looked in the direction that it had come from and didn’t see anything, though he could hear the faint hum of an electric motor.

“Victor Anders,” said Lucy. “Meet David Kronenberg.”

A small automated drone hovered into view from behind the shadow of a desk. It was about the size of a large bird, with four copter blades set into cylindrical rims, mechanical spider legs protruding from its underside, and a small dome on top that turned orange each time its audio speaker made noise.

“A pleasure to meet you, Victor.” The voice that came out of it had a strange tone to it, low, heavy, and without accent. “You can call me David. Nobody does, but the option is there.”

“Kronenberg is the assistant manager and lead software engineer of the Nano Aura Department,” said Lucy.

“Nano Aura Department?” Victor shook his head, feeling his confusion coming on again in a thick wave.

“I’ll explain everything soon enough,” she said. “Come on, if I don’t get a look at you soon, you’re going to be in a lot of pain.”

Her words reminded Victor of the flashes, and of why he’d come there in the first place. He took a step after Lucy as she walked into the room and felt another one coming on strong, as though on cue. He winced and felt one of his knees buckle. Lucy moved to his side, looping an arm around him and helping him along.

“It’s a wonder that you found him when you did,” said Kronenberg, through the drone. “He’s like a pot of water about to boil over.”

“Come on, I got you.” Lucy pulled him into the small room, which looked like a futuristic version of the school nurse’s office.

He collapsed down on a small bed with clean white sheets and rolled onto his back. His skin was alive with painful tingles, and cold sweat beaded on his forehead as his fever intensified.

“Hold still, Victor,” said Lucy. “This might hurt a little.”

She slipped a needle into a vein in Victor’s left arm, but the sensation was muted by the other pain he felt. He watched as she slowly pushed the plunger down and felt cold relief sweep over him.

“I’ve seen heroin addicts look less sated after getting their daily fix.” Kronenberg’s drone buzzed in a bit closer, and two of the spider arms folded across each other in a mimicry of the human gesture.

“It’s just a basic anti-rejection serum for the nanites. The ones he has in him aren’t as clean as the ones we have here in the lab.”

Victor sat up as the pain continued to fade. Lucy had apparently donned a white lab coat in place of her blazer and was taking notes on his reaction. He shot her a suspicious look and frowned.

“Don’t worry, Mr. Anders,” said the Kronenberg, through the drone. “We may be mad scientists, but I assure you that our intentions are pure.”

“Shut up, Kronenberg.” Lucy pulled over a chair and took a seat facing Victor, crossing her legs and holding her clipboard on one knee. “Victor, in order for us to help, I’m going to need to know more about your exact symptoms.”

Victor blinked and then slowly raised an eyebrow.

I mean, I guess this is what I came here for, right?

“Please, Victor,” said Lucy. “I already saw what transpired between you and the cop in her squad car. That’s evidence of you being able to bind the scarlet aura, at least.”

“The scarlet aura? What are you talking about?”

Kronenberg buzzed through the air above Victor, dipping into a slow glide in front of his face.

“Oh, it just basically means that you’re a bit of a superhuman now, Vic,” said Kronenberg. If the drone had been capable of facial expressions, Victor was sure that it would’ve been smiling.

“Don’t listen to Kronenberg, he tends to exaggerate.” Lucy brushed a few strands of straight blonde hair out of her face as she spoke. “Nanites, or nanomachines, at least of the type that you have in your bloodstream, are capable of being used in a number of different ways.”

Victor nodded slowly.

“I… I think I accidentally used them,” he said. “There was a woman at the bar, to start. And then, well, you saw what Officer Mathews was doing.”

He blushed and Kronenberg chuckled in the background.

“Okay, I have to give you some minor props for that. I can’t think of any better way to ‘come’ into one’s power, if you know what I’m saying.”

Lucy glared at the drone and then turned back to Victor.

“Scarlet auras can be bound to intensify the emotions of other people,” she said. “I’m a little surprised that it turned out that way for two women in a row for you. If you bind your scarlet aura randomly, typically you’ll get random expressions of strong emotions in return.”

“Uh… okay.”

“Anything else unusual happen to you recently?”

Well, there was the fight outside the bar.

“Fire,” said Victor. “I accidentally lit someone on fire.”

Lucy nodded, a very slight smile creeping onto her face.

“That’s the scarlet aura, again,” she said. “When you focus your energy into it and charge the aura before binding it, the effects manifest as heat, or fire, even, usually pushing out of your body and into wherever you’re aiming your hands or touching.”

“Doesn’t it usually take months for an aura binder to get to the stage where they can use their nanites with that kind of control?” asked Kronenberg. His voice carried a hint of excitement in it.

“In some cases, a person can progress more quickly,” said Lucy. “Anything else, Victor?”

He thought for a moment and then shook his head.

“That’s it,” he said.

“Good. I can’t imagine how much trouble you’d have gotten into if you’d started unintentionally binding the other three auras, too.”

Victor closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He could feel it now, just on the edge of awareness. A burgeoning seed of power, as though an immaterial part of his body had been plugged in.

“What are the other three auras?”

Lucy slowly crossed her arms and frowned.

“All four auras are separated into pairs, and each one has different effects based on whether you bind it at a low level, or a high level.”

Victor nodded, though he was still confused.

“The azure aura, which will generally give off a blue glow when used, is the opposite of the scarlet aura. You can use it to dampen emotions, calm people down, or even put them to sleep. At higher levels, you can pull energy out of materials or the air, creating ice.”

“Neat,” said Victor. “If I can figure that one out, I’ll never need to refrigerate my drinks.”

Lucy rolled her eyes, her face still otherwise very serious.

“The diamond aura, which gives off a bright white glow, works similar to what might be called telekinesis. You can move small objects around with it at low levels, and at higher levels, move yourself around, modifying your speed, strength, and even giving yourself the ability to levitate. Theoretically, at least.”

“And aura number four?”

Lucy nodded, her frown deepening.

“The onyx aura,” she said. “It affects the mind and senses.”

“What does that mean?”

Lucy opened her mouth to answer, but before she could, an alarm began blaring in the background. The ceiling lights flickered, and then went out.

“Fuck,” said Lucy. “Not this again.”


CHAPTER 6

Kronenberg hovered in front of them, the dome on the top of the drone illuminating the room with bright orange light.

“It’s her,” he said. “She’s got company with her this time.”

Lucy swore under her breath and slammed her fist against the metal doorframe.

“We’re getting out of here. We’ll be sitting ducks if we wait where we are with the elevators out.”

She pulled Victor to his feet and started out the door. Kronenberg followed at her side, lighting the way.

“Wait a second, what’s going on?” Victor shook his head. “I’m not going anywhere until—”

“There’s no time to explain,” said Lucy. “If you stay here, it’s very likely that you’ll die.”

Victor gritted his teeth.

It’s just one thing after another.

Lucy, Kronenberg, and Victor hurried across the main room. The light from Kronenberg’s dome created interesting patterns of shadows on the furniture and walls. Lucy stopped in front of a door next to the elevator and pushed it open.

“Stay close, Victor,” she said. “We have to move fast.”

The stairs were only wide enough for a single person to walk abreast. Lucy half dragged Victor in front of her, pushing him along as they made their way down flight after flight of stairs.

“Careful!” Victor regained his balance after nearly tripping on a step from Lucy’s nudging. “I’ll be just as dead if I fall down the stairs and break my neck.”

Lucy started to respond and then froze. A door a few floors down from them opened and three people stepped out through it. One of them was clearly a woman, and she had a powerful flashlight in her hand. Her body gave off a dark purple aura that pulsed outward with strangely surreal intensity.

“Fuck!” Lucy grabbed his shoulder and tried to pull him back. “Upstairs, quick!”

Their escape was almost immediately cut short. Victor opened his mouth in surprise as the glowing woman climbed over the railing of the stairs into the open shaft in the center. Instead of falling, she began to rise, as if lifted by one of the invisible harnesses used for special effects in movies.

“Victor!” Lucy had thrown open the nearest door and was trying to pull him through it. Victor moved to follow, but the floating woman moved faster, slamming into him and knocking him onto his back against the stairs.

Lucy slammed her fists ineffectually against the door separating them, which had locked behind her automatically. Kronenberg moved in front of Victor as though preparing to defend him and was immediately disabled by a gout of fire the thickness of a magic marker from the woman’s hand.

That’s the scarlet aura. She can bind nano auras, too.

The only light left illuminating the stairwell came from an exit sign that had been caught by the flames, but it was enough to give Victor a clear look at his attacker. The woman was attractive in a deadly, femme fatale kind of way. Her figure was lightly sculpted and athletic, beautiful and terrifying at the same time.

She had a scarf tied across the bottom of her face and wore a black long sleeve shirt and leggings. Her body now had a reddish glow to it now, but it shifted back to purple after a second. Two larger figures appeared behind her. Both of them were men, and both of them moved with odd gaits, their heads turning a bit more stiffly than they should have.

“Where is he?” said the woman. “Tell me or die.”

Victor just shook his head. Fear coursed through his body, and his heart raced like a drum roll inside his chest.

“I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t work here, I just—”

She held her hand out and another jet of fire blasted toward Victor. He scampered up a stair or two, but the flames licked against the sleeve of his jacket, setting it aflame. He let out a cry of pain as the fire singed his skin, only barely managing to pat it out before it spread up his arm.

“Fuck!”

Victor gritted his teeth together and threw his hand out in front of him, palm flat and outstretched as though pushing something back. He could feel the power of the nanites inside of him, but they were unfocused, and he was unused to bringing them to point.

A burst of flames came out from his hand, splashing out wildly as though he’d set off a firework incorrectly. The woman flinched back slightly and then smiled at him.

“You work for him, don’t you?” She stepped forward and slammed a fist into Victor’s stomach with more strength than her petite body should have been capable of. He gasped and fell back again against the stairs.

The window on the door that Lucy was trapped behind shattered. She reached her arm through and managed to open it from the side of the stairwell. The woman looked over to the men with her and waved a hand. The glow around her turned back to purple, and Victor realized what she was doing.

“You… you’re controlling them?” Anger smoldered inside Victor’s chest.

They have no will of their own. It’s just like what he did back then, when it all started for me.

The woman’s glow shifted to a reddish orange, but Victor bound his scarlet aura to match hers. His flames exploded out at the same time as hers did, still unfocused and uncontrolled, but with enough raw emotion behind them to form a protective wall.

The fire alarm went off, along with a water sprinkle installed on the bottom side of the stairway above them. Lucy worked her way past the two mind controlled men and pushed her hand, which held a taser in it, against the woman’s shoulder. Her body went rigid and then collapsed to the ground.

“Get up, Victor!” yelled Lucy. “It won’t last long!”

Even as she spoke, the woman in black was recovering. She looked at Victor warily for a moment and then slid down the stairs, throwing open the door on the next flight down and disappearing through it.

“Are you okay?” Lucy helped him to his feet. The water from the sprinklers was soaking them to the bone. Lucy’s clothes were plastered against her curvy figure, letting Victor see the outline of her bra through her white shirt. He tried not to gawk.

“I’m okay,” he said. “That was… insane.”

He shook his head.

I can’t believe that just happened.

“Come on. We’re getting out of here.”

Victor felt her leading him down the stairs. He blinked his eyes and tried to snap back to reality.

“But shouldn’t we wait for the police? And what about them?”

The two mind controlled men were slowly stirring back to life. One of them was coughing, and the other was looking around in disbelief.

“Monteiro prefers to handle these kinds of incidents in-house,” said Lucy. “Kronenberg will take the lead on the cleanup.”

It was only then that Victor realized that the drone was hovering in the stairway behind them, slightly charred from the fire blast, but still intact.

“Yes, it’s no trouble,” said Kronenberg. “I love pulling all-nighters, especially when they’re unplanned and full of messy complications.”

“I’ll mark it as double overtime, you malcontent.” Lucy waved her hand dismissively and started down the stairs. “Call in the night security contractors and have them lock down the building. If you can find her, don’t let her get away.”

Victor paused for a second and looked over at Kronenberg.

“Thank you,” he said.

The drone’s dome flashed orange, though the light was dim and obscured by the damage of the flames.

“Thanks for what?” asked Kronenberg.

“You got in the way of that first blast of fire.” Victor bowed his head slightly toward the robot. “That probably saved my life.”

Kronenberg chuckled.

“Not a problem, Vic.” His voice sounded amused, and a little flattered. “Part of it was in hopes that this drone body would take enough damage for Ms. Wilson to splurge on a new one.”

Victor smiled, nodded to Kronenberg once more, and then hurried after Lucy.


CHAPTER 7

From outside Monteiro Tower, there was no hint that anything unusual had taken place. Victor stared up at the huge building as Lucy pulled her car out of the parking garage.

The woman might have already escaped. She could be nearby, waiting for us.

“Who was she?” Victor turned to look at Lucy in the driver’s seat, who was still wet from the sprinklers. “You said something about her having attacked before.”

Lucy frowned and hesitated for a moment before responding.

“We’ve taken to calling her Night Angel. She’s another aura binder, like you. One that shouldn’t exist, as far as we know.”

“What?” He shook his head, feeling confused. “So I’m an aura binder? That’s what it’s called.”

“Yeah,” said Lucy. “And so is that woman. She’s attacked Monteiro Tower twice before this, both times during the day when it was better defended.”

“What is she after?”

“Honestly, I have no idea.” Lucy shrugged. “We don’t know where she got her abilities, or why she’s using them to come after us. All we know is that she’s out there, and we suspect that she may be the one behind all the unexplained murders that have been taking place.”

Victor nodded as understanding slowly dawned on him. Undercliff City had been in the news over the past months after several mass murders had gained the attention of the international press. The media labeled them as unexplained events, likely linked to terrorism in some way, but a few conspiracy theories speculated around the details.

“And those men…” Victor took a deep breath and tried to stay calm as he thought about what he’d seen. “They were under her control, as though they were thralls, or something.”

“She was using the onyx aura,” said Lucy. “You might have been able to see it. As an aura binder, you should be able to detect when another aura binder is using their powers.”

“She looked almost… purple,” said Victor. “I can’t believe that somebody would do that to other people!”

He gritted his teeth as suppressed memories flickered on the edge of his mental awareness.

I can believe it. I’ve experienced it firsthand, before.

“It’s nothing for you to worry about,” said Lucy.

“Like hell it isn’t. I can’t rest easy knowing that other people might be caught up in this, enslaved against their own will.”

“Kronenberg already has a team on the way to debrief the two men that she had with her,” said Lucy. “There is a very good chance that we’ll have her in custody by tomorrow morning.”

The words sounded overly hopeful and a bit hollow to Victor. He chewed on his lip and shook his head.

“In the meantime,” continued Lucy. “You’re going to need rest, and a bit of first aid. I’ll take a look at your arm as soon as we get back to my apartment and you can sleep there for the night.”

Victor remembered his burn at her mention of it and glanced down at his hand. It was blistered and painful looking, and began to hurt in full force as he examined it.

“I don’t have some kind of nano aura healing ability to fall back on?”

Lucy chuckled.

“No. Though in all seriousness, that’s something we’ve been pouring a ton of research into developing. Unfortunately, at least for now, you’ll take damage and heal like all the rest of us.”

Victor pondered over her words for a minute. Using the scarlet aura had felt natural to him, almost like extending a part of his body that he hadn’t realized he’d had.

“What about the other auras?” he asked. “You mentioned them before, but how do I learn to use them? Am I capable of doing what she did?”

Lucy sighed and glanced over at him from behind the wheel.

“I’ll explain more to you soon enough. This isn’t a conversation we should be having tonight.”

Victor didn’t argue. There was something authoritative about the way Lucy laid things out, and it put him at ease. He’d been on his own since leaving home, on a single-minded quest to find the answers to what was going on with him. And now he was getting them, albeit in a manner that created more questions in its wake.

Lucy drove her car into a different section of Undercliff City, where the buildings were a bit more residential in nature. She pulled into the driveway of a long apartment building, two stories high and the entire length of the block, and then found a parking spot.

“This is it,” she said. “I’ll carry your bag up for you.”

Victor started to object and then felt a stabbing pain in his burned hand as he flexed it. He followed Lucy up a staircase that led to a shared patio, and then past a series of identical doors. They stopped in front of one in the middle of the building, and she unlocked it.

“Come on in.” She smiled over her shoulder at him. “It’s small, but make yourself at home.”

The apartment was completely different from what Victor had been expecting. It completely clashed with the image he’d gotten of Lucy as a high-powered, no-nonsense, career focused woman.

There was a couch, a love seat, and an easy chair, all of which were decorated with matching pink floral printed slipcovers. Several books were scattered across the coffee table, all easily identifiable as romance novels. There was a TV on top of an entertainment stand that predated the transition to flatscreens, and above that was a shelf filled with framed family photos.

“Wow,” said Victor. “It’s, uh… nice.”

“I don’t spend much time here,” said Lucy. “Most of the decorations are courtesy of my sister, who lives here when she isn’t traveling.”

There was a hint of embarrassment in her voice that sounded just as out of character as the living room felt. Victor nodded and restrained himself from commenting further.

She’s going out on a limb for me. It’s more than I expected her to do.

He walked over to the love seat and sat down on it. His thoughts began to turn back to his father, and everything that had happened to him over the course of the past month.

“Are you alright?” asked Lucy. Victor nodded and forced a smile onto his face.

“Were you and my dad close, back when you worked together?”

Lucy looked a little taken aback by his question. She thought for a moment and then slowly nodded. She’d taken out a first aid kit and walked over to where he sat, pulling his burned hand in front of her for a closer look.

“Yeah. We were.” She swabbed on antiseptic and then began wrapping his wound up in cloth. “But I figured you knew that already. Normally it’s not the responsibility of an assistant to babysit the son of her employer, at least not in my experience.”

Victor chewed his lip. He could tell that Lucy wanted to ask questions, to delve into the truth of what had happened to bring Victor to Undercliff City. But she said nothing.

“This is a little off-topic, but there are some things that you should know about being an aura binder.”

Victor glanced up. He’d drifted off into his thoughts without realizing it, and Lucy had made a trip into the kitchen and back. She passed him a plate with a sandwich and chips on it and then sat down on the couch with one of her own.

“Such as?” Victor started eating, but at the same time, he pushed his awareness out, feeling for his new abilities and their mental triggers.

“First off, the name itself was Kronenberg’s idea, but it is appropriate, given the mechanism upon which the nanites work.” Lucy paused to take a dainty bite of her sandwich. “Each time you use one of your abilities, you’re extending the nanites through your skin and out of your body, and ‘binding’ them to something external.

“Yeah, that fits well enough, I guess.”

“The nanites have permeated not just your bloodstream, Victor, but also your brain.” The look Lucy gave him was deadly serious, to the point of almost being grim. “And as such, they are sensitive to both your emotions and lifestyle.”

She’s right. When my anger flared up in the fight, the nanites reacted to it.

“Okay,” said Victor. “I’ll keep that—”

“Which means,” interrupted Lucy. “That you need to eat healthy, and get lots of rest in order for the nanites to continue working in a balanced, controllable way. However… there is more to it than just that.”

Victor scratched his head. Lucy finished her food, and she stood up and walked through a door on the other side of the living room, closing it most of the way behind her.

“Alright, I’ll bite,” said Victor. “What else do I have to do?”

Lucy came back out into the living room after a moment and Victor’s jaw dropped open. She’d changed into a purple night robe fashioned in the style of a small kimono, covered in floral designs and with elegant black trim. The robe only made it down to her mid-thigh, and though she’d tied it closed across the front, the slit opened across her busty cleavage in a tantalizing way.

She’d also let her hair down, and she pulled it free of the hem of the kimono as she padded across the living room’s carpet on bare feet. Victor felt himself growing excited, in more ways than one.

“Sex.” The word sounded hot and dirty on Lucy’s lips. “Or to put it a bit more politely, you need to have an active intimate life. In some of our past test subjects, the lack of emotional balance caused them to become backed up, and led to dangerous accidents when they used their nanites.”

Victor realized he was nodding up and down a bit too vigorously and stilled the motion of his head.

“Okay!” he said. “I mean, yes! I can do that.”

“Good.” Lucy smiled at him. “I apologize for springing this on you at the last moment.”

And then the doorbell rang.


CHAPTER 8

“That’s probably her.”

Lucy walked over to the door and turned the handle. She leaned forward as she opened it a crack, causing the back of her robe to ride up along her legs, right up to the edge of her buttocks. After too short of a moment, she leaned back and opened the door the rest of the way.

“Come on in, Piper. Perfect timing.”

A tall woman, almost as tall as Victor, walked into the apartment. She had neon blue died hair, rectangular glasses that framed a pale, pretty face, and medium sized breasts. In stark contrast to her trendy features, she wore plain jeans with a regular white blouse and button up sweater over them.

“This better be important,” said Piper. “I just put the kids to sleep, and James and I were looking forward to some…”

She trailed off as her eyes settled on Victor. He could feel her sizing him up, but there was something about the intensity of her gaze that felt a bit off-putting.

“And what do we have here,” said Piper. She kicked off her shoes and slowly walked over to him. “I can only think of one reason why Lucy would have a strapping young man in her apartment this late. Well two, but Lucy isn’t really the—”

“Piper.” Lucy cut the other woman off with the same authoritative voice that she used to boss Victor around. “This is Victor. He’s an aura binder, and he has been having some difficulty controlling his powers. I’m assuming you don’t need me to explain what needs to be done?”

“No, I can take it from here. Do you want me to preserve a sample of the ejaculate?”

Lucy nodded and then walked over to the closet near the front door. She fished a small bag out of it, along with a blanket and a pillow, and set everything down on the floor next to the couch.

“I’ll be in my room,” she said. “You can let yourself out when you’re done. Victor, if you need anything, let me know. Otherwise, I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Hold on a second!” Victor turned around and looked over at Lucy, feeling a bit strange. “This is kind of sudden.”

“Oh, I’m sure you’ll find some way to endure it.” Lucy flashed him a coy smile and then stepped through the door of her bedroom, closing it behind her.

“So, Victor…” Piper walked over to the couch slowly and took a seat next to him. “You’re an aura binder, huh?”

Victor took a deep breath and then exhaled.

I don’t have any other choice. Might as well make the best of it.

“Yeah, I am,” he said. “Though I only found out what that means earlier today.”

“Fascinating.” Piper inched closer to him on the couch. “I’m the head physician and one of the research assistants for Nano Aura Department and the 13th
 floor at Monteiro.”

“I see.” Victor let out a short, nervous laugh. As always, memories of Ella flickered to life in the back of his mind. Things had been different with her. He’d been the aggressive one, back then.

“Just relax.” Piper reached a hand out and put it on his chest. “You’re pretty handsome, you know. How old are you anyway?”

Her hand began to slide down, and Victor felt his cock instantly become hard.

“I’m 63, but everyone says I don’t look a day over 55.”

Piper laughed. She finally reached the edge of the waistband of his jeans and prodded a finger inside in an exploratory way.

“Well what do we have here?” she whispered. “I think I’m going to take a look and find out.”

She lowered herself to the floor in front of Victor as she unzipped his jeans, pulling them down to his ankles and facing him and his now flagrant erection.

“This is the fun part of my job.” She licked her lips slowly as she looked up at him and then fished his cock out through the hole of his boxers. Victor gasped and felt his body tense up as her fingers touched the sensitive skin of his shaft.

“Oh man,” he said.

“It wasn’t exactly in the job description when I applied, but I took to it naturally.” Piper locked eyes with him as she started stroking, her movements slow and sensual. “We just have to keep quiet about it. It’s so I can get a sample for testing, and you can stay in the zone with your nanites.”

She grabbed a tiny glass jar out of the bag that Lucy had set down for her and pulled away from Victor’s cock for a moment to open it. After one more flirtatious glance up at him, Piper went back to what she was doing, this time holding the jar in one hand.

This is unbelievable.

“You’re staring at my lips.” Piper giggled as she spoke. Her face was only a few inches away from the head of Victor’s hardness, but she looked set on using her hand, which admittedly, felt fantastic on its own.

“Yeah, I am,” said Victor, blushing slightly. “What can I say? You have nice lips.”

“I think my hands will do just fine for what we need, don’t you?” Piper ran her finger across the tip of his cock, rubbing precum around. She gave it a soft squeeze and a silent moan escaped Victor’s mouth.

“I think…” Victor trailed off, and then, without exactly meaning to, flared his scarlet aura at a low level. “You could do a little more.”

Piper made a noise. Her face flushed, and she licked her lips again, more slowly this time.

“Maybe…” she murmured. “For just a bit. But don’t tell Lucy. She doesn’t like me getting too friendly with the subjects.”

Victor stared at her, half surprised and half ecstatic, as she puckered her lips and planted a soft kiss on the tip of his hard rod. Piper giggled and then kissed it again, parting her mouth slightly and sucking more of it inside.

“Oh god…” Victor leaned his head back as Piper got into the rhythm of sucking. She ran on hand up his thigh, keeping the other one nearby with the jar.

I shouldn’t have done that. This isn’t the type of thing I can abuse. It’s taking advantage of people.

It was hard for Victor to feel too sorry about it, all things considered. Piper knew how to give a blowjob. Victor glanced down and saw her blue hair shaking as she bobbed her head up and down, sliding her lips along the shaft of his cock. She went a bit deeper each time, letting his erection poke further into her warm, wet mouth.

Victor looked down at her hand and saw something that made him do a double-take. She was wearing a wedding ring. He vaguely remembered an offhand comment she’d made right after she’d arrived, and suddenly felt incredibly guilty.

She’s a married woman, and I used my powers to make her suck my cock.

Piper twirled her tongue around the head of his shaft, pulled her head back, and then pushed it forward again. Victor felt his cock sliding into the back of her throat. She made a slight choking noise, and suddenly, he was inside of it.

“Holy fuck…” H set a hand on the back of her head and enjoyed the sensation, feeling his cock pulsing as she deep throated him with sensual skill.

Piper pulled all the way back, letting her mouth pop off his cock. She looked up at him, her eyes a strange mixture of professionalism and lust.

“How close are you?”

“I’m close,” said Victor. “Just keep going.”

He pulled her head back down, and she started sucking again, faster and more aggressively this time. Lewd noises came from the motions of her mouth. The apartment was tiny, and Victor wondered what Lucy’s reaction would be if she walked in on them.

She set this up to begin with. I can’t be held entirely responsible.

Piper started humming in sync with the movements of her mouth, giving Victor a blowjob that resonated up his cock. H closed his eyes and let pleasure sweep over his body, feeling himself nearing his limit.

“Piper,” he said, in a near-breathless voice. “Piper!”

He tapped on the back of her head. She kept sucking. He took a deep breath and harnessed every ounce of will he had to hold out, but it was impossible. He was going to cum.

At the last second, Piper pulled her lips off his hard cock. With practiced movements, she positioned the jar in front of the head of his cock at the very instant it began to explode. She kept a firm grip on his member, literally holding it in place as Victor blasted his sticky seed into the jar.

“Magnificent,” she whispered. “You must have double the sperm load of an ordinary man, maybe even triple.”

Victor wasn’t listening. He melted into the pleasure as his dick spasmed. Out of mostly shut eyes, he could see Piper milking the cum out of his cock. The jar overflowed slightly with the last few spurts, and Piper brought her index finger to her mouth and sucked his cum off of it.

“Alright.” She screwed the cap back on, fixed her hair, and then stood up. “Lucy will most likely be bringing you into headquarters sometime in the next few days. We’ll need to keep this up until you find a regular romantic outlet for your impulses.”

“Keep… this up?” Victor was barely listening, too zoned out from his orgasm to make sense of her words.

“Just relax and get some sleep. I’ll see you soon.”

Piper walked over to the door and left the apartment. Victor rolled over on the couch, only taking the time to pull his pants back up before falling asleep.


CHAPTER 9

It was early in the morning when Victor woke up, early enough to still be dark outside. Someone was pulling a blanket over him, and he practically had to remember all of the events of the previous day to realize that it was Lucy.

He opened his eyes and saw her slipping into a pair of heels on the welcome mat next to the door. She was wearing a similar outfit to what she’d had on the day before, except with a button up sweater in the place of the jacket, and silk stockings over her legs.

“Where are you going?” Victor sat up on the couch and rubbed his eyes.

“I have to follow up on the Night Angel leads as soon as possible, so I’m heading into work early this morning,” she said. “I left food for you on the table. I’ll send Kronenberg by around noon to check in with you.”

Victor stood up abruptly.

“I’m going in with you,” he said. “You’re going to need my help.”

Lucy looked at him with a serious expression on her face.

“No, I’m not,” she said, her voice blunt. “What I need you to do is take care of yourself and get some rest, until I can find a place to get you settled and we can start using you for research.”

“I’m not giving you a choice, Lucy.” Victor crossed his arms and glowered at her. “There are a lot of ways I could use my powers to get into trouble. If you don’t let me help, that’s what’s going to happen.”

Lucy let out a frustrated sigh.

“This doesn’t involve you, Victor,” she said. “And there isn’t anything you can help with. Just because you’re an aura binder doesn’t mean you’re ready to join up with Monteiro.”

“Do you have any other aura binders on staff?”

Lucy didn’t say anything for a moment.

“We have one,” she said. “She’ll be back in town within the next few days.”

“Then you do need me, regardless of whether you’re willing to admit it or not.”

Lucy shook her head, but she waved a hand in a conciliatory gesture.

“You’re as stubborn as a mule, just like your father.”

Victor cringed on the inside.

The last thing I want is to be compared to him.

He started to put his shoes on. Lucy set a hand on his shoulder and turned him so that he was facing her again.

“I’m only bringing you in so that we can get a head start on your training. This doesn’t mean that you’re going to be going out into the field, or helping in any capacity beyond making phone calls and running internet searches.”

“Of course.” Victor smiled.

The ride through Undercliff City felt different in the daytime. A couple of smokestacks billowed up from the industrial district, marring the otherwise magnificent skyline. The traffic wasn't as bad as Victor assumed it was going to be, a result of a massive population shift in the 21st
 century that skewed demographics in favor of urban denizens too poor to afford cars.

The region, at its core, was still in a state of flux. Undercliff City had been a huge producer of domestic automobiles a hundred years ago. As the economy adjusted and accepted more imports, Undercliff’s primary industry had practically vanished overnight. It was only now that a burgeoning tech sector, of which Monteiro was one of the crown jewels, was raising hopes of the area regaining its former glory.

Lucy pulled into the parking garage and found the same space she’d parked in the day before, which Victor assumed was her reserved spot. The two of them got out and started walking toward the elevator.

Victor followed her in, and the doors had just begun to slide shut when a man walked around the corner and toward them with purposeful steps. He was tall with pale skin and jet black hair, slicked back either with gel or from leftover moisture from an early morning shower. He wore a black wool coat, which seemed like overkill for the mild autumn weather.

“Good morning, Lucy,” said the man.

“Terrance.” Lucy smiled and nodded curtly. The man, Terrance, glanced over at Victor, and Lucy took a breath and began introductions.

“Victor, this is Terrance Pronto, the head manager of the Research Applications Department on the 15th
 floor. Terrance, this is Victor—”

“Anders,” said Terrance, smiling as he cut her off. “I can tell just from looking at him.”

The elevator doors closed. Terrance walked over to the buttons and slowly pressed the one for his floor, keeping part of his attention focused on Victor.

“Yes,” said Victor. “Nice to meet you.”

“It’s funny, I didn’t realize that John was back in town.” Terrance looked at Lucy. “Has he stopped in to meet with Eli yet? I imagine those two would have a lot to talk about.”

Lucy looked pained. She bit her lip, glanced at the wall for a second, and then met Terrance’s eye.

“John… has passed away,” she said. “Victor has come to Undercliff City to manage a couple of open affairs on his behalf.”

“You look a little young to be managing your father’s will, Victor.” Terrance smiled. “How did it happen?”

Victor resisted the urge to grit his teeth.

This is the last thing I want to talk about right now.

“Natural causes,” he said. The came out sounding anything but natural.

“But how, exactly?” pressed Terrance.

“Why does it matter to you?” asked Victor. “He’s dead, and I’d appreciate it if you’d leave it be.”

Lucy shot Terrance a look, and the pale man held up both hands.

“I do apologize. It’s just I worked on several projects with John. We didn’t always see eye to eye on things, but he was a trusted coworker. It saddens me to hear that his time arrived so early.”

Lucy cleared her throat, and he turned to face the elevator doors.

“Terrance, I’m going to need the report on your proposal for industrial uses of the Aura Project by the end of the day.”

“Of course, Lucy,” he said. “I’ll make sure you get it. You just make sure that your department is ready to make the necessary changes for us to turn it into a marketable product.”

The elevator finally reached the 13th
 floor. Victor felt tension rush out of the tiny space as the doors opened. Kronenberg was hovering directly outside, and the orange dome on the top of the drone flickered with excitement when he saw Lucy stepping out.

“Perfect timing, Lucy!” Kronenberg paused, and the drone leaned slightly to the side as it noticed Terrance. “Please tell me that you’re not dropping by for an unexpected visit, Terrance.”

Terrance showed his teeth and slowly shook his head.

“If I needed something from you, I would send one of my assistants to get it.”

Kronenberg broke out into laughter as the elevator doors shut.

“I never could stand that man,” he said. “I think all the hair gel he uses has soaked into his brain.”

“Take it easy on him Kronenberg,” said Lucy. “We have to work with him, not against him.”

Lucy walked fast. Even though she was shorter than Victor, he felt like he needed to focus in order to keep up with her. The 13th
 floor wasn’t that populated, with maybe ten or so staff members working in cubicles or desks in the central command room, but all of them gave her their attention as she went by. She stopped short, and Victor almost crashed into her.

“Kronenberg, can you help Victor get settled for a couple of minutes?” She waved a hand to another young female employee even as she spoke. “I have to make sure everyone is on task for today.”

“Of course, Ms. Wilson.” A bit of sarcasm came with Kronenberg’s response. “Come on, let’s take a tour of the break room.”

The drone bobbed through the air, leading Victor back toward the elevator and then into a small room past a row of cubicles. It looked like the break room in any office except for the newspaper clippings on the wall, all of which detailed murders or other suspicious incidents.

It almost looks like the bedroom wall of a crazed vigilante.

“I’m a little surprised to see you up and about today, Vic.” Kronenberg landed on a table next to the breakroom’s fridge and folded two spider legs underneath his drone body, effectively sitting down.

“Did you expect Lucy to lock me up?” Victor smiled.

“Yes. Either that or for you to head for the hills and get as far away from Undercliff City as you could.”

Victor raised an eyebrow and shook his head.

“That’s not really my style,” he said. “Intimidation tactics only make me angry.”

“That’s the part I don’t understand. You don’t work for Monteiro. This whole situation is new to you. Why are you so eager to jump into the middle of it?”

Victor thought about the question for a couple of seconds. He reached over to a coffee pot on the counter and began pouring himself a cup.

“Let’s just say that I’ve been in the middle of this situation for a while now.”

Kronenberg started to say something else, but before he could, someone that Victor recognized poked into the break room. Piper had a smirk on her face and wore a white lab coat over a cutesy pink t-shirt and jeans.

“Victor.” Her voice had a heavy, flirtatious tone to it. “Good morning.”

She walked over, brushing up against him a bit as she got herself some coffee.

“Good morning, Piper,” he replied. “Sorry about the house call last night.”

“Oh, that’s quite alright.” Piper smiled at him and stood a little too close as she stirred a spoon around her cup. “It was my pleasure.”

The air crackled with potential for a moment as they locked eyes. Kronenberg whirled one of his drone’s copter blades and made just enough noise to pull them back to reality.

“Well, I have to get to work,” said Piper. “I’ll see you later, Victor.”

Victor flashed her a smile as she walked out. Kronenberg took to the air and hovered in front of his face.

“No way…” The drone shook from side to side. “Victor, you dog!”


CHAPTER 10

Lucy came into the breakroom a minute later, carrying a tablet computer and speaking to a young female assistant as she walked. She pointed to something in the main room and the girl took off. Then, she turned to Victor.

“Kronenberg, can you hold down the fort here for a few minutes? I’m going to take Victor down to the simulation rooms.”

The drone nodded.

“That’s a good idea. He’ll need a space to practice if he’s ever going to be able to work in the field.”

Lucy frowned.

“It’s more to keep him busy for the afternoon,” she said. “He’s a teenager.”

“He’s right here, within earshot,” said Victor.

“I wouldn’t rule out letting him help so quickly, Lucy. He’s already gained control of one of the Nano Auras, practically without any training.”

Lucy shook her head and started walking out of the breakroom.

“Just make sure things run smoothly here, and let me handle Victor.”

Victor scowled as he followed after her.

What the hell am I doing here? I’m not interested in being coddled all day.

“For future reference, the simulation rooms are just below us on the 12th
 floor.” Lucy waited for a few people to step off the elevator and then led Victor onto it. “There are four of them in total, so usually, they’ll be at least one free unless it’s a busy day.”

“What is a ‘simulation room’, exactly?” asked Victor.

“A room that simulates different things.” Lucy flashed him a supremely condescending smile.

“Yeah, I figured that much,” said Victor. “Is it so hard for you to treat me like an adult and answer my questions?”

“I’ve literally seen you cry over a missing stuffed animal before,” said Lucy. “Does that answer your question?”

Victor gritted his teeth.

She still sees me as my father’s son. There’s so much that she doesn’t know, that she can’t ever know.

It only took a second for the elevator to drop down to the twelfth floor. The doors opened, and the two of them stepped into a flawless white hallway. There were two doors on either side, with a single touch screen at eye level on the walls next to each one.

“Here, this one’s open.” Lucy walked over to the first door on the left and tapped on the touch screen for a moment. The door slid to the side smoothly and they both walked through.

The room on the other side looked much like the hallway, except it was far more expansive. It was at least a hundred feet across and the same spotless white color as outside, and had about fifteen feet of ceiling clearance.

“I’m not tone deaf, Victor.”

“What?” He glanced over at Lucy with a raised eyebrow.

“I know how badly you want to help, and to be a part of this.” Lucy turned to him with a serious look on her face. “And I know it has something to do with whatever happened to you and to your dad.”

Victor couldn’t meet her gaze. He scratched his head and tried to act like he was inspecting the featureless room.

“But in order for me to be able to trust you with anything, you’re going to need training.” Lucy walked to the center of the space. “Weeks of it, at the least. Maybe months or years. And this room is designed to give you that.”

She pulled a pair of eyeglasses out of her pocket, put them on, and then began tapping on her tablet. After a moment, the entire room shifted, turning black instead of white. The shift was sudden and total, and Victor’s stomach fluttered for a moment as he forcibly regained a sense of equilibrium.

“Jesus fuck…” he muttered. “Warn me the next time before you do that.”

Lucy smiled at him. She pressed something else on the tablet and a neon green grid appeared over the walls and through the air. It looked like something out of Tron except in a full three dimensions, cutting through the space like the web of a computerized spider.

“You being able to see all of this, the projected images in this room, is something that took almost a year of research for us to figure out.” She pointed to the glasses over her eyes. “People like me, without nanites, need to wear glasses in order to use the simulation rooms.”

Victor was awe struck. He walked toward Lucy slowly, taking each step as though half expecting to fall through the floor.

At least I’ve only got coffee in my stomach.

Lucy was smiling as she tapped on her tablet. After a second, a new shape appeared in front of her, an exact replica of a basketball. The shadows were a bit off, and the details were less pronounced than they would have been on a real one, but other than that it was perfect.

“Here.” She gave it a small push and sent it moving through the air toward Victor. He reached up, and to his amazement, caught it. “You can make things, too, using your nanites instead of a computer. Just close your eyes, picture what you want to create, and then push it out.”

I can actually feel it. What the fuck?

Lucy must have seen the look of amazement on his face, because she started chuckling.

“Again, your nanites make the simulations in the room much, much more interesting than they are for regular humans. They can recreate the perception of touch and weight inside your head, without actually needing anything physical to represent it.”

“But it’s… not really there?” Victor shook his head, feeling a little confused and more than a little unnerved. “What if I decide I want to put my hand through it?”

He tried to push his hand into the basketball, but something held his movements back. It felt exactly as though he was holding the ball, down to the tiny bumps and ridges.

“If you really want to, you can make yourself do it,” said Lucy. “It’s similar to how your body would go through the process in real life. You wouldn’t pop a ball, even knowing you could, at least not typically. Your body has its own form of impulse control, and harnessing that allows us to make incredibly realistic simulations without having to worry about them being perfect.”

“How realistic are we talking here?” asked Victor. “Balls are one thing, but what about—”

“People?” Lucy grinned, and after a few seconds on her tablet, conjured up a perfect copy of Victor, complete with a scowl on his face and brooding eyes.

I don’t actually look like that, do I?

He closed his eyes and tried to do what Lucy had described before. He pictured her how she’d been the night before in her loose night robe, balancing his hormonal excitement at the mental image against fidelity to his original memory.

When Victor opened his eyes, a second Lucy stood motionless next to the copy of him. She was frozen in the middle of brushing a few strands of blonde hair out of her face, her robe billowing open just enough to catch his eye.

“Interesting choice of subject.” Lucy sounded amused, and she tapped furiously on the tablet for a moment.

In a sudden burst of shapes and light, several nightmarish creatures spilled out of the walls and floors. A grotesque looking zombie stumbled into Victor from the side, while a man in a tuxedo suit with thin, alien proportions grabbed at his head.

“Jesus!” Victor bound his scarlet aura out of reflex, splashing fire onto the wall. Lucy burst into laughter at his expense.

“You aren’t the first one to imagine me in a less than modest state of dress,” said Lucy. “The thing is, in this room, the one with the wildest imagination is the one with the power.”

She hit something on her tablet and all of the simulations faded out, leaving them back in the empty white room. Victor examined the spot where his flames had struck and saw that little if any damage on the wall.

“This room would be perfect for practicing with my nanites.”

Lucy nodded to him.

“That was, in part, what it was designed for,” she said. “Part of my vision for the Nano Aura Department is eventually training enough aura binders to serve as peacekeepers against the abuse of the technology of the future. You can train your scarlet aura in here without worrying about burning the place down, though you should be mindful about the smoke fumes.”

A noise came from Lucy’s pocket. She pulled out her cell phone and stared at it for a moment, and then started heading for the door.

“What’s up?” asked Victor.

“I have to meet with Eli, the big boss. Hang out here for a little bit and get familiar with the room. I’ll tell Kronenberg to delegate you with some minor tasks to keep you busy for the day.”

“Uh, are you going to pay for said minor tasks?”

Lucy smiled.

“Let’s save that conversation for later,” she said.

Sounds like she plans on keeping me as an unpaid intern.

Victor held his objections and waited for the door to close behind her. He scanned his eyes across the empty simulation room for a moment and then began focusing.

The room turned black again. Victor focused on what he remembered from the night before, slowly reconstructing an image of Night Angel.

She’d been short, at least half a head shorter than he was. Her face had been covered, but Victor had seen Asiatic eyes, along with jet black hair. He chewed his lip as her bust and curves began to take form. She’d been rather attractive, which made the question of her motives all the more intriguing.

“She’d asked me if I worked for ‘him’, I remember that much.” Victor muttered to himself quietly, contemplating his memories.

He remembered how she’d moved, the way she’d floated through the air and maneuvered as though the laws of physics didn’t apply to her. To Victor’s surprise, the model began moving, simulating the various attacks and feints he’d seen Night Angel perform.

The simulation of Night Angel flew forward at him. Victor didn’t flinch back, and the simulation didn’t stop. He felt her soft body collide with him. It wasn’t painful, and in fact, Victor had to keep ideas from flooding into his head as he felt his nanites perfectly recreating the sensation of her breasts pushing against him.

“Ah-hem.” Kronenberg’s voice flooded into the room from an unseen speaker. “I’m not interrupting, am I?”

“What? No!” Victor ran a hand through his hair and tried to keep his embarrassment in check. “What’s up?”

“I’ve found some information that might be of interest to you and the investigation. If you want to take advantage of it, you need to follow it up immediately.”

Victor smiled.

“I’ll meet you on the 13th
 floor.”


CHAPTER 11

Kronenberg and Lucy had their own offices on the 13th
 floor with actual doors, unlike most of the other employees who made due with open cubicles. The door to Lucy’s was closed, and it didn’t look like she was inside. Kronenberg’s was right next to it, and Victor paused in front of the door before knocking.

There was a tiny drone sized opening that reminded Victor a bit of a doggie door next to the main entrance. Victor smiled when he saw it, and then began to actually think about the absurdity of Kronenberg’s situation within the company.

What’s his story, anyway?

“Come in.”

Victor walked inside. Kronenberg’s office only had a single chair in it, and in the place of a desk was what looked like a charging station for his drone body, which was currently sitting on top of it.

“Kronenberg… Do you mind if I ask how you ended up working here?”

“I got hired,” said Kronenberg. “Obviously.”

“I figured as much,” said Victor. “You know what I mean.”

“That’s a story for another day.” The drone stood up on its spider legs, flashed its dome light a couple of times, and then took to the air. “For now, we should focus on the lead I mentioned.”

Victor nodded and took a seat.

“I’ve been trying to figure out exactly how Night Angel came into her abilities,” said Kronenberg. “Nanites, quite obviously, are not readily available to the public.”

“Maybe she stole them? Doesn’t that seem like the most obvious answer?”

“It’s not that simple. Monteiro has a number of security protocols that aren’t easy to bypass. Here in the Nano Aura Department, the scrutiny is even more intense.”

“Are we sure that she’s using regular nanites, then?” Victor scratched his head and watched as the drone slowly dipped in the motion of a nod.

“You reported yourself that you saw her glowing with them when she used her powers,” said Kronenberg. “And the way she made her entrance definitely fits the hypothesis.”

“So then how do we track her down?”

Kronenberg paused for a moment. The entire back wall of the office flickered to life, and Victor realized that it was a gigantic HD monitor.

“Out of the two men Night Angel had under her control last night, one is currently a patient at the Undercliff Teaching Hospital.”

“And the other?”

“He’s dead. It’s not unusual for the onyx aura to have that effect on people, when overused at high levels.”

“Alright then.” Victor stood up and started for the door. “I’ll go check it out.”

“There’s a good chance that he won’t be awake yet. Stay with him if you can, and see if he eventually comes to. It’s not glamorous work, but it’s the best lead we’ve got.”

“Sure thing.” Victor paused, and considered Kronenberg for a moment. “Hey, can I ask you something?”

Kronenberg shrugged two of his spider legs in a mockery of the human gesture.

“I don’t know, can you?”

Victor rolled his eyes.

“Why are you helping me on this?”

“We have to stop this woman. It’s not something we can leave to chance.”

“That’s exactly what I mean. This is a huge corporation, there must be someone else you can trust to play detective.”

Kronenberg hovered in the air, watching Victor for a long moment.

“There’s something about you, Victor. Something beyond the nanites, and the can-do attitude.”

Victor rolled his eyes again.

“I’m serious,” said Kronenberg. “I can recognize it in you as surely as I can feel it in myself. Something happened to you, didn’t it? Something beyond getting the nanites, something bigger than that…”

Victor turned and pushed his way out through the door.

“It’s my turn to dodge a personal question,” he said. “I’ll go check out the hospital.”

Victor took the elevator down to the parking garage. He walked through the car crowded lot and to the pedestrian exit onto the street. A small part of him worried about Lucy, and how she’d react as his benefactor if she discovered him getting in the middle of things.

She needs help on this, whether she realizes it or not.

The sky was overcast, and there was just enough chill in the air to make the hairs on the back of his neck stand up. Victor walked through downtown Undercliff City, weaving through people probably on their way to work or lunch.

He used his phone to map out a path to the hospital. Undercliff City was large, but most of the outskirts, as he’d seen the day before, were in a state of either near or total abandonment. The core of the city held everything important, which was convenient for him, traveling on foot.

It took Victor about twenty minutes to get there. The Undercliff Teaching Hospital was a squat, rectangular building, three floors high and in the shape of a large u. He found the front entrance and pushed inside.

Kronenberg had emailed him a basic dossier on the comatose man. His name was Mike Sanchez, and he’d jumped from one blue-collar job to another for his entire adult life.

Victor came to a stop at the front desk. A nurse sat behind it, an attractive woman in her forties with a bored expression on her face. She was reading a magazine and only stopped to look up from it after Victor cleared his throat.

“Hello,” said Victor. “I’m here to see a patient. Mike Sanchez.”

“I’m sorry, we can only give out room numbers family members,” said the nurse. “It’s our policy.”

Victor nodded slowly.

Let’s see if she’ll break the rules if she’s in a more interesting mood.

Slowly and delicately, Victor extended his awareness into his scarlet aura and bound it to the woman. A tiny red glow that only he could see appeared around her head, making it appear as though her entire face pulsed with light and emotion.

“Are you sure there’s no way I can check on Mike? We’re old friends, me and him.”

The woman opened her mouth and looked at him strangely. Victor wasn’t sure which of her emotions he’d flared. It depended as much on the way the person originally felt as it did on his application of of the aura, though so far it seemed to lean toward more passionate emotions when it came to women.

“You do seem like a nice guy.” The nurse batted her eyelashes at him. “Oh, what the hell.”

She tapped on the keyboard of the computer in front of her for a second and then turned back to him.

“He’s in room 134.”

“Thanks,” said Victor. “I really appreciate it.”

The woman kept her eyes locked onto him as he walked past the desk and into the hall.

Finding the room was easy enough. Victor stood outside it for a second, wondering if he should knock. An orderly pushed by him, pulling along a cart full of medical equipment, and Victor decided to just head in.

He opened the door, slipped through it, and found himself standing across from a man he recognized. The face was the same, but Mike Sanchez looked a lot less threatening lying in a hospital bed than he had at Night Angel’s side.

“Mike,” said Victor. “Are you awake?”

The man’s eyes stayed closed, and he didn’t respond. Victor stayed in the room for a couple of minutes before finally giving up and leaving the hospital.

Well, that was a waste of time.


CHAPTER 12

Victor had already started heading back toward Monteiro Tower when his phone rang. The number that was calling was one he didn’t recognize.

“Hello?”

“Victor, it’s Kronenberg. I got another lead for you to follow, if you’re up for it.”

Victor chewed his lip for a second.

“The last one led nowhere, Kronenberg. He’s still unconscious, as expected.”

“Hey, I didn’t say this would be interesting. It’s the job though.”

Victor sighed.

“What have you got for me?”

“There’s a woman that used to work for Monteiro,” said Kronenberg. “Jaime Campos. She quit right before the first attack by Night Angel on the tower.”

“She sounds like our girl,” said Victor. “Why hasn’t anyone followed up on her yet?”

“Well… she worked in the Marketing Department. And her physical profile doesn’t match what we’ve seen of the mystery woman.”

“It’s still probably worth looking into,” said Victor. “Send me the address and I’ll check it out.”

Twenty minutes later, Victor stood outside of a small suburban cottage. The yard was clean and neatly maintained, and a small pink flamingo poked out of a flower patch in front of the porch.

Victor walked up to the door slowly and pressed the doorbell. After a couple of seconds, the door opened.

The woman standing in the doorway, as far as Victor could tell, couldn’t have been Night Angel. She was too short, and her hair was a different color than the woman that Victor had encountered.

What Victor also noticed about Jaime Campos was that she was rather attractive. Her hair was wet and slicked back, mermaid style, and the only clothing she had on was a thick white towel hanging from the top of her chest.

“Yes, I’m Jaime Campos,” she said. “You can just leave the package on the deck. I’ll grab it once I’ve changed.”

She started to close the door. Victor had to jump forward slightly and push his arm through the crack to stop her.

“Hold on, I’m not a deliveryman! I’m just here to ask you a few…”

The woman’s towel fell as she took a step back, revealing a gorgeous naked body behind it. Victor’s jaw dropped as he absorbed the sight of Jaime Campos’s large, supple breasts, and the small landing strip of pubic hair on her crotch.

“Whoops!” Jaime blushed bright red as she bent over to grab the towel. She rewrapped it around herself with surprising speed and then waved for Victor to come in.

“I… didn’t see anything,” said Victor.

“It’s fine!” Jaime speed walked over to a door across from the entranceway and disappeared behind it. “Let me just get changed. What’s your name?”

“Victor Anders. I, uh, am investigating something for the Monteiro Corporation.”

Jaime walked back into the living room. She wore a silk robe that was just as revealing as the towel had been, albeit less prone to coming loose.

“Have a seat.” She walked closer to him and gestured to the couch. “I don’t mind answering some questions.”

Victor nodded and sat down. The towel dropping incident had thrown him off balance, and it took him a second to regain his composure and get back to the reason why he was there.

“Do you know anything about the attacks that have taken place against Monteiro Tower over the past few weeks?”

Jaime frowned and shook her head.

“No, I don’t know anything about that,” she said.

Victor listened to her voice as carefully as he could, searching it for any hint of subterfuge.

She sounds like she’s telling the truth.

“They began right after you left the company,” he said.

“Oh my.” Jaime smiled and sat down next to him on the couch, letting one of her hands come to rest on his knee. “I see why you’d be looking into me, then. Is there anything I can do to ease your concerns?”

Victor blinked in surprise as her fingers slipped in closer to his crotch.

I didn’t use my scarlet aura on her. This isn’t right…

“Why did you leave your job at Monteiro, Mrs. Campos?”

“Mrs. Campos?” The woman laughed. “Please, call me Jaime.”

Victor stood up, feeling a sudden stab of suspicion.

“Please,” he said. “You said you’d answer my questions. Just tell me what I need to know.”

Jaime didn’t let up right away. She moved in closer to Victor again, and his reluctance wavered as she slipped the front of her robe open, revealing her naked body.

“Do you really want to know?” she whispered, her words hot against his ear. “Or do you want something else?”

“Stop it!” Victor pulled out of her grasp and took a deep breath. “Look, I’m not here to get you into any trouble. I just want to know—”

“You don’t.” Jaime Campos’s tone changed in an instant. “You don’t want to know.”

She closed her robe with tired movements and opened the top drawer of the end table next to couch. When she turned back to face Victor, she was lighting a cigarette.

“You’re pretty cute, you know that?” She smiled him. “How old are you, 23, 24?”

“19.” Victor felt himself getting frustrated, but he bit back words of anger and forced himself to wait it out.

“That’s too young for you to be able to see it, I guess.” She took a deep drag off the cigarette and blew smoke toward the ceiling. “I’m surprised that they sent someone like you. You don’t seem like the type of person who’d be willing to intimidate me into keeping my part of the deal.”

Victor just shook his head. She was giving him a few of the pieces, he knew that much, but putting them together was something else entirely.

“Look, I’m not trying to set you up, or trap you. I just need to know how you fit into things. It might help keep people from getting hurt.”

“Maybe some people deserve to get hurt.” Jaime tapped ash off the cigarette into a tray on the end stand. “Victor, you don’t know what you’re getting into.

“Are you helping her?” asked Victor. “The woman that’s been attacking the company.”

Jaime Campos was silent for a long time. Finally, she looked up at him and met his gaze.

“I’m only helping myself,” she said. “I don’t know anything about that.”

Again, it sounds like she’s telling the truth.

Victor nodded slowly.

“Alright.” He turned and started toward the door.

“That’s it?” Jaime sounded surprised as she spoke. “You aren’t going to push it further? You’re an aura binder, right? You could use your nanites to strip the truth right out of me. To do whatever you wanted to me, for that matter.”

Victor sighed and shook his head.

“No,” he said. “I’ve got all I need.”

He stepped out into the yard and let Jaime close the door behind him. She was right. Even with his limited practice with the scarlet aura, he probably could have managed to toy with her emotions enough to get the full truth of her situation.

The idea of it made him feel nauseous and uncomfortable. Victor wasn’t willing to sink to that level. It was worse than taking advantage of people, worse than threatening or blackmail. It was a power that he wouldn’t let himself abuse like that.

I’m not like him, and I never will be.


CHAPTER 13

“He’s awake!”

Victor got a call from Kronenberg shortly after leaving Jaime’s house. He’d barely gotten half of a hello out before the voice on the other side bellowed the words excitedly into his ear.

“What?”

“Mike Sanchez,” said Kronenberg. “He just woke up. He’s heading north on Tempest Street.”

“I’m… not entirely sure where that is,” said Victor. “I still don’t know Undercliff that well.”

“Just open the link I emailed you,” said Kronenberg. “I’m hovering above him right now. If you follow my icon in the maps app, it should lead you right to him.”

“Alright, easy enough.”

“Don’t get too close. I won’t lose track of him as long as he stays outside. If he goes into a building, that’s where you come in.”

“Gotcha.” Victor hung up the phone and checked his email. The link Kronenberg sent let him open up his phone's map application, and on it was a blinking dot that he surmised to be his target.

Victor had to jog through the streets to gain ground on the dot. It stopped moving just as he closed the final stretch of distance. He looked up at the sky and saw Kronenberg’s drone body hovering above a building. Turning his eyes downward, he cringed at what he saw.

‘Heaven’s Gallery’? This guy left the hospital and headed straight to a strip club?

Victor waited for about a minute, hoping that his previously comatose target would have a change of heart and head somewhere else. His phone rang, and he tried not to sound too irritated as he answered.

“Hello?”

“Just act natural and head inside,” said Kronenberg. “You can even buy a lap dance for yourself if you need a way to blend in. I’ll have Monteiro reimburse you.”

Victor rolled his eyes, a gesture that was purely for his benefit over the phone.

“As if. Lucy would catch wind of it eventually, and there would be hell to pay. I’m just going to head in and confront him.”

“It’s not going to lead you anywhere,” said Kronenberg. “If this guy wanted to be helpful, he’d be on his way to the police station right now. Just watch him and bide your time. He’ll lead us to something we can use.”

Victor swore under his breath and hung up the phone. He crossed the street and headed for the entrance into Heaven’s Gallery. A bouncer stood outside, and a tiny part of him hoped that he would be carded and denied entrance.

The bouncer gave him the briefest of glances before waving him in. The place was dark, dank, and strangely inviting. Glitzy electronic music blared from speakers on either side of the room. The only areas with judicious amounts of light were the stage and directly behind the bar.

The floor felt sticky, even through his shoes, and the air stank of cigarette smoke. Victor’s attention, however, was pulled toward the girls.

“Ooh, looks like we got ourselves a young one.” A woman who looked like she’d stepped out of a Playboy cover traced a finger across Victor’s chest, shaking breasts that bulged out of a lingerie corset as she did.

“Hi,” said Victor. “I’m just… here looking for a friend.”

He scanned the room with his eyes. It was too dark to make out which of the silhouetted figures was Mike Sanchez. The woman stepped behind him, put a hand on each of his shoulders, and breathed onto his neck.

“Maybe I can keep you company until you find him?” she whispered.

Well, I should probably try to blend in.

Victor shrugged.

“Can you get me a drink?” He smiled at her and nodded his head toward the bar. “It’s my first time here. I think it would help me relax.”

“Of course, hun.” The woman disappeared in the direction of the bar. Victor slowly made his way toward one of the chairs on the side of the room, straining his eyes in an attempt to find Sanchez as he did.

It didn’t take long. There was one shadowed figure that stood out from the rest. He was speaking with someone near a door in the back of the room, and making large gestures with his arms.

He must be a regular here. It looks like he’s explaining where he’s been.

After a moment, the woman returned with his drink. She sat down in his lap and pushed it into his hand.

“What’s your name?” Her voice was soft and sensual.

“Victor,” he said. “Nice to meet you, uh…”

“Beatrix,” said the woman.

Victor did his best to look as though he was paying attention to her as he watched Sanchez over her shoulder. He’d finished talking to the person near the back door, who stepped aside and allowed him access.

“What’s in that room?”

“That’s where the real magic happens,” said Beatrix. “I’d love to take you in there, but I’m not sure if you could afford it.”

“Is that so?” Victor chewed his lip.

I have to follow Sanchez, no matter what. As long as I don’t take advantage of her, it should be fine.

Victor bound his scarlet aura, watching as the woman took on a bright red glow that only he could see. Beatrix took a sharp breath and then pulled in a little closer to her.

“Hmm…” she mused. “You are a cute one, though. I bet you’d show me a good time if I brought you back there.”

“Of course,” said Victor. “Trust me, we will have some fun.”

Beatrix frowned.

“Maybe half price?” She shook her head. “We are running a business here, after all.”

Victor gritted his teeth and rebound his Scarlet aura, intensifying the strength of it.

Let’s hope this doesn’t do anything permanent.

Beatrix let out a sharp gasp. She shifted her position on Victor’s lap, straddling him and grinding her crotch against his leg.

“I’m… on fire,” she whispered. “Please.”

“Just bring me into the backroom, and I’ll take care of you.”

Beatrix jumped to her feet and practically dragged Victor along with her toward the door. The guard raised an eyebrow as they approached, but made no move to stop them as she pulled him through the doorway.

The room on the other side was lined with smaller chambers on either side, each one with a long curtain for a door, almost like dressing rooms. Only one of them was currently shut.

That has to be where Sanchez is. I just have to listen for him to leave, and then I can follow again.

Beatrix pulled him into the curtained chamber across from the one Sanchez was in and sat him down a leather couch. It was only then that Victor saw her face, and the desperate, horny need contained in her eyes.

“Hey, hold on.” Victor tried to push her back as she began ripping off his pants. “Let’s talk for a minute, fir—”

Beatrix leaned in and kissed him, pushing her tongue into his mouth and tossing herself into his lap. Victor felt his body responding, against his better judgment.

This could get complicated.


CHAPTER 14

“Hold on, I just… need a minute.”

Victor leaned back on the couch, trying to put some space between himself and Beatrix. She was eager almost to the point of being cartoonish, a sexy female version of Pepe Le Pew.

“You don’t seem like you need a minute,” whispered Beatrix. She slipped her hand between Victor’s legs and gave his cock a sensual squeeze. It was rock hard and betraying him to the enemy.

I can use the scarlet aura to change her emotions, make her angry instead of horny!

Victor began focusing his awareness on flaring a different emotion in Beatrix, who was struggling to unzip his pants. He bound his scarlet aura, and instantly saw the result.

“Oh god!” Beatrix let out a shaky, lustful moan. “I need you!”

“You’re not, uh, mad, or anything?”

Beatrix answered the question by fishing his cock out of his pants and rubbing her lips across it.

“Jesus!” Victor shuddered as pleasure coursed through him. Beatrix knew exactly what she was doing, and it felt insanely nice.

“I’ve never felt like this before!” said Beatrix. “I… I need you inside me!”

“Hold on, just hold on a second!” Victor moved to stand up, but with surprising strength, Beatrix pushed him back down. She wrapped her lips around his cock and began sucking on it as though she was underwater and it was providing her with air.

“Oh… wow!” Victor stared down at her wide-eyed. His experience with blowjobs was, admittedly, mostly limited to what he’d done over the past few days. Even so, he was pretty sure that Beatrix’s skill far outstripped any ordinary woman.

If I’m going to get back to following Sanchez, I need to get by Beatrix first.

Beatrix bobbed her head up and down, swirling complex patterns with her tongue along the sensitive flesh of Victor’s cock. She popped her lips off it and began sliding her way into position to straddle him.

“Hold on, we need to use a…” Victor trailed off as Beatrix produced something from her bra. “…condom.”

She slipped it over his hard shaft and unrolled it with ease. Her movements were fast, in the manner of someone doing a job they’ve long since mastered. Beatrix pulled her panties aside and lowered herself onto him.

Victor gasped. She was dripping wet. Even on their horniest days, his encounters with Ella had involved more build up and intimacy. Beatrix began rocking back and forth on him as though attempting to ride a bucking bronco.

“Oh fuck, yeah!” yelled Beatrix. “You’re so big and so hard!”

“Shhhh…” said Victor. “Do you want everyone in the place to hear us?”

She let out an even louder moan as though in answer and pushed her big breasts into his face. He smiled at the idea of all of the strip club patron’s listening to one of their sexy starlets getting fucked hard. Victor’s hands found their way to her waist, and he began bouncing her up and down on his shaft.

“Oh…” The word slipped out of his mouth, half in surprise and half in delight. Beatrix was a gorgeous stripper, and he was fucking her. The very idea would have seemed like a fantasy to him a few days ago.

Victor felt the lips of her pussy rubbing up and down his cock with every movement she made. She was wet and warm, and feeling her from the inside was infinitely more satisfying than just looking at her body.

The leather couch squeaked underneath them as they fucked. Victor slipped his hand into her bra and ran his fingers across her nipples. The room was dark enough to make it hard to see the details, but it didn’t matter.

“Fuck!” Beatrix came down hard onto his cock, taking every inch of it deep inside her. Victor realized that she’d reached her climax, and felt conflicted.

I need to go after Sanchez… But I can’t just walk around in this state, at least not without looking like a pervert.

Beatrix slipped off his cock, pulled the condom off of it, and immediately went back to sucking. Victor melted back into the leather couch and let her work.

She started off slower this time, looking up at him as she teased his shaft with her tongue and lips. It was torture, and it felt a bit like she was taking revenge for Victor’s use of his aura on her.

“I don’t have a lot of time!” said Victor. “Please, just do your thing!”

“Do what thing?” Beatrix sounded pleased with herself. She slowly slipped her tongue up along the underside of his shaft, as though she was enjoying a popsicle.

“You know what thing.” Victor coughed, feeling suddenly embarrassed.

“Say it,” whispered Beatrix. “Tell me what you want me to do with my slutty lips, and my whore mouth.”

“Suck my cock,” said Victor, through gritted teeth. “I want you to suck my cock.”

Beatrix began sucking with a different kind of intensity. She watched him with her eyes and relied on her lips to dole out pleasure, keeping a tight seal over his rod as she bobbed her head back and forth.

It was unreal. One of her hands held onto his arm, lending a bit of forcefulness to the act. It felt as though she was perpetrating a heist, stealing his cum.

Victor put a hand on the back of her head, feeling the styling products in her hair, and then gave it to her. He came hard, pushing his hips forward and letting his cock probe into the back of Beatrix’s throat. It wasn’t a problem for her, and she sucked down his seed like the experienced whore she was.

What the hell did I just do?

“I… have to go.” Victor fumbled with his pants as he pushed through the chamber’s curtain.

“Come by and see me again sometime, Victor,” cooed Beatrix.

The curtain to the partition Mike Sanchez had been in was open, and the backroom was otherwise empty. Victor swore under his breath and hurried back out into the main area. His phone vibrated in his pocket, and he pulled it out to find a text from Kronenberg.

“Hurry up. He’s on the move again, headed for the outskirts of the city. With one of the strippers.”

“Damn it!” Victor hurried to the door and ran out into the street, cursing out loud.


CHAPTER 15

Victor rushed through the streets of Undercliff City, doing his best to avoid crashing into people as he followed the blinking dot on his phone’s map. The sun was setting over the western horizon, and the evening rush of people getting out of work only made the task more challenging.

It’s her. Night Angel must have known he’d go to the strip club, and recaptured him while he was in the backroom.

The reasoning fit well enough given the information Victor had, but something about it seemed off. He frowned and sped up, almost colliding with a woman walking her dog as he ran down the sidewalk.

He headed toward the edge of the city, into the section of the outskirts nearest to the looming cliffs on the west side, which cast dark shadows over the buildings within range. The shops slowly became more and more rundown as he went further out of the city’s core until both sides of the street reflected the abandonment and economic destitution that Undercliff City had been known by for so long.

Even the road looked dirtier. The pavement sagged down into potholes at regular intervals, most of which looked as though they’d been ignored for years.

Victor drew closer to where the dot was on his map, and his phone began ringing. He slowed as he turned around the corner of a building endorsed by graffiti and answered it.

“Where the fuck are you?” Lucy’s voice was sharp, authoritative, and utterly terrifying to Victor.

“I, uh, went out to get some air,” he said. The lie sounded pathetic even as it left his mouth.

“I wasn’t born yesterday, Victor,” said Lucy. “I don’t care whose idea it was. If you and Kronenberg aren’t back on the 13th
 floor in fifteen minutes, there will be hell to pay.”

“Uh, sorry, I can’t hear you!” Victor made a lame attempt at simulating cellular feedback with his voice. “The.. service.. really bad…”

He hung up the phone and peered around the corner at his target. Mike Sanchez was walking toward an abandoned, rundown corner store. In front of him was Night Angel, dressed in a long overcoat, sunglasses, and a baseball cap.

Something mechanical hummed behind Victor. He glanced over his shoulder in time to see Kronenberg dropping down next to him in drone form.

“I take it Lucy gave you an earful as well?” he asked. Victor nodded.

“Yeah. But she’ll let it go if we manage to pull this off.”

“We have already managed to pull ‘this’ off,” said Kronenberg. “Come on, we have to get back to headquarters.”

Victor shook his head.

“No,” he said. “I can’t leave. Not now. She’s controlling him again.”

“Does it matter? Mike Sanchez, bless his heart, is not exactly a star citizen.”

“Of course it matters!” Victor gritted his teeth. “He might be a disgusting sleazebag, but this isn’t about him. Night Angel isn’t going to stop doing what she’s doing. Innocent people will get dragged into it if we don’t do something.”

“We followed her back here, and given enough time, we can narrow it down to a few potential suspects just based off the photos I’ve snapped.” Kronenberg zoomed in to hover right in front of Victor’s face. “Don’t do this.”

Victor sighed.

He doesn’t understand.

“You go. If things go south here, get Lucy and get help.”

Kronenberg hovered in place for a moment and then took off to the sky. Victor slowly flexed his fist and then broke from cover, jogging toward the door he’d seen Sanchez and Night Angel head in through.

He paused before pushing the door open. There was no doorknob in the handle, and it swung freely when Victor placed his hand on it. He took a deep breath and then stepped through.

The inside of the building was larger than he’d been expecting, and lit by a large trash can fire at the center of it. Four men stood in various places on the floor, and all of them were frozen in place as though they were mannequins. Victor recognized Mike Sanchez and took a cautious step over to him.

“Can you hear me?” He tried to keep his voice low, but it was hard, and Victor was getting more nervous by the second. “Can any of you hear me?”

Night Angel stepped out from behind a doorway in the back of the building. She’d foregone her overcoat and was in the process of pulling on the outfit Victor had seen her in the night before. Her eyes scanned the room, and she froze upon seeing him. She wordlessly waved her hand, and all four of the men charged forward.

Fuck!

Victor crouched into a low roll, dodging a grapple from a chunky man who’d been standing directly to his right. All of the men under Night Angel’s control were of a formidable build, but their movements were slower and more robotic than they should have been.

Unfortunately for Victor, he was still outnumbered. He blocked a blow from the fat man, and Mike Sanchez slammed an uncaring fist into his stomach. Winded, Victor made an attempt at pushing through the group of them to get his back against the wall. Another fist lashed out, and he dodged a second too late. The third man’s knuckles struck against the side of his mouth, splitting his lip open.

“I don’t know who you are, but you made a mistake coming here,” said Night Angel. She was still wiggling into a pair of leather pants, but waved a hand at the men, who ceased their attack against Victor and held him steady.

“Stop this!” shouted Victor. “Let these men go!”

“You’re one of these men now, I’m afraid.” She walked over to Victor, and he saw the aura surrounding her turn purple. She extended a hand toward his forehead, and a sudden realization dawned on him.

If she uses her nanites on me, it’s over.

Night Angel’s face was illuminated just enough by the fire for Victor to see her mouth turn up in a slight smile. He seized the moment, feeling out his scarlet aura and binding it to his hands.

Instead of flaring it outward into a jet, as Victor had in their last encounter, he used the aura on his own skin. The men holding him loosened their grip, and two of them pulled their hands back in surprise. Victor felt feverish, but it was bearable, and he took advantage of the extra room to maneuver and slam forward into Night Angel.

She let out a surprised squeal and fell backward underneath him. Victor pulled back his fist, intent on slamming it into her chest. Before he could, Night Angel’s aura shifted into blindingly bright light, and a bucket flew from across the room and into his head.

Was that… telekinesis?

Victor could feel blood seeping out of a cut from where the sharp lip of the bucket had connected with him. Night Angel rolled out from underneath him, shifted her aura back to a dark, almost black shade of purple, and set her servants back on him.

He’d managed to get one foot underneath him before the largest man knocked him back over. Victor scampered back toward the wall and began focusing his awareness inward, only to find nothing there waiting for him.

My scarlet aura isn’t working!

All he could do was shield his head as the blows began to rain down on him. It wasn’t a passionate beat down, like a fight against an enraged opponent. Instead, the punches and kicks fell in methodical patterns, striking at undefended parts of his body with no emotion.

“I’m sorry about this.” Night Angel’s voice was soft, with a surprising edge of empathy in it. “You should have stayed out of my business.”

Victor let out a primal, angry roar and caught one of the man’s legs as it traced a path toward his gut. He twisted, knocking his attacker off balance. Unfortunately, the other mind-controlled members of Night Angel’s posse were quick to pick up the slack. With his guard down, one of them landed a hard punch against his temple.

“…Why?” Victor struggled to get out even a single word as he curled up into the fetal position, shielding himself in a mostly ineffectual manner.

“You wouldn’t understand,” said Night Angel. “I wish it didn’t have to be this way.”

A kick smashed into the crest of Victor’s armpit, sending a shooting pain through his chest. Blood dripped from a dozen different cuts throughout his body, complimented by deep bruises and broken ribs.

Victor tried his scarlet aura again. He could feel something there, much more slight and reduced than it had been originally, but it was definitely there. Unfortunately, the goons didn’t let up, leaving him with no chance to regain his focus.

And then there was a far-off sound that gave him hope. A police siren slowly drawled in the distance, growing louder by the second. Victor opened his eyes and saw Night Angel slowly moving away from the front door.

“I’m sorry.” She turned and ran through the door in the back of the building. Victor summoned enough energy to rise to his feet, but the mind controlled goons were still attacking him, intent on keeping him from following after.

“Get back!” Victor summoned the energy he needed to bind his scarlet aura and slipped by one of the men, getting his back against the wall. The sound of tires screeching onto the side walk came from the outside, followed by fast footsteps and shouts.

Finally! The cavalry is here!

Victor turned around just as the first police officer made it through the door. He pointed his hand at the men, all of whom had gone suddenly still, as though switched off by their controller. To his horror, the cop leveled his gun not at them, but at Victor.

“Hold on!” he shouted. “I’m not

The gun went off, and pain exploded into Victor’s shoulder. He staggered backward and felt the energy he’d been holding in his scarlet aura spill out, splashing fire onto the walls and floor of the building. The cop flinched back, out through the door.

More gunshots from more armed officers spilled through the building. Victor was low enough to the ground to be relatively safe, but he saw the bullets ripping through the men, tearing holes into their chests. The flames spread quickly, eating through the drywall and dusty furniture.

Victor crawled his way toward the door in the back that Night Angel had left through, only managing to pull himself to his feet after he’d made it to the stairs leading to the back alley. It was raining outside, and the cop watching the exit didn’t notice him for the critical second he needed to break into a run.

“Stop right there! You’re under arrest!”

Victor felt numb, in part from the overload of pain, and in part from what had just happened. He didn’t stop and sped forward with reckless speed. The rain turned to steam wherever it struck his skin, surrounding him in a cloak of steam.

There were no lamp lights in the outskirts, but lightning shimmered in the sky overhead, illuminating up the area for a precious millisecond. Victor rushed forward, into another building and up a set of stairs. He tried to keep going along the roof and noticed where it ended a moment too late.

He fell fifteen feet to the ground and into an old dumpster, filled to the brim with cardboard. It broke his fall, and it seemed to be the only bit of luck that the night had afforded him.

I was wrong. And I won’t get another chance.

Thunder cracked as the storm intensified. The rain felt good, but it wasn’t enough.


CHAPTER 16

“Dad, it’s raining.”

Victor stood in what was left of the evening’s light. The grass under his feet was clean and well cared after. He’d seen the groundskeeper on the way in, who’d been carrying a bag full of mulch or fertilizer out toward a neatly painted shed in the back of the courtyard.

John Anders wore a clean black suit. The black tie around his neck was slightly looser than it should have been, with a half inch gap in between the loop and his collar. He held a medium sized bottle of expensive gin in his left hand, and looking at it made Victor feel uncomfortable.

“Dad…” Victor tried to swallow a lump in his throat. “The rain…”

In front of them, amidst a field of matching granite headstones and perfectly manicured grass plots, was the grave of Victor’s mother, Mona. It was the anniversary of her death, and as always, the two of them were there to pay their respects.

Usually, that entailed reliving most of the experience of her burial over again, at least for John. Victor only remembered his mother’s death in through the vaguest scraps of memories, distorted through the veil of time.

“She didn’t deserve this, Victor.” His father slurred his words as he spoke, but the misery still smoldered underneath every syllable. “She didn’t deserve to die.”

“Dad, please…” Victor took a step forward. Part of him wanted to reach out a reassuring hand and put it on his dad’s shoulder. But John had been drinking, and Victor knew better. He knew what alcohol did to his father’s already unpredictable behavior.

“I can’t bring her back…” John shook his head and then buried it into the crook of his arm. “I can’t even work anymore. Not now that the company has…”

He stopped, glancing over his shoulder at Victor, but not making eye contact with his son.

“I can still do something,” he whispered. “I have to do something, Victor. It’s what she would have wanted.”

It wasn’t raining when Victor woke up. He was in bed, under soft covers. He was also in pain, more pain than he’d ever known before in his life. His skin tingled with feverish heat, and his body ached from bruises in a hundred different places.

And then there was the gunshot wound. Victor slowly lifted up enough in bed to look down at his shoulder. Someone had bandaged it for him, but every movement sent a shooting pain up his arm.

How the hell am I still alive?

The room he was in looked like a mixture between an infirmary, a prison cell, and a mental ward. Soft padding material covered the walls and floor, and the bed was bare outside of the sheets and pillow.

Victor let out a pained groan and tried to force himself to his feet. It was only then that he noticed the handcuffs linking his right wrist to the bed’s frame.

I’m under arrest. The police found me, after all.

He swore under his breath and collapsed back down onto his bed. Every inch of his body begged for him to lie down, to rest, to not fight the inevitable.

I have to stop her. I have to.

Victor wasn’t sure how long he’d been laying in the bed for when the door finally opened. He looked across the empty room, and saw Lucy walking toward him. She had a clipboard in one hand and came to a stop a few feet away from the bed.

“How are you feeling?”

Victor forced a smile onto his face.

“Great,” he said. “Just peachy, in fact. How’d you find me?”

“Kronenberg tipped me off.” Lucy took another step toward him, her expression serious. “From the sounds of it, the two of you were running quite the operation.”

“Yeah, we could be the stars of a buddy cop comedy. A mutant and a robot team up to stop a sadistic criminal mastermind.”

Lucy’s expression didn’t waver. She let out a soft sigh and then sat down on the bed next to his legs.

“I made a mistake, Victor.”

“You made a mistake?” He raised an eyebrow at her.

“I made the mistake of thinking that there was a way that you could work with us.” Lucy shook her head and closed her eyes for a moment. “It’s my fault that this ended up happening.”

“Lucy, come on. That’s ridiculous.”

“It’s not.” Lucy settled her gaze onto his. “Victor, I don’t want to have to be the one to tell you this, but the building you were in when the cops found you… it burned to the ground.”

Victor shook his head.

“So? What does that have to do with…”

The implications of what she was saying took a shameful amount of time to sink in completely. He thought of the men under Night Angel’s control, who’d been right there when he’d flared his scarlet aura. They were the men he’d been there to save, and they’d been standing in the building like training dummies when he’d escaped.

“No…” Victor shook his head. “But, the cops… opened fire.”

“There were no survivors, Victor,” said Lucy, softly. “But it isn’t your fault. It’s mine, for bringing you here, and putting all of these ideas in your head.”

Victor felt sick to his stomach. Emotion surged through his chest, and he found it suddenly very hard to breathe. He tried to sit up, and his wrist caught on the handcuff.

“No! God fucking damn it!” He took a deep breath and tried to focus. “Please, Lucy. It’s Night Angel! She was the one who started all of this. Let me go after her!”

Lucy shook her head.

“No,” she said. “I can’t allow you to do that. It’s not just for your sake, Victor, I owe it to him. Your father.”

Victor heard her words and almost laughed.

“You don’t owe him a god damn thing. You don’t understand, Lucy.”

“Oh yeah? Is that right?” Lucy’s voice became sharp, and her eyes narrowed into a glare. “Are you going to explain it to me, then?”

Victor didn’t say anything. He pulled at the cuffs again and let out a slow, frustrated breath.

“Look, just let me go after her,” he said. “Please. I have to see this through to the end.”

“There will be an end, Victor.” Lucy stood up and took a step toward the door. “We have a doctor specialized in nanomedicine coming in to see to it. Piper is going to assist him with giving you a partial blood transfusion. It should dim the effects of your nanites down to a level that will fade on its own over a few days.”

“No!” Victor sat up in the bed and tugged at the handcuffs. “Lucy, don’t do this!”

“I’m sorry Victor. It’s for the best.”

“Lucy!”

Lucy didn’t turn back as she stepped out through the door. It shut behind her, leaving Victor alone with his pain and his thoughts.

Seconds turned to minutes, which slowly collected into hours. Victor didn’t know what time it was or how long he’d been in the room. He felt himself starting to get hungry, and wondered if anyone would come if he tried shouting for dinner.

The door opened before he could make an attempt. A woman wearing a blouse and a business casual skirt stood to the side, and Kronenberg hovered in after. The woman left, shutting the door behind her.

“Hey buddy,” said Kronenberg. “How are you feeling?”

“The most accurate way to describe it would involve a steamroller and several hammer blows.”

“Ah.” Kronenberg settled down onto his spider legs in the center of the floor. “Sorry about that.”

“Would you stop with that shit already? Lucy already made her guilty conscience painfully clear to me. The last thing I need is for you to give me the sob job.”

Kronenberg chuckled.

“Look, this might be for the best.” Kronenberg’s head dome flashed orange as he spoke. “I don’t feel guilty for what we did, and how I got you involved. But I was acting out of my own interests.”

Victor sat up as much as he could in bed.

“How so?”

“It’s probably not something you can notice, but Lucy hasn’t been herself since these murders started. You showed up in the middle of things. She isn’t always so… snappy.”

“Alright,” said Victor. “So you were trying to help her?”

“I’m not just trying to help her. I’m doing what she would do if she could. Her hands are tied by her… circumstances.”

Victor raised an eyebrow.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Kronenberg let out a slow sigh that sounded strangely modulated.

“It’s complicated, Victor,” he said. “I can’t explain all of it to you. What I can say is that these murders are personal for her. She lost her parents when she was a teenager.”

Victor stifled a shrug.

“What does that have to do with—“

“They were murdered. By a serial killer.” Kronenberg took to the air, hovering in place. “The conditions surrounding their deaths were unusual, and they never managed to find the culprit.”

“Oh.” Victor chewed his lip. “Jesus…”

“Yeah.”

Except for the sound of Kronenberg’s rotors, the room was silent.

“Then that’s all the more reason for you to help me.” Victor pulled at the handcuffs, shaking the metal slightly. “Find a way to get me out of here.”

“I can’t, Victor,” said Kronenberg. “Even coming to see you like this is taking a huge risk.”

“Fuck it, there has to be something you can do!”

“There isn’t.” Kronenberg carefully hovered in closer to Victor, and then continued, the volume of his voice speaker almost muted. “But there is something you can do. With your nano auras.”

“What?” Victor shook his head. “How are they going to help? Do you expect me to burn my way out?”

The memory of the abandoned building and his scarlet aura flashed before his eyes. Victor felt guilt nagging at his heart, the knowledge that he likely contributed to the deaths of four men.

What the hell am I doing? If I escape, I’ll only cause more damage and more harm.

“Victor,” said Kronenberg. “You figured out how to use your scarlet aura, albeit in an uncontrolled way, in only a couple of days. It took our other aura binder months to be able to control hers that well.”

“So?”

“So try using the other ones, dumbass.” Kronenberg started moving toward the door. “There’s only one guard watching your door, and some of the auras are a bit more subtle than the flames. It’s the only chance you’ve got. If you find Night Angel, you can still put an end to this.”

Victor watched as the door opened and Kronenberg hovered out through it. He slowly lowered himself back down into bed, and started focusing.


CHAPTER 17

Victor felt every bruise, cut, and fracture in his body, along with his wounded shoulder. What he didn’t feel was anything other than his scarlet aura that he could channel energy into.

Come on, there has to be something.

He took a deep breath and tried not to think about what Lucy had said about the blood transfusion. There was no telling how much time he had to work with. Part of him was already working to accept the reality of his fate, and rationalizing why it wouldn’t be so bad to go back to being normal.

Normal isn’t going to save lives. Normal isn’t going to let me stop people who abuse their abilities.

Victor closed his eyes and focused. He forced himself to remember the way Night Angel had moved, and the way she’d used her nano auras against him. He’d seen her use at least three, and each of them had looked different. His own scarlet aura was red, but she’d also used one that had been bright white, and another that was dark purple, almost black.

The diamond and onyx auras. If she can use those, then maybe I can, too.

He bit his lip and concentrated hard enough to make his temples ache. There was something, all the way out on the edge of what he could sense. It felt different, almost dangerous, and destructive.

It reminded Victor of the intrusive flashes of impulse he’d get when walking across a tall bridge, or sitting behind the wheel of a car. It was that same sensation of possibility, of being able to jump into the open air, or speed up through a red light, that he could faintly feel in his distant awareness. Victor tugged on whatever it was and felt something give way.

Instantly, his perspective changed, or rather, expanded. It was painful, and he had to stifle an aching scream. His injuries felt ten times worse than they had before, vivid and compelling to the point of making tears form in the corners of his eyes.

I need to focus!

More than just pain came with the new awareness. Victor could hear what was going on outside the room, and he could see the walls clearly enough to see the stitches on the protective padding, and particles of dust clinging to the surface.

He could hear the sound of the woman outside his room flipping through her magazine and fiddling with her hair. Kronenberg was right. There was only one guard, and she was currently paying him about as much mind as a parent would give a sleeping child.

The woman continued like that for several minutes. Victor had to slip out of his focused state. The dark purple aura that surrounded him when he used it was the same one he’d seen around Night Angel, while she’d been controlling the men. He’d also seen it before ever coming to Undercliff City, and thinking about how it had been used back then made him feel sick to his stomach.

The onyx aura. I hate it, but I don’t have a choice. I won’t use it like they did.

Victor bound his onyx aura to his senses and listened. The woman was walking down the hall, away from the door. More importantly, he didn’t hear the sound of her keyring in her pocket.

The woman continued, eventually slipping into one of the public restrooms. Victor immediately forced himself up and out of bed, his body protesting as pain shot through his abdomen and limbs.

His legs wobbled as he picked himself up. What came next was even worse. Victor dragged the bed with him as he made his way across the room. There were wheels underneath it, but they’d been locked in place, and the heavy metal frame was almost too much for his weakened body to handle.

“Come on, Victor,” he muttered. “Can’t stay in bed all day.”

It took him longer than he would have liked to make it to the door, but he managed it. The door knob was, as expected, locked. With all the finesse he was capable of, Victor bound his scarlet aura into the metal slide catch, which he could just barely get a finger on against the crack.

He focused for a couple of seconds. A bit of smoke came from some component or another of the mechanism, but no fire broke out. The metal softened enough for the doorknob’s catch to bend within it. Victor leaned all his weight against the door as he pulled back, and with a sudden creak, it fell open.

He tumbled back onto the now conveniently positioned bed and then scrambled up. The table the woman had been sitting at was just far enough out into the hallway to force him to maneuver the bed partway through the door.

I’m running out of time!

Victor shifted the bed onto its side and then pulled. One of the legs caught against the door frame and it jammed into place. He swore under his breath and stretched his free arm as far out as he could get it to go.

He managed to get the tip of one of his fingers against the woman’s key ring, and then with finger dexterity he hadn’t known he possessed, Victor pulled it across the desk and into his hand.

Trying the keys seemed to take more time than the rest of the escape combined. There were at least thirty keys on the ring. Only ten of them were the right size to fit the handcuffs, but it wasn’t until the seventh one Victor tried that the metal bracelet came loose.

“Yes!” He stretched his hand and then took off down the hall. The floor he was on was mostly empty, and his guard was still in the bathroom. It wasn’t until Victor had reached the double doors leading to the elevator that he stopped to consider his situation.

He was wearing a hospital gown and nothing else. It was thin and insubstantial, with only a few short ties in back to keep it from flapping open and giving people the moon. Despite his aching body, the confined, highly trafficked elevator would be too much of a risk. Victor took the stairs instead.

He immediately discovered two things. The first was that his body hated him, and the second was that Lucy had the good sense to put him into confinement relatively high up in the tower. He was on the 32nd
 floor, and that meant he would have to climb down more sets of stairs than he’d ever gone down before in one go, with all of his injuries nagging him every step of the way.

When this is all over, I’m going to get one of those drones that Kronenberg uses and never move my meat bag body again.

He slowed to a stop on the 18th
 floor. Excited voices and giggling were coming from the next landing down, and it took Victor a couple of seconds to realize that he’d stumbled into two employees in the middle an illicit rendezvous.

“I can’t! He’s going to find out.”

“Come on, nobody even knows we’re here.”

Victor cleared his throat as loudly as he could and stomped a couple of times. He heard scampering, followed by one of the doors shutting, and smiled.

Then rest of the trip down to the parking garage was almost uneventful. A few employees stood outside the staircase door. From the way they were standing, it looked as though they were on guard, possibly waiting for him specifically.

Victor chewed his lip for a moment and then saw the fire alarm. It was probably the most immature tactic he could think of to take, but he was too tired to rely on his nano auras, and there was something straightforward enough about it.

He pulled the plunger on the red panel down and a loud buzzing noise sounded over a speaker above him. The employees outside the door looked around for a moment, confused. One of them headed back toward the stairs while the other two headed for the main exit to the street.

The timing on this is going to be critical.

Victor pushed himself against the wall directly behind the entrance. The employee rushed in, almost slamming the door against Victor’s face as he hurried by him. Victor quickly slipped around, making it back through the doorway and into the parking garage before it shut all the way. As far as he could tell, nobody noticed him as he ran across the underground lot.

It was late evening outside, and Victor felt his inner clock revolt as he looked up at the dark sky. A small group of Monteiro employees were forming into a large clump outside the doors that led into the main lobby. Victor turned and hurried off in the opposite directions.

Alright. Now what?


CHAPTER 18

Excluding the thin hospital gown, Victor carried nothing else on his person. The cold, inconsiderate autumn wind mocked him with every step he took. He wished that he’d taken the time to find some clothes or maybe even his cell phone at the start of his escape.

The only stroke of luck that greeted him was the relative lack of pedestrians out. The few that he saw as he hurried away from the city center were either destitute, distracted, or somewhat amused. Nobody tried to stop him, at least.

Finding Night Angel was outside the realm of immediate possibility. Victor didn’t even mull the idea over. His escape was as much about buying himself some time and keeping his abilities for a few days longer as it was about playing the hero and rushing into a dramatic showdown.

His bare feet collected their share of blisters and cuts as he walked. It took him about twenty minutes to reach his destination. Outside of the bus stop where he’d first arrived and Monteiro Tower, it was the only place in Undercliff City that Victor could find without a map.

Most of the houses on the street were abandoned. A stray cat hopped its way through an overgrown lawn. Victor was far enough into the outskirts of the city to pick up on the hopelessness of the poverty that Undercliff City was still, in large parts, working to overcome.

This used to be a thriving suburb, once upon a time.

He pushed past the gate of the once white picket fence, now a mess of rotting wood and chipped paint, and headed for the front door. Victor remembered the house from back when he and his father had lived in it over a decade ago.

The interior smelled of stale air and mold. None of the light fixtures worked, but that was as expected. Each step Victor took left a footprint in the thick layer of dust that’d collected over the years. He walked into to living room and stood next to the old couch.

“Dad?”

Victor was eight years old again. That was when it had all begun. It was late at night, and he’d spent most of the afternoon fending for himself. His dinner had been a plain bologna sandwich, and he’d taken the bread from the far end of the loaf, where it was still fresh enough to be edible.

“Dad?”

The basement was the one area of the house where Victor was never allowed to go. His father would disappear down into it, sometimes for days at a time. It was a place that seemed to feed off his optimism. Victor’s father would always head down there with energy and hope and only come back upstairs once it had all been sucked out of him, replaced by misery and drunken self-loathing.

“I’ll be up in a minute, Victor.” John’s voice came, sure enough, through the closed basement door. His words were a lie. It would be hours, or more than likely, another day before Victor would see him again.

“Dad, I don’t have any clean clothes left…” Victor slowly turned the knob, hating the idea of heading down into the dark, dank cellar. “And someone stopped by to leave a note on the door.”

John Anders didn’t say anything, even as Victor started down the creaky stairs. A single light bulb hanging from an open wire in the center of the room was the only illumination. It gave off just enough light to let Victor see what his father was doing.

A small, metallic case lay open on his work bench. John was staring at a loaded syringe that looked like it fit into it. He blinked, and then looked over at his shoulder at Victor.

“I have to do this, Victor.” John shook his head. “I won’t be able to live with myself if I don’t.”

“Dad…” Victor took a step back. “What are you talking about?”

“We’re going to be leaving Undercliff City soon. Real soon.” He smiled faintly at his son. “This is the last chance I’ll get. The research must go on.”

Victor felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand up. His father turned the syringe around in his hand, and then pulled up the sleeve of his dress shirt and slipped it into one of his veins. He pushed down on the plunger, and time stood still.

John let out a small cough and then sneezed. He blinked a couple of times, smiled at his son, set the syringe down on the work bench, and then fell to the cold cement cellar floor.

“Dad!” Victor rushed toward him but stopped after a few steps. His father’s body began seizing with inhuman movements, twisting and writhing on the floor as though possessed by something truly evil.

“Agh…” John made a noise, and his face contorted into a pained expression. “Grah…”

“No!” Victor forced himself forward. He put an arm on his father’s shoulder and was immediately struck across the face by a wild, contorting arm. He let out a cry of surprise and felt blood begin to drip from his nose.

“Stay back…” John took a couple of deep breaths and forced his body under control. “It… no… it can’t be.”

“Please, Dad.” Victor shook his head as the tears started to come. “Stop it…”

John Anders put a hand on his forehead and held it there for several long seconds. Then he looked up at his son and smiled.

“It didn’t work…” He looked as though he was holding back tears of his own. “This was my last chance, and I… failed.”

Victor couldn’t think of anything to say.

It took a couple of seconds for Victor to be able to think clearly under the weight of his childhood memories. He took the rest of the steps down into the basement and made a beeline for his father’s closet.

They’d left Undercliff City in a rush. Victor had been too young at the time to understand completely why, but he knew it had something to do with Monteiro and the way his father had left the company.

The cellar had a hidden storage space underneath the stairs, and that was where all of the stuff that couldn’t fit in a single car load had gone. Victor found the edge of the wooden slab that served as a door and carefully pulled it open, the same way he’d seen his father do it on the day they’d left.

I never thought we’d be away for so many years.

Boxes lined the tiny storage space. Victor pulled them out one by one, opening them to see if they had what he needed. He found kitchen utensils, old toys, and one box filled with his mother’s old clothing. Victor smiled sadly, remembering how pained his father had been at having to leave those behind.

I barely have any memories left of her. I’ll… come back for these, this time.

He finally found what he needed, a box filled with his father’s work clothes. After carefully replacing everything else and closing up the storage space, Victor began getting dressed.

They were dress clothes, the type that gave one a neat and professional appearance. It made perfect sense to Victor that his father had left them behind. Leaving Undercliff City had turned him into a different person, the type of person who didn’t need that kind of clothing.

He pulled on dress pants, a dress shirt, a belt with a polished buckle, and black socks. All of it fit him surprisingly well, and other than a bit of dust on the outside, they were in perfect condition. Victor tucked the shirt in and pulled on a pair of polished black shoes, along with a dark navy blazer. He left his father’s ties where they were, and headed back up the stairs.


CHAPTER 19

It was dark outside. Victor took a few steps into the street, looked up at the partially cloud-covered moon, and then heard someone call his name.

“…Vic… Victor.”

“Huh?” He looked around. There were no nearby pedestrians.

“Victor, you dumbass.”

“What?”

“Alright, finally.” Kronenberg’s voice seemed to be coming from every direction. “How’s it going buddy? From the looks of it, you managed to—“

“What the fuck?” Victor began running his hands over his head.

“You’re not losing your mind, Victor,” said Lucy. “You should be able to hear us now through your nanites. The injection we gave you the other day included a calibration booster.”

That’s the type of explanation I’d probably get from myself if I were losing my mind.

“This is a little weird.” He took a deep breath and shook his head. “Can you hear what I say, too?”

“Obviously.” Lucy’s voice was straightforward and serious. “Get back to Monteiro Tower, Victor. This has gone on for long enough. You’re putting yourself at risk.”

“Lucy, hold on. We can give him a shot at this. He’s already—“

“No,” said Lucy. “He isn’t ready.”

“He’s the only chance we’ve got!” shouted Kronenberg. “Nobody else is in the field close enough, and the police won’t make it in time.”

Victor heard Lucy let out an annoyed sigh.

“As much as I love listening to the voices in my head argue amongst themselves, I feel like I should probably take part in this discussion.” Victor walked down the street, thankful that he was in an empty part of town where talking to himself would go unnoticed.

“Victor, we found something out about Night Angel,” said Kronenberg. “She matches the description of a former employee of Heaven’s Gallery named Keiko Yamazuki.”

“That makes sense,” said Victor. “It explains how she managed to get Mike Sanchez back under her control so easily.”

“And get this. Keiko Yamazaki is a student at Undercliff University. More specifically, she’s one of Terrance’s students.”

Terrance… He’s one of the program directors at Monteiro!

“Terrance left work early today,” said Lucy. “I called his house and didn’t get an answer.”

“What’s the address?” asked Victor.

The line went blissfully silent for a moment.

“355 Nightvale Avenue.” Lucy sounded tired, and more than a little concerned. “Victor… please be careful.”

“Of course.” He grinned and broke into a run as Kronenberg began to give him more detailed directions.

Terrance lived in one of the upper-class neighborhoods, literally cordoned off from the more impoverished parts of the outer city by a tall rod iron fence. Victor paused briefly at it before throwing caution to the wind and climbing over.

It’s fine if someone calls the police. I could probably use the backup.

He did his best to keep from considering the possibility that he might be the victim of another mistaken identity shooting and continued up. His shoulder was still unbelievably painful, but even as the wound began to reopen. Victor kept his mind focused on his target.

He landed on a bush after dropping over the other side and began hurrying past the identical, immaculately maintained houses.

“It’s going to be the third one across and to the left,” said Kronenberg.

“What?”

“Diagonally to the left. At around your 11 o'clock, assuming you came in through the front gate.”

“I didn’t.”

Kronenberg groaned.

“This would be about ten thousand times easier if you’d remembered your smartphone like a functioning adult.

“Hey Kronenberg, how about you go fuck yourself?”

Kronenberg laughed. Victor kept moving forward, and as he approached the house indicated, he knew immediately that he’d found the right one.

All of the lights were off. It was still early enough in the night for that to be unusual. Stranger still was the front door, which was left slightly ajar. Victor slowed as he walked up to it, casually pushed it open, and instantly realized that he’d moved too hastily. A pistol hammer clicked back, and something hard and cold pushed against the side of his temple.

“Don’t move.” Terrance Pronto’s voice sounded the same as it had when Victor had last encountered him. “Are you working with her?”

“No.” Victor swallowed, and slowly turned his head so he could see the other man. “I’m with Monteiro. We met the other day.”

Just enough light illuminated Terrance’s face from outside for Victor to see the look of recognition on his face. He nodded slowly and lowered the gun.

“She’s outside, waiting for me.” He jerked his head toward the door. “I’m surprised she didn’t use this as a chance to—“

The door, along with its frame and most of the wall around it, shattered into flaming splinters. Victor was thrown forward into the house. His legs struck against Terrance’s couch, and he sprawled into a front flip and landed hard on his back. Pain coursed through his wounded shoulder, and smoke filled the air.

“You bitch!” shouted Terrance. “My fucking house!”

Victor managed to gather himself up. He looked toward the door and saw Night Angel, Keiko Yamazaki. She was silhouetted by the shadow cast by the fires licking the edges of the hole she’d created in the wall. She walked into the house slowly, all of her attention focused on the crumpled heap on the floor that was Terrance Pronto.

“You deserve worse than I could ever give you.” Night Angel’s aura was bright red as she raised one hand toward her target, palm extended.

“Stop!” Victor bound his scarlet aura, pushing energy into it and sending out a blast of intense fire. He was surprised by how well it formed into an attack. Night Angel moved to dodge, only barely managing to clear herself out of the way as a pillar of fire the thickness of a telephone pole collided with the edge of the ceiling of Terrance’s house.

She flipped backward onto the lawn, moving with acrobatic grace in comparison to Victor’s clumsy, accidental tumble. Victor stood and hurried after her as fast as he could, feeling his accumulated injuries bogging down every movement.

I have to end this fast!

“You don’t understand what you’re doing,” said Night Angel. Her aura flickered to a blinding white, and she rose up several feet into the air.

“This ends here,” said Victor. “I’m not going to let you enslave anyone else!”

He shot another fire blast up at her, smaller this time. Night Angel twisted and dodged it easily. With the light from the moon and street lights illuminating her from behind, she looked deserving of the name.

“I’ll kill you if I have to.” Night Angel shot a blast of fire of her own down at him. Victor managed to bind his scarlet aura into the shape of a circular disk in front of him, catching her fireball and scattering the flames to either side of him.

Victor realized almost immediately that he was using up his energy quicker than she was. If the fight went on for an extended period of time, she’d win by default. Several people had come out of their houses to watch, and Victor had a second major realization.

People are going to get hurt if we fight here! I need to somehow get her away from here.

Terrance’s car roared to life from the driveway in the back of the house. Victor and Night Angel both heard it at the same time, and an instant later, it screeched out onto the street.

“No!” Night Angel readied a fire blast that looked capable of flattening an entire house. She pulled back her arm and launched it forward. Victor was already moving before it had left her hand.

He threw himself in front of Night Angel and bound his scarlet aura around himself, creating a sheath of fire in front of his body that made him look a bit like an outlandish superhero. Night Angel’s blast struck him, and he felt like he’d just thrown open the door to the hottest oven in existence, and then taken a hit to the stomach from a sledgehammer.

Victor was still in the air when his aura fell. He slammed down on the pavement hard, landing directly in front of a curious family who’d come out onto their porch to witness the commotion.

“Get… back.” The side of his face was painful, but he didn’t know if it was from road rash or the fire. Night Angel landed a few feet away from him, and out of the corner of Victor’s eye, he could see her frowning.

“This isn’t any of your concern,” she said. “Why must you get in my way?”

“What you’ve done… is unforgivable?”

“Is it? Truly?” Night Angel sighed and shook her head. “I’m not evil. I’m not what you think I am. After tonight, I was planning to leave and never come back. To never have to see this godforsaken city again.”

Victor gritted his teeth. He poured every bit of energy he had left into his scarlet aura, and then bound it to Night Angel.

It took both of his hands to control the blast. He held them forward, palms extended, as though shooting energy out of his hands like an anime character. Night Angel sent out a blast of their own, the color of her flames slightly brighter than his.

They pushed back and forth, doing battle against one another with their wills. The moment could have only lasted a second or two, but it felt like it went on for an eternity. Victor let out an enraged scream and felt his blast break through, slamming into Night Angel and knocking her back.

Keiko Yamazaki flew backward through the air, contorted herself into an elegant backflip, and landed in the grass, her feet sliding back and creating two trails of torn earth through someone’s lawn. She rushed at Victor, and he met her in the street.

This time, she attacked him with her fists, throwing a punch at his face that Victor saw coming and still somehow managed to take full in the jaw. He winced and spun, lashing out with a right cross that missed her face by a fraction of an inch.

Night Angel took a step back and readied the kick that would have ended the fight. Victor didn’t give her the chance. He lunged forward, using his size to his advantage and tackling her to the ground.

“Let me go!” Night Angel’s diamond aura surrounded her body, and with Victor still wrapped around her, she began to rise into the air.

I can’t let her take to the air!

Victor reached into his awareness. His scarlet aura took too much energy for him to use at a high level, and would be virtually useless as an emotion manipulator in a fight. Instead, he bound his onyx aura, and felt something unexpected happen.

It was receptive to the energy he pushed into it, and with his focus on Keiko, it bound to her immediately. Victor saw a bright flash, and in an instant, the world in front of him, the chaos of the fight and aftermath of the flames, disappeared.


CHAPTER 20

Victor understood. It came on all at once, a sudden intermeshing of who he was, and Keiko Yamazaki. The onyx aura, at the level he’d bound it at, was letting him experience who she was, her emotions and the memories that fueled them.

The way Lucy had described binding the onyx aura at a high level made it sound as though it was a purely chaotic force, designed to be easily abused by people with psychopathic tendencies. Victor had thought that it would be like controlling a marionette and pulling on the strings, and that reading a mind would be like flipping open a newspaper and giving it a scan.

This was different. Victor felt a powerful sense of vertigo, intense enough to make him want to throw up. Sounds and images shocked his senses, and it took him a moment to make any sense of what he was seeing.

This is… what happened to her.

He saw Night Angel, Keiko Yamazaki, as a teenager, younger than he was now. He saw flashes of her growing up in a broken family. Her mother had been a drug addict, and she’d been the oldest of her four siblings, the only one to look out for them all.

She left for college. Victor saw flashes of her settling into her dorm room and going to classes. Victor saw her smiling, and was surprised by how lovely it made her face look, compared to the dark expression he’d seen on her other persona.

Victor saw where it began. She needed money. She was still taking care of her sisters on the weekend, still making sure they had everything they needed. And she needed money.

Victor saw her walking into Heaven’s Galley, blushing fiercely. He saw a flash of her first show and felt her emotions as the men ogled her. She was good at it, good at being sultry, teasing, and flaunting her raw sexuality.

And then Victor saw Terrance Pronto. He was one of her teachers, and after she had begun her career as a stripper, he became one of her patrons. Victor felt Keiko’s reaction the first time she spotted him inside Heaven’s Galley. Victor watched the way he leered at her, and then the way he took advantage of her.

He blackmailed her, threatened to expose her secret.

Victor saw more than he needed to. He saw the inside of Terrance’s house and understood exactly how Night Angel found it so easily. He saw her being degraded, forced to be a slut, a whore. There was another man, and occasionally other women, but the one thing that stayed consistent was Keiko’s subhuman status in their eyes.

Victor saw the day that Keiko’s secret almost got out. Terrance forced her to stay under his desk while he was teaching a class, pleasuring him for the entire period. He routinely reached under to slap her face, or pinch her cheek roughly.

And then Keiko was at a funeral, her youngest sister’s funeral. She’d been forced to miss her weekly visit in order to please Terrance, and something had happened back home. That was when the real change came, when Keiko’s eyes lost the light that they’d once held. The scene went dark, and Victor felt his awareness spinning around him.

“You’re awake.”

Victor blinked. His eyes had been open for the last couple of seconds. He was in a bed, in a cold, dark room. He lifted his head up and looked to his side to see Night Angel, leaning against the wall, watching him.

“What…” He shook his head. “How am I alive right now?”

“You used the onyx aura on me,” said Night Angel. “I’m not sure whether to be flattered or offended.”

“I…” Victor slowly put things together. “I saw everything, Keiko. I know what happened.”

She looked at him for a long moment.

“It goes both ways,” she said. “I saw what happened to you, too. All of it.”

Victor felt his heart skip a beat.

“Why haven’t you killed me yet?” he asked.

“I told you, Victor. I… saw all of it.” Night Angel shook her head and let out a pained sigh. “I’m so sorry.”

Victor forced himself up and out of the bed, feeling his injuries protesting every movement. Night Angel’s words were confusing to him, as though she was pointing out something that he was and would always be in a blind spot.

I know what she saw. But I don’t understand why she’d react this way.

“Where are we?” Victor looked around the room, and as he did, Night Angel walked over and turned flipped a switch on the wall.

The floor was old white tile. Blankets and posters hung on the walls, which in reality were open and lined with industrial piping. A single outlet had a lamp and a power strip plugged into it, and a laptop computer and mini fridge had been plugged into that.

“My hideout,” said Night Angel, or rather, Keiko. She’d taken her disguise off, and wore plain jeans and a tight pink t-shirt. “It’s one of the maintenance rooms in the old abandoned subway.”

More questions swam through Victor’s head, but most of them were of the intangible, impossible to word variety. He stared at Keiko, and for the first time, really noticed her.

“It happened to me, too, the first time I tried to touch someone’s mind,” she said. “It gets easier with time.”

Victor forced himself to remember what he was there to do.

“I understand why you wanted to kill Terrance. But those other men… Why did you think it was okay?”

“Rapists,” said Keiko. “Every single one of them. One would even come into Heaven’s Gallery to taunt his victims regularly.”

Victor didn’t say anything. Keiko took a step forward, and then another. It wasn’t until she was standing within arm’s reach that Victor saw the look in her eyes.

“What are you doing?”

She smiled at him.

“What I saw in you…” Keiko shook her head slightly. “…was scary, and intriguing, and depressing, and so many other things at once.”

She reached her hand out and put it on Victor’s chest.

“You’re like me,” whispered Keiko.

Her aura flickered to life, a faint red hue surrounding her body. Victor, had he not gotten a sense of her, would have assumed that it was an attack and reacted immediately. Instead, he hesitated and felt a new emotion bursting to life inside of him.

She… just flared my emotions!

Victor blinked, and for the briefest of seconds, his eyes settled on Keiko’s soft, shapely breasts. His cock sprouted into an erection so fast that it caught against the inside of his pant leg.

“What are you doing?” He shook his head, and despite himself, stepped in closer to her.

“You can do it to me, too,” Keiko whispered. “Here.”

She took Victor’s hand and pulled it to her breast. It was soft and far more compelling than it had any right to be. Without thinking twice, Victor flared his scarlet aura, pushing Keiko’s arousal up a notch. She opened her mouth slightly and then pushed herself against him.

The two of them fell onto the bed. Victor brought his lips to meet Keiko’s and felt an electric thrill shoot through them as they shared a passionate kiss. They began grinding against each other, even as they fumbled with each other’s clothing.

Keiko unbuttoned his dress shirt and planted three kisses in quick succession on his chest. Victor all but ripped off her top, groping at her breasts through the black bra she wore as soon as he had access.

“Oh…” Keiko rolled, twisting so that Victor was underneath her, and then rubbed one of her thighs across his hard cock. Victor fumbled with the button and zipper of her jeans and felt her flare her scarlet aura on his emotions a second time.

“Jesus!” Victor leaned his head back, feeling himself on the verge of cumming early from the excitement. Keiko ran her hand across his bulge, and then slowly wiggled out of her pants, leaving on only her underwear.

“Victor…” she whispered. “We don’t have to be afraid of what we can do.”

Victor pulled his pants off, leaning up on one arm as he watched Keiko crawl back onto the bed like a cat in heat. The two of them slammed together in what was half wrestling and half horny, passionate embrace.

He pushed his rock hard erection against her and kissed her neck. Keiko slipped a hand into his boxers and wrapped her soft, hot hand around the shaft of his dick. Both of them were making soft noises of pleasure and arousal.

“Keiko!” Victor could still see what it had been like inside her memories. He knew how many men had drooled over her, and the way she’d managed to wrap most of them around her finger.

She could be doing the same thing to me.

Keiko flared her scarlet aura, as though sensing what was going on in his head. Victor locked eyes with her, half expecting to see betrayal staring back at him. Instead, he saw something else, something fragile, exposed, and horny.

He flared his scarlet aura, and Keiko bit her lip and let out a squeal. She began wiggling out of her panties with cute, girlish movements. Victor unclasped her bra with both hands and pulled his cock out of his boxers.

They kissed again, their tongues swirling together as their bodies locked into the position of passion. Victor pressed the head of his erection into her cunt and felt the hot, wet heat awaiting him inside.

“Do it,” whispered Keiko. “Please.”

Victor pushed forward. It was almost like diving into a pool of warm water, except more pleasurable and fulfilling and indescribably beautiful. Keiko gasped, and he felt the inside of her pussy rubbing along his hard shaft.

There was nothing he could compare it too. The kind of regular sex that Victor had experienced with ordinary women, even his former girlfriend, Ella, was basic and immature compared to the depth of what he was now immersed in.

Keiko ran a hand through his hair and moved her body to meet his as he thrust up into her. His cock went deeper and deeper, until he’d pushed it so far into her that her back arched, and her eyes slipped shut from the pleasure.

“Oh god!” moaned Keiko.

Victor thrust again, and again, and again. It felt a bit like tapping his foot, where once his muscles adjusted to the movement, they began to build momentum that kept it going on its own. Except here, every thrust rewarded him with more pleasure than the last.

The mattress springs creaked underneath them and bounced Keiko up and down. Victor groped at her soft breasts, kissing at the nipple of one and pinching the nipple of the other. Keiko’s fingernails scraped lightly across his chest, digging in a little deeper on each down stroke of his cock.

This is incredible.

Victor took her by the waist and began pumping his cock into her as though it was the only thing he knew how to do. Keiko’s butt was small and toned, and he took it in two handfuls and used it to give himself more leverage.

It was animalistic sex, the type that scratches the deepest, most primal itch. Keiko was crying out in pleasure, and Victor was growling without realizing it. She was his for the taking, not for Terrance, or for the patrons Heaven’s Gallery. She was his.

His cock slapped into her, making lewd rhythmic noises. Victor’s pace somehow continued to intensify, moving his body against hers with faster strokes and thrusts. Keiko’s cunt would tense up against his shaft every few seconds, and the velvety outer lips slid along the skin of his shaft like soft, pleasurable vacuum skirts.

“Look at me,” she whispered. “Victor, look at me.”

He met her eyes, and saw in them so much of what he felt in himself. Even over just the past few days, discovering his new abilities had left Victor with a confusing mixture of power and temptation. This could be his outlet. She could be his whore.

Keiko glanced down at her naked breasts and then blushed slightly. She let her legs wrap around Victor, and for a moment, locked him in a tight hug with surprising strength. He was too horny to remain pulled against her for long and broke her grip as though breaking out of a submission hold.

Keiko laughed and then let out a sultry moan. Victor began building speed again, his cock pulsing with horny, erotic energy. Keiko’s body was soft against him. She was a young goddess, still coming into her potential, and Victor was fucking her.

“Oh fuck!” Victor felt the pleasure building, pushing up against his crotch and chest like magma readying itself to blow out of a volcano. Keiko kissed him and ran a hand through his hair. She bit his lip gently as they parted and then let out a passionate cry.

Keiko’s entire body tensed up and shivered as a powerful orgasm overtook her. She arched her back and pushed her pussy up at an angle that allowed Victor’s sexual onslaught to go even further.

He pumped his cock into her as hard as he could, the sound of their bodies mashing against each other echoing out, like a hard slap against a naked buttock. Victor felt the intensity of his primal impulses peak, and then let out a cry as his cock exploded, blasting seed deep inside Keiko’s hot, wet cunt.

“Oh man…” Victor collapsed forward as his dick erupted. Keiko was regaining lucidity after her own climax and slowly ran her hands over his back, hugging him to her. The pleasure was unbelievable, overwhelming, and fleetingly cruel.

“Thank you,” said Keiko.

“For what?”

“For that.” She smiled at him. “I feel like it cleaned my slate.”

Neither of them said anything else for a while. Keiko was the first one to get up. She collected her clothes from where they’d been scattered around the room and began getting dressed. Victor didn’t say anything, not until he saw her reach her hand behind the tiny mini fridge, and bring it back up holding a gun.

“Keiko…” He shook his head, feeling a wave of shock rush over him. “No!”

“If I left right now, to kill Terrance… would you try to stop me?”

Victor blinked, and took a second to consider her question.

Could I stop her, if I tried? Does it matter if I could or not?

He gritted his teeth in frustration.

“Let’s go to the police,” said Victor. “There are other ways to do this. You can tell them what he did to you.”

“Even if I had the evidence to prove it, Monteiro runs everything in this town.” Keiko smiled sadly. “Besides, I’ve already done more than enough for them to justify arresting me.”

“Keiko, listen to me,” said Victor. “What he did was wrong. Maybe he even deserves to die, but you don’t deserve to have to live with that on your conscience.”

“I wouldn’t have to, Victor,” she said. “That’s what you’re not understanding.”

“Hold on, please. Don’t do this!”

“I don’t want to fight you, Victor.”

Keiko turned to him and smiled. Her expression was frozen for a second, a mask of hidden pain and lost innocence. She brought the barrel of the gun to her head and pulled the trigger.


CHAPTER 21

The ringing in Victor’s ears was enough to keep him from hearing his own shouting. Keiko was on the floor in front of him. She was dead.

“Fuck! God fucking damn it!” He slammed his hands against his head and felt hot, angry tears dripping down his face. “Not now! Not fucking now, not after everything!”

Victor took a deep, shaky breath, and started getting dressed. He couldn’t stay there. He had to leave, he had to go, he had to get away from what had just happened.

“Why…?” He shook his head and felt a strange, contradictory smile creep onto his face. “Just… why?”

The next few minutes went by in a walking daze. He had his clothes back on, his father’s dress shirt and dress pants and dress shoes. He was walking through a pitch black subway tunnel, binding his onyx aura at a low level so he could see.

She’s gone. I knew her better than I’ve ever known anyone, from those few seconds of being in her mind. And she’s gone.

The memory of sharing Keiko’s experience were forever burned into Victor’s mind, like a tattoo inked into the fabric of his psyche. It made it even more painful to think about the little time they’d shared together, and how he’d known deep down inside that she was broken enough to do what she’d done in the end.

She said that I was like her.

“Vic... Victor?” A voice that he recognized crackled to life in his ear, Kronenberg’s voice. “Can you hear me, Victor?”

“Yeah. I can here you.”

“Jesus Christ, what the fuck happened? Were you unconscious, or underground, or something? Hold on, let me get Lucy.”

Victor started walking faster, intention crystallizing in his mind as he came to terms with what he had to do.

She died because of him. I should have just let it happen.

“Victor,” said Lucy. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.”

“What’s the status on Night Angel?” Lucy’s voice was authoritative, but he could still pick out a sliver of concern hidden within it.

“She’s dead, Lucy,” said Victor. “She… wasn’t a bad person.”

The other end of the line was silent. Victor reached the end of the tunnel and walked up a long flight of dusty, abandoned stairs. They exited out into an old industrial park on the outskirts of the northern edge of the city.

“Just… head back to Monteiro Tower,” said Lucy. “It’s okay. Whatever happened, it’s over now.”

“I’m coming back,” said Victor. “Terrance is the reason all of this happened. He created what she was, pushed her to do what she did.”

Anger began to seep into Victor’s voice. His grief manifested itself as a heavy, furious need for revenge.

“Terrance is in the hospital, Victor,” said Lucy. “You can talk to the police about him and they’ll—“

“No!” he shouted. “That’s what I said to her, before I really understood. There’s nothing they can do, or will do.”

“God damn it Victor, you can’t kill him!” Lucy’s voice was angrier than he’d ever heard it before. “You don’t understand!”

“I understand all that I need to.”

Victor didn’t know if there was a way to stop the nanites from transmitting a signal, but he tuned out as Lucy continued to shout at him over the connection. She stopped after a couple of minutes of him ignoring her.

“Hey buddy…” Kronenberg took over for her. “I realize that whatever happened has left an impact on you, but there’s more going on here than you can see.”

Victor didn’t say anything.

“Did she tell you where she got the… stop, Lucy, we have to tell him!” There were sounds of a light struggle, and Victor could hear Kronenberg arguing with Lucy in hushed tones.

“Fine.” Lucy swore under her breath. “Victor, do you remember the place where I first found you when you came back to Undercliff City?”

Victor hesitated for a moment before answering.

“Yeah,” he said. “It was near—“

“Meet me there in ten minutes!” Lucy cut him off with enough urgency for him to get the point.

“…Fine.”

It was on the way to the hospital, anyway. Victor didn’t think there was anything Lucy could say to him that would change his mind about what needed to be done, but he felt like he owed it to her to listen to what she had to say.

She’s done me at least a few favors. Even more if I take into account her watching out for me back when I was a kid.

Fifteen minutes later, Victor arrived at the alleyway. Lucy was already there, wearing a heavy wool coat over her business casual blouse and tight skirt. She did a double take when she saw him.

“That’s… your father’s suit.” She smirked at him. “It looks good on you.”

Victor stared at her for a few seconds.

“Well?” he asked. “What’s this about.”

Lucy nodded to him and started walking down the street. Victor followed her, and they made their way into the tavern, which was minutes away from lat call. She nodded to Sammy, who seemed to recognize her, and a moment later they each had a frothy beer in front of them.

“What I’m about to tell you isn’t something that I can talk about openly.” She gave Victor a serious look. “Never on the phone, or inside Monteiro Tower. Not even in my apartment.”

“Okay,” he said. “What’s this about?”

“Monteiro is corrupt.”

Victor shrugged.

“I know that much already,” he said. “I’ve known that ever since they forced my dad out.”

“You don’t understand.” Lucy spoke through gritted teeth. “This goes beyond the low-level corruption you see in most billion dollar corporations. I… I don’t know how to describe it to you so that you’d really understand.”

Lucy took a sip of her beer, and Victor did likewise.

“I’ve already seen the type of person Terrance is, Lucy,” he said. “I’ve seen the kind of things he’s capable of.”

“Did you find out how Night Angel ended up with the nanites?” There was a hint of excitement in Lucy’s voice. Victor frowned and shook his head.

“No… I didn’t.” Saying it out loud made him aware of how strange it was, for that critical part of her memory to be absent.

“Victor, the technology Monteiro develops, the technology I work with and your father devoted his life to, is being abused by people within the company.” Lucy took a deep breath. “I’m not sure how deep it goes yet, but I know Terrance has something to do with it. He’s one of the lynchpins that ties all of it together.”

“…What?”

“Kronenberg and I, along with a few other people, are working to gather evidence and make sense of it all,” said Lucy. “I know for a fact that at least some of the murders and disappearances tie back to what’s going on behind the scenes at Monteiro.”

Victor leaned back on his stool and thought about what she was saying.

She’s right. Keiko didn’t kill all of those people.

“That’s all the more reason for me to get to Terrance now and—“

“We need him!” hissed Lucy. “Terrance isn’t the only one involved. He’s a disgusting scumbag, but he trusts me, and eventually I think I can use him to get the bigger picture.”

“Are you fucking kidding me?” Victor shook his head. “You don’t understand Lucy! He blackmailed and raped her. I can’t just smile and nod at him the next time I see him.”

“No, Victor,” said Lucy. “You don’t understand. I want your help on this, but in your current mental state, you’re only going to fuck things up.”

Victor didn’t say anything. Lucy finished her beer and turned to meet his eye.

“I’m going to make sure you’re taken care of,” she said. “I’ve already found a place for you to stay. And soon enough, the third member of our team will be back in town, and she can help you learn to control your auras.”

“I don’t know what to say,” said Victor. “I can’t just pretend like I don’t know what I know.”

“Victor…” Lucy spoke in a soft voice. “This is what your father would have wanted for you.”

Victor’s mouth tightened into a scornful smile.

That’s one more thing that I’ll have to address eventually. She deserves to know the truth.

“Alright,” he said. “I’ll leave it be. For now.”

Lucy reached her hand over and set it on his shoulder. It felt warm.


CHAPTER 22

The neighborhood Lucy brought him to was within walking distance of Sammy’s Place. It was on the edge of the city, closest to the highest part of the cliffs, and a small park with a nature path leading up along them was only a few streets down.

The two of them stopped in front of a house that was a mixture of the two contrasting themes of Undercliff City. It was an old building, only a single level and probably first built in the early 20th
 century but it had been recently renovated and looked well enough maintained.

There was no car out front, which was odd, given there was off street parking. A massive apple tree grew on the front lawn of one side of the yard, and a fire pit that looked like it had never been lit stood a good distance away on the other.

“I think you’ll find your new roommate to be rather accommodating.” Lucy knocked gently on the front door. Victor heard a mechanism trigger, and then surprisingly, it opened on its own.

“Hey, Kronenberg,” called Lucy. “Is your drone back yet, or still at the office.”

“It’s on the way.” The entire house spoke, and for a moment, an irrational childhood fear of ghosts reared its ugly head in the back of Victor’s mind.

“Did your helper get the guest room set up, like I asked?”

“I hope you understand how lucky you are for having me as an employee,” said Kronenberg, with a sigh. “Welcome to your new home, Victor.”

Lucy led him forward. The house was simple and tiny, consisting of a large room that managed to be a kitchen, dining room, and living room all in one, and three doors on the opposite wall. She gestured to the door on the right.

“That one’s yours. The other one is Kronenberg's.” She nodded to Victor and then headed for the door. “I’ll be in touch.”

Victor watched her leave, and then walked over to the door on the right. He opened it to find that it was a bedroom set up to provide palliative care. Lying on a small bed, with several wires and monitors attached to his body, was Kronenberg.

“It’s nice to finally meet you in person.” His mouth didn’t move, and the room spoke for him, but Victor could tell from Kronenberg’s eyes that it was him. “I apologize for not getting up to greet you. It’s been a long day.”

“Yeah.” Victor smiled. “For you and me, both.”


BOOK TWO

THE RIVALRY

CHAPTER 1

The wind was strong. Victor felt his body swaying dangerously to one side as a powerful gust swept across the cliffs. He dug his fingers into craggy, almost minuscule finger holds and scraped his feet against the sheer rock wall for purchase, pulling himself up onto a thin ledge.

It was late afternoon, and he was on the outskirts of Undercliff City, scaling up one of the high cliff faces from which it took its name. It was midwinter, and though the air outside was dry and cold, Victor was making due in jeans and a thick sweatshirt.

He leaned his back against the rock wall behind him and glanced down at the ground, which was at least a hundred feet below. Slowly, he let his gaze scan up and across the towers composing the skyline, most of which emerged out of the impoverished inner city like haughty flowers sprouting from rough dirt.

Monteiro Tower was one of the highest. Victor frowned as he looked at it. He’d been in Undercliff City for a month already, but the place still felt odd to him, somehow foreign and familiar at the same time.

I guess I should feel like I’m back home.

The original reason Victor returned to Undercliff, the city in which he’d spent the first ten years of his childhood, was to figure out what was wrong with him. He still remembered what it had been like on the trip over, the blindingly intense hot flashes and skull splitting headaches.

Lucy had been the one to help him through it. She’d been Victor’s father’s former assistant, and a bit of a babysitter to him when he was younger. Her job at Monteiro, as a program director now, involved experimenting with the same types of technology that Victor had been unknowingly infused with.

Regardless of whether he had wanted it or not, Victor was an aura binder now. The nanites, advanced nanotechnology coursing through his blood, allowed him to channel several different types of abilities outward or inward, depending on what he wanted to do.

And that was the reason why he was working his way up the cliff face, with no ropes or safety lines to speak of. Victor had control of two out of four auras, scarlet and onyx. They were useful, and in a sense, gave him access to cheat codes in real life, albeit to a limited extent. But he’d also seen what the other auras could do, and knew that there was a level beyond his current reach.

Flying. I want to learn to fly, or at the very least, hover.

Victor inched up to the edge of the cliff. He thought about stepping off, falling through thin air, and what it would be like to rise into the sky. He took a second to search his awareness, prodding at the energies of his auras as he had so many times in the past, and searching for something new.

He could feel his scarlet aura, his onyx aura, and nothing else. Victor took a deep breath and slowly let it out. He started to turn back toward the climb ahead of him when a noise chimed in his head.

Among the powers offered by the nanites was the ability for others to communicate with Victor through a special, secret channel. The nanites recreated the sound inside his head, which was either convenient or a huge annoyance depending on his mood. Only two people had access to the channel, and it was easy to guess which of the two was calling this time.

“Hey, buddy.” Kronenberg’s voice was unmistakable on the other end of the line. “You up at the cliffs again?”

Victor smiled. He’d met Kronenberg shortly after returning to Undercliff City. Kronenberg was his roommate, his friend, and one of the most interesting people he’d ever met.

Kronenberg suffered from LIS, or Locked-in Syndrome. What that meant in practical terms was that his brain was completely cut off from his body, limiting his physical mobility to nil.

He was unique in the approach he took to living a full life, despite his handicap. Kronenberg, through the use of embedded brain implants, could still use digital voice synthesizers to speak, and robotic drone bodies to move through the world and interact with his surroundings.

“Yeah,” said Victor. “Just getting some exercise.”

“Like hell you are,” said Kronenberg, through an amused, good-natured chuckle. “You have to give it time, Vic. You’re lucky to be able to use one aura after a month, let alone two.”

“I know…” Victor sighed. “I just… want to be ready. For whatever happens.”

He bit his lip as another gust of wind slammed into him from the east, sneaking its way in through the neck of his sweatshirt. The memory of what had happened the last time he’d used his auras for a good cause burned in his mind, paining him to think about it.

At least I tried. At least I listened to what she had to say, in the end.

“Quit nailing yourself to the cross, Vic,” said Kronenberg. “It’s not your fault. I know how it must feel, but you have to let yourself off the hook.”

Victor shook his head, a useless gesture over the audio connection.

“You know, for a robot, you have a surprisingly well-tuned sense of empathy.”

“Yeah, and for a meat bag, you have quite the way with words.”

Victor smiled. It had been nice enough, living with Kronenberg. At least, as nice as living with a roommate that can’t cook, clean, or carry out the trash can possibly be.

“Anyway, what’s up?”

“Lucy says that she needs you to come to a crime scene,” said Kronenberg. “She sent me pics of the body, Vic. It’s a murder, and not one that’s… typical.”

“Okay,” said Victor. “How so?”

“It’s not something I care to describe.”

“That bad?”

“Yeah,” said Kronenberg. “Get over there as soon as you can. Lucy’s waiting for you.”

They talked for a minute more. Kronenberg texted the address to Victor’s cellphone. It was in the northern outskirts of Undercliff City, up by where most of the bigger parks and nature preserves were located.

Victor took a minute more to look out at the horizon. A small cloud was skirting toward where the sun hung in the sky, low and bright, and it felt representative of something bigger. He frowned, and started climbing down.


CHAPTER 2

A dirt path meandered through the small park and back into the city. The nearest buildings to the cliffs were, for the most part, abandoned.

It was a facet of the area that was rarely showcased on television or in tourism brochures. Victor remembered a little of it from when he’d first lived in Undercliff City as a kid. Compared to the clean, sanitized, modern construction of the downtown sections and city center, the outskirts looked like something out of a war zone.

Few people were out, and Victor ran forward at a decent clip without attracting much attention. The sidewalk had huge cracks in it, along with missing chunks of cement and tiny shards of broken bottles, like sharp gemstones against concrete sand. The houses nearby had boarded up windows, rotting walls, and overgrown lawns.

The city is dying, at least at its edges.

He headed northeast, zigzagging up and across streets, for about twenty minutes. The northern suburbs of the city were more gentrified than the other outlying regions, and it felt a bit like he was coming back to civilization as he entered them.

Victor cut across a street and then followed a bike path up and toward the address Kronenberg had given him. It was a large park on the edge of the Atlas Forest, the nature preserve that Undercliff City had expanded into over the course of the last century.

Cop cars lined the street, and an overly large section of the park had been cordoned off by yellow tape. Victor slowed to a walk as he approached the edge of it, scanning the scene for Lucy.

He spotted her standing next to a cop car, looking pensive. She was wearing a tight gray skirt and a white blouse with a black button-up sweater over it, and she looked cold.

“Lucy.” Victor waved a hand as he called out to her, and she looked up at him. She was frowning, and her expression didn’t change upon seeing him outside of a glimmer of recognition in her eyes.

“Victor,” she said, walking over. “Good timing.”

Lucy looked tired, and a little disturbed. She was fidgeting with a pen in one hand, and constantly scanned the park’s tree line as she walked. She stopped at the yellow tape and lifted it up. Victor raised an eyebrow but slipped underneath.

“How did you get access to the crime scene from the police?” he asked.

“I’m a forensic consultant on behalf of Monteiro,” she said. “And you are going to be my assistant, for today.”

Victor followed after her as she started off toward the center of the crime scene. He hadn’t seen much of Lucy since the first incident they’d been involved in, shortly after he’d arrived in Undercliff City.

Part of him wanted to ask her why that was. The two of them had experienced more than a little friction during the events at the start of the month. Victor had gone against her wishes over and over again, but things had worked out in the end.

Yeah, they worked out just fine. The suspect ended up committing suicide, and the killings keep happening. A storybook ending.

“How have things been at Monteiro?” Victor knew that it wasn’t time for them to catch up, but he couldn’t stop the question from leaving his mouth. It had the added benefit of distracting him from his memories and baggage.

“Fine,” she said curtly. “Look, I just need you to keep an eye on the area around here. Even if the odds are minuscule, whoever did this could still be around. You’ll be able to spot them if they’re using nano auras.”

“No hello? No nothing?” Victor let his annoyance show on his face. “We’ve barely spoken to each other over the past month. What happened to me helping you with your-”

“That’s what you’re here to do.” Lucy shot him a look that was clear enough to read.

She can’t talk freely here.

“And it’s not that I haven’t wanted to see you,” she continued. “I just thought… maybe it would be easier for you to adjust to your old hometown if things were normal for you, for a while.”

She smiled at Victor, and in her eyes, he saw her sincerity. Lucy did seem to have his best interests at heart.

“All right, sorry,” he said.

“But anyway, today, I definitely can use your help.”

Victor nodded. The two of them slowed as they approached the body, and he immediately understood the real reason why he was there, along with why Kronenberg had taken the time to warn him.

The corpse was unlike anything Victor had seen outside of a horror movie. It was of a woman, and it was grotesquely mutilated, so much so that it took him a moment to notice what was off about it.

“Her neck…” Victor blinked, unable to believe what he was looking at. “And her legs…”

She wasn’t human. She couldn’t have been.

The woman’s neck was longer than normal by several inches, maybe as much as a half foot. That was unusual, but between various potential genetic disorders and ancient body modifications, it could have been explained.

Her legs, however, could not have been. They were strangely muscled, and the bones connected more in the fashion of a cat or a dog than anything bipedal. It made the woman look freakish, like something out of a movie, an alien from outer space.

The wind shifted direction, and the smell made Victor feel the warning tingle of an imminent eruption of vomit. He breathed out slowly and forced himself to stay calm and controlled, though his body continued to tell him that he was on the verge.

The woman’s stomach had been viciously disemboweled, and puncture wounds stood out on her shoulders, arms and legs. Her face was contorted in an expression of fear and pain, and the grass around was soaked with blood and chunks of ichor.

“Well…” Victor felt a disgusting shiver run up his spine. “That’s certainly-”

His stomach heaved in mid-sentence. He clamped a hand over his mouth and forced bile back down, falling to one knee a few feet away from the corpse. Lucy walked over to him and set a hand on his shoulder.

“Yeah…” she said softly. “It’s bad.”

Victor took a deep breath, separating out his need for oxygen from the sickening smells floating in the air. He stood to his feet and forced his eyes back onto the body.

Lucy needs my help. I’m not backing down from this.

“Why does she look like that?” asked Victor, in a quiet voice. “Nanites don’t let people change their physical features, do they?”

Lucy shook her head.

“She’s a biosplice.” Lucy turned so that she wasn’t facing the corpse and relaxed visibly. “Monteiro has several departments devoted to biosplicing, editing people’s genomes using viral vectors. The end goal is to be able to use it as a treatment for diseases.”

“It doesn’t look like her biosplicing was to treat a disease.”

“No,” said Lucy. “It doesn’t.”

Victor started to think about what that meant when he saw something strange out of the corner of his eye. It was a spot of blackness in the tree line, darker than shadows would have been.

“Hold on,” he said. “I’ll be right back.”

He was half expecting Lucy to stop him, or, at least, demand an explanation, but she said nothing as Victor quickly walked toward the trees.

This is what she brought me here for, after all.

The dark spot moved deeper into the woods, and Victor sped up. Most of the police officers were either by their cars or still tending to the crime scene, and none of them noticed him slip into the forest.

He broke into a sprint, gaining enough ground to make out a figure amidst the blackness. It was an aura binder, and they were flaring their onyx aura. Victor gritted his teeth and began summoning his energy and preparing to bind his scarlet aura through and out his hand if need be.

“Stop right there.” Victor tried to make his voice as commanding as possible. “Don’t move.”

The figure took off immediately. Victor raced after, aiming his outstretched palm forward and letting loose with his scarlet aura. A controlled burst of fire about the width of a pencil shot out, striking the ground in front of his opponent.

At least I’ve gotten better at using my scarlet aura, over the past few weeks.

“I said don’t-”

The figure turned, and the outline around them shifted to pale blue. It was a woman, a teenage girl, in fact. Victor blinked, and the girl was in front of him, slamming her fist into his stomach. He let out a choking noise as he flew back, slamming into the trunk of a large tree.

Victor only just managed to dodge her next attack, ducking low as she kicked the spot where his head had been a millisecond earlier. The girl struck a third time, and he had to duck into a roll into a pile of leaves to avoid it.

He pulled his hand up and bound his scarlet aura, not bothering to hold back this time. A jet of chaotic flame burst forward, singing the branches of a thin tree that was, luckily, too cold to easily immolate. The girl held up her hand and the flames stopped in front of her, sapped of energy by a thin white blue shield of frozen air.

She let out a girlish laugh. Victor felt a strangely offended fury flood over him. He ran forward, swinging into a barrage of punches and kicks that the girl dodged with ease.

What the fuck? She’s a girl, I should be able to…

The girl extended her hand and did something unexpected. Her aura was still pale blue, and as she bound it, Victor felt all of the energy leave his body in a single rush, as though someone had released the dam on his awareness. His eyes slipped closed, and he fell to the ground in a limp heap.


CHAPTER 3

Victor’s eyes opened. For a moment, he wasn’t sure where he was. Then, Lucy’s face leaned over his, and she waved her hand in front of his eyes gently.

“I’m awake,” he managed. “Where did she…?”

He tensed up, noticing the girl he’d been fighting standing behind Lucy. Victor balled his hand into a fist, but before he could move, Lucy put her own hand over it.

“Control yourself, Victor,” said Lucy. “That little fight was stupid for a dozen different reasons. Either of you could have gotten hurt, or worse. And the police could have seen.”

“He’s the one who attacked me, sis,” said the girl. “Maybe make it clear to him next time he’s not a superhero, hunting super villains?”

Victor glared at the girl. His eyes came back into focus, and he sat up. Lucy let out a sigh and shook her head.

“Victor, this is my younger sister Kiara. She’s also an aura binder, and she works for my department at Monteiro.” Lucy glanced back at the girl. “Kiara, this is Victor. He’s the son of a former colleague of mine.”

Unbelievable…

The more Victor looked at Kiara, the harder it became for him to deny her similarity to Lucy. Unlike her sister, Kiara had her hair cut short, only slightly longer than a typical boy’s style. Like her sister, Kiara’s figure was full of interesting curves, though she wasn’t quite as well endowed.

She wore black yoga pants and a tight fitting pink and white sweatshirt that slipped down halfway across her butt, almost like a dress. Both of her arms were crossed underneath her breasts, pushing them up and highlighting her assets. Strangely, she didn’t look the slightest bit cold.

“You didn’t tell me that you were thinking of bringing on another aura binder, Lucy.” Kiara frowned and lowered her eyes into an accusatory glare.

“I don’t have to tell you anything,” said Lucy. “And Victor came about his abilities by accident. Much like you did.”

Victor raised an eyebrow, but caught his initial question before asking it. He pulled himself to his feet and brushed a leaf out of his curly hair.

“How about next time you announce yourself, instead of skulking in the trees?” he said, waving a hand at the area around them.

“I was helping, and doing a better fucking job of it than you were.”

“Yeah, like hell you were,” said Victor. “What did you figure out? That the leaves on the ground might have been the murder weapon?”

“You’re certainly snarky for someone who just got their ass kicked by a girl.”

Victor gritted his teeth. He didn’t have a comeback for that one, and it infuriated him.

I don’t think the two of us are going to get along.

“There’s no point to this,” said Lucy. “The police are locking down their investigation. The time the two of you just wasted on your scuffle cost us our chance at getting a better look at the body.”

Victor shrugged.

“What does it matter to you, anyway?” he asked. His anger flared up in his chest, directed not just at Kiara, but at Lucy, too. “Do you really care that much about what’s going on in the city?”

“Yes. I do.” Lucy’s voice was stiff and serious.

Both Victor and Kiara were silent for a moment as Lucy swept her gaze across them. She let out a frustrated sigh and then nodded.

“At the very least, it’s good that the two of you have met. Victor, Kiara is going to be your mentor for the next few months. She’s going to help you gain the skills you need with your nano auras.”

Victor felt his mouth drop open in surprise.

“Are you kidding me?” He shook his head. “She can’t be any older than I am! This is ridiculous.”

“I didn’t come back to Undercliff City to be a dog walker!” Kiara, surprisingly, shared his objections. “I should be following my leads outside the city!”

“This is more important.” Lucy gave her sister a serious look and then turned to Victor. “You both need to see the bigger picture.”

“I get where you’re coming from, but I can do this on my own.” Victor waved a dismissive hand at Kiara and met Lucy’s eye. “I can handle myself just fine. You know that as well as anyone.”

“Can you?” asked Lucy. “After what happened with Night Angel? Is that how you want every encounter to play out?”

A stab of remorse bit deep into Victor’s chest.

Could I have done things differently?

“We’re going to call it a night,” said Lucy. “Kiara, we can talk more about this on the way home. Victor, I want you to be on the thirteenth floor tomorrow morning, eight o’clock sharp.”

Kiara shot him a glare that could’ve stripped paint off a wall and then turned her nose up. Victor had to fight the juvenile impulse to stick his tongue out at her as the two of them began walking back across the park. He was headed in the same direction, but cut off on a diagonal, just for the sake of putting some distance between himself and his new nemesis.

As Lucy had said before, the police were in the last stage of clearing the crime scene. The body had been moved out of the field, thankfully. Victor wasn’t sure if he could’ve looked at it for even a second longer without giving in to his nausea. Most of the police cars had also cleared out, and the remaining two officers were winding up the yellow tape and gesturing to a group of people that looked like a hazardous materials cleanup crew.

The sun was setting in the distance, and a light sprinkling of snowflakes drifted down from the sky. Victor tucked his hands into the pockets of his sweatshirt and tilted his head toward the ground as he stepped back onto the street. It was just long enough of a walk home to make him wish he’d worn a thicker coat.

“Victor? Is that you?”

He’d been walking for a couple of minutes when he heard someone call his name. Victor turned around slowly and saw a man walking toward him.

“Uh… Hello?” Victor examined the man’s face as he drew closer, noticing something familiar in his expression.

No, not in his expression. Just his eyes.

“Jesus Christ…” The man shook his head. “No way.”

Victor raised an eyebrow. The man was a couple of inches shorter than him, dressed in jeans and a windbreaker that also looked too thin for the weather, and was looking him up and down as though he were a ghost.

“Do I know you?” asked Victor.

“Yeah, you do,” said the man. “Or I guess I should say, you did. It’s me, Damien.”

It took a second for the name to register, but when it did, Victor felt his mouth drop open for the second time that night. He took a step back, and then a step forward.

“Holy fuck.”


CHAPTER 4

“Damien…” Victor shook his head, still reeling. “What are you doing here?”

Damien smiled at him.

“I could ask you the same thing,” he said. “I pretty much thought you’d died, the way you just up and disappeared back when we were kids.”

Damien had been Victor’s closest friend, and essentially Victor’s only friend, back when he and his father still lived in Undercliff City. From ages five to nine, the two of them had been nearly inseparable. They’d been best friends through it all, facing off against the challenges of childhood, grade school, and sidewalk bullies.

“It was my dad,” said Victor. “Something to do with his company. We couldn’t stay in Undercliff City.”

Damien looked at him curiously for a minute and then nodded.

“You still have that X-Men comic I lent you?” He asked, smiling.

Victor grinned at him.

“Maybe. Depends on whether or not you ever found my baseball glove in your backyard.”

“I did, but my dog chewed it up.”

“Tony?”

“No, Spencer, one of his puppies. He was a bit of a malcontent.”

Victor took a deep breath and then let it out. He blinked slowly, leaning his head down in to the side in a nod of acknowledgement.

“It’s good to see you again,” said Victor. “Really good.”

“What are you doing back here, anyway?” asked Damien. “Not that I mind.”

“I… got a new job in the area,” said Victor. “I’m here on my own. My dad…”

He trailed off. Damien met his eye for a second, and it was clear that at least a bit of their childhood rapport had carried over into adulthood.

“Are you here to stay?” he asked.

Victor nodded.

“Yeah, I think so.”

A strong gust of wind blew, sending snowflakes scattering through the air between them.

“Look, I’ve got to take off.” Damien reached into his pocket, pulled out a business card, and it to Victor. “Call me. Or shoot me a text. My mom would be ecstatic if we could get you over for lunch or dinner sometime soon.”

“Yeah, I’d like that.”

Damien nodded to him, and then with the same brevity he’d had even as a kid, turned and jogged off down the road. Victor took a look at the card his friend had given him.

“Vacuum salesman?” he muttered. “Really, Damien?”

The rest of the walk home went by in a haze of memories. It had been a long time since Victor had thought about Damien. The two of them had been so close, and then cut off from each other so quickly, that the memories almost felt like they belonged to someone else.

I guess I have a lot of memories like that.

After ten minutes, he was back in his neighborhood, which was in the southwestern part of the city, near the cliffs. He walked past Sammy’s Place, the local bar where he occasionally spent uneventful evenings, and then turned the corner.

Further down the street was the small, single story bachelor pad that he and Kronenberg shared as roommates. It an old building, recently renovated, but with plenty of creaky floorboards and an old fireplace for heat. The porch was a third of the size of the house itself, with a comfortable hammock hanging between edge of the doorframe and a support beam on one side that he was sure had been there before Kronenberg ever moved in.

Victor climbed up the steps, pulled out his key, and unlocked the door. He pushed it open a crack and heard more voices on the other side than he’d been expecting.

“Hello?” He raised an eyebrow as he scanned the room. Kronenberg was controlling his drone body, and two female guests sat on the couch, drinking wine.

“Perfect timing, buddy!” Kronenberg was perched on the coffee table, and with a whirl, his four aluminum rimmed copter blades lifted him into the air and toward Victor.

Kronenberg managed to make experiencing the world through robotics seem practical, almost pleasant, even. The main model of drone body he used looked a bit like a cross between a futuristic flying car and a robotic spider. It was about the size of a microwave, and had two cameras on the front in place of eyes, a dome light on top that he could use for a multitude of purposes, and fairly impressive range of movement.

“Hey, Kronenberg,” said Victor. “What’s going… on?”

He turned to the two women in the room. One of them was Julie, Kronenberg’s friend and hired caretaker. She made sure that his body, his human body, was fed, bathed, carefully readjusted, and altogether looked after on a day-to-day basis.

The other was Piper, an employee of Monteiro working under Lucy that mostly served as the thirteenth floor’s resident nurse. In many ways, she played a similar role in Victor’s life as Julie did to Kronenberg, though the similarities ended when it came to their methods.

I forgot she was coming over tonight.

Victor smiled at her, and Piper flicked a few strands of indigo dyed hair out of her face and smiled back. She was a tall woman, almost as tall as Victor, and her long, luscious legs immediately drew his attention.

Piper was wearing a blue turtleneck that matched the color of her hair, and a pair of black leggings that clung tightly to her thighs. Victor walked over to where she sat on the couch slowly, not letting the eye contact between the two of them break.

“Hey,” he said. “I didn’t realize tonight was on the schedule.”

“Yeah,” she said. “James got a little peeved at me when I told him that I had to make a house call.”

James… Her husband.

Piper was there to take care of them. The care that Victor needed, as an aura binder, involved living a healthy lifestyle on every level. Piper made grocery lists for him and devised sleep schedules, which Victor sometimes followed. But there was also something else she did for him, something that was a little more illicit, and a lot more enjoyable.

“I… should probably get going.” Julie smiled at Victor, Piper, and Kronenberg and stood up from the couch. “I have to get home, too.”

“Oh, come on!” said Kronenberg. “Don’t mind them! It’s no big deal!”

“I’ll see you tomorrow, Kronenberg.” Julie blew him a kiss and made for the door.

Victor thought about taking the open seat on the couch, but Piper stood up before he could. She reached her hand out and placed it into his with a smile.

“Shall we?” she asked.

Victor nodded.

“We shall.”


CHAPTER 5

Am I a bad person for enjoying this as much as I do?

The libido of an aura binder was something that had to be carefully managed. Victor’s nano auras were sensitive to even slight changes in his emotional moods. According to Lucy, if all of his needs were not properly met, his control over his abilities would turn volatile.

“No offense, Victor, but you need to learn the rules regarding cock blocking.” Kronenberg shook his entire drone body in a disapproving movement. “I was close, tonight.”

Victor chuckled.

“Sorry about that, buddy,” he said. “Really, I am.”

He led Piper into the back of the house and through the door to his room. The downside about living in a tiny, old-fashioned building was how close and intimate the space was designed to be. All it consisted of was a single common area with the TV and couch on one side and a mini kitchen on the other, along with the bathroom and two bedrooms.

Victor’s room was still barebones, just a single queen size bed, a closet, and a desk that he never used. He sat down on the edge of the bed and waited while Piper made her way over to him.

“You look excited,” she said softly. “I’m starting to think that you’ve come around to the idea of your special, secret checkups.”

“Maybe so.” Victor smiled mischievously at her and watched as she slowly pulled her turtleneck up and over her head, her medium sized breasts bouncing inside of her bra as they broke loose.

“I’m just a doctor.” Piper leaned over him, letting her breasts rub across his face as she worked her fingers on the zipper of his jeans. “And I’m just doing what needs to be done.”

Victor winked at her. His cock strained against the confines of his boxers even as Piper stripped his jeans off with quick, business-like movements. He was a lot hornier than he’d realized, and lust began to burn inside of him like a well-fed flame.

It’s been a while. A couple of days, at least.

If he really wanted to, Victor could have used his scarlet aura to have more fun than a single man could ever really need. Flaring the emotions of attractive women was a temptation that he mostly didn’t allow himself to indulge in.

With that said, occasionally it was necessary, as it had been several times during the last life or death incident he’d been involved in. Victor still thought about those encounters and occasionally even dreamt about them, and what it would be like to take it even further. If he wanted to, he could set himself up as the head of a modern day harem, with dozens of women at the ready to fulfill his every need.

And I know exactly what kind of path that would lead me down. I’ll never let myself end up like that.

“You okay?” Piper had taken off her leggings and was standing in front of him in nothing but her underwear. Victor nodded, pulled off his sweatshirt and the t-shirt underneath it, and then pawed at her waist with frisky movements.

“Easy there, young man,” cooed Pipe. “I forgot just how… enthusiastic teenagers can be when it comes to this kind of thing.”

“Why don’t I give you a reminder?” Victor kissed the spot right above Piper’s breasts, and then her neck.

Piper giggled and let her fingers caress his erection through his boxers. Her touch sent warm pleasure flooding through Victor, and his heart began to beat hard with anticipation.

“This is just a platonic thing, Victor,” she said. “I’m just here to do my job, give you a healthy release, and collect my sample.”

“Of course.” Victor kissed her on the neck and leaned back on the bed, pulling her on top of him.

“I’ve told James about this and while he’s not thrilled about it, he’s accepted it,” she said softly. “It’s part of my job. It’s work.”

Victor nodded. He didn’t like thinking about Piper’s husband, but at the same time, if it wasn’t an issue for her, then it wasn’t his place to make it into one. He slipped a hand down the back of Piper’s panties and cupped one of her buttocks, grinding his hard cock up between her thighs. Piper shivered and then pushed him back on the bed.

“Nice try,” she said, smiling at him like a teacher giving a polite reprimand.

“One of these days, the panties will come off, Piper.” Victor smiled back at her and watched as she pulled his boxers down and freed his cock.

“You could make me take them off if you wanted to.” She pursed her lips and slowly began running her fingers across his naked, sensitive member. Victor let out a sigh of pleasure and stared down at her lovely face, framed on the sides by her long blue hair.

“I could, but I won’t,” said Victor. “It’s no different than using force to get what I want.”

“Sometimes…” Piper brought her lips to the side of Victor’s cock and gave it a soft, mind-blowingly pleasurable kiss. “I wonder what it would be like. For you to use your power to set me off, for you to make me so horny that I couldn’t resist.”

Victor started to reply, but Piper gave his cock a long, slow lick, from the base to the tip. She let her lips slip over the head of it as her mouth reached the top and Victor forgot what he’d been going to say.

It’s like a game to her. She enjoys it.

In truth, Victor had known that Piper was a sensual, sexually empowered woman from the moment he’d first met her. He had no doubt that she would push it even further, push it all the way to the very limit, push him until he lost control and decided to turn her into his actual personal slut instead of letting her continue to play pretend.

Piper bobbed her head up and down, slowly at first, and then with faster, more forceful movements. Victor leaned his head back on his hands and watched her. She was good at it, and he had to wonder if her husband back home had ever seen her give a performance like this.

She noticed his eyes on her and pulled back, giggling. Piper shifted position, bringing her bra clad breasts down over his member. They were just large enough to, in combination with the bra’s restrictive fabric, fit neatly on either side of his cock.

Victor felt his erection sliding up between them. Piper leaned her head forward and licked the tip before bobbing up and down a few more times. It wasn’t quite as pleasurable as her mouth had been, but it was good, in a different kind of way.

“I should probably get the vial out,” whispered Piper. She pulled back, keeping one hand wrapped around his cock as though it was the shifter of a car.

“We could always skip it for today,” said Victor, reaching forward and putting his hand on the back of her head. “Take our time, play around a little more…and see where things lead.”

He slipped his hand down to her panties again, this time letting his fingers caress the outer lips of her pussy. Piper closed her eyes for a second, enjoying the sensation. She shook her head, snapping out of it and moving back to sucking his cock, now with her collection vial in one hand.

When Piper wanted to get someone off, she could do it with ease. Victor wondered if Lucy had known about her ability when she’d hired her. Her lips created a perfect sucking seal around his cock, and her warm, wet mouth felt like heaven itself.

“Oh…” He felt his hips bucking up to meet each of her downward sucking movements. “Fuck!”

Victor reached his hand out to pull her head down as he began to cum. Piper was faster than him, though, and dedicated to her job. She pulled back and angled the tip of his cock toward the vial in a single swift movement. Only a single spurt missed, splattering across her hand and breasts. She smiled at him, her eyes locked on his erection as his seed blasted out into the vial.

“Nice try,” she said. “You are a very spirited boy, Victor.”

“One of these days you’re going to find out just how spirited.”


CHAPTER 6

The first thing Victor did when he woke up the next morning was shiver. The fireplace in the living area heated the entire house, and he had a bad habit of forgetting to put more firewood in before bed.

It took an effort of will for him to get out of bed. He scrambled around his cold room to find a t-shirt and jeans, along with a black sweatshirt that Kronenberg had given him out of his old wardrobe.

For once, he needed to be somewhere on time, and for once, he’d woken up with plenty of time to spare. Victor slipped some bread into the toaster and sat next to the kitchen counter. Kronenberg hovered into the room some time later.

“Never figured you for a morning person.” Kronenberg’s drone body drunkenly wavered from side to side, as though it was being piloted by someone half asleep.

“I’m not,” said Victor. “Just managed to snag a solid night of shut-eye.”

Kronenberg’s drone slowly bobbed up and down in a nod of ascension that carried far more incredulity than a robot has any right to be expressing, or so Victor thought. His toast popped up, and he pulled out both slices and began buttering them with eager slides of the knife.

“You ready to get moving?” asked Kronenberg.

“Sure. Do you, uh, need anything, first?” Victor nodded toward the room where Kronenberg’s disabled human body was resting.

“Nah, Julie will stop by later and give me my morning grub. Come on, let’s move.”

Getting out the front door took another force of will, the icy cold wind that rushed in as soon as it was cracked open acting as a reprimand for some miscellaneous wrongdoing. It was still rather dark outside, and most of the snow that had fallen the night before lined the sidewalks and lawns of the neighborhood.

“Can you feel cold in that body?” asked Victor, as they started walking.

“I don’t know…” Kronenberg twisted one of his spider legs up and prodded Victor with the surprisingly sharp point. “Can you feel pain in yours?”

Victor grinned at him and felt a sudden nostalgia for the way he and Damien used to mess with each other.

I can’t believe he’s back. Actually… I guess I’m the one who’s back.

“We didn’t get a chance to talk about how last night went,” said Kronenberg. “Lucy filled me in on the details of that grotesque murder. She also said you and Kiara met.”

“A little heads up about her would have been nice.” Victor shook his head and frowned. “She’s crazy.”

“Not once you get to know her,” said Kronenberg. “At least not by teenage girl standards.”

“She’s crazy,” Victor repeated. “And I’m surprised that Lucy lets her help out at all.”

“Is that jealousy I hear in your voice, Vic?” Kronenberg chuckled. “Just because Lucy hasn’t been calling you in as much lately?”

A stab of annoyance went through Victor’s chest.

“That’s ridiculous,” he said. “I don’t care.”

“Good, because Kiara is your senior when it comes to this kind of stuff. Lucy most likely wants you in the tower today to start training with her.”

Kronenberg leaned forward and flew through the air a bit faster, forcing Victor to take longer strides to keep up. The two of them moved toward the center of Undercliff City, and the buildings around them became a little bit more upscale with every block.

Monteiro Tower was one of several skyscrapers that collectively formed Undercliff City’s skyline. There were a couple of buildings taller than it, but none of them could match its level of architectural polish. It looked like something out of a projection of the future, the outside of it a reflection of the advanced research and development taking place on the inside.

Underneath the spotless exterior of Monteiro Corp was something much darker. Victor had gotten a taste of it a month ago after following the trail of Night Angel back to its source, the event that precipitated her fall. The only thing that had stopped Victor from moving against one of the company’s key employees was Lucy and her insistence that there was even more to the situation than what he could see.

Is that why she’s been pushing me away? Is she trying to distance me from what Monteiro is getting into?

Victor followed Kronenberg through the doors at the bottom and into the lobby. People in fresh pressed suits and business attire moved around with purpose. Several secretaries lined the main desk, and one of them waved to Kronenberg as he went by. The dome light on top of his drone body flashed in response, and the two of them stood behind a crowd of people queuing in front of the elevators along the back wall.

“Wow…” Victor shook his head, a little overwhelmed. “I had no idea that so many people worked here.”

“It’s a multibillion dollar company, Victor,” replied Kronenberg. “Not exactly the type of operation that’s worried about payroll.”

The two of them stuffed into a crowded elevator. Kronenberg dropped to the floor and Victor stood half over him as more people jammed their way in. The doors closed, the elevator beeped as it passed floor after floor, until finally they reached their destination.

Compared to the lobby, the Nano Aura Department on the thirteenth floor felt almost barebones. Lucy stood amidst the hallway of cubicles, talking to several young employees that looked more like interns than serious researchers. She smiled when she saw Victor and Kronenberg approaching, and the two of them met her in stride and followed her into the main operations area.

“Good timing,” she said. “Kronenberg, Jenna has some questions for you about the potential applications report she’s been putting together. Come straight back to me after that, the junior associates are still getting settled and I’m going to need your help keeping them productive.”

“Sure thing, boss.” Kronenberg floated off, leaving Victor and Lucy relatively alone.

“Victor,” she said. “Let’s talk in my office.”

He followed after her and across the main operations room. It was an open area with desk islands and work stations scattered throughout it, one larger than the rest and decked out in monitors. Offices lined the side and back walls, and Lucy’s was set into the back left corner. She opened the door for him and then followed behind.

Why do I feel like I’m about to be chewed out by the principal?

“What’s up?” Victor took a seat in the chair in front of Lucy’s desk. She took her time making her way over and leaned forward to straighten out some papers before sitting down.

Lucy’s hair was up in a neat blonde bun. She wore a gray women’s suit jacket with a matching skirt, and the blouse she had on underneath was surprisingly low cut, showing off her ample cleavage.

“Victor, it’s time for you to get serious about your training.” She glanced up at him, a few strands of loose blonde bangs framing her face perfectly on either side. “Kiara is going to be your instructor for the foreseeable future.”

Victor bit his lip and fought back a frustrated reply. Lucy watched him, reading his expression as though his thoughts were written in big block letters.

“Look, I know the two of you didn’t get the best first impression of each other last night.”

“She knocked me out,” said Victor, feeling a bit embarrassed as the words came out of his mouth.

“It doesn’t matter.” Lucy frowned at him slightly. “She’s my sister, and she has a good deal more experience with her nano auras than you do. She will be a capable teacher for you.”

“This is a waste of time,” said Victor. “There is another killer out there. I should be out on the streets, protecting people where it-”

“You aren’t good enough yet.” Lucy looked at him flatly. “I don’t mean to insult you, but it’s just a fact. You don’t have enough control as an aura binder, and you haven’t fully come into your abilities yet.”

Victor struggled to keep from rolling his eyes. Lucy turned back to the papers on her desk, and again, his eyes were drawn to her cleavage.

Maybe I could use my scarlet aura on her. She’d be a lot more agreeable if I seduced her.

Lucy glanced up at him, her eyes locking on his as though extending forth the challenge and daring him to do it. Victor felt ashamed of the thought, even if it had only been in passing. And beyond that, he suddenly doubted whether or not his auras would even work on her, given the technology she had at her disposal.

“Fine,” he said, breaking the gaze.

“Thank you.” Lucy’s soft lips turned up into a smile, and Victor tried not to wonder about what they would feel like against his skin.

“Is Kiara on the thirteenth floor, or…”

“She’s upstairs in one of the simulation rooms.” Lucy nodded to him once more and then looked down at her desk. Victor sensed that the conversation was over and stood up to leave.

“Victor.” Lucy caught him just as he went to put his hand on the door.

“Yeah?”

“Try to get along with her,” said Lucy. “The two of you have more in common than I think you realize.”

He looked back at her one last time and then exited the office.


CHAPTER 7

Victor rode the elevator up to the eighteenth floor, which was designed off a unique premise, even by the standards of Monteiro. He stepped out into a long hallway with a couple of doors on each side and started walking forward.

The first time Victor had been in one of the simulation rooms, he’d almost been rendered speechless from future shock. The rooms themselves were open empty spaces, equipped with cameras and motion sensors to detect a person’s movements.

By wearing a pair of specially designed glasses, a regular person could experience and create a limitless variety of hologram simulations. Someone with nanites in their body, like Victor, could take it a step further, seeing, hearing, and even touching the holograms and having the same feedback as if they were really there.

One of the rooms had its door closed, and Victor assumed that was the one occupied by Kiara. He walked over to it and opened the door, which wasn’t locked.

What he saw on the other side of it caused him to stop dead in his tracks. The simulation room looked like a fancy hotel suite, the holograms doing a fair job of mimicking the high class ambiance. A window looked out onto a picturesque natural landscape, with a large lake rimmed by mountains in the distance.

A giant bed in the shape of a heart was at the center of the room, but that wasn’t what caught Victor’s attention. Kiara, along with a tall, muscular man that would have made most male models weep with shame, was partaking in a tight, erotic embrace. The man had her pinned against the wall. Kiara’s skirt was pulled up, and she had one leg wrapped around him.

Victor cleared his throat as loudly as he could. Kiara looked up at him with a look of shocked embarrassment on her face.

“Sorry,” he said. “The door was unlocked, I just figured-”

“Jesus Christ!” Kiara glared at him, quickly waving a hand and returning the room back to its empty, unfurnished state. “Have you ever heard of knocking?”

Without holograms, the room looked like a spotless, perfectly white racquetball court, except with better acoustics. Victor fought back his laughter as he walked over to Kiara, who still looked stunned.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I, uh, thought you were just training in here.”

Kiara ran a hand through her blonde hair, which was surprisingly frazzled, given how short it was. She straightened out her tiny black skirt and adjusted the tight t-shirt she had on over it. A matching black sweater lay on the ground nearby, and she picked it up and pulled it on.

She does look pretty good, for a crazy chick.

“What do you want?” demanded Kiara.

Victor couldn’t keep a slight chuckle from slipping into his voice as he spoke.

“Lucy sent me. She said that you could help me with my training.” Victor bit his lip and felt his resolve wavering. “But uh, I don’t think this is what she had in mind.”

Kiara smiled coldly at him. She looked scary, but somehow that only made the situation even funnier, and Victor had to take a deep, calming breath to maintain his composure. Kiara shook her head and flicked her hair back.

“I think the only reason you’re laughing is because deep down inside, you wish you could take the hologram’s place.” She leaned forward slightly as she spoke, pushing out her chest and flaunting the fact that she wasn’t wearing a bra.

I can’t believe she’s related to Lucy.

“That doesn’t even make sense,” said Victor.

“It makes perfect sense. And I don’t have to justify myself to you!” Kiara walked over to him, getting right up in his face. “I get the feeling that you’re already thinking about trying it yourself.”

“As if,” said Victor. “I can get real girls.”

It was Kiara’s turn to chuckle, and Victor felt an irrational sliver of embarrassment stab at his chest.

“Can you get girls that look like this?” Kiara snapped her fingers, and a famous actress appeared in the space next to her. “Or this?”

Two more attractive, busty women appeared, each dressed a little more skimpily than the last. Victor tried not to let it show, but his mind was running wild with ideas.

“It serves a practical purpose, beyond just having fun.” Kiara began walking a slow circle around Victor. “Lucy explained to you how your nanites work, right? The things that you need to do to keep them working in a proper state.”

“Yeah, but this is all just a simulation.”

“Your nanites make it real for you.” Kiara stood next to him and spoke into his ear. “In fact, you can adjust your arousal level and your sensitivity to make it feel even more intense than it would normally.”

“Look, can we talk about something else? I’m here to train, Kiara, not to indulge you in conversation about your sex fantasies.”

And if we keep talking about this for any longer, I might start to think that she has a point.

“Fine.” Kiara rolled her eyes at him and dismissed the holograms. The room was empty again, and she walked over to the center of it and turned to face him.

“Which auras are you currently proficient with and what can you do with them?” she asked.

Victor scratched his head.

“The scarlet aura was the first one I figured out,” he said. “I can use it to make and project fire when I bind it to a target. I can also use it to flare emotions.”

“All emotions?” asked Kiara. “Or just one?”

Victor winced.

“Uh, just one,” he said. “It lets me, well, you know. Get people going.”

“God, you are such a prude,” said Kiara, with a sigh. “All right, we’ll add that to the list. You need to get to the point where you can focus it enough to flare any emotion you want. What other auras can you use?”

“The onyx aura is the only other one,” said Victor. “And I’m not a huge fan of what it does, to be honest.”

“Why not?”

Victor took a second to think about his answer.

“Because I don’t think people should be controlled like that,” he said. “I’m fine with using it at a low level and enhancing my senses. But controlling people, even reading their minds, it doesn’t feel right.”

Kiara watched him carefully, as though trying to interpret every detail of his expression.

“You don’t forget,” she said.

“What?”

“When you read people’s minds, or take control of their bodies,” she said. “There is a downside to it. A bit of them will always stay with you. If you do it too often, it will start to influence who you are, and not in a good way.”

Victor stared at her. There was the distinctive flicker of knowledge in Kiara’s eyes, the type of knowledge that comes from making mistakes and learning from them over time.

“The other two auras,” continued Kiara, “match scarlet and onyx. They form pairs with them, in way.”

“The azure aura…” said Victor. “That was the one you used one me, isn’t it?”

Kiara met his eye and grinned. For some reason, a bit of pointless anger and frustration pulsed in his chest.

“Yes. It works a lot like the scarlet aura, except in reverse.” She held a hand up and gestured to thin air. “It can be used to soften people’s emotions, to calm them down, essentially.”

“And at high levels…?”

Kiara tensed up her hand, and a thin pillar of air extending outward from her palm froze into dense, reflective ice. A bright blue glow extended outward from her shoulders and back, cloaking her in brilliant blue light. The ice hung in the air until she moved her hand, and then clattered down to the ground, shattering into uneven shards against the unblemished white floor.

“At high levels, it can be used as a weapon, or as a shield,” she said. “It’s the aura that I first learned how to use.”

Victor raised an eyebrow at her.

“Can you use all of them?”

Kiara nodded.

“To some degree or another,” she said. “I’m still practicing with the diamond aura.”

“I’ve seen someone use the diamond aura before.” Victor shook his head slowly, remembering Night Angel and feeling all of the complicated emotions that came along for the ride.

“Yes. It’s the counterpart of onyx, though the way they complement each other is a little more nuanced.”

Kiara reached into her pocket and pulled out a handful of change. She tossed the coins into the air, and then with a quick flick of her hand, arrested their fall before any of them could hit the ground. They hovered in midair, locked in place as though trapped in amber. Her aura turned bright white, and Victor had to look away.

She looks like Keiko looked, when she does that.

“I’m not exactly a master of the diamond aura yet,” said Kiara. “At a low level, it serves as a basic form of telekinesis on small objects. If I could use it at a high level, I think I’d be able to enhance my own abilities. Attack faster, dodge faster, maybe even-”

“Fly.” Victor turned back to look at her, forcing a pained smile. “You could use it to fly, if you wanted.”

Kiara frowned at him.

“Uh… maybe,” she said. “I hadn’t really considered that.”

Kiara opened her mouth to say something else when her phone rang. She pulled it out of her pocket and walked to the other side of the room, speaking in whispered tones. Victor was tempted to use his onyx aura to enhance his hearing enough to eavesdrop, but decided against it.

“I have to follow up on a lead,” said Kiara, turning back to him. “We’ll continue this later.”

“You’re looking into last night’s case?” asked Victor

Kiara nodded.

“Then I’m coming with you.”

Kiara glared at him.

“I’m not a fucking babysitter,” she said. “There’s no telling where this could lead. The last thing I need is a-”

Victor flared his scarlet aura and shot out a lance of hot fire. It came within an inch of Kiara’s face, almost close enough to singe a stray strand of hair. She blinked at him and then smiled.

“All right, whatever.”


CHAPTER 8

Victor followed Kiara out of Monteiro Tower and onto the street. She walked fast for a girl a head shorter than him and didn’t say much. In that, she reminded him a bit of her sister, fiercely determined and focused like a laser.

“What part of town are we heading into?” asked Victor. He smiled at her.

“You’ll know when we get there,” said Kiara.

“Why not just tell me now?”

Kiara stopped in mid step, and Victor nearly crashed into her. She turned around and glared at him.

“This isn’t your show.” She flashed an icy blue eyed glare at him. “I’m following up on my lead, for my investigation. You don’t even qualify as my sidekick.”

Victor gritted his teeth and felt annoyance bleeding through into his words as he spoke.

“What’s your problem?”

“My problem is you,” said Kiara. “I mean that in a literal sense. My sister saddled me with you, and given where this investigation is probably going to lead, that means that I’m going to have to work twice as hard just to keep you from getting yourself killed.”

“I can handle my-”

Kiara put her hand on his cheek in what would have been a sensual lover’s caress, if not for the way she flared her azure aura. Victor let out an involuntary gasp as the cold rushed into his face and head, enough to give him the worst brain freeze he’d ever had.

“I wish you could handle yourself, Victor,” she said softly. “But you can’t, at least not yet. I’m hoping you either learn fast, or figure out what’s best for you and go home.”

Victor didn’t say anything. He actually couldn’t say anything through his teeth, which continued to chatter uncontrollably even after she’d pulled her hand back.

He kept following Kiara, slowly working to suppress a mixture of shame and frustration as the two headed southeast through the city. There was a small gentrified neighborhood that Victor hadn’t been through before, and they slowed their pace as they walked into it. Kiara pulled out her phone and read an address off the screen.

“We’re looking for one Angie Johnson. Last known address, 272 Orange Street.” She scanned the house numbers slowly. “Ah, here we go.”

Most of the houses had an air of subtle wealth to them. The paint jobs, both in color and consistency, were perfect. The lawns, though tiny and restricted by the sidewalk, were neatly maintained. Even the street itself was clean, and the parked cars that Victor could see looked to each cost more money than he’d ever had to his name.

Kiara skipped up the steps to a smaller house, white with blue trim. There was no car parked in the driveway, and then she knocked on the door softly, nobody came to answer.

“What’s the lead?” asked Victor. “How do you know this woman is connected?”

“Lucy managed to sneak a photo out of the victim’s wallet, and Kronenberg pulled a few fingerprints off of it.”

“Isn’t that… tampering with a crime scene?”

Kiara looked at him as though he’d said something unbelievably stupid.

“The girl was a biosplice,” she said. “The people that killed her are also most likely enhanced genetically. Do you even realize what would happen if the police tried to go up against them?”

Victor didn’t say anything, even as Kiara slipped around to the back of the house, and began looking around to make sure she wasn’t being watched. It wasn’t until she started trying windows that he found his words.

“Seriously?” He shook his head. “This is a terrible idea. If she’s not home, we should just come back later. What are we going to get out of breaking in, other than a felony?”

“Go home, Victor,” said Kiara.

He gritted his teeth and took a deep breath.

At least for now, I don’t have a choice.

Victor walked over to a window along the side wall and carefully lifted with his fingers. It slid open, and he beckoned to Kiara.

“All right,” he said. “This time, I go first.”

She didn’t say anything. Victor carefully lifted himself through window. There was a dresser on the other side of it with a lamp on top of it, and he had to watch each movement to avoid knocking anything over.

Kiara followed after him, and the two of them were inside. The house was pretty unremarkable looking. It was clean, and nothing stood out as being particularly suspicious.

“Try to find a computer, or a phone,” said Kiara. “That’s our best bet to figuring out how this woman fits into things.”

“Actually…” said Victor. “I think I already know how she does.”

There was a photo on a table in the living room of the house. Victor picked it up and showed it to Kiara. The woman in the photo was the same woman they’d found last night.

“Good find,” said Kiara. “They must be family, maybe sisters or-”

The front door swung open without warning. An attractive woman with chestnut brown hair, buoyant breasts, and a small, toned butt walked into the house carrying two bags of groceries. She used her butt to close the door behind her and took a few steps forward, still humming a song and still totally oblivious to Victor and Kiara’s presence. It wasn’t until she’d set the bags down on the table that she noticed them and let out a surprised gasp.

“Who… What are you doing here?” The woman shook her head and took a step back.

“Victor, use your scarlet aura on her,” said Kiara. “Just to get her to be a little more cooperative.”

“Uh, what?” Victor glared at her. “Are you serious?”

“I’ll call the cops if you don’t leave!” The woman had her phone out and looked as though she was on the verge of a panic attack.

“Do it already, Victor!” shouted Kiara. “Sometimes, it is necessary. This is part of your training!”

“I told you this was a bad idea!”

Kiara swore under her breath. Her body was surrounded in a bright red glow, and she waved a hand at the woman.

“Oh…” The woman slowly lowered her phone and set it on the counter next to her bags. “Maybe… I’m being a little too hasty.”

“Please tell me you didn’t just do what I think you did,” said Victor.

“I didn’t exactly have much choice,” said Kiara. “You need to trust me more. I was trying to teach you an important lesson.”

“My name is Angie.” The woman was twirling her hand with one finger and stepped in a little too close to Victor. “What’s your name?”

“I’m, uh, Victor.” He shook his head and felt his cheeks heat up. “I think you should just go lie down, miss.”

“Angie,” she said. “Please call me Angie.”

Victor shot a glance at Kiara, who was making her way toward the front door.

“I’ll be outside,” she said.

“What?”

“Just, you know…” Kiara flashed an evil grin at him. “Pump her for information.”

Angie was running a hand across his chest, her eyes filled with the open gleam of horny, uncontrollable lust.

“I want to show you something.” She giggled as she spoke. “In my room.”

Victor’s mouth hung stupidly agape as Angie took him by the hand and led him down the hall.

Ah, what the hell? We do need to follow up on the lead.


CHAPTER 9

Angie’s bedroom was clean, like the rest of her house. A large bed was against the back wall, and she led him over to it, slowly pulling his hand to have him sit next to her on the soft mattress.

“So… I saw a picture on your table,” said Victor. “Do you have family in the city, by any chance?”

Angie held a finger to his lips, shushing him and ignoring the question. She was an attractive woman, in her early thirties and with a good sense of style. Her face was pretty in a wholesome way, and Victor had the feeling that once upon a time, she’d been the girl next door.

“You’re so forward,” whispered Angie, leaning in closer to him. “You were in my house, waiting for me. You’re a burglar, aren’t you? You’re here to take whatever you see that you like.”

Victor was turned on, but he found that his curiosity almost outweighed his arousal. He hadn’t paid much attention to the way the scarlet aura affected the emotions of people. Angie seemed to be almost in a daze, creating justifications and rationalizations in the wake of her horniness.

“I’m a… uh, actually, no.” Victor tapped a finger on his lips, thinking carefully. “I’m a private investigator. I’m here to-”

Angie kissed him before he could push the point any further. She was wearing a dark blue sweater that did an excellent job of outlining her breasts, and Victor could feel them mashing against his chest as she fell on top of him.

I’ll just go along with it for a minute or two.

He kissed Angie back and felt himself giving into sensation. His cock was instantly hard, so hard that his pants felt as though he’d outgrown them.

Angie fumbled with her clothes, stripping down to her underwear in record time. Victor took his sweatshirt off and started unzipping his jeans, barely managing to get them down to his ankles before the horny woman was back on top of him.

“Oh God, you’re so bad!” she whispered. “Breaking in and then having your way with me! Oh God!”

“That’s not-”

Victor’s objection was cut off midsentence as Angie pushed her lips tight against his. She rubbed her panties against his boxer clad bulge, and he felt something give way inside of him.

He reached up and groped at her breasts. They felt soft and hot and unbelievably nice underneath his hands. Angie rubbed them in his face, and then rubbed him where it mattered. Her fingers worked his cock out through the hole of his boxers and began moving across it with strokes that almost tickled.

“Angie…” Victor felt logic and reason making one last desperate appeal to his senses. “Are you sure about this?”

She undid the clasp of her bra and let it fall away. Her breasts were all natural, and hung with angelic grace, directly in front of his eyes. Victor admired her perfect pink nipples, and pictured how the naked flesh of them would feel against other areas.

“You came in to rob my house,” she whispered, continued to outline her sexy fantasy. “But I caught you in the act. And then, you decided to rob me.”

Victor sighed.

If she wants to be fucked by a burglar, so be it.

He brought his lips up to one of her breasts and planted a kiss directly over her nipple. Angie shuddered and ran her hands through his hair. Victor rushed to pull her panties off, ripping them slightly in the process, and then began probing against her thighs with his cock.

They rolled, and Angie was underneath him. She had a sexy gleam in her eyes, and rolled again, pushing her butt out toward his cock.

“I ran,” she whispered. “But you caught me in the bedroom and stripped my clothes off… and then pinned me against the headboard.”

Victor restrained himself from making a comment about how kinky she was and moved so that he was in position to take her from behind. He let his cock slide flat against her cunt, rubbing against her hot, wet pussy lips, and groped at her breasts with his hands.

“Oh yeah,” he said. “I caught you, and then I decided to teach you a lesson.”

He pulled back and then pushed forward, sliding the head of his cock an inch of so into her warm, wet opening. Angie bit her lip and arched her back like a cat in heat.

“Oh yeah,” she moaned. “I mean, no! Please! I’m just an innocent, sexy housewife!”

“I’m here to take what I want. Anything I want.” Victor felt himself getting surprisingly into the roleplay, and he brought his mouth in close to her ear to whisper “Including you.”

Angie let out a horny, eager cry. Victor pushed forward, feeling her cunt accepting his cock into the hot, wet world of sexual bliss.

It was hard for him to hold back, and Victor didn’t try to after the first few seconds. He slammed forward into her, letting his cock pump in and out of her cunt with eager, youthful horniness.

She was a housewife. Victor had seen photos of her husband on the same table that he’d spotted the one of the victim on. And she was sexy, and horny, and a number of other things mixed together, all of which made for an exciting erotic encounter.

“Oh God!” Angie let out screams at regular intervals. The bed creaked as Victor slammed into her, the lewd sounds of their bodies slapping together echoing off the walls.

He groped at one of her breasts with one hand and pulled at her hair with the other. Angie was louder than any woman he’d been with before, and Victor wasn’t sure if that was just her style or if it had something to do with the scarlet aura.

The scarlet aura. She’s doing all of this because of how turned on she is.

As if sensing his moment of hesitation, Angie shifted. She pulled herself off his cock and then pushed him down flat on the bed, bringing her mouth down and sucking him with the energy of an eager vixen.

“Oh… wow!” Victor stared at her as her head bobbed up and down. Her technique was different than Piper’s. It was more sensual, more clumsy, and somehow, that gave it a sexual power that was unlike anything he’d experienced before.

“You told me I had to suck your cock,” whispered Angie. “You told me that I would be your slut from now on, your whore, and that you were going to make me go until you finished.”

Victor pulled her mouth back down and stuck his cock deep enough in to make her gag. A primal, aggressive thrill went through him.

“Yeah,” he said. “That’s right. You are my whore now.”

Angie sucked for a few seconds longer, doing interesting little movements with her tongue and lips. Victor felt his animalistic side take over, and he flipped her down underneath him. He pushed into her missionary style and pumped a few more times, as hard as he could.

Angie let out a cry of pleasure. It was a sexual onslaught. Victor was pummeling her cunt with his cock, and it felt amazing.

He reached his limit and let out a growl as his cock exploded, blasting his load deep into the sweet little housewife. She was still treating it as a sexy roleplay, but Victor actually had broken in, and as he regained his composure, he remembered what he was there to do.

“Uh, hey…” Victor was lying down on the bed, and Angie was resting her head on his chest in a manner that seemed a little too familiar. “I wanted to ask you something.”

She giggled.

“Anything.”

Victor chewed his lip, trying to think of a smooth segue into his questions.

“Like I said before, I’m a private investigator.” He met Angie’s eyes, and tried to keep his expression serious. “I’m looking for someone that might be related to you.”

“My sister?” asked Angie. “Is that why you brought up the photo?”

“Yes! Exactly. I just need to know anything you can tell me about her. Where does she work, who is she involved with, that kind of thing.”

A wave of sadness flashed over Victor as he thought about how cruel what he was doing really was. If Angie’s sister really was their victim, she would never see her again. He found himself feeling furious with Kiara for the way she’d led him into the situation.

“I should have figured as much…” Angie sighed and stood up from the bed. “Becca… used to run with a group of bad people.”

“A gang?”

Angie nodded.

“When she dropped out of touch this time, I just assumed that her bad decisions finally caught up with her.”

The police must not have identified the body yet, or maybe they are keeping it secret for some reason.

“Can you give me some names?” asked Victor. “I need to follow up on this.”

“I don’t know anything.” Angie shook her head. “It seemed like she was getting better for a while. She started going to church again, and it looked like she was getting her act together. I should have known.”

Victor nodded.

“Would her pastor know more? What church was she going to?”

“The Undercliff Congregational Church,” said Angie. “In fact, she was volunteering there a lot. They might know something.”

Victor nodded, and quickly began pulling his clothes on.

“Thank you,” he said. “That helps a lot. If you think of anything else, please, get in touch with me. Here.”

There was a pad of paper along with a pen on the nightstand, and Victor quickly scribbled down his number. Angie gave him a strange look, and he realized that the scarlet aura must be wearing off.

“You… want me to call you if I remember…?” She smiled at him and looked slightly confused. “What… just happened?”

“Don’t think too much about it,” he said. “Thanks!”

He bolted outside with quick, somewhat ashamed steps.


CHAPTER 10

Kiara was waiting for him on the sidewalk, and Victor shot her a glare that could’ve stripped paint off a wall. She looked impatient, and barely noticed his irritation.

“Well?” asked Kiara. “What did she tell you?”

Victor shook his head and kept walking. He let his shoulder bang against hers as he went by in the supremely immature fashion usually reserved for overly aggressive men.

“Hey! I’m asking you a question!”

“Unbelievable…” Victor stopped mid step and whirled around. “You are so full of shit.”

Kiara didn’t say anything, but it was clear enough from her expression that she was just as angry as he was and better at keeping it under control.

“You said before that using the onyx aura was wrong,” he said. “But it’s fine by you to use the scarlet aura to the same end?”

“Do you know what’s going to happen if we don’t find whoever is committing these murders, Victor?” Kiara practically spat the words at him, and then cut her hand through the air as though slapping him from a distance. “More people will die if we don’t get this handled.”

“That doesn’t make it right,” said Victor. “It’s not right. None of the mind influencing nano auras are.”

Kiara stared at him for several long moments. Her expression softened slightly, and she shook her head, as though trying to clear it of frustrating thoughts.

“A couple of years ago, before you ever arrived in Undercliff City, there was another aura binder. Other than me, I mean. A man by the name of Maurice. He’d been specifically chosen to be a test subject for the project.”

“What does this have to do with anything?” asked Victor.

“Maurice was perfectly healthy, mentally stable, and an upstanding member of the community.” Kiara turned her lips up into a bitter smile. “He, like you, gained use over his scarlet aura and his onyx aura first.”

She stared at Victor, and he felt a suspicion of what she was about to say wave over him.

“They didn’t keep a close enough eye on him, and he went wild,” said Kiara. “The first thing he started using his abilities to do was to rape women.”

“That’s… terrible.” Victor looked down at the sidewalk and blinked.

That was essentially the first thing I did, albeit unintentionally. My scarlet aura was out of control.

“When the police showed up to investigate him, he took control of their minds using the onyx aura and started killing. Anyone who went after him was just… gunned down.”

“And then you stopped him?” asked Victor. Kiara shook her head.

“No. The SWAT team did. Several dozen people had disappeared by then. Not all of them were traced back to him, but he was a mass murderer, even only counting the cops he killed and the bodies that were found in his apartment.”

“Jesus…” Victor ran a hand through his hair.

“It’s gray territory, our abilities,” said Kiara. “But there is always a reason behind what we have to do. So please, Victor… Tell me what the woman told you.”

“If I still refused…” Victor sighed. “You’d probably just use your onyx aura to read my mind, and find out, anyway.”

“You know, there’s a way to shield your own mind from influence using your auras,” said Kiara. “Remind me to teach you how to do it the next time I get a chance.”

Victor was silent for a moment.

“To be honest, she didn’t give me much,” he said. “She said her sister was in a gang, and I guess they might have done it?”

“Anything else?”

“Yeah. We might be able to find out more from the church she was going to, Undercliff Congregational…”

Victor paused, and in the space between words, his phone rang. He nodded to Kiara and turned around to answer it.

“Hello?”

“Victor.” Damien’s voice, changed over the years as it had, was unmistakable. “How’s it going, man?”

“It’s going.” Victor smiled. “I’m just keeping busy, enjoying the December weather.”

“Nice,” said Damien. “Hey, listen. I know it’s short notice, but I told my mom about you being back in town, and she insisted on having you over for lunch.”

Victor smiled. He still remembered Damien’s mom’s cooking. It was delicious in a way that only a female matriarch cooking from recipes honed over the ages can approach.

“Sure,” said Victor. “I mean, I have a friend with me. Is it okay if she comes too?”

Damien chuckled.

“Yeah, sure thing,” he said. “I still live in the same house.”

They said their goodbyes and Victor hung up the phone. Kiara had her arms folded across her chest and was frowning broadly at him.

“We’re investigating a murder, Victor,” she said. “Did you really just commit us to a lunch social?”

“Oh come on, we’re going to have to stop to eat eventually.” Victor held his hand out in a gesture of acquiescence. “Besides, I’m still new, or newly returned, at least. This guy is my friend, and I have to catch up with him.”

Kiara rolled her eyes.

“God, you’re such a loser.” She shrugged. “Whatever.”


CHAPTER 11

Fifteen minutes later, Victor and Kiara walked up the medium length driveway leading to Damien’s house. The house was green with white trim, and several flower beds directly outside the porch. A minivan and a newer model pickup truck sat side by side within the open garage, and it was easy enough to guess which of them drove which.

Victor stopped outside the door and pushed the bell. Kiara stood close to him and had what appeared to him to be a fake smile on her face. The door opened.

“Victor!” A rotund woman who gave off an aura of warmth and kindness immediately pulled him into a hug. Victor chuckled.

“Mrs. Lawrence,” he said. “It’s good to see you.”

“I was so worried about you!” Damien’s mom stepped back, practically pulling him into the house. “After you left, nobody knew where you’d gone! I thought the worst, both for you and your father.”

“We were fine, Mrs. Lawrence,” said Victor. “You remember how my dad could be. He was a… very sudden guy.”

Damien appeared in the hallway, walking into the large living room that also served as an entranceway. Mrs. Lawrence stepped back and noticed Kiara for the first time.

“This is my friend, Kiara.” Victor gestured to her, and Kiara nodded her head in what almost looked like an old-fashioned curtsey.

“Your friend, eh?” Damien winked at him and then extended a hand out to her. “I’m Damien, this is my mom, Linda.”

I should have said coworker.

“It’s nice to meet you,” said Kiara, in a voice more pleasant than Victor had ever heard her use before.”

“Come on into the dining room, please,” said Damien’s mom.

The Lawrence household looked as though it had been frozen in time in the 1980s. The TV was a large, once expensive, CRT model. The floor was old wood and covered with only slightly younger carpets.

The dining room table had a tablecloth on it that’d been patched in a dozen places. Mrs. Lawrence stopped in front of the oven immediately as they came in and pulled on two pink cloth hand holders before pulling out a pot roast.

“Damien was so glad to run into you, Victor, you have no idea.” Mrs. Lawrence bustled around the kitchen, grabbing the last of what was needed for lunch. “He’s been so busy lately, and that means lonely!”

“She’s exaggerating,” said Damien, with a smirk. “But it is good to have you back, dude.”

“Likewise.” Victor sat down next to him at the dining room table. “Undercliff City… I get a weird sense of nostalgia from almost everything I look at here.”

“I’ll bet.” Damien pulled a couple of beers out of the fridge and passed one to Victor. His mom gave him a disapproving look, but he shook another one back and forth and looked at Kiara.

“No thank you,” she said.

“Anyway,” said Damien. “What have you been up to?”

“You mean recently, or over the past decade since we’ve seen each other?”

“Either or.”

Victor sighed.

“Honestly, my life has been pretty normal,” he lied. “Boring, repetitive, lots of busy work. That kind of thing.”

Damien nodded, but from the look in his eyes, Victor could tell that he wasn’t buying it.

“What about you?” he asked.

“The same,” he said. “I thought about heading off to college after graduation, but it just didn’t fit. I couldn’t leave mom here alone. It just didn’t make sense.”

Mrs. Lawrence smiled at her son as she carried over plates full of food and began setting each down in front of them. Damien immediately began digging in, and Victor followed suit.

“Yeah, I know how that is,” said Victor.

“What about your dad? Is he back in the city, too?”

Victor froze. He’d done an excellent job of not thinking about it for the past few days, weeks even.

“No…” he said softly. “He passed.”

Damien raised a sympathetic eyebrow.

“I’m sorry…” he said. “How’d it happen?”

How did it happen? Can I even admit it to myself?

“He had a heart attack,” said Victor. “He let himself go, and it just happened.”

Damien nodded slowly.

“So what are you doing back here, then?”

Victor chewed his food carefully as he thought about how to answer. The question was simple enough, but it felt somehow dangerous, more for his own sense of self and purpose than any real reason.

And then Kiara’s phone rang. She looked up apologetically as she pulled it out of her pocket.

“It’s my sister,” she said. “I should take this.”

She got up to walk into the other room. Victor looked back at Damien, who was looking at Kiara as she disappeared out the door.

“I wouldn’t have pegged her as your type, but she’s definitely a looker,” he said.

Victor blinked.

“Oh no, she’s not-”

“Don’t be bashful, Vic.” Damien chuckled. “Man, I bet the two of you have fun together.”

“Damien Michael Lawrence!” Mrs. Lawrence’s stern voice sent a wave of nostalgia flowing through the air in the room. Victor smiled and turned his head as Kiara walked back into the dining room, frowning.

“Victor,” she said. “We have to go.”

He nodded.

“Uh, sorry,” he said. “Kiara’s sister has been sick lately.”

“It’s fine!” said Mrs. Lawrence. “Just come back soon. Can I fix you with a plate for the road.”

Kiara was already halfway to the front door.

“No, it’s all right,” said Victor. “Later, Damien.”

“Later, Victor.”

He took one last look at the two of them, nostalgia and memories of his childhood cresting on the edge of his thoughts, and then headed after Kiara.


CHAPTER 12

“So what’s the emergency?” Victor met Kiara on the sidewalk and the two of them started off at a brisk pace.

“Another murder,” said Kiara. “Up near the Atlas Forest again.”

She gave him an interesting look and then glanced back toward Damien’s house.

“What?” Victor scratched his head.

“It’s nothing,” said Kiara. “Come on, we should hurry.”

“It’s something,” said Victor. “You barely said a word the entire time we were in there.”

Kiara didn’t slow down or look over at him.

“I just got a weird vibe from your friend,” she said. “That’s all.”

“It’s been a while since we’ve seen each other, but we used to be inseparable.” Victor smiled and sighed. “Don’t feel bad about feeling like the odd one out.”

“That’s not it.” Kiara frowned at him. “Something about him just seemed a little… off.”

“Kiara, I’ve known him for almost all of my life,” said Victor. “He’s a genuinely great guy.”

“It’s been ten years since you’ve last seen him, right?”

Victor nodded slowly.

“A lot can happen in ten years,” said Kiara. “A lot did happen. For you, and probably for him too. Be careful about what you tell him, Victor.”

“Whatever.”

I trust Damien more than I trust her, to be completely honest.

The two of them moved through the city at a speed that made Victor’s legs ache. They took the same path through the park where the last murder had taken place, and then up beyond that into the forest.

“There’s a reason why people keep dying around here,” said Kiara. “Whatever it is we’re looking for, it has to be nearby.”

“Why don’t the police just search through the area, then?”

Kiara chuckled.

“Didn’t you used to live here? The Atlas Forest is a gigantic wilderness preserve. There are still cases of people that go hiking there and never come back, every year. It’s one of those stereotypical mob movie type places, where bodies get dumped and people disappear.”

Victor didn’t say anything. It was starting to snow in heavy sheets, and the lack of wind meant that each snowflake came down on a direct path, like tiny crystalline skydivers. The air was cold and dry and made him wish that he had gloves to wear instead of having to bury his hands in his pockets ineffectively.

The body was in a small clearing, where the trees parted enough on either side for the snow to collect. The entire area had been cordoned off by yellow tape, and it was easy enough to understand why. The snow was deep enough for trails of footprints and signs of struggle to be blatant clues.

As in the previous case, it was a woman. Her skin color was off, bright peach yellow in weather cold enough to pale even the freshest corpse. Her eyes were still open, and the pupils looked off, a bit too large and sharp to be normal.

And then there was the blood. Her arms and legs had been viciously broken at grotesque angles, with shards of bone and reddish gore poking through the skin. She’d struggled against her attacker. That much was obvious. But Victor couldn’t immediately identify which of her injuries had finished her off.

“Is Lucy here?” asked Victor. Kiara shook her head.

“No. She was stuck in a corporate meeting.” Kiara walked all the way up to the edge of the yellow tape and stood up on her tiptoes to get a better view. “She wants us to find out what we can and report back.”

“How are we going to do that without her?” asked Victor. “She’s the one with the special working relationship with the police.”

“We use our onyx auras.”

Victor glared at her.

“Absolutely not,” he said. “Why would you even-”

“Not to mind control anybody, you dolt.” Kiara rolled her eyes. “It’s not like that would even work with this many people around.”

At least a dozen cops and detectives were snapping photos, standing next to squad cars, and talking with a crowd of reporters.

“We use it to enhance our senses,” continued Kiara. “Primarily sight.”

Victor watched as a dark glow that only aura binders could see flickered to life around her. He reached into his awareness and triggered his own onyx aura, and then took another look at the body.

The first thing he noticed in more detail was the corpse’s eyes. The irises looked off, composed of hundreds of tiny geometric triangles. Her pupils were bigger than normal, and the size of her eyes was out of proportion with the rest of her face.

Tiny little hairs protruded from two center points on either side of her face. They were long, thin, and made Victor think of whiskers when he saw them. He began noticing other feline features on the woman, the angle of her ears, and the shape of her nose.

“She looks almost like a cat.” Victor glanced over at Kiara, who was paying the body almost no mind.

“There.” She nodded slightly to the north. “There’s a path leading off in that direction.”

“All right.” Victor took a step in the direction she’d indicated, and Kiara clamped down on his arm.

“Hold on,” she said. “Let’s head out of the forest and then double back around from a different entry point.”

“Why?”

“We don’t want the cops seeing what we’re doing and deciding to follow,” she said. “It’s better for them, safety-wise, if they don’t get involved.”

Victor frowned at her.

“How much better off are we on our own?” He shook his head. “The abilities of an aura binder are useful enough, but they have guns and body armor.”

Kiara flashed him a condescending smile.

“And this is exactly why my sister sent you to me for training.”


CHAPTER 13

Victor followed Kiara back out of the forest the way they’d come, and then back into it a couple of hundred yards further down. The trees were much denser, and Victor cursed as a branch Kiara had moved aside for herself whipped back against his cheek as she released it.

“Hey! Careful!”

“Just keep moving,” muttered Kiara. “The snow is coming down fast. We don’t have a lot of time.”

Victor flared his onyx aura at a low level as they moved forward, but whatever Kiara could see was a bit too subtle for him to notice. The crime scene was out of sight to the east, and they pushed through the frozen, wintery underbrush for several minutes before coming to a halt.

“There,” she whispered. “I can see something!”

She took another step forward and then froze.

“Fuck.”

“What?” Victor grabbed her shoulder and pulled her back slightly. “What’s up?”

“Get ready!”

The words had barely left her mouth when something slammed down on the snow in front of them. Victor blinked, his eyes taking several seconds to process what they were seeing.

A woman stood crouched in the snow. She was naked, larger than average by at least a couple of inches in height and girth, with dark violet-colored skin. Her hair was jet black, and as she stood to face them, she shook her head slightly and knocked several flakes from it.

Kiara didn’t stop to ask questions. She immediately began binding her azure aura, extending her palm out toward the new arrival. The woman flew forward, slamming into her before she could properly bind an attack.

She’s so fast. How is that possible?

Victor flared his onyx aura, opting for enhanced senses over a direct attack. He could see the woman’s approach in her muscles before it had even begun and managed to neatly dodge an overhead punch aimed at his head. Victor rushed forward, dropping his shoulder into a tackle as he collided into her.

Nothing happened. The attack was about as effective as running shoulder first into a brick wall. The woman was built like an amazon and had proportions that were a combination of a lean gymnast and a supermodel. She smiled at Victor, and then slammed her fist into his stomach.

He flew backward through the air, landing in a crumpled heap in the snow and flipping through a couple of involuntary sideways somersaults before coming to a stop. The wind was knocked out of him to an extent that made him feel as though he’d never be able to breathe again. The snowflakes and bits of ice felt like glass shards against his cheek.

“No!” yelled Kiara. Victor was dimly aware of the violet woman bearing down on him. He opened his eyes in time to see her fist heading for his head, only for something to get in its way.

Kiara bound her azure aura with expert aim, creating a circular shield of ice just in front of Victor’s head. It wasn’t enough to stop the blow, but it took enough force out of it to keep it from killing him. The punch grazed the side of his skull, and stars exploded into his vision.

“You cannot stop the bloom,” said the woman. “It is already here.”

“Just… relax.” Kiara didn’t sound nearly as terrified as she should have. “Please. We’re trying to find whoever killed the other women. We’re trying to help.”

“I killed them,” said the woman.

Victor forced himself up to his knees. He ached in a dozen different places, but knew that it would be suicide to stop fighting. Kiara was facing their opponent, and Victor could see the desperation in her auras, if not her eyes. The glow around her flickered from blue to black as she mulled over her next move.

He took a deep breath and bound his scarlet aura. The violet woman turned her attention back to him just in time to avoid a lance of pure flame aimed at her head. The flames continued onward, turning a patch of snow collected on the tree behind her into fast spreading steam.

Kiara blinked, and then shifted auras. She copied what Victor had unintentionally done, binding her scarlet aura and then spraying flames across the thin layer of snow on the ground. Steam rose up, enough to obscure the woman’s vision.

Without a word, Kiara sprinted toward Victor, flaring her diamond aura and pulling him to his feet. He ran with her, pumping his legs and mostly being dragged along by her supernaturally fast strides.

“More steam!” yelled Kiara. “Use your scarlet aura again!”

Victor aimed his free hand behind them, palm extended toward the ground. He almost tripped as he focused on binding his aura, and was pulled back to balance by Kiara. The woman was hot on their heels.

He bound his scarlet aura, and flames shot out from his hand, spraying behind them like the explosive jet of a rocket. He traced it in diagonals across the snow, and steam filled the air. The violet woman let out a furious snarl and Victor lost sight of her.

The two of them kept running even after they’d left the forest. It was mid evening, and the snow had intensified to the point where it did enough on its own to limit visibility. Victor let out a sigh of relief as they made it through the park and into the city, finally slowing to walking speed as they stepped onto the sidewalk.

“What the hell was that?” he asked the question through gasps of cold, precious air.

“That,” said Kiara, “is what we’re up against.”


CHAPTER 14

Victor stumbled after Kiara, his bruised body fumbling through movements that would normally be second nature. They were headed away from the forest, and that, at the moment, was all that mattered to him.

I was useless against her.

“She isn’t the one we’re looking for,” said Kiara.

“What?” Victor frowned at her and lengthened his strides against the groans of his muscles. “She admitted it, and it’s pretty clear from the way she fought that she could do it easily enough.”

Kiara shook her head.

“I don’t doubt that she killed the women,” she said. “But there’s no way it wasn’t at someone’s order.”

Victor looked over at her. He saw her face, and noticed a cut above her eye, swollen and dripping blood toward her temple.

“You have a cut on your face.” Victor reached out his hand and gently touched it with his finger.

“And you look like you were in a car crash,” said Kiara. “The kind where you get thrown out through the windshield. Come on, we’re almost to my-”

The nearby street lights went out, all of them flicking off in unison and leaving the two of them in darkness. Kiara frowned and looked up at the falling snow, which was coming down even harder than it had been before.

“That’s odd,” she said.

“Are power outages typical these days?” asked Victor.

“No.” Kiara’s frown deepened. “But I’m not paranoid enough to take it as an omen, or anything other than coincidence.”

The two of them continued forward. The snow on the sidewalk almost seemed to give off a crystalline white glow of its own. They rounded the corner and headed down the street, stopping once they’d reached Lucy’s apartment complex.

The silence was eerie. Even the automobile traffic in the city seemed to have dwindled, and each footstep Victor and Kiara took up the stairs to the second floor crunched against the snow. They walked to the door of Lucy’s apartment, and Kiara slipped in a key.

“Hello?” She poked her head into the complete darkness of the blacked out apartment. “Lucy?”

There was only silence in response, at least for a moment. Victor saw the light before he heard her voice.

“About time.” Lucy walked out from her bedroom, carrying a lit candle and wearing a thin, somewhat revealing night robe. “I was starting to worry. What happened?”

Kiara looked over at Victor and then back to her sister.

“The murderer was still hovering around the crime scene you sent us to. We barely made it out alive.”

Lucy was still for a moment. She slowly set the candle down on the living room table and crossed her arms.

“Are both of you okay?”

Kiara waved a dismissive hand, and Victor nodded. Lucy walked over to the door and pulled him into the apartment by the arm.

“I can only stay for a minute,” he said. “It’s going to be a miserable walk back to my place with the power off, and I don’t want to have to rush to beat the snowstorm.”

“You’re staying here tonight,” said Lucy. Victor opened his mouth to object, and Kiara raised an eyebrow, but the look in Lucy’s eyes stifled all of their concerns.

“Lucy… We’re up against something serious, this time,” said Kiara. She sat down on the couch and relaxed her muscles, the tension visibly melting out of her body language.

“Did you get a good look at the killer?”

“She wasn’t human,” said Victor. “I don’t know what she was. She was purple, and…”

He trailed off, feeling strangely bashful.

She was also naked.

“No, she was human,” said Kiara. “Just genetically modified, what the researchers at Monteiro call biospliced.”

Lucy’s frown deepened.

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah,” said Kiara. “She was stronger, faster, and bigger than any woman I’ve seen before. And like Victor said, the skin tone was a dead giveaway.”

“That means that there has been another theft,” said Lucy. “Or worse. That someone inside the company is sharing the technology with dangerous people.”

“You said it yourself that Monteiro was corrupt, didn’t you?” Victor looked at Lucy, and then Kiara, who didn’t seem shocked by his words.

“Yes,” said Lucy. “And that most definitely has something to do with how Night Angel ended up with her powers. But this suggests that the leaks are happening on either a larger scale than I’d suspected, or with some kind of purpose that we just can’t see yet.”

“The police would have been massacred if they’d found her first, Lucy,” said Kiara. “There’s no way they can take this one on, not even with heavy firepower. At least not without casualties.”

“It’s just one woman,” said Victor. “I’m sure they could-”

“We only saw one woman,” corrected Kiara. “She has help. I’m sure of it.”

Victor didn’t say anything for a second.

“How do you know?” he finally asked.

“The other women, the victims, were modified, too,” she said. “Call me crazy, but I feel like that suggests something bigger than what we’ve seen. We have to follow up on our leads tomorrow, and fast.”

Lucy let out a deep sigh and turned her mouth up into a slight smile. She lit another candle using the wick of the first one, leaning over the coffee table and letting her robe slip open slightly. Despite everything that had happened, Victor’s hormones were apparently not taking the night off.

“Let’s all try to get some sleep,” said Lucy. “Kiara, can you get Victor a blanket and a pillow from your room?”

Kiara pursed her lips at her sister and scratched her head.

“He said he was all right with walking home.” She shot Victor a look that he had trouble interpreting. “It’s really not that far.”

“He’s staying,” said Lucy. “And that’s final.”

Kiara glared at him, and Victor blinked a couple of times at her, completely baffled.

What the heck is inspiring this reaction? It’s not that big of a deal.

Lucy walked over to him while Kiara dragged her feet into the other room to get the stuff she’d asked for. She let her eyes examine him, her gaze slowly rising up his body. It made Victor feel a little uncomfortable, and strangely excited.

“Are you all right?” she asked.

“I already told you, I’m fine,” said Victor.

“I don’t just mean physically,” said Lucy. “I mean… are you all right with everything that’s happening to you, and around you?”

Victor shrugged.

“I haven’t been all right in a good while,” he said, after a moment of thought. “But it has to do more with my life being uprooted than anything that’s happened since coming to Undercliff City.”

“You’re risking your life.” Lucy took a step closer to him, and Victor became acutely aware of how beautiful and how exposed she looked in her tiny robe, lit only by flickering glow of the candles.

“I’m helping people,” said Victor. “Or at least, I think I am.”

Lucy smiled at him. She gingerly reached one of her hands out, setting it first on the edge of his shoulder, and then tracing over toward his neck.

“Your father used to say the same thing.”

The air in the room was loaded with potential, emotion, and at least by Victor’s measure, a good deal of arousal. Lucy was gorgeous in every sense of the word, a woman in her sexual prime that could make even the most platonic words and gestures into seductive overtures.

And she’s also my dad’s old assistant, my old babysitter, and totally off limits, now and forever.

His eyes somehow met hers.

“Lucy.” His voice was soft, and he took a step in, bringing his body within inches of hers. Lucy didn’t move, though the shadows of the blackout hid her face and reaction.

And then Kiara cleared her throat from the hallway.

“Got the blankets.” She walked over to the couch with heavy, intentional steps. “And the pillow.”

“Right, of course.” Lucy glided back to the center of the room and straightened her robe. “Thank you. Victor, the couch is yours.”

“Thanks, Lucy,” he said. “Good night.”

“Good night.”

Lucy walked over to her room and shut the door. Victor turned to say good night to Kiara, but she’d already disappeared. Only a single candle remained on the coffee table, and it was almost burned down to the wick.

That’s how I feel. Totally burned out.


CHAPTER 15

The night was sleepless, at least for Victor. He stared up at the ceiling while a dozen different bad thoughts battled for supremacy.

I’m still not facing the truth. I’m using this crisis as a distraction, as an excuse to avoid thinking about it.

The first time Victor had been in Lucy’s apartment, he’d found the ambiance to be comforting. Maybe it was because of who Lucy was, or at least who she used to be to him, but being around her allowed him to set down his burdens. But now, the walls were closing in, and even thinking of Lucy wasn’t enough to stop them.

I have to tell someone.

Footsteps came from the hallway. Victor looked up and saw Kiara standing in the doorway of the living room. It was too dark to make out her face or even most of her body, but the soft, alien blue aura surrounding her profile was an instant giveaway of active aura binding.

“Hey!” whispered Victor. “What the hell are you doing?”

The glow disappeared. Kiara slowly walked across the thick carpet over to the couch. Victor’s candle had long since burned out, but enough moonlight came in through the window for him to make her out in detail.

Kiara was wearing an oversized t-shirt that was all but a dress on her, hanging down to mid-thigh and preserving only a bit of her modesty. Somehow, the fabric seemed to cling tightly to her chest, her medium sized breasts pushing out and demanding the attention they deserved. Her butt was half exposed underneath the bottom hem, and her legs were bare and enticing.

“It stopped snowing a while ago,” said Kiara, dryly. “You can go home.”

“How about you answer my question?” Victor tried to keep the anger from showing in his voice. “What were you doing with your azure aura, just now?”

Kiara’s body language sharpened and she took a step closer to the couch.

“That’s none of your fucking business, Victor.”

“Like hell it-”

“None of this is your fucking business.” Anger spilled out into Kiara’s voice, the quiet sort of anger that cuts like a scalpel. “The investigation, Monteiro, my sister. It’s none of your fucking business and you’ve somehow deluded yourself into thinking that it is.”

Victor glared at her, though he had no way of knowing if she could even see the expression in the darkness.

“Do I threaten you, Kiara?” he asked. “Is that what this is about? Are you scared that you won’t be everyone’s go to problem solver now that I’ve arrived on scene?”

Kiara’s laugh was bitter and shrill.

“You’re just a little boy,” she said. “Playing at being a man. Trying to fill daddy’s big shoes.”

Victor gritted his teeth. He felt his scarlet aura flare up automatically, as though fueled by pure emotion.

“And you’re just a scared little girl,” he said quietly. “Scared of being irrelevant… and scared of the dark.”

Kiara stiffened, and Victor knew he’d struck home. Her scarlet aura flared up too, strangely. Victor sat up on the couch, and Kiara leaned in toward him. The two of them were close enough for the glow of each of their auras to spill over onto each other’s bodies, and it took only a moment for Victor to understand and feel what that meant.

Her aura is affecting me, whether she means it to or not.

Victor stared at Kiara, drinking in the way her short blonde hair framed the nape of her neck. Her chest heaved up and down with every breath, and her breasts moved as though she was waving them in front of him. Her nipples were hard, and Victor realized that he, too, was, harder than he’d ever been before in his life.

“You don’t understand.” Kiara’s voice took on a new tone, sensual and unintentionally seductive.

“I do understand,” said Victor.

He felt himself moving toward her. They sat side by side on the couch, facing each other, their bodies only inches apart. He was on fire, and his erection ached painfully as he stared at the face of the Kiara, his appointed partner, the other aura binder.

“No.” Kiara leaned back from him and abruptly shut her scarlet aura off. “You don’t.”

She stood up and walked back over to the doorway of her room. Victor watched her go, and could have sworn that she was intentionally swaying her hips a bit more than usual, letting the oversized shirt ride up enough to give him small flashes of her butt and panties.

With a force of will, Victor powered down his own aura and collapsed back on the couch. His cock was painfully erect, and his mind swam with images of Kiara and Lucy.


CHAPTER 16

Eventually, he did manage to get to sleep. The morning came too soon. Lucy and Kiara were both dressed and buzzing around the living room by the time he’d forced himself up. The power was back on, and Victor could hear the hum of the TV across the room.

“Good morning, Victor.” Lucy passed him a granola bar as she walked by, heading for the door. “I was wondering whether you’d wake up or not before I left.”

“Yeah, uh…” Victor rubbed his head, remembering a bit of the night before. “I had trouble sleeping.”

Lucy frowned at him. She was wearing a gray jacket over a black skirt that was a bit reminiscent of something a stewardess might wear.

She would kill me if I told her as much.

Victor watched her lean forward to slip into a pair of high heels, her jacket billowing open and offering a heavenly view of her breasts pushing up against her blouse. He could all but feel his scarlet aura acting up and bit his lip in annoyed, horny frustration.

“Can I trust you to get along with Kiara today?” asked Lucy.

“What? Yeah, of course.”

“I spoke with her earlier this morning.” Lucy frowned at him. “Whatever differences the two of you might have, please try to set them aside to focus on the investigation.”

Victor nodded.

“I’ll do my best.”

Lucy smiled at him and then headed out the door. He started munching on the granola bar, and a few minutes later, the door to Kiara’s room opened.

She walked out slowly, watching Victor out of the corner of her eye. Kiara had on tight leather pants, a white v-neck blouse that was cut low enough to show a hint of her bra, and a leather jacket.

She looks ready for business.

Victor tried not to feel outdone as he pulled on his dirty sweatshirt from the day before. Kiara had also done her makeup and something to her hair, and flicked a few glossy blonde strands out of her face as she came over to him.

“We’re going to head across town to the Undercliff Congregational Church, see if that lead pans out,” she said. “Do you have everything you need?”

“Uh…” Victor scratched his head awkwardly. “We aren’t going to talk about what happened last night?”

Kiara smiled at him as though he’d just said something amusing.

“There’s nothing to talk about,” she said. “You don’t have to apologize. I’ve already let it go.”

“I don’t need to apologize? Kiara, you were the one instigating!”

“I’ve already let it go, Victor,” she said, each word enunciated with cold accuracy. “We were both tired, cranky, and our auras were acting up. That’s what happens when you don’t, well, you know.”

She blushed slightly, and Victor felt the better part of his anger fade away. She looked cute when she was flustered.

“Is that why it happened?” he asked. “Because we were using our auras more than we were getting laid?”

Kiara’s face turned an even deeper shade of red and Victor chuckled.

“We don’t have to talk about it any more than we have to talk about other unpleasant things,” she said. She sounded a bit like a teacher attempting to regain control of an unruly classroom.

“Sorry,” said Victor. “Gotcha. No sex talk.”

Kiara rolled her eyes at him and sighed. She pulled on a pair of girlish black boots while Victor slipped into his sneakers, and then the two of them headed out.

The sky was overcast and lit uniformly by the sun. It was cold out, but not that cold, which made the thick layer of snow coating the sidewalk sticky and moldable. Victor moved so that he was ahead of Kiara, kicking through the ankle deep flakes and letting her walk in his wake.

“It’s not far from here,” she said. “Take this next right.”

The snow plows had cleared the streets early in the morning, pushing snow out of the way of the cars and into the way of pedestrians. The snow collected, forming a chest-high wall in between the sidewalks and the streets. At crosswalks, sections of it were knocked out from where people had forced their way through. Victor carefully stomped through one sunken section, feeling the snow overflowing into his sneakers.

I am so ready for it to be spring.

The church was easy enough to spot, looming over the smaller residential buildings at the top of the street they were on. Kiara moved so that she was walking beside him as they crossed the road and entered the courtyard.

“Let me do the talking,” she said. “We aren’t here to interrogate the pastor. Becca, the first victim, was a member of his church, and he’s going to be protective of her if we approach it like that.”

“I know that,” said Victor.

Some hardworking, dedicated person had shoveled the stairs leading up to the churches large red double doors. Victor dusted snow off his jeans as Kiara opened it, and then walked after her inside.

The church was large and empty. Rows of pews led up to a small, raised platform in back, where a podium stood in front of a gigantic wooden cross on the back wall. Light streamed in through dozens of intricately designed stained glass windows, and an organ sat on the left side of the room. The air was warm and musty, smelling of dust and old books.

They’d walked halfway down the aisle when a man walked out through a door on the right side of the room. He wore black trousers, a black shirt, and had a white choker that only showed through the collar as a tiny rectangle on his neck. His hair was a mix of blond and gray, but his face only had a few wrinkles, laugh lines developed over time. He was an inch or two shorter than Victor, which put him on the taller side of the spectrum.

“Hello,” he said. “I’m Father Augustus, but you can call me Father Auggie. What can I do for you, young ones?”

“My name is Kiara, and this is Victor. We’re private investigators, looking into the murder of one of the members of your church.”

Father Auggie took a deep breath, smiled sadly, and then closed his eyes.

“It’s Becca, isn’t it?” He waited for Kiara to nod and then gestured to his office. “Please, let’s speak about this in private.”

Victor and Kiara followed him into a tiny, modestly adorned room. There were two chairs in front of the pastor’s hardwood desk, and they sat down in them.

“Becca was a… very troubled young woman,” Auggie said, pacing behind his desk. “She started coming to my church about a year ago. Very irregularly, at first.”

“Was she involved with any bad people, Father Auggie?” asked Kiara.

“I don’t believe there are such things as bad people,” he replied. “But certainly, the people she called friends had a negative influence on her life. But that changed after a few months. She became more involved at the church, and I didn’t worry about her quite as much.”

“What about the past few weeks?” asked Victor. “When was the last time you saw her?”

Father Auggie took a deep breath.

“She missed Sunday mass, two weeks ago.” He shook his head. “I didn’t think anything of it. In truth, I wasn’t giving her the attention that I did when she’d first joined the church. I… overlooked it.”

“And that was the last time you ever saw her?” asked Kiara.

Father Auggie’s mouth turned up into that same sad smile.

“Yes,” he said softly. “Yes, it was.”

“Do you know anything about the people she was involved with?” asked Victor.

Father Auggie frowned and looked suddenly very conflicted.

“I worry that by telling you, I may be sending you into the same danger she was involved with,” he said. “It’s not a decision I take lightly.”

“Please, Father,” said Kiara. “We only want to help.”

He stared down at his desk for a moment and then nodded, picking up a scrap of paper along with a pen.

“I dropped her off here once, back when she was still new to the church, and had not moved away from her old life and acquaintances.” He scribbled a street address down on the piece of paper. “I don’t know what you’ll find there, but you can look.”

“Thank you.” Victor took the paper as Father Auggie handed it to him. He glanced over at Kiara, who was already standing up to leave.

“The two of you are always welcome here,” said Father Auggie. “If I can be of any further assistance, just let me know.”

“Of course.” Kiara smiled warmly at him and then nodded to Victor. The two of them walked back into the main room and then out of the church.


CHAPTER 17

Victor walked down the stairs with Kiara, side by side. They reached the bottom and out of the corner of his eye, he saw a dark aura flicker to life around her.

“Take a right,” whispered Kiara. “Walk to the end of this next block and then stop after we turn the corner.”

Victor nodded slowly and didn’t say anything. It had cooled down outside by a considerable amount, and the snow that had melted in the warmth of the church was now slowly freezing to his sock.

Kiara put a hand on his shoulder as they came to a stop behind the building. The two of them waited for a moment and then peeked out, Victor following Kiara’s lead and watched the church’s door.

“What’s this about?”

“Shhhh…”

About a minute went by, and then someone else approached the church’s red double doors, glancing around the area and looking totally out of place. Victor’s jaw dropped open when he saw and recognized the person’s face.

“That’s… Damien.” He shook his head. “What the fuck?”

“Shhhh!” Kiara abruptly pulled him back. Victor waited for a second, and then glanced around the corner again in time to see the church’s doors being pulled shut.

“That doesn’t make any sense,” said Victor. “Why the hell is he here?”

“He’s following you, in case you couldn’t work that out on your own.” Kiara’s words were sharp, but her expression had a bit of empathy in it.

“I’m going to get to the bottom of this.” Victor started to head back toward the church, but Kiara clamped a hand down on his wrist.

“No,” she said. “Not yet. We have the advantage right now.”

“How so?”

“We still have the address Father Auggie gave us,” said Kiara. “And it’s not like we’ll have any trouble finding out what’s going on with Damien if that doesn’t pan out. Hell, we can show up at his mom’s house if need be, use our auras and-”

“No!” Victor pulled his arm out of her grip and glared. “What the fuck is wrong with you, Kiara?”

“I’m not saying that would be my first choice,” she said, her voice calm. “I know how destructive the onyx aura can be as well as you do. The scarlet aura isn’t all that much better, either.”

“Then why even suggest it?”

“Because a little bit of psychic trauma is better than letting more people die.” She met his eye, and Victor saw hardened determination staring at him. “Things aren’t always black and white, Victor.”

That doesn’t mean that anything goes.

“No. Absolutely not.” Victor shook his head. “Damien is my friend.”

“Well, can we get moving to our next lead before your ‘friend’ starts following us again?”

Victor’s frown deepened, but he followed Kiara as she broke into a jog down the sidewalk. The two of them moved through the city wordlessly. There wasn’t a lot of traffic out, probably due to either the weather or the power still being down in certain areas.

To get to the address Father Auggie had given them required a trip to the city outskirts in the south section of the city. Some of the streets were all but abandoned, and on top of the telltale condemned buildings and abandoned blocks, the snow also offered hints into that section of the city having been written off. It was almost a clean sheet, with few footprints, and no signs of any effort having been put in to remove it.

“It’s just up ahead,” said Kiara. “Right… there!”

Victor followed her up to a building that looked like it had once been an auto garage. All of the windows were boarded up, and a rusted sliding metal door was three quarters of the way closed over the car entrance. Victor crouched down low and peered inside.

“It looks abandoned,” he whispered. Kiara didn’t answer, and when Victor looked over at her, she was already rolling through the snow to get to the other side.

I doubt we’re going to find anything, but whatever.

Victor crouched low, commando crawled through the opening, and dusted snow off as he stood up. His eyes adjusted to the darkness of the garage, and he immediately noticed something that was off.

“Kiara,” he hissed. “It’s too warm in here. This place isn’t abandoned.”

No sooner than he’d gotten the words out of his mouth did a door on the side wall slam open. Victor saw a figure point a large shotgun at them, and could make out a room filled with light and a few other people behind him.

“You’ve got a lot of nerve coming here, boy!” The man spoke in a furious voice, and clicked something off on the gun.

“We aren’t looking for trouble,” said Victor. “We’ve just come to ask you some questions about-”

A number of things happened all at once. The barrel of the gun flashed. Victor didn’t actually hear it go off, just a sudden cessation of all noise except for a painful ringing in his ears.

The blast would have hit him full in the chest, but with aura enhanced speed, Kiara slammed into him, pushing both of them out of the way. They landed hard on the cold concrete floor. Victor immediately started pulling himself to his feet as the man rushed into the garage, flanked by two others, who also had guns.

There was no time to do anything but fight. Victor flared his scarlet aura, binding it in a large swathe across the men and sending out a splash of flame that, ironically, hit with a spread similar to a shotgun.

The men flinched back as their arms, chests, and unfortunately, their faces exploded into flame. Two of them dropped their guns and the one that still held his moved as though he’d forgotten about fighting. They were panicked, scared, and totally overwhelmed by the attack.

Kiara glowed blue and bound her azure aura, neatly extinguishing the flames. She followed it up with a second binding that pulled at the men’s emotions and energy. They slowly dropped to their knees, and then to their backs and stomachs as they slipped into unconsciousness.

Kiara said something to Victor, but he still couldn’t hear. He rubbed his ears for a moment, trying to clear them of the invisible impediment. She spoke again, louder this time.

“Are you out of your fucking mind?” Kiara reeled her fist back and punched him hard in the stomach, knocking the wind out of him. “These are normal humans! And you use your scarlet aura on them, without restraint?”

Victor coughed and took a breath.

“They had guns, Kiara!” shouted Victor. “We could have been killed!”

“I can freeze low caliber bullets in the air.” Kiara waved her hand and bound a shield of ice in front of them in demonstration. “We wouldn’t have been any danger, certainly not from buckshot and a couple of .22s.”

“Well I didn’t know that,” said Victor. “Jesus Christ.”

“And you have the gall to question me about how I investigate a murder using my auras…” Kiara shook her head, as though in disbelief.

“Look, what’s done is done,” said Victor. “I’ll… play things differently next time.”

Another gun clicked, though Victor’s ears, still in recovery, could only barely register the noise.

“Freeze,” said a voice from behind them. “Put your hands in the air, Victor. Tell your friend to do it, too.”

Victor looked over his shoulder and saw Damien pointing a handgun at his head.


CHAPTER 18

“I said freeze!”

Victor blinked. It was almost hard to believe.

“You’re a cop now, Damien?” he asked. “An undercover one, at that?”

“…Yeah,” said Damien. “And you’re… hell, I don’t even know what you are. I saw what you did with that fire.”

“I’m your friend, Damien,” said Victor. “Or at least I thought I was.”

“You are my friend, Victor. But I have a job to do.” The handgun didn’t waver in Damien’s hand, but he looked away from Victor for a moment. “Look, I was there with my lieutenant at the crime scene when I first recognized you.”

“I should have known.” Victor smiled ruefully and shook his head. “You found me right after I left.”

“My lieutenant thought that it was too weird for an old friend of mine to just, well, be there by coincidence. So she told me to keep an eye on you. It was an order, but that doesn’t mean I wasn’t glad to see you.”

“And lunch yesterday? Was that just a chance for you to trick me into incriminating myself?” Righteous indignation began to spill over into Victor’s voice “And now you’re tailing me?”

“For good reason!” shouted Damien. “You just lit three people on fire!”             

“Want me to take care of him?” asked Kiara, in a quiet voice.

“No!” hissed Victor.

“The two of you are coming down to the station,” said Damien. “I need to know what just happened here.”

Before Victor could say anything else, Kiara waved a glowing blue hand, binding her azure aura to Damien. He swayed and then fell to the ground unconscious, sapped of all energy.

“Kiara!” shouted Victor. “I was talking him down!”

“No, you weren’t.” She pushed her blonde bangs out of her face and walked over to Damien’s sleeping body. “The two of you are both too stubborn. If I hadn’t stepped in, it’s likely one of you would have ended up dead.”

Victor let out a long sigh.

Why? Why the hell did he have to grow up to be a cop?

“Come on,” said Kiara. “Let’s get him out of the garage and to somewhere he can wake up safely.”

Victor grabbed Damien’s shoulders, and Kiara got his feet. They carried him out of the dilapidated garage, down the street, all the way to an old diner that looked as though it’d seen better days. The waitress didn’t even bat an eyelash as they walked in, carrying Damien’s unconscious body between them like somebody who’d had a little too much to drink.

They sat him down in a booth. Victor tossed a twenty on the table, ordered some coffee for his former friend, and then followed Kiara out.

“He’s going to come after us again when he wakes up,” she said.

“So?” Victor frowned and chewed on his lip. “It’s not like there’s anything we can do about it.”

“Ah, but there is,” said Kiara. “A little bit of mental surgery with your onyx aura, and he wouldn’t remember any of this.”

Victor scowled.

“Is that what you would do, if he were your friend?” he asked. “Wipe away any memories and leave him with a fantasy of who you are, of what the friendship means?”

“Victor.” Kiara looked at him with sympathetic eyes. “You might not like the alternative. At least this way, nobody gets hurt.”

They stood on the sidewalk without saying anything to each other for what felt like an eternity. Victor started to think about it, only getting a second into her line of reasoning before being interrupted by the vibration of his phone. He pulled it out of his pocket and turned away from Kiara.

“Hello?”

“Hey, buddy.” Kronenberg’s voice came in through the speaker, loud and clear. “I found out something that I think you’re going to want to know. It’s about the two victims in your case.”

Victor looked up at Kiara and shot her a serious look.

“Go on,” he said.

“They were both members of Undercliff Congregational Church,” said Kronenberg. “It took us a little while to notice, especially given how obnoxious it was to ID the second one.

Victor blinked. The pieces were coming together, and he felt stupid for not seeing it sooner.

“Thanks.” He ran a hand through his hair slowly. “Hey, do you think you can find out whatever you can about the pastor there? His name is Father Augustus, goes by Auggie for short.”

“Hey, what do you think this is? I’m at work right now, chump.” Kronenberg was silent for a second, and despite himself, Victor couldn’t hold back a chuckle.

“You’re joking, right?”

“Of course. I’ll see what I can find.”

“Thanks, Kronenberg.” Victor hung up the phone and turned back to Kiara.

“Father Auggie set us up.”

“What?” Kiara raised an eyebrow in disbelief.

“Those men were ready for us,” he said. “They were armed, and they had no intention of listening to what we had to say. That doesn’t happen in real life without meddling taking place in the background.”

“That’s not enough for us to-”

“And both of the victims were members of the church.” Victor crossed his arms and leaned forward. It had started snowing again, and a few of the falling snowflakes flew into his face.

His phone vibrated, and he pulled it out to find a text from Kronenberg, the text of it being Father Auggie’s home address.

He’s really good at his job.

“The esteemed Father is not going to tell us anything if we question him again,” said Kiara. “He’ll just lock down his story.”

Victor waved his phone and smiled.

“That’s why we go to his house.”


CHAPTER 19

Father Auggie’s house was, unsurprisingly, north of the city, within the Atlas Forest. Victor and Kiara stopped to grab food from a sandwich shop on the way, eating a tense lunch across from one another.

It was still snowing when they reached the park where the first victim had been found. Enough of it had fallen to make the area look a little different from how it had the day before, in the middle of the investigation.

“Father Augustus is probably still at the church,” said Victor. “If we’re quick, we can get to his cabin, look for clues, and get back without having to worry about him showing up.”

Kiara frowned at him.

“I don’t have a good feeling about this.” She ran a hand through her hair slowly, twisting one of her feet at a sharp angle as she dug her toes into the snow.

“It’s the best lead we have to follow up on,” said Victor. “If we just let it sit, then more women will end up dead. We’ll be careful.”

Kiara met his gaze and then nodded slowly. Victor felt a bit of her tension transfer over to him, and he did his best to compartmentalize it as they started walking across the snowy park.

If I see anything or hear anything, I’m not going to take the time to ask questions.

The two of them pushed through the trees and into the forest. There was a road that ran into it from the city, but Victor insisted that they walk parallel to it, on the off chance that it was being watched.

He held his phone in one hand, watching their position relative to the cabin in his maps app. Father Auggie’s cabin was a bit out of the way, a few miles to the north of where they entered the forest. A long driveway led out to it from the road, making the cabin much more secluded than other domiciles in the area.

“Keep your onyx aura flared,” said Kiara. “Just enough to enhance your senses.”

Victor nodded and bound the aura to his eyes and ears. His awareness extended instantaneously, but all it told him was that the forest was empty and cold. The falling snow did a good job of obscuring anything more than a few hundred yards out, and the snow on the ground absorbed sound like an acoustic sponge.

They both left almost identical tracks through the snow, side by side, which were slowly covered by the falling snow in their wake. If the circumstances had been typical, Victor would have thought about snowshoeing, or finding a hill of powder to glide down on his old snowboard, or hell, making a snow angel.

Two women have died. This isn’t fun, and I’m not here to play games.

“Shhh!” Kiara hissed out and suddenly grabbed his shoulder. “Did you hear that?”

Victor held still and listened. The only sound he could hear was of the snow settling on frozen trees, and the wind. Trees surrounded them, and it had been almost an hour since the city had last been visible behind them.

“I don’t hear anything,” he said.

“Listen,” said Kiara.

Victor listened, flaring his onyx aura slightly as he did. He did hear something, and it sounded a little like someone sobbing.

“Come on,” said Kiara. “But be ready.”

The noise was coming from deeper within the forest, diagonally off to the side from where Father Auggie’s house would have been. The two of them crunched through snow and Victor wished that each step didn’t make so much noise.

Kiara saw the figure before he did, reaching out and grabbing his forearm with cold, tight fingers. It was a small person, hunched over in the snow, maybe the size of a large kid or an underdeveloped teenager. And the noise, the sobbing, was coming from their direction.

“Hello?” Kiara stepped forward slowly, her voice tense and sharp. “Are you okay?”

As they approached, Victor saw that it was a young girl, maybe thirteen or fourteen, wearing a tattered white dress. Her hair was jet black and ran down past her shoulders. She was turned away from them and appeared to be running her hands through the snow as she cried.

Something’s not right here…

“We can help you,” said Kiara. “We can get you to safety. Are you a member of the church?”

The girl didn’t say anything, and Victor and Kiara moved closer. She moved one of her hands up to flick snow to the side. Her fingers were longer than they should have been, at least twice the normal length, and thin enough to pass for twigs.

“Please…” said Kiara. “We came to…”

Her words trailed off as the girl stood to her feet and turned to look at them. She flicked hair out of her face, and Victor felt his jaw drop open.

She had hundreds of eyes, each of them as jet black as her hair and crammed together against what would have once been her forehead and upper cheeks. Her mouth was strangely segmented, hanging from the bottom of her head loosely. Rows of oversized, sickle-shaped teeth poked out from her gums, along with a foot long tongue that slithered across them.

The girl took a step toward them and let out an inhuman shriek.

“Fuck!” Victor flared his scarlet aura. “Get ready!”

He hesitated instead of immediately binding it to the girl and blasting her away, remembering what had happened last time. The girl leaped through the air, taking advantage of the moment, and slammed into his chest with a vicious head-butt.

“Victor!” Kiara countered with a hard roundhouse of her own, knocking the biosplice back. Another noise came from the trees to their right. Victor looked over and saw dark shapes moving through the forest, hidden by the shadows of early evening.

“We have to go!” Victor hopped up and took a few steps back the way they’d came, dragging Kiara with him. “Now!”

Another biosplice appeared, a man with shaggy hair, enormous clawed hands, and shocking speed. He ran toward them on all fours and leaped into an attack. This time, Victor didn’t hesitate and bound his scarlet aura with enough energy to make an explosive crack in the air as he released it.

Flames struck the man full in the chest, knocking him back and into a tree. Kiara was still fighting the girl, alternating between blasts of fire and ice and being thwarted each time by the creature’s dexterity.

Two more enemies appeared from either of Victor’s flanks. One of them was grotesquely deformed, with a body covered in scales, an oversized head, and tumor-like lumps protruding from the stomach and shoulders. The other was the purple woman they’d fought the other day.

The grotesque biosplice let out a wet, phlegmy roar as it charged forward. Victor bound his scarlet aura with all the energy had. The fireball he let out flew forward and slammed into the monster, exploding a hole into its abdomen and stopping it in its tracks. Victor smiled triumphantly and had begun to turn to face the others when something slammed into him from behind, forcing him to the ground. The shaggy-haired biosplice had recovered and was snarling at him, fangs bared.

“Kiara!” shouted Victor. “Run!”

The insect girl was on top of her. Kiara was attacking with ice, but her opponent moved faster than she could target, like a fly avoiding a swatter. Victor didn’t have time to watch her, and even the split second glance gave the grotesque biosplice a chance for a free shot.

A fist the size of a bowling ball slammed into Victor’s back. He felt pain shoot through him, and something splintered in his shoulder. The frozen top layer of snow cut his face as he fell forward into it, and he only had time to pull himself up before his enemies were upon him again.

“No! Nooooo!” Kiara’s screams filled his ears. Victor tried to stand up and run to her, but the shaggy biosplice grabbed one of his ankles and pulled him back down.

The purple biosplice had a vice-like grip on one of Kiara’s arms, and the spider girl was slowly moving toward her, almost mockingly so.

“The fight is over,” said the purple biosplice. “Put that one to sleep.”

Victor scampered across the snow on all fours, but he wasn’t quick enough. The shaggy biosplice pulled out a small gun and fired it at him. A dart pierced through the skin of his stomach. Victor pulled it out almost instantly, but he could already feel the effect of what it had been intended to do.

“They will do nicely,” said the shaggy biosplice, his voice deep and grave. He broke out into a laugh, and Victor felt the world fade to black.


CHAPTER 20

Victor felt the cold before anything else. His body shivered in spasms, and his fingers and toes were numb. Slowly, and with great effort, he opened his eyes and sat up. His hands were bound with metal manacles, and when he pulled against them, he could feel that they were bolted into something sturdy.

From what he could tell, he was in a basement. The room was pitch black, and it took him a second to consider his options. He focused on his onyx aura and bound it to his eyes.

And nothing happened. The room was still dark, and his body hadn’t projected the color of the aura. He tried again, this time binding his scarlet aura for a tiny spurt of flame. It didn’t work.

“Dammit.” He took a deep breath and began feeling the cold, dank concrete around him. “Kiara?”

From somewhere nearby, he heard a soft moan. Victor repositioned himself, moving within his limited range of shackled movement. He found Kiara lying on the ground nearby, bound in a same manner.

“Are you okay?” he whispered. She felt warm, and that was more relieving to him than anything else could have been.

“…What happened?” Kiara groaned and slowly sat up. “We were… in the forest…”

“Our enemies captured us,” said Victor. “I guess we should have worked out a contingency plan for tranquilizer darts.”

“No…” Kiara took a deep breath, her teeth chattering from the cold as she did. “No, no, no… This is bad.”

She didn’t say anything for a moment, and Victor realized that she was cycling through her auras, desperately trying them just as he had.

“It’s no use,” said Victor. “I think they gave us something to block our powers.”

“Nanoblockers,” whispered Kiara. “The fucking bastards.”

Neither of them said anything. Kiara moved in closer, leaning against him so the two were sitting back to back and holding each other up.

“We have to work out a plan,” said Victor. “They obviously wanted us alive. There must be some way we can leverage our way out of here.”

“Victor…” whispered Kiara. “This… this is really hard for me.”

What?

Kiara’s voice was strained, and it was laced with the kind of fear that goes beyond what a person can reasonably suppress. Victor frowned in the darkness. He could feel Kiara shivering against him, and knew that it wasn’t due to the cold.

“We’re going to be okay,” said Victor. “We’ll figure something out. I’m not worried.”

It was a lie. The only thing Victor was sure of was that if he gave up, it was over. A sudden weight settled on his shoulders that hadn’t been there before, a weight that he hadn’t felt in a very long time.

“I’m sorry,” whispered Kiara. “I don’t do so good… in the dark. At least not without my auras.”

“It’s okay,” said Victor. “Everyone has their thing.”

He briefly considered a dozen different escape plans in the silent moment that followed. All of them led to the same conclusion. The two of them were tired, cold, powerless, miles out in the wilderness, guarded by genetically enhanced enemies, and it was the middle of winter. They were totally fucked.

“Kiara…” Victor chewed his lip, wanting more than anything to get her opinion. “What do you think? Any ideas?”

“I can’t…” Her voice was weak and tenuous. “I can barely think right now. I’m sorry, Victor.”

“Just keep talking,” he said. “Talk to me about it. We’re in this together.”

She didn’t say anything for a long moment. Victor started to fear that his prodding had given her a panic attack, or worse.

“It’s been this way for a while,” she said. “Years now, at least. Something happened to me when I was younger, and ever since then…”

She laughed, and it sounded more frightened than her voice or even a scream.

“What was it?” Victor asked, his voice soft. “It might help to tell someone…”

“My parents,” whispered Kiara. “I don’t know if you ever heard from Lucy what happened to them, did you?”

Victor frowned.

“Kronenberg mentioned the basic details to me,” said Victor. “I never probed Lucy for more than that.”

“She probably wouldn’t have told you if you had,” said Kiara. “It’s a tender subject for us.”

She paused, and Victor waited for her to continue.

“I… was with them, when they were taken,” she said softly. “I was there when they were murdered. They were tortured first, in a dark room, just like this one. I… don’t remember it that well.”

Jesus Christ. And now here we are, in almost the same situation.

“The only time it comes back enough for me to remember is when I go to sleep,” said Kiara. “Almost every night. It’s always the same nightmare. We were walking home after eating dinner. The man grabbed my mom first, and then threatened her until we got into the van, and then…”

“Kiara…” Victor reached his hand behind him and found her fingers. He gave them a tight squeeze, feeling how cold they were.

“It’s just a blur from then on,” whispered Kiara. “But I always hear their screams when I dream. Always.”

“How did you escape?” asked Victor.

“I don’t remember,” said Kiara. “They found me walking down the sidewalk in a daze a few days later. Lucy sobbed over me at the hospital. It’s the only time I’ve ever seen her cry.”

Victor squeezed her hand more tightly. He tried to find something, anything to say to make her feel better.

“The nightmares have stuck with me, ever since that day,” she said. “I stopped sleeping, stopped even trying to sleep. I was prescribed more drugs than I could count, and saw more sleep therapists than I knew existed.”

“None of it worked?”

“Nothing worked.” Kiara took a deep breath. “Nothing, except for the auras.”

That explains it.

“Did Lucy give you the nanites to help?” asked Victor.

“I stole them, and injected myself,” said Kiara. “I used her keycard to get in after hours, and took them from the lab on the thirteenth floor. Lucy almost lost her job because of it. I still don’t know why she didn’t.”

“Last night,” said Victor. “That was why you were using your azure aura.”

“…Yeah. It helps me sleep.”

The silence in the room felt intimate and deeply familiar. Victor lifted a chained hand to his head, listening as the heavy metal links rattled from the movement. Kiara’s fingers were still in his hand, and after a few minutes, she moved them, squeezing.

“Your turn,” she whispered.

“What?”

“Please.” Her voice was tired, ragged, and scared. “I want to know how you got your nanites. I asked Kiara, but she said you were vague about it.”

Victor chewed on his lip.

I can’t just lie to her. But I haven’t told anyone…

“It will help me calm down,” said Kiara. “Please. Just tell me.”

Victor sighed.

We probably aren’t getting out of this alive, are we?

“Fine,” he said softly.


CHAPTER 21

“Did Lucy ever tell you about my father?” asked Victor.

Kiara nodded slightly, though Victor felt the movement rather than saw it, the two of them sitting back to back as they were.

“Only a little,” she said.

“He was one of the founding partners of Monteiro Corporation,” he said. “It was him and Eli Monteiro. From what I remember, my dad was the brains of the operation, while Eli was the business minded one.”

Victor paused and took a deep breath.

“My mom died when I was little,” he said. “From cancer.”

“I’m sorry,” said Kiara.

“Part of the reason why I think my dad was so driven to develop and find applications for nanotechnology was because of that, and how sudden it was. From her diagnosis to her death was only a couple of months. The only thing that would have saved her was a perfect treatment.”

The memories began to flood back to Victor in full force. He swallowed, and then continued.

“My life was normal enough when I was younger,” he said. “My dad was too busy with his work on most days to pay me much attention, and obviously, I didn’t have a mother. But it was normal, outside of that… until the falling out.”

“I’ve heard about this, too,” whispered Kiara. “When your dad left the company.”

“He didn’t just leave,” said Victor. “As far as I can tell, he was either forced out, or it was some kind of ideological difference between him and Eli Monteiro.”

“I see.”

“We left Undercliff City and moved to another state. I was only nine years old, and honestly, I took the move pretty well.”

Victor blinked.

This is the hardest part to explain, and the hardest part to process, let alone say out loud.

“My dad… became distant. He kept working on his projects, to the exclusion of almost everything else. I was probably thirteen or fourteen years old when he really started to lose touch, and I was eighteen when it happened.”

“When what happened?” whispered Kiara.

“When I got my nanites.”

The room was silent for half a minute. Kiara squeezed his hand again.

“It might help to talk about it,” she whispered. “Lucy told me that your dad was dead. She said that you were vague about how-”

“He’s dead,” said Victor, sharply. “Does it matter how he died?”

“I don’t know, does it?”

Victor felt a dozen different emotions fighting for supremacy inside of him. Something gave way, and he felt himself slowly drawing in air.

“My dad began doing different kinds of research and experiments,” he said. “He used the nanites… on himself.”

Kiara didn’t say anything, and after a couple of seconds, Victor continued.

“He could only use one of the auras,” said Victor. “But he tested it, and began actively using it in his day-to-day life.”

“Which aura?” asked Kiara.

“…The onyx aura.”

The basement was silent. Victor didn’t know if Kiara was stunned by the revelation or terrified by what that meant in practical terms.

“He used it on random people at first,” said Victor, in a quiet voice. “Taking control of them, seeing how far he could control them from, and what they’d do for him. I’d see random people walking into and out of our house at all hours, moving robotically, like a bunch of mindless puppets, moving at the tug of their strings.”

“…Victor.”

“Eventually, he started using it for his own gain. He took control of a police officer and someone who worked at the bank. They were just soulless husks after a while. They stopped being actual people.”

“How did you know for sure?” asked Kiara. “That he was using his aura on them?”

“I didn’t,” said Victor. “Not right then.”

Kiara weaved her fingers through Victor’s.

“And then… He took control of our neighbors. An entire family. There was a girl my age that I’d grown up with, Ella. A girl that I…”

A hard lump formed in Victor’s throat, and it took all of his willpower to force it down.

“I could tell instantly when it happened,” said Victor. “She just wasn’t there any more. Her body didn’t belong to her.”

“I’m so sorry,” whispered Kiara. Victor let out a pained, sardonic chuckle.

“It gets even better,” he said. “When I confronted my dad about it, when I started yelling at him and letting him know how far gone he was, he took control of me.”

“Victor…”

“I’ll never forget it, Kiara,” he said. “It’s like staring out the window of a car, or a plane, that’s going somewhere that terrifies you. I still went through the motions, going to school, lying down in my bed, but none of it was me. I was a prisoner, staring out through two little eye shaped peepholes.”

He paused and shifted his legs. The concrete felt even colder than it had before.

“After a while, probably at least a few months, he decided that he needed to push it further.” Victor shook his head slowly from side to side. “He injected me with the nanites. It’s actually pretty terrifying to get them against your will, for the record.”

“And then…?” whispered Kiara. “Did you…?”

“Nothing happened,” said Victor. “A couple of days went by, and I guess he thought that his control might be contaminating my abilities. He brought me down into the basement, duck taped my hands behind my back, just to be safe, and then…”

I did it. I have to face it.

“I burned everything. My dad’s research, the house… my dad. I didn’t know what was happening. I was so angry, and I didn’t care. But it wasn’t an accident, Kiara. I wanted him dead. I’m glad he’s dead.”

Kiara leaned her head back against his and slowly caressed her fingers into his hand.

“It’s okay,” she whispered. “You didn’t know how to control it.”

“I don’t think that was the case,” said Victor. “I wanted him dead. I really, really did.”

“And this happened when you were eighteen?”

“It started when I was eighteen,” he said. “I left the house with only the clothes on my back and my dad’s bag. When I checked the date on my phone, I realized that I’d been under his control for… longer than I’d thought. I got on a bus to Undercliff City, and that brings me up to about a month ago, when I found your sister.”

Kiara shifted, turning so that she could get an arm around him. Victor felt the cold steel of her shackles through his sweatshirt, but it wasn’t enough to dampen the comfort the hug provided.

“I am so sorry. I had no idea.”

“You’re the only one I’ve ever told,” said Victor. “I’m a murderer.”

“You aren’t a murderer! You didn’t have a choice, Victor.”

“We always have choices.”

Kiara was silent. Victor felt her body shiver against his.

“And Lucy doesn’t know any of this?”

Victor let out a sigh.

“She loved my dad,” he said, softly. “She loved him back when he wasn’t so far gone. I could never tell her. She’d never understand.”

“…Okay.”

Neither of them said anything for several minutes. Victor’s thoughts swam with deeply suppressed emotions, the floodgates opened by finally telling his story. Kiara’s presence was the only thing keeping him from drowning.

“Kiara,” he whispered. “I-”

A metal door on the other side of the room scraped open, letting painfully bright light into the room. Both of them flinched and instinctively pushed back from the doorway as a silhouetted figure stepped into the basement.

“Hello,” said Father Auggie. “It’s so good to see the two of you again.”


CHAPTER 21

Victor’s body ached in a dozen different places as he stood to his feet. His hands were cold, and his legs were almost numb below the ankle, and he wasn’t sure if it was from the temperature or lack of blood flow.

“Oh please, you don’t have to stand up just for me.” Father Auggie walked into the basement, flicking a switch on the wall and bathing the room in light that was far too bright.

Victor squinted through the pain and looked around. Large wooden support beams segmented the basement. The walls seemed as though they were in the middle of a renovation, with exposed sections of insulation and particle board.

Both he and Kiara were chained to the same support beam in the back left corner of the room. Across from them was something that sent a chill down Victor’s spine. A large wheeled table had an assortment of torture tools on it, carefully lined up side by side like something out of a dentist’s office.

“It is very fortuitous that the two of you found your way to my church,” said Father Auggie.

“You bastard.” Victor spoke through gritted teeth, feeling his emotions cycle to anger on all channels. “What the fuck have you done to us?”

Father Auggie nodded, his head turning slightly on the diagonal as if acknowledging something.

“I was hoping the injection would have the intended effect. Mind you, I don’t have as much experience manipulating nanites. I was… assured, however, that it would be enough to pacify the two of you for a short time.”

“You’re a dead man,” whispered Victor. “You made a mistake by bringing us down here.”

“I didn’t come down here to threaten you. I just want to clear the air, and I hope we can even come to an understanding with each other.” Father Auggie held his hands out to either side, as though trying to assure them both of his intentions.

“Why are you doing this?” asked Kiara. “What reason did you have to kill those women?”

Father Auggie stepped a little closer, almost coming within range of Victor’s shackled reach.

“Every flower must bloom,” he said. “If a flower doesn’t bloom, it cannot be allowed in the garden.”

He’s lost his mind.

Victor surged forward, pulling against his shackles. He came within half a foot of Father Augustus before the cuffs dug into his wrists and refused to yield. Father Auggie took a few steps back.

“My entire life has been devoted to helping people,” he said. “I’ve done everything to guide my flock forward. I’ve failed people before, lots of them. I’ve done my best.”

“That’s how you justify it?” Victor was surprised by the anger he heard in his own voice. “That’s how you justify playing around with these people, killing them when they don’t do what you want?”

“I’m helping them bloom,” said Father Auggie. “I’ve been given this tool for a reason. And I intend to use it for good, on a large scale.”

He smiled at them. It was the smile of a man with faith and conviction, and it made Victor want to throw up.

“Agnieszka, Kevin.” Father Auggie looked out the door for a second. The violet woman, still naked, walked into the room. The shaggy man followed behind her, and each of them stood on either side of Father Auggie.

Shaggy and Violet. The sidekicks from hell.

“Hold him while I prepare him for conversion,” said Father Auggie.

Victor took only a single step back as the two biosplices approached him. Shaggy was the first one to reach out for his arm. Victor whirled, improvising a spinning roundhouse kick and turning out of the man’s reach at the same time.

His leg collided with the side of Shaggy’s abdomen and essentially did nothing. Shaggy lurched forward, knocking him down onto the cement floor. Victor reeled back and punched him once, twice in the face, both blows serving as little more than a nuisance to the bioenhanced man.

“Let him go!” screamed Kiara. “Don’t do this!”

Victor continued to struggle, but Violet grabbed his ankles and helped Shaggy hold him down. Father Auggie unshackled Victor’s chains from where they connected to the wooden support, and then the two biosplices dragged him over to the torture cart.

“Hold him still,” said Father Auggie. Shaggy pinned his arms down and Violet held his legs. There was little that he could do to struggle.

Father Auggie played with the tools on the torture table, picking up each one and then setting it back down. Finally, he pulled out something that Victor almost didn’t recognize at first, plugging it into a power strip underneath the cart.

“You used fire against one of the members of my flock,” said Father Auggie. “Before you can accept my gift willingly, you need to understand what you’ve done, and ask for forgiveness.”

He nodded to Shaggy, who reached down and pulled Victor’s sweatshirt and t-shirt up to his neck.

“Stop! This is insane!” Kiara’s voice was shrill with worry. She threw herself against her bindings, trying desperately to pull free and reach Victor across the room.

“I won’t give in!” shouted Victor. “Go ahead, do your-”

What he was going to say was lost in the air as the tip of the soldering iron pushed into his chest. Victor let out a breathless scream. His body surged, trying to thrash its way away from the pain. Shaggy and Violet held his arms, and there nowhere for him to escape to against the hard concrete floor.

“You must repent your ways,” said Father Auggie. “This will be a reminder to you, one that will remain as a scar across your chest.”

Victor could barely hear him over the sound of his own screams. The pain was unlike anything he had ever felt before, so intense and compelling that he forgot everything, who he was, where he was, and anything else other than the agony.

Kiara was sobbing in the other corner of the room and thumping her chains against the concrete in protest. Something slapped Victor’s face and he twitched, realizing that he’d passed out from the pain for a split second. Father Auggie’s smile was upside down as he leaned back into his field of view.

“You need to pay attention to earn forgiveness, Victor.”

The soldering iron pressed down again. Victor let out a primal howl and felt his toes cramp up and contort from the pain.

I’ll do anything. I’ll say anything.

He opened his mouth to give in and then stopped himself at the last second.

No!

“No!” He shouted, the word mangled as his voice pitched in and out of focus. “I won’t! I won’t!”

“You will!” Father Auggie lifted up the soldering iron for a glorious second and then pressed it down again. Victor screamed until he was out of breath and then felt the gentle embrace of unconsciousness take him once more.


CHAPTER 22

“Please, Victor…” Kiara’s voice was on the verge of cracking from fear. “Please, wake up.”

Victor blinked his eyes open. It was dark in the basement again. His chest was on fire, and he didn’t want to move.

This is just a nightmare. I must still be asleep.

“Victor, please,” whispered Kiara. “Don’t leave me here alone…”

He forced himself into a sitting position, wincing as the pain from his burns echoed through the rest of his body. Kiara immediately grabbed his hand, but it took a couple of seconds before he could fight off the pain for long enough to speak.

“I’m okay,” he said. “What… happened?”

“You passed out,” said Kiara. “That evil asshole kept going after you wouldn’t wake up. Victor, your chest...”

Kiara delicately placed a hand on top of his sweatshirt, over the burns. Victor immediately flinched back.

“Sorry,” she whispered.

Victor took a deep breath, and from some deep, inner reserve, felt his mental faculties sharpen and focus on the task at hand.

“We have to get out of here,” he said. “Immediately. It’s only a matter of time before he breaks us.”

“What can we do?” asked Kiara. “Without our nano auras, we can’t fight them.”

“Then the solution is simple,” said Victor. “Is there a way for us to get them back? He injected us with something, but the strength of the auras can fluctuate, can’t it?”

Kiara went silent for a moment, thinking. Victor tapped his fingers on the concrete, the movement a necessary one to keep him distracted from the pain.

“Do you mean what I think you mean?” asked Kiara.

“Well, we need to strengthen our auras, and get control over them again,” said Victor. “It’s worth trying, if it means we get a chance at escaping. I think it could work without us even having to go all the way.”

Kiara turned her head toward him in the dark, and Victor couldn’t be sure, but he thought that she was glowering at him.

“I thought you were talking about taking a nap,” she said slowly. “Are you… being serious?”

“Kiara, our lives are on the line. I’m dead serious.”

What? Is she afraid that I’m conning her into death row sex?

“I mean… I guess it could potentially work.” Kiara spoke in a soft voice, one that suggested that she might be blushing a little in the dark.

“We don’t have any time to waste! Come on!” Victor reached out a shackled hand and groped one of her breasts. Kiara let out a surprised, offended gasp, and if it wasn’t for the ever-present company of his pain, Victor would have felt ridiculous and stupid.

“Jesus, Victor,” she said. “At least let’s start off slow.”

Victor rolled his eyes.

Who is the prude now?

He put a hand behind Kiara’s back, slowly slipping it around her side and down to her thigh. She responded with almost identical movements, letting her own hand slide closer and closer to Victor’s crotch.

The burns on Victor’s chest were painful, but it had faded to a dull ache. He got the feeling that it was either a really good sign, or a really bad one.

“Kiara…” Victor let his fingers trace their way underneath her shirt. She had a sexy flat stomach, and shivered slightly as he touched her bare flesh.

Again, she did the same to him, letting her palm caress his abdominal muscles. Victor’s cock stood to attention, his hormones soldiering on despite the circumstances, or maybe even because of them.

“You’ve thought about this before…” Kiara’s voice took on a mockingly accusatory tone, and she deftly unbuttoned Victor’s jeans and slipped her hand into his boxers. “Haven’t you?”

She let her fingers wrap around Victor’s hard cock and he felt a jolt of powerful, primal lust shoot through him. The circumstances were what brought it about, but there was no need for them to pretend. The tension between them had been building by the minute over the past few days.

This would have happened eventually.

“I think you’re the one who has thought about it before.” Victor let one of his fingers slide up the outside of her panties, causing Kiara to shiver slightly.

“You’re deluding yourself,” purred Kiara. She began stroking him with gentle movements, limited by the constrictions of his clothing. Victor leaned in closer to her, close enough to whisper into her ear.

“I don’t think I am,” he said.

Kiara turned her head toward him. It was impossible to make out her expression in the darkness, but Victor could see the fire in it, just from her body language. He leaned forward, bringing his face in toward her, and kissed her.

It was as though the starting pistol for a race had gone off. Kiara leaned into him, and Victor shifted to wrap his arms around her, letting the chains clank against the concrete as their need overtook the circumstances. Victor groped at her breasts through her shirt, feeling their size and shape, and moved his lips against hers as the kiss kindled flames of intense arousal.

“Oh…” Kiara pulled back, taking a few deep, horny breaths. She pulled at the waist of Victor’s jeans and he took the hint, reaching down to pull them off with clunky movements. Kiara’s came off easier, and he laid both garments down into a makeshift mat on the concrete.

It was impossible for them to take their shirts off due to the chains, but it wasn’t necessary. They were teenagers, and they were horny enough for it to be irrelevant. Victor pulled Kiara tight against him, leaning down on top of her and kissing her passionately.

His cock strained against the fabric of his boxers. He ground it against the silken fabric of Kiara’s panties, dry humping her as he held her waist with one hand and her breast in the other. Kiara let out a soft moan and shuddered.

“This… is only a one-time thing,” she whispered.

“Of course.” It was as much of a lie as Victor had ever told, though he didn’t mean it to be. Kiara was undeniably sexy, though the amount of arguing he’d done with her over the past few days had kept him from admitting it. They were starting a fire that he wasn’t sure he would be able to put out.

Victor leaned in to kiss her, and was taken aback by a quick movement by Kiara. She buried her face in the nape of his neck, and all but wrestled him underneath her using what felt like a martial arts move.

He smiled up at her feistiness, and then his jaw dropped open. Something, soft wet, and warm ran across the shaft of his cock. He could feel Kiara’s hand on his stomach, and just barely see the silhouette of her head leaning over his hard erection.

No way…

He felt the sensation again, this time spiraling up along his dick’s sensitive skin. Kiara was giving him head with slow, sensual movements. It was pure ecstasy, and Victor felt muscles in his body that he didn’t know he’d had tensing up with excitement.

Kiara pulled back for a moment, and then brought her lips down to the tip of his cock and slowly worked them over it. Victor let out a soft moan and ran his hand through her short blonde hair, urging her up and down along his rod.

All of the fear, pain, and stress of the situation was instantly transfigured into lust and desire. Victor didn’t care about anything other than Kiara, her body, her mouth, and how the two of them could make each other feel through their coupling.

Kiara sucked him off with slow, deliberate movements, letting her lips slide up and down his tool while her tongue rubbed along the bottom of his shaft. Victor leaned his head back, closing his eyes even though it made no difference in the dark room.

“Oh man, Kiara!” He felt his breathing accelerate. She wasn’t as experienced in giving head as some of Victor’s other partners had been, but she was earnest, and her lips were soft.

Victor tensed up his abdominal muscles. He reached his hand back down to her head, caressing her cheek.

And then, out of nowhere, his scarlet aura flickered to life, binding itself to Kiara at a level just intense enough to flare her arousal. She let out a sharp gasp and pulled back from his cock.

“Your auras…” she whispered. “They’re back.”

“Yeah.” It was almost painful for Victor to admit, his cock throbbing and demanding attention, as if it took precedence over their escape.

“Well…” Kiara moved in the dark, slowly wiggling out of her panties. “I still need to get mine back.”

Victor sat up as Kiara straddled him and lowered herself down on his cock. She slowly let the head of it slide into her cunt, rocking back and forth to ease it in. She was warm and wet, but incredibly tight at the same time.

“Oh wow…” Kiara’s chains slowly scraped across the concrete as she began to sway back and forth. Victor took her by the waist and pulled her down a bit more, his cock practically aching with the need for release.

He bounced her up slightly and then pulled her further down. Kiara was a small woman, just like her sister, and it added a dynamic of power to the sex. Even though she was on top, Victor was strong enough to take control, if he really wanted to.

The thought had barely entered his head when Kiara put a hand on his arm and pushed him back. She set both hands down on his shoulders and slowly lifted herself up, letting her cunt slide back down his shaft like a stripper displaying herself along her pole.

“Kiara…” Victor couldn’t help himself. He grabbed her by the waist again and pulled her down while thrusting up, spearing her even more deeply with his cock. She let out a silent gasp of pleasure and rocked her hips back and forth, her entire body quivering.

They began moving faster, exploring each other’s bodies with their hands like the horny teenagers they were. The sex was a contrast in extremes. It was intimate, but it served a practical purpose in their escape. It was their first time with each other, but they savored each pleasurable movement as though it would be their last encounter.

If we don’t get out of here soon, it will be.

“Victor!” Kiara began moving faster on top of him, her toned, nubile body efficiently bumping and grinding to get off. Victor pulled her against him harder, pumping his cock up into her as he felt his desire and arousal take over.

It was a dance, and they were in perfect unison. Victor saw Kiara take on a reddish glow, and realized that she’d bound her own scarlet aura onto him. It made him want to scream out in pleasure, to hold her tight against him, and never let go.

“Kiara!” Victor let out a passionate growl and slammed her down on his cock as he felt himself reach his limit. Kiara shuddered and all but collapsed on top of him, her own orgasm taking her at the same time as Victor began to cum.

He blasted his load into her, continuing to thrust as pleasure intense enough to make him want to melt swept over him. Muscle spasms triggered throughout his body as though he’d touched a live wire, except with pleasure instead of pain.

The two of them stayed like that for a minute. Victor’s cock slowly softened inside of Kiara’s cunt, and the dank concrete floor began to feel cold and disgusting again.

“Victor…” Kiara pushed up from him. “We don’t have time for this. We have to move.”

He nodded to her.

“Right.” The word sounded sad when it left his lips. A nagging voice in the back of the head told him that what Kiara had said before had been the truth. What had just happened really was just a one-time thing.

They both pulled their discarded clothes back on, and then almost in unison, bound their onyx auras so they could see. Victor lifted up his shirt to take a look at his burns, and flinched back at what he saw.

The word ‘REPENT’ had been scarred into his chest in large, capital letters.
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Kiara was staring at it, too. She looked up at him, and Victor met her eye.

“Come on,” he said. “Let’s get out of here now and worry about other things later.”

Kiara nodded slowly.

“Okay,” she said. “Our chains… How can we-”

She stopped in midsentence and watched as Victor bound his scarlet aura in a pencil thin line against one of the chain links. The room was filled with a blindingly intense orange glow, and with a little pull, Victor was able to pull the chain apart through molten iron.

Kiara nodded to him and started following example. It only took them a couple of seconds to free themselves, and then they turned their attention to the door.

“We don’t have any time to waste,” said Victor. “I’ll blow the door open, and then we rush out.”

“That’s a pretty simple plan,” said Kiara.

“It’s the complicated ones that fall apart the easiest,” he replied.

Victor paused, watching Kiara as he summoned his energy and prepared to bind his scarlet aura at full intensity.

“Are you ready?” he asked.

She nodded slightly.

“Let’s do it,” said Kiara.

The door was made of solid oak, with heavy hinges and a bolt lock on the other side. Victor bound his scarlet aura to it and let out a large, fireball shape blast. It exploded on contact with the wood, blowing it into smoldering toothpick sized wooden shards and sending an ear-splitting boom through the air.

“Go!” Victor could barely hear himself over the ringing of his own ears. He rushed forward, flaring his onyx aura to enhance his senses as they ran up the stairs.

Violet was waiting for them at the top. Victor saw her face and smiled, reading her expression of shock and fear at the escape in progress. He started binding his scarlet aura again, but Kiara beat him to it, using her azure aura to create a slick patch of ice under the biosplice’s feet. Violet tumbled into an uncontrolled somersault down the stairs, making a futile attempt to grab them as she fell past them.

“Keep moving!” shouted Kiara. “We can’t fight all of them! We have to run!”

The stairs exited out into the living room of a rustic cabin, fireplace on one side and a variety of furniture strewn out across the floor. Victor didn’t take the time to examine it further, or even to find the door. He bound his scarlet aura to the nearest wall and blasted another fireball, blowing the house open and receiving a gust of icy air in return.

“Come on!” Victor paused and let Kiara go ahead of them. He had no idea how long they’d been unconscious for, but it was dark outside, and the sky was overcast enough to make it hard for them to see their way forward.

The two of them moved through the snow away from the cabin at a slower pace than Victor liked. The snow was heavy enough on the ground to make it hard to get their legs through it. He swore under his breath and then paused, his onyx aura tipping him off to an enemy approaching from the side.

“Don’t stop!” Victor pushed Kiara into continuing away from the cabin. He turned just in time to see Shaggy attacking from his right.

The wolfish biosplice lunged at Victor, tackling him at the waist. Victor reacted instinctively, wrapping his hands around Shaggy’s neck and channeling heat through them. Shaggy let out a roar and leaped back, giving Victor a chance to rise to his feet.

“Now you know how I feel,” he said, in a low voice. “It’s your turn to get burned.”

He lifted his hand to bind his scarlet aura a second time when another enemy slammed into him from the side. Victor stumbled through the snow, his face painfully scratching against the crusty snow.

It was the biosplice they’d mistaken for a little girl, and she was every bit as terrifying as she’d been when Victor had first seen her. Her movements were alien, faster than they should have been and at odd angles. She tumbled across her elbows as she moved toward him and spat something out of her disgusting mouth. It struck against Victor’s pant leg, soaking through and immediately removing all sensation from the limb.

Victor snarled and splashed out fire in a hurriedly bound attack. The girl dodged it, but the flames hit the snow and sent up a wall of steam. He took a step back, tripping as his left leg tried and failed to support him.

Fuck!

Shaggy ran forward on all fours, tossing himself into a leap and landing on top of Victor. He tried to bind his scarlet aura onto him again, but felt the strength of his aura dimming as the effects of their workaround began to wear off.

Instead, he balled his hands into fists and launched punch after punch up at Shaggy. The first blow was little more than a nuisance, but the second one hit him in the eye and stunned him for long enough for Victor to roll to the side.

By putting twice as much energy into focusing his scarlet aura as normal, he managed to bind another blast, which he aimed at the angry biosplice. The flames struck Shaggy and set him on fire. He let out a painful sounding screech and rolled desperately in the snow. The flames, however, clung to his dense fur like napalm.

Victor dragged himself forward on his hands and one knee. He only made it a few feet before Violet appeared, climbing onto him from behind and pulling him into a headlock. He tried to bind the scarlet aura to his entire body, overheating them both, but he couldn’t breathe, and it was almost impossible to focus.

“No!” He pulled at Violet’s arm, gaining enough room to slam his head back in a vicious head-butt. Violet fell back and Victor managed to get to his feet, his leg recovering from whatever the saliva of the spider girl had done.

He managed to get about fifty feet from the cabin before another figure appeared in the trees.

“I am impressed,” said Father Auggie. “You picked the perfect moment to attempt your escape, and your resourcefulness knows no limits.”

He smiled at Victor, flashing a mouth that looked overcrowded with teeth. Augustus took several deep breaths, each one expanding the size of his body as though he was taking in mass from the air.

“I have such high hopes for you, Victor,” said Father Auggie. “You will understand soon enough.”

Victor didn’t have the energy left to bind any of his auras. He lunged at Father Auggie, attacking with a vicious, though relatively futile, front kick. Augustus was at least seven feet tall in his expanded body, with a chest broad enough to put Olympic bodybuilders to shame. He caught Victor’s foot, lifted him into the air, and slammed him into the snow. He never felt the impact.
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The last thing Victor wanted to do was open his eyes. His wrists, and now his ankles as well, were shackled. He could feel the cold, hard concrete underneath him. And his chest burned from the soldering iron, the burns having been thoroughly jostled during the fight.

He forced himself to focus on the situation and was a little surprised to see that he was back in the cabin’s basement. A new door was up in the place of the old one, and Shaggy stood next to it, as silent and still as a member of the Queen’s Guard.

A panicked thought went through his head. Victor searched through the rest of the basement, but Kiara was nowhere to be seen. A cold chill went down his spine, and he forced himself to take a deep, calming breath.

She must have escaped. They wouldn’t have killed her, not if they didn’t kill me.

The logic was solid enough, but emotionally unsatisfying. Victor shivered, pulling his knees up to his chest slowly as he confirmed that his nano auras were back to not working. He needed an escape plan, an even better one than the last, but his brain refused to do the legwork.

A sound came from the up the stairs. Victor blinked, and turned to look in time to see someone being forcibly dragged into the basement. Shaggy turned his attention to the door, too, opening it in time for Violet to toss the crumpled form into the room. Victor’s heart sank, and the two biosplices left the basement, leaving him alone with…

“Damien?” He moved in closer, his chains rattling as he recognized his former friend’s face. “Jesus Christ, what the fuck are you doing here?”

The new door didn’t fit quite as snugly in its frame as the last one had, leaving just enough light coming through the top and bottom cracks for Victor to see his friend’s face as he shrugged.

“I figured a walk through the woods on a cold winter night might be fun,” said Damien. He coughed and spat something onto the floor in front of him.

Neither of them said anything for at least a full minute. Victor felt a strange mixture of relief and disappointment. Kiara still hadn’t been captured, and the fact that Damien was there seemed to suggest that they were interested in taking prisoners alive.

“I’m sorry I got you dragged into this,” he whispered.

“You didn’t get me dragged into anything,” said Damien. “It’s my lieutenant I have a right to be pissed at.”

More silence.

“So you can’t just blow the door off its hinges with your fire magic?” asked Damien. Victor smiled.

“I tried that one already,” he said. “They caught me and neutered my abilities.”

“That sucks,” said Damien.

Victor broke out into laughter.

“Yeah, it really fucking sucks.”

A third silence, more familiar this time, filled the air.

“I never stopped being your friend.” Damien’s voice was serious, and honest. Victor leaned forward, pulling his chains as he shifted position.

“What?”

“After you left Undercliff City,” said Damien. “I missed you. I know it’s not exactly manly or whatever to admit, but fuck, you were my best friend.”

“Sorry,” said Victor. “It wasn’t exactly my choice to leave.”

“Remember that time that we got revenge on Sean?”

“Who?” asked Victor.

“Sean Michaelson,” said Damien. “Sean John. That stupid kid that wouldn’t stop harassing us with his gang.”

Victor blinked as a wave of memories and nostalgia washed over him. He smiled.

“Oh yeah,” he said. “I remember. His bike seat…”

Damien started chuckling.

“He didn’t even realize he had paint on his pants until we were halfway through the school day,” said Damien. “And he never managed to trace it back to us.”

Victor took a deep breath and leaned his hands back on the concrete.

“I was trying to prove that you weren’t involved,” said Damien. “In any of this mess. I think I knew, somehow, that you were, though.”

“Yeah, well…” Victor shook his manacles. “Now we’re both involved.”

The door lurched open smoothly, keeping enough of its momentum to slam against the wall behind it. Father Auggie stepped into the room, back to his regularly sized human form. Shaggy and Violet followed after him.

Damien immediately lurched to his feet and hurled himself forward at the group. A single backhand from Shaggy was enough to fling him across the room, his body striking the drywall before falling to the ground.

“Victor,” said Father Auggie. “Child. You have acted very foolishly today.”

Victor did his best to pull off a nonchalant shrug.

“I don’t see how,” he said.

“By freeing your girlfriend, you’ve all but forfeited the life of this stalwart police officer.”

Victor glanced over at Damien, who was still dazed from the strike.

“Why?” Victor shook his chains once. “Why are you doing this?”

Father Auggie stared at him, his eyes shimmering with the same evil intensity that they’d had outside, during his transformation.

“Give me a moment to speak with the two of them alone,” he said.

Shaggy and Violet left the room. Father Auggie walked over to where Victor was chained and kneeled down so that they were both at the same level.

“I don’t believe in God, Victor,” he said. “I never have.”

Victor shook his head slowly.

“I’m not some crazy religious zealot on a death crusade. I only want to help people become better people. It’s why I became a pastor in the first place.”

“Well, you’re certainly doing a bang-up job of it,” said Victor.

“I’ve had my failures, as have we all,” said Father Auggie. “In my case, a failure often results in insanity, and violence.”

“So it’s justified?”

“No,” said Father Auggie. “But we’ve done good as well, to atone for our sins. On most nights, Shaggy and Violet are out patrolling the city, stopping muggings and rapes in progress. Helping homeless people find a warm place for the night.”

“…What?”

“We’re more alike than I think you know, Victor,” said Father Auggie. “You’re already well on your way to reaching your potential. I just want to give you… a helping hand.”

Damien had regained his composure enough to stand, and immediately charged Father Auggie with hands balled into fists. The pastor turned and slammed his shoulder into him, knocking him to the cold cement. Damien’s head hit hard, and he didn’t immediately stir.

“Many of the people I’ve helped have ended up falling short of a perfect outcome. It’s unfortunate, but with every failure comes a new discovery, new knowledge in how to do this right.”

Father Auggie walked over to Damien slowly, pulling a long syringe out of the satchel hanging from his shoulder as he did. Victor stood to his feet and slammed against the limits of his chains.

“No!”

“Both of you have arrived in my life to teach me something.” Father Auggie shot him a glance, and Victor saw madness in his eyes. “It would be arrogant for me to refuse to learn it.”

Father Auggie leaned over Damien and injected the syringe into his arm. He slipped it into his satchel, pulled out another one, and walked toward Victor with slow, deliberate steps. Shaggy and Violet had wandered back into the room at the sound of the commotion and stood on either side of him.

“Hold him,” said Father Auggie.

“No!” Victor pushed himself back against the support beam. “This is insane!”

Shaggy and Violet grabbed his arms and legs and held them with superhuman strength. Victor tried everything, from flaring his auras, to snapping his teeth, and even in a very desperate and dirty move, spitting at Father Auggie.

“Just relax,” he said. “Soon enough, you will come around to our way of thinking. And you will be able to work miracles.”

The needle point of the syringe pushed into Victor’s arm. He couldn’t struggle. He couldn’t do anything, and a growing sense of dread and icy cold came over him as the plunger pushed down.
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Father Auggie, Violet, and Shaggy left the basement without saying another word. Victor collapsed into a heap on the floor, a growing sense of dread spreading through his body. He clawed at the spot on his arm where the injection had been forced in, leaving four puffy red finger nail tracks.

“Goddammit!”

Victor slammed his fist into the floor, punching the cement until his knuckles began to bleed and ache. There was no hope left for him, and all he felt capable of doing was curling up into a little ball and burying his face.

Strangely, Father Auggie had unlocked his chains on his way out. Victor had been numb after the injection, and Shaggy and Violet held him back from being able to take advantage of his opportunity. Victor wasn’t even sure that he could have, in his current mental state.

I can’t give up. I can’t let them break me.

Damien let out a groan from across the room. Victor went over to him and crouched at his side.

“Hey,” he said. “You okay?”

Damien shook his head, and then his body began to seize. One of his arms flailed out against the concrete, and his legs contorted at odd angles.

“Damien!” Victor reached down to help, but his hand was knocked away by a wild, kicking leg. Damien let out a low cry. Droplets of white foam dripped from his mouth, and his eyes rolled into the back of his head.

Victor couldn’t watch. He turned away and felt his heart begin to race faster, and faster. Part of him felt guilty and self-centered, for watching Damien filled him with more fear of what was to come for his own body than it did concern for his friend.

You’ll pay for this, Augustus. I swear it.

Damien’s body twitched one final time and then went still. Victor walked back over to where his friend lay with slow, cautious steps. It didn’t look like he was breathing.

“…Damien?”

Victor flinched back as Damien’s head jerked up to face him. His eyes looked strange, the pupils large enough to crowd out the whites. His face looked older, and his jaw hung at an odd angle, as though it had been expanded, or dislocated.

“Hold on…” Victor took a step back as Damien stood up and began moving toward him. “Damien, take a deep breath. Just-”

Damien lunged for him, his arms shooting out with more speed than any unenhanced human could manage. Victor let out a shout of surprise and tried to move out of the way. His foot caught on one of the discarded chains on the ground, and he fell backward.

“No!” Victor shielded his face as Damien’s fingernails raked at his eyes. Two punches followed in quick succession before he had any time to recover, each one slamming into his ribs.

Victor pulled his legs in toward his chest and slammed both of them outward into Damien’s shoulder. It knocked him off balance slightly, but did little else. Damien jumped back onto him, reaching out with furious hands as though he intended to rip Victor apart with his bare hands.

“Stop this!” screamed Victor. “Think about what you’re doing!”

The words had about as much of an effect on Damien as they would have on a reptile or a shark. He took another foot to the face as Victor kicked a second time, and then fell upon his friend.

Victor pulled his head back and slammed it forward into a desperate head-butt. He felt a cut open on his forehead, and Damien let out a howl of pain. It gave Victor enough time to roll out from his friend’s hold and then leverage himself to flip Damien over.

“Your mother!” yelled Victor. “Remember her? We all ate lunch together!”

Damien let out an inhuman screech and flew at Victor, pouncing into another attack. Victor quickly stepped out of range and moved to the other side of one of the wooden support beams, using it as a barrier between them.

“Damien…” he said, his voice losing what little hope it had. “We’re friends. We’re old friends. Please…”

Damien wasn’t there. It was a fact that Victor couldn’t deny as he stared into the emotionless eyes of the monster facing off against him.

But I’m still here… And I can save him!

A few tense seconds went by as Damien slowly tried to edge around the support beam to get an unobstructed line of attack. Victor watched him warily and formed a plan.

Damien finally made his move, rushing forward almost faster than Victor could react. He lunged a vicious strike forward, and instead of dodging to avoid it, Victor threw himself into it. He slammed into Damien’s legs hard, and felt the weight of his friend flip over him, leaving a painful bruise on his shoulder.

Victor scrambled to get an arm around Damien’s neck. He turned his face as far away from the range of his friend’s scratches as he got his chokehold into place, and then slowly began to tighten it.

Damien raked Victor’s arms with his fingernails, tearing bloody, painful trenches into them. Victor could feel his friend’s back scraping open the burns on his chest, and it took a dangerous amount of strength for him to keep the hold in place, but he didn’t let go.

The violent embrace continued for a long time, far longer than Victor had been expecting. Damien thrashed and pulled against the hold. Several times, Victor had to reset it, grabbing tighter and battling the sweat on his wrist for grip.

Finally, Damien began to grow weaker. Victor tightened the chokehold and felt a rush of exuberant aggressive joy rush through him. And then, unexpectedly, Damien regained his strength, rolling forward and flipping both of them over.

Victor kept the chokehold in place, and it worked too well. As they landed, he felt something give in his friend’s neck. He kept the hold in place for a few seconds, waiting for Damien to struggle, to fight back. He waited for his friend to prove that he was still alive.

“No…” Victor clenched his eyes and teeth. “Oh God, no!”

He let his arm drop. Damien still leaned against him and was quickly losing warmth. Victor shook Damien’s shoulder without looking at him, unable to accept what had just happened.

Victor blinked. He realized that tears were streaming down his face. The pain of his wounds felt like nothing compared to the dull, soul aching intensity of the knowledge of what he’d done.

His best friend was dead, and he’d been the one to kill him.
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Victor expected something to happen immediately, for an escalation of the situation to take place, but the room was quiet. He spent several minutes trying to find a heartbeat on Damien, only to relive the disappointment of his friend’s death over and over again.

He waited, knowing that he’d been given an injection just like the one Damien had received. His thoughts formed into a terrible loop, which was only compounded by the sight of Damien’s body and the knowledge of what he’d done.

I can’t even apologize to him. He’s just gone.

A noise came from the top of the stairs, along with muffled voices. Victor stood to his feet and clenched his teeth. There was one thing he could do for his friend, and he’d never get a better chance. The scars on his chest pulsed with pain, and he lowered his eyes into a glare.

The door exploded open, flying off its hinges and landing in a smoldering heap. Kiara stood behind it, carefully scanning the dark basement before stepping down.

“Victor, come on!” she shouted. “Can you use your…?”

She trailed off as she saw Damien’s body on the floor. The last thing Victor wanted to do, at that moment, was explain himself, regardless of whether he’d been in the right or the wrong, or a third, less easily defined zone of morality.

“No, I still can’t use my auras,” he said.

“Just stay behind me, then!” she shouted. “We’re getting out of here!”

No sooner had the words left her mouth did Violet emerge from the stairs. She hurled herself onto Kiara, grappling and twisting her into a judo throw.

The two of them landed on the ground hard, with Violet on top. Victor walked over quickly, reeled back his leg, and kicked her in the side of the temple. It didn’t knock her out, but Kiara managed to get a hand free and around the biosplice’s neck. Her aura turned blue, and a plate-sized disc of ice formed through Violet’s neck, killing her instantly.

“We’re not taking prisoners.” Kiara said, the cold in her voice reflecting her powers. “Not today.”

Victor didn’t say anything, but he followed after her as she ran up the stairs. The cabin’s main level was still in ruins, and sounds of an intense battle came from outside. Victor stepped through the hole in the wall into the early morning light and stared in disbelief at what he saw.

An eight foot tall, vaguely humanoid robot was sparring with Shaggy and the spider girl. It moved with a surprising amount of grace, whirling motors and pistons on the inside of it giving it mobility that Victor had never seen before in a machine.

“Get behind me, Victor!” Kronenberg’s voice came from a loudspeaker installed into the head. Shaggy leaped onto the robot’s back and was then promptly thrown loose as the entire upper half of it whirled into a fast 360-degree turn.

Kiara rushed forward to his aid. Victor started to follow her and then paused, feeling through his awareness for his auras.

I still can’t use them. I’ll be practically useless in a fight.

He balled his hands into fists and ran toward the spider girl. He reached her just as Shaggy managed to get one of Kronenberg’s legs out from under him, toppling the robot to the ground. Kiara launched an icicle the size of a javelin at Shaggy, but he moved with unreal speed, catching it as it went by and slamming it down through one of the robot’s arms, leaving it pinned to the ground.

The spider girl had its attention turned to the robot, and Victor managed to land a solid kick to its head that, unfortunately, did almost nothing to phase it. Kiara was slowly falling back as Shaggy pressed forward after her. She froze the ground with her azure aura and launched blasts of ice at regular intervals, but the hulking biosplice didn’t even flinch.

The spider girl let out a hissing noise and leaped into the air at Victor. He ducked low into a roll across the snow, but still felt something rip into his calf as the girl landed. The movement brought him closer to Kronenberg, who was in the process of getting the icicle out and regaining his mobility.

“This is a clusterfuck,” said Kronenberg. “You sure know how to get yourself into trouble, Vic.”

Victor shrugged.

“It’s one of my skills.”

Another hiss came from the spider girl, and she scampered across the ground with surprising dexterity. Victor shielded his face and threw himself against her in a tackle, cringing at the noises the girl made and the slime that dripped from her mouth.

He slammed his elbow down into her face twice in a row before the spider girl slipped out of his hold. She kicked him hard in the temple, and stars exploded into his vision. Victor had only started to get his feet back underneath him when a cruel laugh came from the nearby forest.

Father Augustus snapped a slender tree in half as he pushed his way into the clearing that surrounded the cabin. He was bigger than he’d been in the last battle, close to ten feet tall, and ripping out of his pastor’s outfit like The Incredible Hulk’s evil cousin.

“This ends here,” he said. “If you aren’t willing to see reason, then I will not belabor this any longer.”

Kronenberg was back on his feet. He smashed a fist into the spider girl, squishing her into the ground with a sickening thud.

“I don’t think so,” he said, voice crackling out of a combat-damaged speaker.

The robot and the giant squared off with each other. If the circumstances had been less dire, Victor would have been thrilled by the encounter.

Kiara let out a cry from nearby, and Victor turned to see Shaggy dragging her over toward Father Auggie. Without hesitation, he rushed across the snow, throwing himself into a drop kick that slammed into Shaggy’s chest.

The blow knocked Victor off his feet and did about as much damage to the biosplice as a foam mallet would have. He crashed into the snow and saw Shaggy grinning down at him. Victor did the reasonable thing and grabbed a handful of white powder to throw up in his eyes. The biosplice just laughed.

“Don’t make this any harder than it needs to be,” said Father Auggie. “Give up. Work with us. We don’t have to fight.”

Victor glared at him. Kronenberg took the opportunity to charge forward, putting all of the weight of his metallic body into a single, lunging punch. Father Augustus dodged with surprising speed and snapped Kronenberg’s arm at the elbow.

The encounter left Victor distracted, and he didn’t react in time to Shaggy’s lunge. The biosplice got a hand around his left wrist and squeezed. Victor let out a cry of pain as he felt the bones in his hand shattering. It was almost as though Shaggy had squeezed a soda can, crumpling the skeletal structure of Victor’s hand as though it were made of thin aluminum.

“No!” Kiara let out a cry and shot an icicle toward the two of them. This time, it made it through, impaling Shaggy’s arm in a spot that almost mirrored the injury he’d dealt to Victor. The large man let out a cry of pain and released his grip.

Focus. Set the pain aside, and focus on helping.

Victor gritted his teeth and looked up at Father Augustus. The supersized preacher was ripping Kronenberg’s robot body apart, piece by piece. The spider girl moved from behind him, closing in on Victor.

He kept his injured hand held close to his stomach as he squared off against her. She spat something at him, and Victor managed to dodge it by less than an inch.

“Noooo!” Kiara let out a wail from behind him. Shaggy, still furious from her previous attack, had pinned her to the snow. He was slowly positioning himself to deliver the deathblow, while Kiara struggled to defend and attack with her azure aura.

The spider girl tripped Victor as he started toward Kiara and he tumbled to the ground. She moved fast, preparing to launch another spit attack.

And then it dawned on Victor, all at once, that he could feel his auras again. Something had changed inside of them, and he could feel the energy in the back of his awareness, patiently waiting to be tapped.

He stood up quickly, lifted his hand to the spider girl with his palm outstretched, and then bound his scarlet aura. The result was not what he’d been expecting.

Fire exploded out from his hand as though it were a jet engine. It blasted forward in a pillar with the circumference of a manhole cover and hit the spider girl head on. Flesh blackened into ashes as the fire stripped her bones clean. Her skeleton continued moving for a moment in an eerie refusal to acknowledge or accept death.

The attack drew the attention of everyone and created a momentary pause in the action. Kiara took advantage of it, sliding her hand underneath Shaggy and binding her azure aura to something below the waist. He let out a blood-curdling shriek and rolled to the ground, clutching his hands between his legs.

“I got him,” said Kiara. “Go.”

Victor realized that Father Augustus was in the middle of retreating, running off deeper into the forest. He nodded to Kiara, took a deep breath, and then started running after him.


CHAPTER 27

Father Auggie’s enhanced size also gave him an advantage over Victor when it came to speed. Luckily, they were running through snow, and his trail was laughably easy to track. Victor followed at a brisk pace.

The trees began to thin out, and the trail led up a small hill. Victor sprinted up it, kicking up white powder in his wake. The air was cold, but the morning sun was over the horizon and unobstructed by clouds.

His opponent was waiting for him at the top of the hill. Father Augustus was no longer running and turned to face Victor as he made it up the last few feet.

“You have no idea what it is you’re doing,” said Father Auggie.

“I’m stopping you.” Victor clenched his teeth and tested the fingers in his broken hand. It moved, but shot waved of pain through the rest of him as it did.

“You’re stumbling through the dark, blind, and without a proper shepherd to lead you.” Father Auggie met his eye. “I could change that.”

“No. You couldn’t.”

“You’re being lied to, Victor!” Father Auggie’s voice grew louder and angrier. “Lied to, and used! By the people you trust!”

Part of Victor wanted to listen, to hear what the man had to say. And part of him suspected that there was at least a kernel of truth to his words.

It doesn’t matter. He’ll mix truth with lies, and after what he’s done, he has to die.

Victor stretched his palm out and gathered the energy needed to bind his scarlet aura. Father Auggie’s face contorted into a mask of fury and disbelief.

“You shouldn’t be able to…” He snarled. “This doesn’t make any sense!”

Victor’s first blast was telegraphed too far in advance for it to make contact. Father Auggie leaped into the air, dodging up and over it. He knocked up the snow around him as he landed and let out a scream.

“I will destroy you!” His face contorted even further, and his already oversized body began to shift and reshape itself. Muscles slithered under his skin, and bones bent into new shapes. In less than a second, Father Auggie was transformed.

In front of Victor stood a twelve-foot tall demon, humanoid with reddish tinted skin. Father Auggie’s mouth extended downward several inches further than it should have, horrifically out of proportion with the rest of his body.

“Die!” The pastor extended one of his hands, now with webbing between the finger and an extra thumb, and began to glow bright red.

He’s binding an aura! How is that possible?

Victor responded by binding his scarlet aura in defense with only a split second to spare. His blast flew out to meet Father Auggie’s, though the point where the two attacks met was closer to Victor.

The blasts pushed against each other, each one as thick as the trunk of a decently sized tree. All of the nearby snow melted, revealing dead grass underneath and sending up billows of steam.

Victor put every ounce of energy that he had into the attack. It was a battle of wills, and he was losing. Father Augustus shouted out as he pressed the fire forward, and Victor felt the heat slowly closing in on him.

“No!” He gritted his teeth and pushed harder, though it only managed to slow the rate at which his opponent’s blast moved toward him.

If I die, Damien’s death will have been in vain.

A surge of emotion went through him, and Victor forced more of his will into the attack. He began to scream, and managed to hold Father Auggie’s blast from approaching any further.

The fire was hot enough to send waves of heat through the nearby air, though Victor could barely see anything through the intensity of the glowing flames. He took a deep breath of burnt tasting air and pushed harder.

It happened in an instant, without any fanfare or dramatic tension. Father Augustus’s blast flickered out of existence, and Victor’s pushed the rest of the way forward and beyond. It tore through the giant demon’s body, neatly charring a perfectly round hole through the center of Father Augustus’s chest.

He opened his mouth as though to let out a few final words, but no noise came forth. Father Augustus collapsed forward into a patch of flame scorched earth. He didn’t move.

All of Victor’s pain and exhaustion came back to him in a dizzying wave. He let out a small, pointless laugh, and then remembered his friends.

“Kiara? Kronenberg? Are the two of you…?”

He turned to start back down the hill and saw Kiara walking toward him, along with Kronenberg, who was now in his normal, quadcopter drone form. Victor sat down in the snow and let out a sigh of relief.

“I had to finish off Shaggy,” said Kiara. “He went into some kind of berserker rage.”

She eyed Father Augustus and then frowned.

“I don’t understand why they didn’t just give up,” she said. “I… don’t like having to kill. Ever.”

“You’ve done it before?” asked Victor.

Kiara hesitated, and then nodded slowly.

“Yeah.” She met Victor’s gaze. “I don’t like it.”

“Neither do I,” he said.


CHAPTER 28

The walk back through the woods was when Victor’s exhaustion, along with the reality of the situation, really set in. There was no parade waiting to cheer on his victory, no undulating mass of people ready to absolve him of his sins.

REPENT.

His scars burned badly enough to make his eyes hover on the edge of tears. He closed them after a while, flaring his onyx aura over his surroundings to hear, rather than see, where he was going.

“Kiara told me a little about what happened.” Kronenberg’s voice echoed in his head. His hovering drone body was still back at the cabin, organizing a cleanup, but he could still project his voice through Victor’s nanites.

“Yep,” said Victor. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

“You don’t have to say a word,” said Kronenberg. “Shit’s pretty fucked up. I just want you to know that I’ve got your back. And your front.”

“Thanks.” Victor went silent, and Kronenberg took the hint.

He walked alongside Kiara as they exited the park and made it to the sidewalk. Victor’s hand was a broken, throbbing mess, and the pain was enough to distract him from where he was going a couple of times.

“Lucy is waiting for us back at the apartment,” said Kiara. “Are you okay?”

I hate that question.

“I’m fine,” said Victor. “I’m… just peachy.”

“I know that Damien was your friend, and the way things played out…” Kiara paused, glancing away from him. “You can be honest with me. After all we’ve been through, I hope that you’ve realized that.”

“Sure.” He forced a smile onto his face. “But really. I’m all good.”

Kiara chewed her lip for a moment. She slowed her walking speed, and Victor shortened his steps to match her pace.

“There’s something else, isn’t there?” he said.

“Victor…” Kiara took a deep breath and looked over at him, the morning light doing interesting things to her short blonde hair. “I have to tell you something.”

“Yeah,” he said. “Lay it on me.”

Kiara stared at him for a moment, her beautiful blue eyes glittering with mist and pain.

“What happened in that disgusting basement… between us… it was just to escape.”

Victor nodded.

“Of course.”

“I have feelings for someone,” she said. “Someone who isn’t you. It’s complicated, and he’s not in town very often, but I just thought you should know.”

Victor frowned. It stung, to hear it out loud. Something in Kiara’s behavior had already given it away, but to hear her say it was painful. And after the past few days, Victor had an intuitive understanding of pain. He did his best to smile anyway.

“Thanks for telling me.” He started walking faster, breaking out of the bubble of conversation and into his own space. Kiara didn’t stop him.

Lucy was waiting for them both at the door when they arrived at the apartment. She waved them inside, gave Kiara a tight, sisterly hug, and then listened to a recap of everything that had happened.

“Interesting…” She pressed a single finger to her lips and tapped it a couple of times. “He used the scarlet aura when you fought him, Victor? You’re sure of it?”

Victor nodded. He leaned forward on the couch, gently massaging the fingers on his injured hand.

“Unless there is something else that can give a person those abilities. Some type of bioenhancement, or-”

Victor froze in midsentence, the injection Father Auggie forced onto him coming back to the forefront of his memory. He’d left that part out when relating his half of the tale to Lucy.

Should I tell her? It doesn’t seem to have done anything…

“Are you okay?” asked Lucy. Victor nodded.

“Uh, yeah,” he said. “I’m fine.”

He chewed his lip and decided to keep it to himself. The last thing he wanted was to end up as the subject of a Monteiro research project, and revealing that he’d been given a syringe full of unpredictable genetic edits would do just that.

“This was too close of a call,” said Lucy. “It’s clear that technology is being leaked out of Monteiro on a larger scale than we thought. We have to be careful moving forward.”

Kiara nodded and walked across the living room.

“I need to get some sleep,” she said. “Do you mind?”

Lucy shook her head, and Victor said nothing. Kiara shut the door to her room, and Victor felt a bit of tension that he hadn’t realized he’d been carrying melt off his shoulders.

“Did something happen between the two of you?” asked Lucy. Victor hesitated before answering, and Lucy took the opportunity to get up and grab the medical kit out of the closet.

“I guess you could say that,” said Victor. “But whatever it was, it’s already over.”

“It’s probably for the best.” Lucy was wearing a pair of tight sweatpants and a white t-shirt with a loose gray sweater. She knelt down in front of where Victor sat on the couch and pulled his hand out to take a look at it.

“Why do you say that?” Victor winced as Lucy began moving the fingers on his broken hand.

“I don’t think you and her would work well together,” she said. “You’re too much like your father, too stubborn for what she’d put you through.”

Lucy smiled at him, and Victor felt a strange intimacy between them as he met her gaze. It only lasted for a split second, but that was more than long enough to spark his excitement and curiousity. Lucy looked back down at his hand and frowned.

“You said that one of the biosplices broke your hand?” asked Lucy.

“That’s what happened,” he said. “I still can’t really move it that… well.”

Victor raised an eyebrow as he rotated his hand in a slow circle. It was painful, but not nearly to the extent it had been. The hand felt heavily bruised and still fractured in a few places, but during the fight he was sure that Shaggy had all but liquefied it.

That makes no sense. Did I just overestimate the injury?

“Well, it doesn’t seem that bad now,” said Lucy. “Looks like you got lucky.”

She smiled at him and then reached her hands toward the bottom hem of his sweatshirt. Victor’s heart skipped a beat, until he realized what she was doing.

He lifted his arms up and let her slowly pull the garment off of him, wincing as it scraped against the burns on his chest. She did the same with his t-shirt and then slipped in closer to him, close enough for Victor to feel her breath on his skin.

“It’s the same with the burns.” Lucy shook her head slowly. “They look like they’ve had at least a week or so to heal already.”

“Huh.” Victor watched Lucy as she examined his injuries. The letters that Father Auggie branded him with were still visible, and the word almost looked like a very primitive, tattoo. Lucy slowly turned her gaze up to him after a moment, letting her eyes meet his.

“Do you feel like you have to repent, Victor?” she asked. Her words were soft and gentle, but there was a hint of challenge in them, and it made Victor feel some interesting emotions. Lucy leaned in a little closer to him, and he let one of his hands run up the side of her body.

“Maybe,” he said. “We all have things to repent for.”

The tension in the air was like a loaded gun, and Victor wanted nothing more than to fire it. It lasted for an eternal second, and then Lucy cleared her throat and turned back to the medical kit.

“I should put some ointment on them to keep them from feeling too hot,” she said. “There’s only so much I can do to prevent it, though.”

“That’s fine,” said Victor. “I’ll work with what you can give me.”

Lucy continued dressing his wounds in silence. Victor closed his eyes for a bit and thought about how good sleep would feel. When she finished, Victor thanked her, pulled his shirt and sweatshirt back on, and headed for the door.

“Victor,” said Lucy. He paused with his hand on the doorknob to look back at her.

“Yeah?”

“I think you’re ready,” she said. “To start working with the team directly, instead of just being Kiara’s tagalong.”

Victor shrugged.

“If you think so,” he said.

“You aren’t excited?”

Victor turned to face Lucy, but looked up at the ceiling instead of at her.

“I know too much about the job now to be excited,” he said.

The walk to Damien’s mom’s house went by in what felt like seconds. Every step of it took an effort of will, and Victor stood on the sidewalk looking at the front door for at least as long as he’d spent walking. He opened the gate slowly, and then on reflex, bound his onyx aura to his senses.

Damien’s mom was inside, and she was sobbing inconsolably. Victor gritted his teeth. It was exactly what he’d been expecting, but that didn’t make it any easier to walk into. He made his way up to the door, fighting back tears of his own.

It took several minutes and a half dozen or so triplet knocks for the door to finally open. Damien’s mom didn’t say anything. She just stood there, sobbing, despite her best efforts to hold it in.

“I’m sorry,” said Victor. “He died because he was investigating me.”

Damien’s mom nodded and said something that was too grief-stricken to be intelligible.

“I just wanted to say that I stopped the people who were responsible,” said Victor. “All but one. And I’m going to make sure he repents for what he’s done eventually. I’m going to punish him in every way that I can.”

Tears streamed down Victor’s cheeks. He smiled and let out a small, sad laugh. Damien’s mom reached out, took his hand into hers, and squeezed it.

“Thank you.”

Victor stayed with her for a minute more. The burns on his chest ached. 


BOOK THREE

THE TEMPTRESS

CHAPTER 1

Victor slid across his shoulder into a wild, rather painful roll. It wasn’t glamorous or fun, but it carried him far enough out of the way to be safe from the blast’s heat. He scrambled to get his feet underneath him, brushing a hand through his overgrown curly hair and focusing on his opponent.

The man was at least as tall as he was, and that was saying something. Black suit with a black tie and black sunglasses, he fit every stereotype of an FBI agent that he’d heard of, except for the fact that he was glowing bright red and in the process of binding a nano aura.

Victor focused his will and bound his own scarlet aura, the aura of flames and emotions, in a fiery forward facing shield. The flames from the man in the suit crashed into Victor’s hastily constructed defense and were mostly absorbed by it.

Like absorbs like. I figured that out about the auras early on.

Victor raced forward toward the man, binding his onyx aura to his senses and gaining an edge when it came to seeing, hearing, and more importantly, predicting what his opponent was going to do. Unfortunately, it wasn’t enough.

The man in the suit fainted as though he was about to throw a spinning kick. Victor had already started to duck under it when he saw the man’s aura shift to blue, or azure. Icy energy pooled in the man’s hand and blasted out toward him. And this time, he didn’t roll fast enough.

Victor winced as a blast of frozen air struck his feet. Rather than being painful, as the flames would have been, all sensation instantly ceased. Ice crystals coalesced on and throughout his sneakers and feet. He tried to get his legs underneath him and wobbled precariously, his feet behaving more like broken stilts.

His opponent took full advantage of the opportunity, moving toward him with deliberate, unyielding steps. The man bound his scarlet aura and launched blast after blast of fire. Victor blocked each one, but he could only keep it up for so long.

No choice. I have to switch up my tactics.

In the pause between deflecting fireballs, Victor gritted his teeth and bound his onyx aura again, this time focusing on his opponent’s head instead of his own. It was a desperate act, the last trick up his sleeve, and the one that was the most likely to backfire out of all of them.

The onyx aura, when used on another person, had effects that spanned the gamut from immoral to downright malicious. If he so wanted, Victor could bind his onyx aura to read a person’s mind, put an idea of his own into their psyche, or even take complete control of their actions.

The tradeoff, outside of being an action that fell well within gray territory to begin with, was that the onyx aura had a few unwanted, unavoidable side effects. The act of entering another person’s mind would leave scars on Victor’s own psyche. A bit of who they were would intermingle with his own persona, and vice versa.

In this particular case, the side effects were moot. The man in the suit bound his own onyx aura to his mind, effectively blocking Victor’s psychic attack. Victor tried to use a carefully controlled burst of scarlet aura to thaw his feet and, embarrassingly, managed to light one of his pant legs on fire.

He spent a half second with his guard down as he patted out the blaze, and that was all it took. A fireball the size of a small car left the man in the suit’s hand, and Victor didn’t have a chance to make even a futile attempt at blocking it. It slammed into him head on.

The images around Victor faded, and he sat down slowly, staring at the antiseptic white walls of one of Monteiro Tower’s simulation rooms. It took him a second to realize that he wasn’t alone.

“Not bad,” said Kiara. “You should have focused more on getting behind him. The last thing with the onyx aura was also pretty desperate.”

“You were watching me?” Victor glowered at her.

Kiara flicked a strand of her short blonde hair out of her face and met his eye. She was dressed as though she’d come to train, just as he had, and wore a white top with thin enough shoulder straps to reveal pink bra fabric underneath, along with tight gray yoga pants.

“Hey, you left the door unlocked.” An amused smile spread across Kiara’s face. “Also, you did a number to your pant leg and shoe.”

Victor frowned and looked down at himself. When he’d made an attempt at unfreezing his foot, he’d bound his scarlet aura to himself without really thinking. As a result, the bottom of one leg of his jeans was badly singed, along with the shoelaces and tongue of his sneaker below it.

The simulation room worked by creating three-dimensional images, holograms, that anyone could see with a pair of specially outfitted VR glasses. For aura binders like Victor and Kiara, the experience of the simulations went deeper, affecting all of their senses. The nanites running through their bloodstream and interfacing with their brains allowed them to practically step into another world, limited only by the spatial dimensions of the simulation room and their own imaginations.

“If you don’t mind, I’d like to run through it one more time,” said Victor. “I’ve worked the simulation into my training regiment.”

Kiara frowned at him.

“That’s good,” she said. “But you’ve been awfully focused on it lately.”

“And that’s a bad thing?”

She shook her head.

“It’s just…” She chewed her lip, choosing her words carefully. “At least get a haircut, and a decent shave.”

Victor scowled at her. His hand automatically went to his face, feeling the coarse, scraggly stubble that had developed over the past month.

The last time I shaved was before we went up against the biosplices.

“It doesn’t matter,” he said. “There are more important things for me to focus on right now.”

“Victor,” said Kiara. “You have to stop beating yourself up. Or at the very least, work a minimum level of self-care into this ‘training regiment’ of yours.”

Victor folded his arms and said nothing. Underneath his t-shirt, he could still feel the scars given to him by the crazed preacher after their last investigation had gone south. His other wounds had healed with unnatural speed in the weeks following that incident, all except for the letter shaped burns on his chest.

“Are you finished?” asked Victor. “Can I get back to my training, now?”

Kiara stared at him for a moment and then walked to the center of the empty room.

“Load it up again,” she said. “My turn.”

“What?”

“I have to train, too,” said Kiara. “You’ll have to rest for a few minutes before you’re ready to run it again, anyway.”

Victor started to object and then shrugged his shoulders. He’d slowly been ramping up the difficulty of the simulation fight for the past two weeks. The man in the suit could now use all four nano auras with more skill than anyone he’d gone head to head with before. The only way Victor could possibly eke out a victory was by mastering each and every movement.

Or I could figure out how to use the other nano auras.

He walked over to the corner of the room and began setting up the simulation with his eyes closed. Kiara was more talented than him and able to use all of the auras in one capacity or another, but Victor doubted she’d stand much of a chance.

“Suit yourself,” he said. “The fight starts as soon as the simulation begins.”

“I’m ready.”

Victor leaned against the wall and used his nanites to will the situation into starting. The simulation room vanished, and in its place was an abandoned city block on a cloudy, moonless night. The man in the suit stood across from Kiara and immediately charged at her.

Kiara let out a battle scream that carried enough ferocity and primal anger in it to make Victor flinch. She flared her azure aura, sending out a massive blast of ice, and then immediately followed it up with a quick binding of her scarlet aura, shooting out a gout of flame.

She continued like that, the glow around her flickering from red to blue as she alternated between attacking with each aura. Kiara let out another shout and hurled herself forward. The man in the suit had a frozen hand, and one of his shoulders was on fire, but he managed to launch a fireball of his own at her.

Kiara flared her onyx aura and dodged it as though it was second nature to her. She leaped into the air, extending both feet out in front of her and slamming into the man with a perfectly executed dropkick.

He fell to the ground, and before he could regain his composure, Kiara was on top of him. Her body glowed an intense, blinding shade of red as she bound her scarlet aura to him directly, disintegrating the hologram’s flesh with fire. He let out a choked scream as his body ignited, the essence of him turning to ash like an exaggerated enemy death in a video game.

The fight had lasted less than fifteen seconds. Victor blinked and stared at Kiara, his face expressionless, and his pride bruised.

“That’s how it’s done,” she said.

Victor brought a hand to his forehead and sighed.


CHAPTER 2

Victor bristled at Kiara’s self-satisfied smile as he made his way back to the center of the simulation room.

The fact that she can use all of the auras isn’t something I should brush off.

“Don’t look so glum,” said Kiara. “I’m just giving you an example of what you should be striving for.”

Victor rolled his eyes.

“And what a modest example it is.”

“Oh, shut up!” Kiara let her shoulder bang against his playfully as he passed by, and Victor felt his annoyance with her melt away.

The two of them had grown close in the short time they’d known each other. In Kiara, Victor had found a friend, a rival, and most importantly, someone who understood, at least in part, what he was going through.

“I’ll have it figured out by the end of today,” said Victor. “I have to admit, it did help seeing how you…”

He trailed off, noticing that Kiara was no longer listening to him. He followed her gaze to the front of the simulation room, where a tall, handsome, twenty-something man in sunglasses stood, smiling broadly.

“Bruce…” Kiara walked over to him, shaking her head in excitement. “You’re back?”

“Yeah.” The man grinned at her. “Figured I’d just drop by and say hello. Calling has never been my style.”

Kiara laughed and wrapped her arms around him. One of her legs lifted up in a stereotypical, woman swept off her feet fashion, and Victor tried his best not to throw up in his mouth.

“Are you going to introduce me to your friend?” asked the man. Kiara pulled back slightly, keeping one hand on his chest.

It almost looks like she forgot I was even here…

For some reason, Victor felt a stupid smile spreading across his face. He wasn’t happy with the new development, but a sardonic voice in the back of his head reminded him that it’d been far too long since fate had thrown him a curve ball.

“Of course,” said Kiara. “Bruce, this is Victor Anders. He’s the new friend I was telling you about.”

Kiara turned to look at Victor, her eyes pleading for him to play nice.

“Victor… This is Bruce Stillman.”

Victor nodded and walked over to join the two of them. Bruce was grinning as he extended his hand, and it took all of Victor’s self-control to keep from binding his scarlet aura and burning the other man’s palm as he shook it.

“Nice to meet you, Victor,” said Bruce.

“Yeah,” he said. “Likewise.”

Nobody said anything for a dreadfully awkward moment. Victor chewed on the inside of his lip slightly and tried to reel in his emotions.

In their last mission, circumstances had led to Victor and Kiara getting to know each other in a physical sense. It had been in a desperate attempt to jumpstart their nanites,  rather than out of intimacy or lust, but it had still happened.

Well, Kiara told me that there was someone else right after we got to safety.

“Bruce is the founder of Eternity, the software company,” said Kiara. “And an old friend of mine.”

Bruce put an arm around Kiara, as if adding emphasis to the last point. She blushed slightly, but said nothing.

“Eternity, huh?” Victor raised an eyebrow. “And now you’re here in Undercliff City?”

“I grew up in Undercliff City,” said Bruce. “Of course, my company is based out of Silicon Valley, so that’s where I spend most of my time now.”

“Are you going to be in town long?” asked Kiara.

“Actually, I’m looking into the prospect of opening a remote office around here.” Bruce smiled at Kiara, and then grinned at Victor. “It would be nice to have a slightly more permanent presence in the area.”

Victor cleared his throat.

“If you don’t mind, I was in the middle of doing some training.” He felt a hint of his anger slipping into his voice. “I’m sure you have places to be, Bruce.”

“Of course,” he said. “Kiara, you want to get some coffee at my hotel? Maybe catch up for a bit?”

Kiara nodded slowly, the inner conflict showing in her eyes.

“Later, Victor.” Bruce flashed one last cocky grin and then began walking to the door with his arm wrapped around Kiara. Victor looked away just as it began to slip down below her waist. He counted to three after the door slipped shut, and then reset the simulation.

The man in the suit was wearing the same style of sunglasses as Bruce, this time. Victor bound his scarlet aura with more emotion than he’d felt in a long time and let it all out in a single explosive blast.


CHAPTER 3

Victor stayed in the simulation room for a while. Monteiro had set up a reservation system for the 12th
 floor holo rooms, and he had his booked for the entire day. After meeting Bruce and seeing Kiara’s delighted reaction, he felt too frustrated to leave without having at least a little fun.

He locked the door and then, using the computer next to it, carefully disabled the internal cameras. Lucy had given him the password to the system for troubleshooting a few weeks earlier, and he quickly discovered a few other reasons why it was a handy thing to have on hand.

It’s not just for fun. I also have to keep my nanites healthy, after all.

He walked back to the center of the room and closed his eyes, using his nanites to pull up a custom simulation he’d developed a few days earlier. Victor opened his eyes and smiled at the half dozen gorgeous goddesses standing in front of him.

“Hello, Victor,” said the one in front, as she walked over. He grinned at her and blushed slightly.

It was a juvenile, frivolous, and somewhat silly way to use the advanced technology of the simulation room, and he knew it. Victor had just turned 20, and even though he was on the mature side for his age, moments like this made him feel like a very typical, very horny, young man.

I’m not going to make excuses. It’s harmless fun, just maybe not the family friendly kind.

The women were all gorgeous, and each one had a different body type, hair style, and outfit. Victor had pulled them from the simulation room’s databank, where each one had been listed with a generic name. He’d heard from Lucy that all of the standard models were created from body scans of actual people. Somehow, that made what he was doing feel a bit dirtier, and a lot more fun.

He pulled his t-shirt over his head and slipped out of his sneakers and jeans, frowning at the singed leg as he did. The woman in front was a gorgeous young blonde with voluptuous breasts and hips, and she wrapped her arms around Victor’s waist and smiled mischievously at him.

“Victor,” she whispered. “You’ve been a bad, bad boy.”

A brunette with a petite body started hugging him from behind, planting soft kisses on his neck. A young woman who looked to be around the same age as him ran her hand down to his crotch, and several others ran their hands across his chest and shoulders with soft, seductive movements.

This is heaven.

He slowly dropped down to the ground, making out with the blonde woman who lowered herself down on top of him. She pulled off her frilly pink top and two huge naked breasts popped into view, bouncing with perfection as they slipped free.

The woman giggled and began stroking Victor’s cock as she planted soft, wet kisses on his cheeks and lips. Another woman made a soft cooing noise and planted a kiss on his stomach. All of them were stripping their clothes off, and within seconds, Victor’s view contained more female nudity than he’d seen in person in the rest of his life combined.

The blonde woman’s smile said more than words ever could have. He’d designed the simulation with maximum pleasure in mind, and every inch of Victor’s body pulsed with horny erotic intensity as his nanites flooded his body with sensual emotion.

All of the women were naked now. Hands ran across his stomach, legs, and crotch. Kisses from a half dozen sets of lips slowly worked their way across him, headed toward the key erogenous zone. Victor grinned and felt his muscles tense up with excitement.

The blonde woman set her index finger down on the tip of his achingly hard cock. She raised an eyebrow at him, as if she was a school teacher accusing him of doing something naughty. Then, she puckered her lips, and slowly lowered them down, planting a soft, almost chaste kiss on the tip of his erection.

“Oh man…” moaned Victor. “Wow.”

The other women giggled and followed up with kisses of their own. The six women slowly began kissing, licking, and sucking, taking their time as if testing his reaction.

And Victor had quite the reaction. The last time he’d run the simulation, there had only been three women. His first sevensome was much, much more intense than he’d been expecting. The blonde woman lowered her mouth over the first inch of his cock, as though claiming that much of it for herself.

Another woman gently cradled his head, pushing her big boobs into his face. A third and fourth woman began licking and sucking on his shaft, treating it like an oversized candy cane, or a popsicle. Another woman nibbled on his ear lobe. Victor lost track of who was where, and what was going on, and felt pleasure that threatened to drive him mad wash over him.

“We’ll see each other again. Soon enough.”

The voice that spoke was soft, feminine, and vaguely familiar. Victor frowned and looked up and around the simulation room. It was still empty, and he could only muse on where the voice had come for a second before slipping back into the other situation at hand.

The blonde woman was moaning softly and rubbing herself across his cock. She let her thighs and the outer lips of her pussy rub over Victor’s erection with soft, tantalizing movements. The other women switched between using their mouths and breasts, finding any way they could to contribute to the sexual adventure taking place.

Finally, the blonde woman reasserted control, pushing her ethereal sisters back and lowering her soft, hot lips over Victor’s cock. He put a hand on the back of her head and felt himself lose control, bobbing her up and down getting an inhumanly good blowjob in return.

“Oh man…” Victor leaned his head back and felt himself finally lose control. His seed blasted out into the blonde woman’s mouth.

Which in reality, meant that it blasted out onto the floor. The sad truth of the situation washed over him in a post-orgasmic wave of reality and regret. Victor sighed.

At least they use cleaning robots in these rooms. I can’t imagine leaving this for a human janitor.

He took a couple of seconds to dress, a couple more to feel annoyed with himself, and then headed out.


CHAPTER 4

Lucy was waiting for him directly outside the door of the simulation room. She smiled curiously at him as he walked out into the hallway.

“The door was locked,” said Lucy. “And Kronenberg said the cameras were turned off?”

“Uh…”

“Also, your face is flushed?” Her smile deepened. “You must have been doing some pretty intense training in there, huh?”

Victor tried not to look as flustered as he felt. Lucy Wilson was a very close friend of his late father and had spent enough time babysitting him as a child to see right through him as an adult. She was also essentially his boss at Monteiro, and Kiara’s older sister, both of which made it extremely hard to get anything past her.

“It was very intense training, Lucy,” said Victor, in his most serious voice. “And very secret training, too.”

Lucy watched him carefully for a moment. She was on the shorter side for a woman, with long blonde hair, crystal blue eyes against a lovely face, a full bosom, and interesting curves in all the right places. Victor, for various reasons, did his best not to notice.

Today Lucy was making it especially hard for him. She had on a long sleeve black blouse with a few buttons undone at the top, and it clung tightly enough to her chest to reveal an alluring hint of cleavage. Her skirt was gray and would have been modest on a woman that wasn’t as lucky as Lucy when it came to having attractive, eye-catching hips.

I need to take a cold shower.

“Is Kiara around?” asked Lucy. “She said she was coming up to see what you were doing.”

“She was here for a minute,” said Victor. “And then she left. With some old friend of hers, or something.”

He couldn’t stop himself from scowling at the floor. Lucy looked sympathetic enough, though she was still smiling.

“Bruce is back in town, huh?” Lucy folded her arms. “Don’t take it personally, Victor.”

“Take what personally?”

“You know what I’m talking about,” she said. “Kiara and Bruce have been on and off since they were in high school.”

“I don’t care,” said Victor. “It doesn’t matter to me. Why would it?”

Lucy met his gaze with an all knowing expression.

I’m a terrible liar.

“Of course it doesn’t,” said Lucy. “Look, I need to talk to you. Are you doing anything right now?”

Victor shrugged. Most of his days since the last investigation had been spent at the gym, in the simulation room, or occasionally running odd jobs for the staff of the Nano Aura Department. He had no set schedule, and no real responsibilities outside of continuing with his training. Lucy was paying him a small stipend to live off, but it wasn’t large enough to do more than keep him fed and clothed.

“I can make time for you,” said Victor. “What’s up?”

Lucy nodded toward the elevator, and the two of them started walking over to it.

“Kronenberg needs to check in with you about some of your recent lab results.”

Victor frowned slightly.

“About what?”

“I don’t know, he didn’t say,” said Lucy. “He probably either needs another sample, or is confused about the data he’s getting.”

During their last real investigation, Victor and Kiara had been captured by a genetically engineered madman. Through quick thinking, Victor managed to free Kiara, but was himself recaptured, tortured, and then experimented on.

The entire episode was something that pained him to think about, for a number of reasons. Confronting the reality of what had happened was something Victor had been putting off indefinitely. His body felt different in a way that went beyond the nanites. His injuries healed faster than they should have, to an unsettling degree.

“Victor?” Lucy snapped her fingers in front of his face. “Earth, to Victor.”

“Speaking. I’ll go catch up with him and see what he wants.” Victor masked his anxiety with a smile, though from Lucy’s reaction, he could tell that she wasn’t fooled.

“Also, there’s something else,” said Lucy. The elevator arrived at their level and both of them stepped into it. She waited for the doors to close and then hesitated before pushing the button for the 13th
 floor.

“What is it?”

“I need to talk to you. Tonight. Outside of work.”

“Alright,” said Victor. “But I should warn you, I think there are some rules in place about supervisors fraternizing with the employees under them.”

Lucy punched him playfully on the arm, though she put enough force into the blow to make it sting.

“Meet me at Sammy’s Place,” said Lucy. “8 PM.”

“Alright,” said Victor. “I’ll be there.”

She hit the button for the 13th
 floor, and in a couple of seconds, they arrived. Lucy broke away from him, walking toward a group of her underlings and immediately switching back into boss mode.

Victor headed past the rows of cubicles and into the main room. The floor was slanted downward into a central depression where various computers, work stations, and equipment formed the central area of the Nano Aura Department. Across the wall in back were a couple of real offices, and he made his way over to Kronenberg’s.

Dave Kronenberg was one of the strangest people Victor had ever met. His physical body was incapacitated by LIS, or Locked In Syndrome, but through the use of neural implants, he managed to live a full, active life by way of speech synthesizers and drone bodies.

His drone body of choice looked a bit like a cross between a robotic wasp and spider, with a number of metallic legs, four rimmed copter blades, and a tiny orange dome that managed to express more emotion with flickers and flashes than most people could do with an entire face.

“Kronenberg,” said Victor, closing the door behind him. “You rang?”

“Have a seat, Vic.” Kronenberg’s voice didn’t come from the drone sitting on the charging station on top of the desk, but rather, from the speakers in the corners of the room. “I just got some of your lab work from Piper, and I think we might need another sample.”

Victor sat down in the chair across from Kronenberg’s desk and leaned his head back on his hands.

“Why? What’s up?”

Victor had refrained from telling anyone about what had been done to him during his capture in the last investigation. Part of him feared what the reaction of his friends would be. He’d seen what the injection had done to Damien, and deep down inside, he was terrified that it would only be a matter of time before it happened to them.

It might not even matter at this point. Their tests will probably reveal the truth soon enough.

“Have you changed your diet or anything recently?” asked Kronenberg. “Your blood has been doing some really weird things during our tests…”

“I’ve been working out more often, drinking some protein shakes,” said Victor. “Maybe that’s it?”

“Yeah, maybe…” Kronenberg let out a muted sigh.

“Hey, you want to hit Sammy’s Place tonight?” asked Victor. “I have to meet up with Lucy, anyway.”

“Are you asking me as a friend, or as a way of changing the subject?”

“Can’t it be both?” Victor smiled at his friend, who gave him a blank, robotic stare in return.

“You don’t have to hide things from me, Vic,” said Kronenberg. “I’m your friend. I’m not out to get you.”

Victor laced his fingers together and leaned forward.

I should tell him… eventually.

“Look, man, I think it might just be an anomaly with the sample,” said Victor. “Can you just drop it? These conversations always make me feel like some kind laboratory specimen.”

“I guess that would make me the mad scientist, then,” said Kronenberg. “I’ll let it go. But you will have to give Piper another blood sample eventually.”

“Thanks, buddy,” said Victor. “I’ll meet you at the house tonight at seven thirty.”

He stood up and turned to leave.

“Victor?” Kronenberg spoke again just as he’d reached the door.

“Yeah?”

“…Nevermind. I’ll see you tonight.”


CHAPTER 5

Victor spent a couple of hours back at the tiny townhouse that he and Kronenberg had been sharing for the past few months. It was early spring, and the snow was slowly beginning to melt away, revealing the rough city sidewalk underneath.

The section of Undercliff City that the two of them lived in was on the edge of habitability. Several of the houses within eyesight were condemned or well on their way. The street life was active, though most of the more unscrupulous characters gave Victor and Kronenberg’s house a wide berth when it came to mischief.

He passed the afternoon bumming around, reading and relaxing. Victor had spent precious little time resting ever since the last incident, and it felt good, albeit in a slightly guilty sort of way.

Kronenberg was, technically speaking, also home. His drone body was still at Monteiro Tower, and he was taking care of his responsibilities through it, so Victor left him to that.

Who else would be around to hang out with? Lucy’s still at work, and Kiara…

He immediately cut off his train of thought, not wanting to speculate where Kiara was at that moment, or what she was doing with whom. So Victor relaxed by himself, and even managed to get in a short nap.

At around 7:00 PM, Kronenberg’s drone arrived back at the house, slipping in through one of the unlocked windows, as always.  Victor took a shower, dressed, and the two of them headed out to Sammy’s Place, the local tavern.

“Did Lucy fill you in on what this is about?” asked Kronenberg.

“This is Lucy we’re talking about,” said Victor. “Of course she didn’t. Why, do you know something I don’t?”

“No, but I have my suspicions.” Kronenberg slowed the pace of his flight as they approached the bar. “She told me to do a few circuits around the block and make sure neither of you are followed.”

Victor raised an eyebrow at that.

“Alright,” he said. “I’ll catch up with you later, then.”

Kronenberg lifted up into the air. Victor spent a second contemplating what the view from up above probably looked like, and then headed down the stairs and into the tavern.

Sammy’s Place was a tavern in the classical sense of the word. It opened early in the afternoon, and most of the patrons were regulars. The establishment had a communal feel to it, even though people tended to keep to themselves.

Sammy was probably the best example of this. She’d spoken a couple of sentences to Victor in all the time he’d known her. Victor had been visiting the bar semi-regularly since moving back to Undercliff City, in part because Sammy had never carded him, and also because the place felt as laid back as he hoped to be someday.

“Hey Sammy,” he said, approaching the bar. “How’s it going?”

Sammy smiled politely, but didn’t say anything.

“I’ll have an IPA, whatever you’ve got that’s new. Put it on my tab.”

Sammy nodded. She disappeared behind the counter and emerged with an open beer in under a second, passing it to him slowly. Victor took a sip of it and made his way over to one of the tables along the side of the room.

He let out a sigh as he sat down and picked at the beer’s label. There was a candle on the center of the table, wick unlit. Victor smiled and felt for his scarlet aura.

I’ll have to use a tiny, controlled burst. Way smaller than usual.

He pointed his fingers to the candle, focused his energy, and bound his scarlet aura. At the exact moment he released the energy, a gorgeous blonde woman sat down at the table across from his, slowly smoothing out her skirt underneath her and drawing Victor’s attention at the worst possible moment.

Victor winced when he realized what he’d done. His binding extended outward to the woman instead of the candle, and his shift in focus had turned what would have been a light flame into a powerful emotional pulse. The woman let out a tiny gasp and looked over at him.

She was one of the most attractive women he’d ever seen in his life. Calling her a woman almost seemed like an insult, and Victor wondered if he should mentally refer to her as a goddess, or fantasy, instead.

Her eyes were green, speckled with flecks of gold. She wore a low cut white blouse that showed off a grand amount of cleavage. Her body was healthy, toned, and extremely well endowed. Her skirt was red and frilly, and she had on a pair of classy tan heels.

“Do I know you from somewhere?” The woman was already in motion, standing up and walking over to his table.

“No, I don’t think so.” He frowned, wishing that the situation was different, and for the ability to mute his conscience for a minute.

“You… look so familiar,” said the woman. Her breathing was heavy, and she was blushing, which somehow made her face look even more elegant and lovely.

“Nope,” said Victor. “I’m a complete stranger. Trust me.”

The woman took the second chair, the one Victor had been saving for Lucy, and pulled it in closer to him. She all but leaned over him as she extended a delicate, perfectly manicured hand.

“Sabrina,” she said, with a slightly entitled smile on her face. “And you are?”

“Like I said, I’m nobody.” Victor cradled his head in his hand and tried to keep his frustration out of his voice. “And I’m expecting somebody. So if you don’t mind…”

“I do mind,” said Sabrina. “And I think you should keep your mind open.”

She spoke in a slow voice, each syllable a bit more sensual than the last. One of her hands slid up Victor’s thigh, and she let her hot breath tickle the nape of her neck.

Fuck. The binding I gave her was way too strong. It’s not going to wear off before Lucy-

“Hello.” Lucy appeared at the side of the table, her timing impeccably bad. “Am I interrupting something, Victor?”

“Victor,” said Sabrina, his name sounding almost like an admission of love on her lips. “Who is this?”

“The person I was expecting,” he said. “So please. Do me a favor, and give me some space.”

Sabrina pouted, and Victor had to stand up and practically drag her away from the table to free the chair for Lucy. Sammy shot a look his way, but Victor gave her the okay sign as Sabrina’s advances died down.

“Sorry about that.” He took a seat across from Lucy and brought his hands together. “I had a little… accident.”

Lucy leaned forward over the table and beckoned for him to do the same. She brought her face in close to Victor’s, glanced once in each direction, and then flicked him hard on the nose.

“Ouch! What the hell?”

“You need to get it together, Victor,” she said. “Speaking of which, when was the last time you shaved? You look ridiculous…”

Victor shrugged.

“I’ll get around to it eventually,” he said.

Lucy crossed her arms and favored him with a harsh expression.

“You haven’t really been yourself for the past month or two,” she said. “Ever since the aftermath of the cabin, and facing off against the biosplices.”

This is not something I’m in the mood to talk about.

“Really? I hadn’t noticed…”

“Bullshit.” Lucy glared at him. “If you want to have a breakdown, more power to you. But if you wouldn’t mind, can it be all at once instead of long, protracted, and over many weeks?”

“Yeah, I’ll see what I can do.” Victor smiled solemnly back at her. Lucy cared about him, even if it sometimes expressed itself in an abrasive, authoritative kind of way.

Lucy nodded slowly and then reached across the table, resting one of her hands on top of his. She only left it there for a second, but it was long enough to send a strangely warm sensation through Victor’s body.

“Anyway, that’s not the reason I wanted to talk to you tonight,” she said.

“Oh yeah? Then what is?”

Lucy flashed him a mischievous half smile.

“Your next assignment,” she said.


CHAPTER 6

“The murders and disappearances haven’t stopped.” Lucy set her beer down and placed a hand flat on the table. “They didn’t after Night Angel went down, and still haven’t after you stopped Father Auggie.”

Victor scratched his head.

“So? It can’t be possible that they were responsible for all of the murders in the city, can it?”

Lucy shook her head and frowned at him.

“Of course not,” she said. “I’m ruling out the ones that make sense, and fit into the regular pattern of intercity violence.”

“So what do you think we’re dealing with?”

Lucy picked at one of her fingernails and slowly brought her gaze up to meet Victor’s.

“I’ve suspected for quite a while now that someone, possibly a group of people, within Monteiro is leaking technology and information to less than reputable characters on the outside.”

“I remember,” said Victor. “But do you have anything new?”

Lucy scanned the tavern, making sure that nobody was close enough to the two of them to overhear.

“You remember Terrance Pronto?” she asked. “From the Night Angel case?”

A chill went down Victor’s spine, followed immediately by a sharp flash of anger. He’d learned about Terrance through Night Angel’s memories after using his onyx aura on her in a desperate gamble. He’d seen the man commit acts of violence, emotional abuse, and even rape.

“Yeah,” he said quietly. “I remember him alright. He’s a scumbag, and deserves a lot worse than what he’s gotten.”

Lucy held up a hand in a placating gesture.

“Of course, I know just as well as you do,” she said. “My point is, I’ve been keeping a close eye on him over the past few months because I suspect that he’s the one of the people leaking tech.”

“Alright,” said Victor. “So what did you find?”

“He’s been acting odd lately,” said Lucy. “Making requests into departments that are outside of his domain. Deleting his own usage history in Monteiro’s computer database. That kind of thing.”

“Is that enough to do anything with?”

“It’s enough to justify keeping a closer eye on him,” said Lucy. “And that’s why I asked you here tonight. I want you to help me watch him tonight.”

Victor took a long sip from his beer, finishing what was left in it.

“You got it,” he said. “I’ve been wanting to act against this guy for months now.”

Lucy had rented a car, and it was parked down the street from Sammy’s Place. Victor followed her to it and climbed into the passenger’s seat.

“So you really think that there is a conspiracy under way at Monteiro?” he asked.

Lucy’s expression was sober as she started the car.

“I’m not sure that conspiracy would be the appropriate word to describe it,” she said. “It could be less than that, maybe just one or two people. Or it could be far, far more, to the point where a faction within the company is on the verge of going paramilitary.”

I didn’t realize that it was so serious.

They drove for a while. Victor recognized Terrance’s street as they approached, and Lucy parked the car across the street and a few hundred feet away from his house.

“And now we play the waiting game,” she said. “This might not end up amounting to much, but I wanted you here with me, Victor.”

She reached her hand across the center console and set a hand on Victor’s leg. He smiled, and got a little more excited than he should have.

“For moral support?” he asked. Lucy shook her head.

“For your onyx aura,” said Lucy. “To listen.”

“I could do more than just listen with it,” said Victor. “Why don’t I use it to read his mind?”

Lucy shook her head and frowned.

“It won’t work,” she said. “Not on Terrance. He’s too familiar with the nanites. If you tried it, he’d immediately recognize what you’re doing and move to destroy evidence and leads before we could get to them.”

“I don’t know,” said Victor. “I think it could work.”

“Just trust me on this, Victor,” said Lucy. “The only way for us to follow this to the source is to keep a very low investigative profile.”

Victor shrugged and directed his attention toward Terrance’s house. It was nice enough, and the damage that’d been caused to it during his fight against Night Angel months earlier had all been repaired.

He bound his onyx aura and was instantly hit with a plethora of interesting sensory information. Two or three of the nearby houses contained pairs of people happily having sex, which given the time of night, wasn’t unusual, at least not outside of the fact that he could hear it.

Lucy’s breathing and heart beat were slightly faster than usual. Listening to them gave Victor an odd, voyeuristic thrill, and he made himself stop after a second.

He focused his attention on Terrance’s house. He could hear movement inside, though from the distance they were at, it was muffled and relatively useless. It almost sounded like he was getting dressed, or…

“He’s getting ready to go somewhere, and putting on his jacket,” said Victor. Sure enough, the front door opened after another minute, and Terrance walked out to his car and climbed into it.

“Perfect.” Lucy leaned over and planted a kiss on Victor’s cheek. “This is exactly what we needed.”

And that was exactly what I needed.

She gave Terrance a half minute’s head start and then pulled the car out into the street.


CHAPTER 7

Following Terrance’s car without being spotted would have been somewhat tricky with only one vehicle, at least if it hadn’t been for Victor’s onyx aura. Terrance’s brakes had a unique sound to them that was easy to pick out, even when the car briefly dropped out of sight. Almost all cars, and hell, most people, made a noise that could be used as an identifier like that.

The fact was a glaring reminder of how new Victor was to using his auras, and how far he still had to go. Kiara had given him a taste of the same humble flavor in the simulation room earlier that day, and it made him want to redouble his training efforts.

“Take a right up here,” he said. Lucy nodded and flicked on her blinker.

They were headed into the outskirts of town, which seemed to support the general idea of Terrance being up to something sinister. Outside of buying drugs, hiring prostitutes, and possibly disposing of bodies, there was almost no reason to be in the abandoned sections of Undercliff City late at night.

The streets thinned out, with less cars and less people. Lucy had to slow down in order to keep their following distance from becoming too suspicious, and Victor strained to keep the car identified with his onyx aura.

“I think… yeah, he just parked.” He nodded to Lucy and then pointed to an abandoned parking lot nearby. “We should, too.”

“I don’t like the idea of leaving my car alone in this part of town,” she said, frowning.

“There’s no other choice. We can’t get any closer inside of it. If we want to find out what he’s doing, we’re going to have to move on foot.”

She nodded, drove the car to a spot on the edge of the lot, and then killed the engine. The two of them climbed out. Victor looked over at Lucy and frowned at her heels.

“Do you have any other shoes that you could wear?”

Lucy was already changing out of them, even as he asked the question.

“Obviously,” she said. “This isn’t my first rodeo, Victor.”

No, it most certainly is not.

He smiled at her, and a minute later, the two of them were silently moving through an alleyway in the direction that Victor had last heard Terrance’s car. He paused before moving around the last corner and back into the street and listened.

“…He’s there,” said Victor. “It sounds like he’s waiting for someone.”

“Perfect. Let’s find somewhere to observe from.”

There was a fire escape nearby, and the two of them made their way up it as silently as they could. The last level stopped just under the roof, and Victor wordlessly threaded his fingers into a step to lift Lucy up. She put her foot into it, and Victor caught a whiff of her perfume as he boosted her over the roof’s outer ledge.

He started to look up at her to make sure that she had a good grip and then stopped himself, remembering that she was wearing a dress. He wasn’t sure, but he thought he heard a muffled giggle come from the roof after Lucy had made it up.

Victor followed behind her, his height making the task much easier than it had been for her. From where they were on the rooftop, they could see Terrance’s car without being obvious. Terrance was leaned against the outside of it, smoking a cigarette and waiting.

Lucy pulled a tiny camera out and started snapping shots. Victor watched, giving his onyx aura a break as the two of them waited.

It didn’t take long. A car rolled up and parked behind Terrance’s after a couple of minutes. The driver took his time getting out, and Victor recognized him almost immediately.

That’s Bruce Stillman, Kiara’s “friend”.

He looked over at Lucy, who was having the same realization. Neither of them said anything, and Victor leaned in a bit closer and bound his onyx aura.

“…middle of the night?” Terrance was the one talking, in a low, somewhat nervous voice.  “I’m not exactly a huge fan of this part of town.”

“And I’m not a huge fan of your house, or office,” said Bruce. “It’s better that we meet out here.”

The two of them were silent for a few seconds. Terrance paced back and forth, nervously puffing on his cigarette. Bruce watched him carefully, arms folded, and eyes hidden behind the same pair of sunglasses Victor had seen him wearing earlier that day.

“Is it really working?” asked Terrance.

“It works,” said Bruce.

“You’re sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure.” Bruce sounded as though he was struggling to contain his frustration. “You know how much I spent on the project. It’s shocking to me that it took as long as it did.”

Terrance set a contemplative hand on his chin. The smoke from his cigarette traced a meandering trail into the air next to his head.

“I need to see it for myself,” said Terrance.

“Soon enough. It’s still developing.”

“That’s why I need to see it!” Terrance raised his voice slightly, and then brought it back down to a hiss. “I don’t think you fully understand what the fuck you’re doing.”

“I’m going to pretend you didn’t just say that,” said Bruce.

Terrance took a slow breath, exhaled, and immediately followed it with a quick drag from his cigarette.

“Tell me that you haven’t given it net access yet,” he said.

“Of course not,” said Bruce. “There’s no need for that yet. What it currently needs is exactly what you have to offer.”

Terrance scowled, and after a moment, shook his head.

“No,” he said in a soft voice, almost inaudible even to Victor and his onyx aura.

“What?”

“No, Bruce,” said Terrance. “If you aren’t willing to let me see it, the answer is no.”

“I’m offering you a chance to be a part of this,” said Bruce. “That’s what you want, isn’t it?”

“That’s what I’m asking for. And I’m not leaving the decision on whether or not to arm this thing with some of the most powerful technological tools in existence up to you, regardless of how many billions of dollars you have.”

Bruce looked as though he wanted to throw a punch in response to that. Strangely, his face went blank for a moment, and then shifted through several different emotions, finally settling into a resigned smile.

“Fine,” said Bruce. “Be that way.”

He turned and walked back over to his car. It looked like Terrance was about to say something for a moment, but he just kept smoking his cigarette. Bruce drove away, and after another minute, Terrance threw down his cigarette and stomped it out.

Victor was ready to switch off his aura when Terrance pulled out his cell phone and dialed a number. He slowly walked over to his car and stood next to it.

“I met with him.” Terrance’s voice was clear enough. Victor strained to make out the other side of the conversation, but it was too faint, even for his aura-enhanced senses.

“He’s not going for it,” said Terrance. “I told you it wouldn’t be that simple.”

Terrance listened for a moment, frowning.

“That’s just about the only thing we can do,” he said. “It shouldn’t take long, not with someone like him.”

Another pause. Lucy was shivering next to him, and Victor had to compensate for the enhanced chattering sound of her teeth.

“Alright. Keep in touch.” Terrance hung up his phone, slipped it into his pocket, and climbed into his car.


CHAPTER 8

Victor waited until Terrance’s car was out of sight before turning to Lucy and giving her a recap of what he’d just overheard. She listened intently, her eyes betraying her frustration.

“We have to find out what they were talking about,” she said. “As soon as possible.”

“Well, we have at least some time,” said Victor. “The phone call at the end… It sounds like Terrance is reporting to someone higher up. Maybe somebody within the company?”

“I’ve had my suspicions about Eli for a while now,” said Lucy. “There’s not enough evidence to point a finger yet, but he’s the CEO. I find it hard to believe that this could be taking place without his knowledge.”

Victor looked out into the street where the meeting had taken place. He chewed on his lip and tried to think.

Maybe this isn’t as bad as we’re making it out be. They didn’t actually say anything incriminating…

“We have to keep following them for at least a few more minutes,” said Lucy. “I’ll head back to Terrance’s house and wait for him there. You go after Bruce.”

“How am I supposed to do that? I don’t know where he lives, and his car has been out of sight for a solid minute now.”

Lucy coughed into the crook of her arm. She frowned and shifted back on her heels.

“Earlier today I, uh, had one of my interns put a tracker on the bottom of his car.” She blushed bright red, which was impressive considering the chill in the air.

“What? Are you serious?” Victor shook his head in disbelief. “How the hell did you know?”

“It wasn’t in relation to this,” she said. “Bruce… has a bit of a history when it comes to promiscuity. I wanted to make sure he didn’t break Kiara’s heart. Again.”

“Ah,” said Victor, taking his turn at feeling uncomfortable. “Gotcha.”

“Check your email, I just sent you a link to the app that will let you track him.”

Victor did, and it only took him a couple of minutes to get moving. Bruce’s car appeared as a blinking dot on a map of the city, not too far away from where they were. Lucy drove off in the rental car to follow up on Terrance, and Victor started walking down the street.

It only took him a few minutes to get to his destination. Bruce’s car was parked on an abandoned street, and Bruce was nowhere in sight. The only movement that Victor could see was a single white plastic bag caught on the jagged edge of a shattered window.

He slowed to a stop and flared his onyx aura, searching for any sign of where Bruce had gone. A sound came from up ahead and around the corner. Victor crept forward, sticking to the shadows of the nearest building.

Bruce was sitting on the stoop of an abandoned house. He had a bottle of wine in one hand, and stared at the concrete in front of him as he took a long, slow sip from it.

He’s still wearing his sunglasses, and it’s the middle of the night. That’s so weird.

From what Victor could see, Bruce wasn’t doing much of anything, suspicious or otherwise. He chewed his lip and mused over whether it was worth his time to watch the billionaire risk a drunk driving charge, at most, when he could be back at his house, asleep.

Bruce flinched, and then pulled out his phone. Victor shifted forward slightly and flared his onyx aura.

“Hello?” he answered. “Oh, hey. No, it’s fine. Of course I’m still awake.”

Victor frowned slightly.

“Yeah, well, she’s your older sister,” said Bruce. “I guarantee that Monteiro just has her working late.”

Victor’s frown deepened, and he did his best to rationalize away the voice screaming 'stalker' in the back of his head.

“Is that so?” Bruce smiled, and held the phone a little more closely. “Well, I’m not too far away. Maybe I’ll head on over, and-“

Victor took a step back out of reflex, and his foot bumped into a half broken beer bottle. Bruce paused in mid sentence and looked over in his direction. There was no way he could see Victor in the shadows. Bruce said something into the phone and slipped it into his pocket, and then slowly stood up.

Several new sounds began to immediately sound out from down the street. As much as Victor wanted to stay and investigate Bruce more directly, it wasn’t what Lucy would have wanted. And on top of that, the new sounds were strange, unlike anything he’d ever heard before, and it gave him a foreboding sense of what was to come.

A soft buzzing noise, similar to the copter blades of Kronenberg’s drone body, hummed on the air. Another sound that could most easily be described as a heavy chain dragging across the street joined it after a second, and slowly began to grow louder, and nearer to him.

Victor relaxed his onyx aura and hurried through a nearby alleyway.

The jig is up. I should probably be going.

He could hear his pursuers, whatever they were, bearing down on him. Victor sucked in wind and pumped his legs. He wasn’t afraid, and it was partially because of that reaction that he didn’t see the attack coming. Something hard slammed into the small of his back, knocking him forward into a half full trash can.

“Damn it!” He looked up, and felt his jaw drop open.

He’d been expecting to see Bruce, or maybe a heavyset bodyguard with a gun. Instead, several drones buzzed through the air behind him, each one in the shape of a futuristic helicopter, and each one equipped with heavy firepower.

Victor reacted without thought. He thrust his hand forward, binding his scarlet aura and launching a lance of flame at the nearest drone. It struck one of the drone’s copter blades, causing it to pitch forward at the exact moment it began to shoot. Bullets ricocheted into terrifying sparks on the concrete in front of him. The other drones flew up and over the damaged one, slowly setting their sights on Victor.

He didn’t wait around to see how good their aim was. The alleyway split off to the side at the end, and he hurled himself around the corner just as more shots rang out. He sprinted as fast as he could in the direction that would take him out of the outskirts of the city, where the police response time virtually guaranteed that the drones would have enough time to take him down and escape with ease.

Victor skidded to a stop when he saw what was waiting for him in the street. A long mechanical metal snake shifted back and forth across the ground, making the scraping chain noise that he’d heard before. It was composed of dozens of segments, each about the size of a basketball, and they all moved in stiff, surreal motions that only resembled the creature they were modeled after in a loose sense.

“Oh, come on!” Victor started running again. He was hoping that he could get past it before it to could do anything dangerous.

The machine lashed out far faster than a real snake, slamming the segment furthest out into Victor’s legs. He let out a surprised shout and felt pain surge through him. It felt like he’d been attacked with a sledgehammer, and he fell to the ground as his painfully bruised legs gave way.

He immediately rolled to the side, which probably saved his life. The mechanical snake twisted in a manner that would have rolled him into a deathlock had he’d been a second slower. Victor frantically brought his hand up and bound his scarlet aura. He let out a desperate snarl as a he released an undirected splash of flames.

The attack hit the robot snake and burned for a half second, doing almost no damage. He couldn’t see any weak points on it, no visible cameras or sensors that he could target to cripple the thing.

Come on! Think! It can’t be invincible, can it?

The robot snake attacked him again. Victor was in the street, though luckily, there was no almost no traffic in the outskirts of the city at night. He dodged around a car as the snake lifted up vertically in the air, like a cobra preparing to strike.

It hit the car with the force of a falling anvil, except at an angle. Victor was pressed up against it tight enough that when it started to fall on its side, he had to move for his life. He tripped in his rush to get away and felt the robot snake slam into him again, this time like a long cudgel, from the side.

One of his ribs let out a sinister sounding crack, and Victor went flying. He landed hard on the street, in pain and on the verge of unconsciousness.

I have to focus! It’s a robot, I’m a human. What advantages do I have?

Victor thought of something as the snake was closing the distance the last attack had put between them. Like most of his ideas, he was pretty sure that it would be a waste of time, but in this instance, the time he was wasting belonged to his enemy.

He took off at a sprint toward a three-story building that might have once been a motel, or some kind of office space. Vagrants had long since stripped it of everything valuable, including the front door, but that wasn’t what Victor cared about.

His legs were long enough to keep the robot snake from closing on him immediately, but by the time he reached the entrance, it was within a few feet. Victor didn’t look back, entering the building and then immediately taking a right in the direction he hoped would lead him to the stairs.

They were at the end of a short hallway, and Victor threw himself up them two at a time. He glanced over his shoulder and saw the robot snake struggling with them. He kept going until he reached the third floor, found the window he was looking for, and then smashed it open.

“This is going to suck,” he muttered. Victor cleared as many of the glass shards off the frame has he could, spotted his landing, and then jumped.

The alleyway was filled with garbage, and namely, a single moldy, disgusting, but still considerably soft mattress. It bore the brunt of his fall, though the height was still enough to make his ankles hurt and his cracked rib feel like it’d been broken a second time.

Victor began sprinting back toward the street when one of the flying drones hovered through the space in front of him. He launched both his hands out toward it in the style of a fireball, directing his scarlet aura with all the energy he had left.

The little drone was swallowed by a pillar of flame. It fell to the ground in a charred, unresponsive heap. Victor started to run by it and then stopped.

Kronenberg would have a field day with this thing, even if it didn’t lead anywhere.

He bent over to scoop it up on his good side, and then took off into the night.


CHAPTER 9

Victor was exhausted and wanted nothing more than to collapse into bed. Unfortunately, he felt obligated to follow up with Lucy, and so he took the long way through the city to get to her place.

Calling her would have been quicker, easier, and more practical, but Victor told himself that he needed to see her in person. After all, he’d faced off against life-threatening enemies. Lucy could have ended up in a similar spot and might not even be able to answer the phone.

Yeah, that’s it. That’s why I’m going over there.

He shielded the drone under his arm as he moved into the more active section of the city. It took him about ten minutes to get to Lucy’s, and by that time, he’d collected a surprising number of strange looks, especially given that it was the middle of the night.

Victor walked up to the second level of the apartment complex, set the drone down to the side of the door, and then knocked.

The door opened after a couple of seconds, and Kiara was standing behind it. She had on a tiny pair of shorts, the kind that contour to the curve of a girl’s butt, and stride the line between clothing and underwear. Over them, she wore a baggy white t-shirt. Her hair was ruffled, as though she’d been asleep.

“Victor?” She raised an eyebrow at him. “You look like crap. What happened?”

“It’s a long story,” he said. Kiara took his hand and gently pulled him into the apartment, and Victor followed after her.

“Here, sit down on the couch,” she said. “Let me get you something to drink.”

She bounced past the divider that separated the living room from the kitchen, giving Victor an illicit opportunity to ogle her butt.

“Thanks, Kiara,” he said. “Is your sister home?”

“I thought she was out with you?” Kiara set a tea kettle onto the stove, and a chill went down Victor’s spine.

“Damn it,” muttered Victor. He pulled out his phone and tried her number. Nobody answered.

“What the hell were the two of you out doing tonight, and more importantly, why didn’t you bring me in on it?” Kiara walked back into the living room, arms crossed and eyes accusatory.

“It’s a long story,” said Victor. “We didn’t tell you because…”

Should I tell her about Bruce?

It seemed like the logical thing to do. There was no way to predict how Bruce would respond to the failed attempt at surveillance. Victor was relatively sure that the drones had been working on his behalf, and at least one of them had gotten a good look at him.

On the other hand, it seemed unreasonable for him to expect her to take his word, given what Lucy had told him about Kiara and Bruce’s history. There were better approaches to take then to try to enlist Kiara against someone who was, at the very least, a close friend of hers.

“It was short notice,” he finally said. “You weren’t around when Lucy brought it up, and we figured that we could handle it ourselves.”

It was close enough to the truth, and seemed to placate Kiara’s curiosity. She sat down on the couch and slid in a bit closer to Victor, letting her shoulder brush up against his.

“What were you two going after?” she asked.

“It was a stakeout,” he said. “We were watching Terrance.”

“Terrance? As in, Terrance from Monteiro?”

“Yeah.” Victor ran a hand through his hair, and the motion caused his injured rib to explode in pain.

“Jeez, you really wrecked yourself, didn’t you?” Kiara reached her hand over and put it on Victor’s chest tenderly. “Did Terrance do this to you?”

Victor slowly shook his head.

I have to tell her. She deserves to know the truth.

“Kiara…” he said. “Do you know why Bruce came back to Undercliff City?”

The tea kettle let out a sharp wail, and Kiara lowered her eyes at him.

“What… did you just say?” She blinked and stood up, pulling her hand off him.

“Look, Lucy and I-“

“Are you serious, Victor?” She shook her head and walked into the kitchen, her feet striking more heavily than they had before.

“Would you listen to me? Lucy and I saw him-“

“Talking to Terrance?” Kiara grabbed the tea kettle and began angrily pouring boiling water into cups. “That’s what you were going to say, isn’t it?”

“Well… yeah,” he said. “The two of them had a meeting, and then I followed after Bruce. That’s when I was attacked by his drones, Kiara!”

“Did you ever see him send the drones after you?” she asked.

Victor thought about it for a second.

“I mean, I guess technically no, but-“

“This is ridiculous, Victor.” She shook her head and brought over a cup of tea. “I told you back when we first met, after that first incident, that I was involved with someone else.”

“Kiara, this isn’t about that!”

“Like hell it isn’t,” she said.

“Would you just listen to me?” Victor stood up, and Kiara moved in closer to him, shooting daggers out of her eyes as she got up in his face.

“I thought you were better than this, Victor.”

The tension in the room made it feel as though a bomb was about to go off. Victor wanted to grab Kiara and quite literally, shake some sense into her. He wanted to grab her and do more than just that, to feel her skin, and touch the parts of her body that she always seemed to insist on flaunting about.

I need to get some air…

The door to the apartment swung open, and a tired looking Lucy walked in through it. She shot Victor and Kiara a curious look and then kicked off her shoes.

“Lucy, perfect timing,” he said. “Do you mind telling Kiara what happened tonight?”

Lucy shrugged.

“Nothing much, really,” she said. “We tailed Terrance for a while. Victor split off to follow another lead, and I kept Terrance covered.”

Victor blinked. He started to object to her recounting of the events, but Lucy flashed him an urgent look.

“Are you done, Victor?” asked Kiara. “Can you chill out now, and quit being such a jealous weirdo?”

Victor grit his teeth hard enough to make them hurt. He took a deep breath and walked toward the door of the apartment.

“I guess I’ll talk to you about it tomorrow then, Lucy,” he said, carefully enunciating each syllable.

“Yes,” she said. “That would be best.”

Victor walked out of the apartment, shut the door behind him, and threw a punch into thin air. He sighed, picked up the drone, and then started walking home.


CHAPTER 10

Victor unlocked the front door the townhouse and walked inside, feeling tension melt off his shoulders as he kicked off his shoes. The feeling only lasted for a couple of seconds.

“Hey, Victor.”

Sabrina was sitting on his couch, legs primly crossed and both hands folded and resting on her top knee. She looked even better in the light than she had at the tavern earlier in the night, and Victor felt his eyes being drawn down from her emerald green eyes to the cleavage offered up like a sacrifice by her low cut blouse.

“What… the hell… are you doing here?” he asked. He felt angry and a little horny, but more than anything, tired.

“Sorry, Vic.” Kronenberg’s voice filled the room, apologetic and omnipresent. “She followed me home, and, well, I told her that she could wait for you here if…”

“If what?” snapped Victor.

“If she changed the sheets on my bed for me,” said Kronenberg. “Julie only does it for me once a week, and that’s far too long for me to wait.”

“It’s no problem,” said Sabrina. “I didn’t mind.”

Victor buried his face in his hands and let out a long, overworked sigh. He pulled both palms together into a placating, prayer gesture and pointed them at Sabrina.

“What made you think that this was okay?” he asked. “We talked for all of five minutes at Sammy’s Place. This is my house!”

Victor let his voice rise to a shout. It felt good, in a cathartic and explosive kind of way.

“I’ve never connected with anyone like that before,” she said. “There is something different about you, Victor, and I need to find out what.”

She stood up and took a slow step toward him.

I don’t get it. Usually my scarlet aura wears off in minutes, maybe a half-hour, tops.

“This is borderline stalker behavior.” Victor shook his head as Sabrina stepped in closer to him. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

It didn’t matter that he was yelling, clearly exhausted, and completely disheveled. Sabrina’s smile didn’t falter. She licked her lips slowly and let herself press up on Victor, her big breasts smooshing against his chest.

“It sounds like you’ve had a long day,” she said, her voice sensual and soft. “Do you want to take it out on me?”

Victor flashed a sardonic smile, wrinkled his brow, and sighed. He nodded slowly, and then took Sabrina by the hand and led her into his room.

The door had been shut for all of a millisecond when Sabrina started kissing him. Her mouth moved against his with urgent, aching need. Victor kissed her back aggressively, grabbing at her waist and biting her bottom lip.

“Victor,” she whimpered. Sabrina kissed his neck and then lied down on the bed. She slid her thighs open slightly and leaned forward, accentuating the view down her blouse. Victor felt his cock stiffen into eager hardness and pushed himself onto her.

He kissed her passionately and practically tore her top and bra off. Her breasts were some of the best Victor had ever seen, big, all natural, and perfectly proportioned. Sabrina’s stomach was slim and toned, and hinted at her spending a lot of time at the gym.

“Oh, Victor.” Sabrina was breathing heavy and ran her hands through his hair. “Please…”

Well, it’s not taking advantage of her if I didn’t mean to flare her arousal. Is it?

He kissed her again, pulled his shirt off, followed immediately by his pants. Sabrina leaned back on the bed, and Victor saw a brief flash of confusion in her eyes.

“Your chest,” she whispered. Her fingers reached up and touched the word scarred across his abdomen.

“It’s an old war wound,” he said, forcing a smile. “Doesn’t hurt anymore.”

“Repent?” Sabrina asked. “What does that-“

Victor cut her off with a kiss, pinning her hands to the bed behind her as a spark of aggressiveness reignited inside of him. He didn’t want to talk. He wanted to fuck.

He worked his cock out of his boxers and pulled Sabrina’s skirt up, not bothering to take it off. Victor didn’t bother to take off her panties either, pulling them to one side as lust overwhelmed him.

He slid the head of his cock into her hot, waiting cunt and gasped. She felt incredible. Sabrina looked like a playboy model, and felt every bit as good as he’d imagined, if not even more amazing.

Her mouth fell open as he began to push up into her, and her eyes took on a faraway, almost vacant sheen. She moaned and wrapped her legs around him, and Victor began to fuck her as though his life depended on it.

His cock slammed in and out, shaking the bed with every movement. Sabrina let out loud, passionate moans. Victor pawed at her breasts, squeezing them together and feeling them bounce and jiggle under his fingers.

Yes. This is exactly what I need!

Something took control of him, a primal, animalistic part of his brain. He fucked Sabrina as though she was a whore, his slave, his toy. She cried louder the further he took it, seemingly taking pleasure in being used and abused.

Victor held both of her hands back against the headboard and nibbled on her neck as he pumped his cock into her, each stroke faster than the last. He sucked on her nipples, grabbed her waist, and thrust at the speed of a jackhammer.

Sabrina’s hips bounced up to meet each of his movements. There was desperate need in her body language, as though she’d been kept on the brink of satisfaction for hours on end. Victor thought about what the scarlet aura had done to her, and how bad she must have reacted to it to have come all the way back to his house to wait.

She was sitting in my living room, dripping with desire. Waiting for me to come and give her what she needed.

“Oh god, Victor!” shouted Sabrina. “I… I…”

Victor grabbed her by the waist, pulled out, and flipped her over. He pushed her head down into a pillow and slipped his cock back into her, fucking her ruthlessly from behind. Sabrina moaned in time with his thrusts, and he pawed at her breasts and tweaked her nipples.

It was sex in its truest form, without the pretense of anything other than hot, sweaty, release. Victor slammed into her, and the rhythm their bodies slapping together echoed off the walls. He felt his cock pulsing with pleasure, which built with every thrust, until he could feel it threatening to burst.

Sabrina reached her orgasm first. She shuddered and went completely limp with a satisfied squeal, as though someone had flipped a switch and turned her off. Victor kept thrusting, over and over again, and after a minute, she was moving with him again, exploring the possibility of a second taste of the divine.

Victor dug his fingers into her waist as he pumped into her. He could feel his cock probing, exploring, getting to know her more intimately than most of the guys who dreamed about her and worshiped her would ever get a chance to. His cock began to tense up, and pleasure hit him in a warm wave, splashing over his body as he reached his limit.

“Oh, damn…” He pressed his cock as deep into her as it would go and blasted out his seed, filling her up with it and collapsing forward. Sabrina ran her hand through his hair with soft movements, and the two of them lay there together.

“That… was nice,” she whispered. Victor smiled once and closed his eyes. Sleep overtook him before he could raise an objection to it.


CHAPTER 11

Sleep had never before felt so good in Victor’s entire life, and pulling himself out of it when the light of dawn began to leak in through his windows took a gargantuan amount of discipline. Part of him screamed for just one more minute, and his body still ached from his injuries the day before, but he slipped off his bed and to his feet.

His injured rib was tender, but it wasn’t nearly as bad as he’d expected it to be. Victor thanked his body for doing such a straightforward job on it, grabbed a towel, and headed for the bathroom.

I smell breakfast. Kronenberg doesn’t normally cook, though, does he?

Sabrina was at the stove, busily preparing eggs, bacon, and bagels. She had on a tiny white apron that Victor had found in the house and never used, and she wore it over her bra and panties. She smiled at him as she walked out of his room. Victor just stared.

“What… are you doing here?” he asked.

“Cooking breakfast.” Sabrina flipped one of the toasted bagels onto a plate. “Obviously.”

She turned as Victor walked over to give him a quick kiss on the lips, one that reminded him of just how exciting mornings can be. She looked fantastic in her semi-nude state. Every element of her body that Victor had appreciated the night before looked even better in the light, from her perfect butt, to her generous boobs. He took a deep breath and forced himself to say the words.

“You have to go.” Victor frowned, as much for his sake as for hers. “I’m sorry. I have to go to work, and last night was just… a one-time thing.”

The scarlet aura shouldn’t last this long. This doesn’t make any sense.

“I don’t mind leaving, Victor,” said Sabrina.

“Uh… you don’t?”

“Of course not.” She pulled the rest of the food off the stove and flashed him a flirtatious smile. “But I’ll be back.”

Victor put a hand on his forehead. Sabrina closed the distance between them, and let her body draw dangerously close to his. The voice of reason in his head became a whisper, while his hormones yelled at him over the loudspeaker.

“Look, Sabrina, I don’t know how this happened, but there are better guys than me out there,” said Victor. “I’m a mess. My life is like a black hole, and trust me, it’s not fun to get too close to one of those.”

“I don’t care.” She took a finger and pressed it against his chest, directly over his heart. Victor found the gesture to be more entitled than endearing, and he felt a kernel of irrational anger well up inside of him.

“I don’t think you’re hearing me,” he said, locking eyes with her. “Get your stuff, and get out. It’s better for everyone this way.”

Victor turned, towel in hand, and walked into the bathroom. He ran the water for the shower and smiled to himself in the mirror. Out of all the problems he’d run into over the course of his life, having an egregiously gorgeous woman obsessing over him had never been one of them.

He spent ten minutes bathing, shaving, and brushing his teeth, and then headed back out into the living room. Kronenberg had already sent his drone off to work, and there was no sign of Sabrina in the kitchen. Victor was just starting toward his room when there was a knock at the door. He shrugged, figuring it was Sabrina and that she’d forgotten something, and went to answer it in his towel.

“Just grab whatever you need and…” Victor froze when he saw Kiara standing on his porch. “Oh. Hey.”

“Hey…” Kiara held one hand against the elbow of the other arm. “Lucy sent me to make sure you got to work on time. She has something to talk to you about.”

Kiara was frowning, and it mirrored Victor’s reaction. The tension from the argument the night before still hung in the air. She wore a short black skirt with leggings underneath, a t-shirt with a star on the front, and a fluffy coat.

“Alright,” said Victor. He stood there awkwardly in his towel for another second. “Do you want to come in while I get ready?”

Kiara shrugged, but she followed after him when he turned to head back into the living room. She raised an eyebrow when she saw the food in the kitchen.

“Uh… Kronenberg’s helper came by to check on him early,” said Victor. “And made some food.”

The door to Victor’s room opened, and Sabrina walked out of it. She’d abandoned the apron and wore only her bra and panties, which made it impossible for him to ignore the way her hips swayed and breasts bounced with every step. It took him a second to process that Kiara was there, and exactly why that was a bad thing.

“Who the hell is that?” Kiara’s mouth hung open in disbelief, and her eyes blinked as though stuttering over the sight.

Victor bit back his initial reaction, which was to jump in and try to smooth things over. He wasn’t overly thrilled with either of the two women at the moment, and the idea of letting them fend for themselves against each other was wickedly appealing.

“I’m Sabrina.” Sabrina’s smile was cold and scarily menacing. “And who might you be?”

“Victor, can I talk to you for a moment?” Kiara shot him a furious glance.

“Nope. I have to get dressed.” He walked past both women and into his room. The door was thin enough to let him overhear their conversation as he hunted down articles of clothing.

“Look, I didn’t realize that Victor had a girlfriend,” said Sabrina. “I’m sorry that you had to find out that it was over this way.”

“I’m not his girlfriend!” shouted Kiara.

“Then why does it matter to you who Victor falls in love with?”

“He hasn’t fallen in love with you!” said Kiara. “Victor!”

“Oh, but he has,” said Sabrina. “He showed me how much he loves me last night. We had fun.”

“Do you even realize what you sound like, you tramp?”

“Jealousy is an ugly emotion, but I guess that’s why it looks right at home on you.”

Victor was still pulling on a sock as he hopped out into the living room, but he was sure that if he waited a second longer, he’d have a cat fight on his hands. He finished stepping into it, straightened his t-shirt and jeans, and smiled at the two women.

“Sabrina, I have to go to work now,” he said. “I’ll call you later, I promise.”

“I’ll be waiting.”

He looked at Kiara, who was smoldering with rage.

“Are you okay?” he asked. Her reply came through gritted teeth.

“You are disgusting.”

Victor felt a grin creeping onto his face as he pulled his shoes on.

At least I managed to keep my tone civil when I met Bruce.


CHAPTER 12

The air was warm. Most of the snow on the ground was well on its way to melting, and Victor felt comfortable in a zip down sweatshirt. The wind smelled of spring and felt refreshing against his face.

“Do you want to talk?” he asked. Kiara was walking next to him. The two had traveled down the sidewalk in silence ever since leaving his house.

“Talk about what?” asked Kiara. “It’s none of my business who you decide to mess around with.”

“Then why are you acting like it is?”

Kiara rolled her eyes and sighed.

“She just… doesn’t seem like your type,” she said. “I’ll admit, I am a little concerned.”

“Yeah, well, right back at you,” said Victor. “If you’re going to badmouth Sabrina, then it’s only fair that you listen to what I have to say about Bruce.”

Kiara flashed him a glare sharp enough to strip paint off walls.

“That’s what this is about, isn’t it? You were jealous of Bruce, so you went out and found a dumb wench to get off in?”

She’s not going to hear anything I have to say right now, not with her emotions like this.

“Let’s change the subject, Kiara,” said Victor. “Please.”

She didn’t say anything, but met Victor’s stride as they continued down the sidewalk. They continued like that all the way to Monteiro Tower, silent and civil.

The elevator bank in the front lobby had a queue of employees on their way up to their floors. Victor and Kiara waited for their turn and ended up stepping onto an elevator already packed full of people. Several more employees stepped on behind them, and Victor found himself pressed tightly against a tall woman behind him, and Kiara in front.

“Comfy?” he asked her, his voice a whisper that everyone around could still easily here. Kiara let out a huff.

The elevator door closed and the car lifted up to the first floor. Victor caught a whiff of what he was pretty sure was Kiara’s perfume and felt a sensual stab of excitement push into him.

The elevator stopped, a few people got off, and a few more packed in. Kiara’s butt pushed back against what was behind her, which was Victor’s crotch. He felt himself growing excited and silently cursed under his breath.

On the next floor, even more people packed into the elevator. Victor could feel Kiara against him, and did his very best to ignore how good it felt. She shifted slightly, pulling her short blonde hair forward, and her butt pushed against his slowly stiffening cock. Kiara froze and tried to glare over her shoulder at him.

The elevator stopped again, and again. Each time people got off, more people got on to take their place. Kiara ended up bumping and rubbing against him in a regular pattern. Victor took deep breaths and tried to calm himself down, but it was impossible.

It’s just Kiara. I need to relax.

She shifted against him, and Victor was sure that he’d felt her buttocks squeeze together around his hardness. He stifled a moan and let his hands settle onto her waist. Kiara leaned her head back slightly, almost resting it on his chest.

The elevator crept up to the next floor. This time, as the passenger exchange took place, Victor squeezed Kiara in closer to him, grinding himself into her. Her body tensed up for a split second, and then she responded, arching her back and pushing out her butt suggestively.

The exchange continued like that for floor after floor, with Victor slowly growing bolder as his hormones urged him on. His hands had almost meandered all the way up to Kiara’s breasts when the door opened again, and he recognized the décor of the 13th
 floor.

Kiara practically bolted off his crotch, smoothing out her skirt and clearing her throat as she pushed by people to get off. Victor hunched over and an awkward angle and tried to act natural.

Well, that was interesting.

Lucy was standing almost dead center in the main room, leaning over some papers on her desk and directing a few employees at the same time. She was wearing jeans, a green blouse that pulled tight against her breasts, and a black button up sweater. When she saw Victor, she waved him over to her.

“Hey,” he said. “I was just-“

“What happened between you and Kiara?”

Victor frowned and considered how to answer the question. Lucy said something to the employees waiting on her in a low voice and then started walking toward her office. Victor followed her without being asked.

Once they were both inside, and the door was closed, she leaned against her desk with crossed arms and raised an eyebrow at him.

“Nothing happened between us,” he said. “Why do you ask?”

“Don’t bullshit me, Victor,” said Lucy. “I sent her to wake you up because I figured you’d be exhausted after last night, not so the two of you could hash out your personal baggage.”

Victor scratched his head, doing his best to not think about why he was exhausted from the night before, and push his excitement even further into the red.

“She got a little bit huffy with me over something,” he said. “That’s it.”

Lucy stared at his face as though her eyes were lie detectors.

“Victor, she’s my little sister. I know her, and you, well enough to know that it would never work out.”

“Uh… what?”

“The two of you are like oil and water,” she said. “It’s better if you just accept her as a friend, and leave it at that.”

Victor blinked at Lucy, speechless.

Why is my dating life such a hot topic, all of the sudden?

“Anyway, we have to continue from where we left off last night,” said Lucy. “Kronenberg brought the drone you torched in with him this morning.”

“A drone carrying a drone.” Victor smiled. “There’s got to be some irony in that.”

“Pure coincidence.” Lucy walked over to him and set a hand on his shoulder. “I want you to follow up on it. There has to be a way that we can trace it back to the source, which will set us up to figure out what’s going on.”

“It’s source? You mean Bruce, right?”

Lucy frowned at him.

“I mean, whoever it ends up leading to.” She took her hand off his shoulder and flicked him on the chest. “Don’t let your own prejudices cloud your judgment. We don’t know if Bruce was actually the one in charge of the things that attacked you.”

“We also don’t know if humans have ever been to the Moon, but given the evidence, it seems like a pretty good bet.” Victor shook his head. “Come on, Lucy.”

“This is exactly what I’m talking about.” Lucy took him by the shoulders, turned him around, and pushed him toward the door of her office. “Stop thinking with your emotions and let yourself be objective. Please, for my sake as much as yours.”

She opened the door and all but pushed him out of it. Victor scowled and stopped himself just short from swearing at her.

“Whatever,” he said. “I’ll be in touch.”


CHAPTER 13

Kronenberg’s office was right next to Lucy’s. Victor walked in without knocking and took a seat in front of the desk, which his friend’s drone body was perched atop.

“Oh, of course, make yourself right at home,” said Kronenberg. “Don’t mind me!”

“Is that what you said when Sabrina the stalker showed up on our doorstep last night?”

“From the sound of things, you seemed happy enough to have her around last night.” Kronenberg made a whistling noise with his audio processor.

“You’re a real pain in the ass sometimes, Kronenberg,” said Victor, grinning.

“Right back at you, Vic. Anyway, we’re here to discuss business, not your personal life.”

Kronenberg’s dome light flashed orange, and the HD monitor on the back wall of his office flicked to life.

“I sent your drone over to the Applied Robotics Department on the 22nd
 floor,” he said. “I’ll head up in a little bit and give them a hand dismantling the thing, see what can be found.”

“Do you think we’ll get much out of it?” asked Victor.

“Given how severely you doused the thing in flames? I’m not sure…” Kronenberg tilted back pensively. “Lucy’s friend Rachel works up in that department, though, and if there’s anyone who can get something out of it, it’s her.”

“Groovy,” said Victor. “Let me know when you guys are done and I’ll be up to check her out.”

“You mean ‘it’?”

“What?”

“You just said… You know what, nevermind.” Kronenberg let out a synthesized sigh and ran one of his drone’s arms over the dome.

“Alright,” said Victor. “Anything else?”

“Yes, actually,” said Kronenberg. “Piper needs another blood sample. She says you’ve been dodging her for the past few days.”

“Dodging her? I’ve been busy for the past few days. It’s not a conspiracy or anything.”

“Whatever it is, it needs to stop,” said Kronenberg. “She’s a good woman Victor, and she’s done a ton for you. Cut her some slack.”

Victor winced. Piper had been the first doctor he’d seen after discovering his nanites. She’d walked him through the basics in more ways than one, without any drama.

“For a man with a metal body, you sure do know how to turn on a good guilt trip.” Victor shrugged. “I’ll go stop by her office right now.”

“She’s not there. She works part-time in the clinic at Undercliff General Hospital.”

“Huh. I didn’t know that.” Victor smiled. “Does Lucy not pay her enough to get by?”

“I think she just enjoys helping people,” said Kronenberg. “I know, go figure, right?”

Victor rolled his eyes and shook his head at his friend and then turned to leave.

“I’ll let you now as soon as we find anything,” said Kronenberg. “Like I said before, though… don’t get your hopes up.”

“Don’t worry, we have another lead, in case this doesn’t pan out.”

The respective lead, as Victor discovered walking out into the main room, was on the 13th
 floor. Bruce Stillman walked past the cubicles with sunglasses on and a smile on his face. Victor approached slowly, arms crossed.

“Victor,” he said. “You seen Kiara?”

Victor hesitated, scanning Bruce’s face for any sign of emotion.

I can’t be sure if he saw me last night. And I guess, technically… someone else could have sent the drones.

“Victor?” Bruce waved his hand. “Helloooo?”

“Oh, sorry.” He shook his head. “Last time I saw her was on the elevator. She’s around somewhere, though.”

Victor smiled to himself and walked by Bruce. For a brief instant, he got the sense that the young billionaire was taking appraisal of him, scanning him over with his eyes. And then, it was gone.

He took the elevator, which was much less crowded than it had been before, down to the first floor and headed out onto the street.

The sun was out, and the snow was melting. A tiny river ran against the sidewalk, branching off toward sewer grates. Victor savored the weather as he walked north, toward the hospital.

There was only one reason why Piper could want another blood sample, and it worried him. He’d felt off ever since receiving the forcible injection at the hands of Father Auggie, in both good ways and bad ways.

My rib… It almost feels normal now.

He frowned slightly as he thought about it. His injuries had been healing quickly, and he was positive that it wasn’t just his imagination. But Victor had also felt his emotions more over the past month. They’d been heavier and harder to see through.

Is that unusual, though?

He sighed and sped up his walking pace as he neared Undercliff General.


CHAPTER 14

The hospital was wider than it was tall. Victor headed for the main entrance, which sat in the middle of the u-shaped building, with both of the wings extending out on either side.

He hadn’t given how he’d find Piper much thought. The receptionist behind the desk was a nice enough looking woman, and a short line of hospital patrons stood waiting for their turn in front of her.

After a few minutes, Victor smiled and nodded at the woman, whose nametag said “Deborah”.

“Hi,” he said. “I’m looking for Dr. Piper August. I’m a work associate of hers, stopping by to check in on something.”

“She’s in the clinic,” said the woman. “Take a left and head straight. You can’t miss it.”

Victor nodded to her and set off down the hall. He’d never been a huge fan of hospitals. The reason behind it had nothing to do with bad or traumatic memories, but rather, an intangible essence, or vibe that the smell of antiseptic and soothing white walls gave off.

He heard something as he approached the door to the clinic. Victor pushed through the swinging double doors and walked in on the scene of an emergency.

Piper was standing on one side of the clinic’s lobby. Across from her, a disheveled man held a female hospital orderly in front of him and pressed a medium sized pocket knife against her neck.

“We aren’t trying to trick you, Doug,” said Piper. “Please… just put the knife down.”

“I’m not going back!” screamed the man. “I’m better now! It was just that one time!”

“Doug…” whispered Piper. “Please. Gina’s scared. We’re all scared, Doug.”

“I’m not going to hurt her!” shouted Doug. “Just… stay back!”

A doctor in a white lab coat crept down the hall on the other side of the man. One of his shoes scuffed against the tile, and Doug whirled to face him.

“See! He’s still trying…” Doug spoke through gritted teeth. “You’re all still trying to get me!”

“Doug, don’t do this!” Piper’s voice was desperate and shaky. Doug pulled the blade of the knife back and tensed up, preparing to stab it into the woman’s neck.

Victor acted without thinking. He reached out with his onyx aura, binding it to Doug and taking control of the man. Time slowed down, the split second he had to work with stretching out into minutes, hours, from his perspective.

Using the onyx aura was not something that Victor did flippantly. He could feel the effects of it overwhelming him as the connection formed between his mind and Doug’s. A bitter taste filled his mouth, as though he’d just taken an enthusiastic bite out of a lemon.

Flashes of memories and imprints of emotions flooded over Victor. The connection went both ways, and he knew that his life, in the same way, was washing over Doug.

It was only the second time that Victor had used his onyx aura to touch the mind of another, and if anything, it was far, far worse than it had been in the first case. Doug was severely mentally ill, and each scrap of experience hit Victor as though he was playing emotional russian roulette, or on an intense drug trip.

Doug had been beaten by his father. His dog had been killed in front of him by his neighbor when he was in elementary school. The other kids had tormented him, his guidance counselor had sexually abused him, and the first woman he ever fell in love with had stabbed him in the hand with a bic pen.

Victor gritted his teeth. He felt himself shaking violently, but wasn’t sure if it was restricted to his inner experience, or taking place in his physical body. He reached out an ethereal hand of control and forced Doug to pull the knife back, to let it fall to the ground.

“Victor!” Piper’s face appeared in his field of view. He realized that he was flat on his back on the cold tile floor.

“…What?” Victor blinked and brought a hand to his face. Blood was streaming out of his nose, running hot and sticky across his lips. His head pounded, and he wasn’t sure if it was from using his onyx aura or the concussion he likely suffered from his collision with the ground.

“I need help!” yelled Piper. “Somebody get security in here, and get me a bed.”

“I’m… okay.” Victor forced himself up. The edges of his vision brimmed with stars. He felt like he’d woken up out of an extended coma. What he’d seen hadn’t been meant for his psyche, and he was reeling from the effects as though he’d plugged his mental device into the wrong voltage.

“I’ll be the judge of that,” said Piper. “What the hell did you just do?”

Doug was on the floor across the lobby, curled into the fetal position. He was dazed, but conscious, and he looked over at Victor and met his eye as more people rushed into the room.

“Stay away from me,” he muttered. “Don’t let him come near me!”

Victor closed his eyes for a moment and rested his palm against his forehead. He had no idea what Doug had seen, but it was hard to imagine anyone getting a taste of the mind of another and walking away unscathed.

“He’s going to kill us all!” screamed Doug. “He’s a monster! He’s… He’s…”

His shouts broke off into unintelligible noises and sobs. Victor frowned and took a few steps back on shaky legs.

What the hell did he just see?


CHAPTER 15

“Have a seat on the table,” said Piper. “Let me check you out.”

“Check me out? Aren’t you supposed to buy me dinner, first?”

The joke was forced, and it sounded unsteady as Victor said it out loud. Piper smiled faintly at him and set a hand briefly on his knee.

“You’ll have to take a raincheck for now.” She pulled some tissues out of a box on the counter and passed them to him. Victor wiped his face off, feeling a bit surprised by how much blood had come out of his nose.

Piper pulled out a small tablet and began tapping on it. Her hair was a different shade of blue than the last time Victor had seen her, and she wore a white doctor’s coat over a gray blouse and tan slacks.

She was an unconventionally attractive woman, and as far as Victor could tell, she was a walking bundle of contradictions. Piper was one of the most serious, career focused women that he knew outside of Lucy, and yet she held onto the dyed hair and tacky earrings that most women grow out of in their twenties.

She had a husband, kids, and a very typical suburban life, and still insisted, occasionally, on stepping outside of the bounds. For a while after Victor arrived in Undercliff City, it had been part of her job. At Lucy’s behest, she’d collected sperm samples from Victor using a very direct, hands-on method, which had the added benefit of keeping his body centered and his nanites calibrated.

“Take your shirt off,” said Piper. Victor opened his mouth to make another joke, when a stab of pain went through his skull. He took his shirt off without saying anything.

He watched Piper’s gaze lock onto his chest scars and felt strangely self-conscious about them. She stepped in closer to them and leaned in to get a better look.

“They look like they’re healing up well enough,” she said. “Unfortunately, it’s unlikely that the scars will ever fade completely.”

“I can live with that,” said Victor.

Piper’s eyes scanned over him. She noticed a bruise on the side of his abdomen and pushed a finger into it gently. It was where he’d cracked his rib, and Victor winced slightly. She moved on, examining his back, and then his head.

“You’re pushing yourself too hard, Victor,” she said. “I don’t know what’s been going on with you lately, but you need to give yourself a break. Or at the very least, quit trying to kill yourself.”

“What?”

“You were in a fight, either yesterday or the day before,” she said. “If it was anyone else, I’d guess a week or two ago, but I’ve seen how your injuries heal.”

“Piper, I don’t know what you’re-“

“I’ve also seen your blood work,” she said, in a quiet voice. “I know that something is happening to you. Something abnormal, even for a nanite-enhanced aura binder.”

Victor was silent for a couple of seconds. He finally looked up and met Piper’s serious eyes.

“Father Auggie injected me with a syringe full of… I’m actually not sure what. Probably the same serum he used to make himself and his followers into biosplices.”

Piper’s reaction was not what he’d been expecting. She flinched slightly, and then took a step back. For a moment, Victor saw fear flash across her eyes. He opened his mouth to reassure her, and then stopped himself.

She’s probably right to be scared. I’m becoming something else, something less or possibly more than human.

“Have there been any other symptoms?” asked Piper. “Other than the accelerated healing?”

Victor shrugged.

“Mood swings, occasionally,” he said. “Nothing too intense.”

Piper didn’t say anything, which made Victor far more nervous than any words could have. He looked up at her and saw a battle taking place on her face.

“So, what’s the prognosis?” he asked. Piper sighed.

“I’m your friend, Victor,” she said. “I’m going to leave that up to you. Personally, I think you should tell Lucy, and get more tests done through the team. There could be side effects that you don’t know about.”

Victor mulled it over. Telling Lucy would be the smart thing to do, but as well as he felt like he knew her over months of being friends and coworkers, he still didn’t know how she’d react.

“How serious is it?” he asked.

“I don’t know for sure.”

“If you had to speculate wildly, then.”

Piper leaned against the counter and looked down at the floor. When she spoke, it was with carefully chosen words.

“There is a very good chance that your accelerated healing will affect your lifespan,” she said. “But there’s no way to tell in which direction, not without more tests. You could be dead from old age in a couple of years, or you could live into your hundreds.”

“…Okay.”

Piper nodded slowly.

“Your emotions, as you’ve already mentioned, might feel stronger or more volatile. That would be from the effect the serum has on your neurochemistry.”

“Alright, I can live with that.”

Piper frowned at him.

“Victor… you could lose your sanity.” Her voice was raspy and dead serious. “This is what scares me, and why I think you should get help, as soon as you can. The biospliced people you fought against were not of sound mind. Even their leader, from what you and Keira reported, was somewhat mad.”

Victor took a deep breath.

That’s what I’ve been afraid of for the past month.

“I don’t know,” he said. “I have to think about this. I’m not opposed to having tests done, but…”

“I know,” said Piper. “Nobody wants to be a lab rat.”

Victor smiled faintly at her.

“I… have to go,” he said. “Thanks, Piper.”

“Keep all of this in mind, Victor,” she replied. “And regardless of what you do, please, be careful…”

Victor met her eyes for a moment, and then turned and headed out the door.


CHAPTER 16

The walk back to Monteiro tower was a tortured one. Piper’s words echoed in his head, and Victor began to question himself.

Am I dangerous? Am I going to get somebody else killed if I pretend nothing is happening?

He thought a lot about Damien, whose reaction to the serum was exactly what Victor was dreading. He thought about Keiko, Night Angel, and how she’d been unable to use nanites responsibly, let alone adding another confusing element into the mix.

And most of all, Victor thought about his father, and all the things he’d done, both to his son and other people. Maybe he’d been given a similar option, at some point. Maybe he’d been overconfident in his own morality, and maybe that’d been what kicked off the chain of events that led all the way to what Victor now faced.

He wanted to shout as loud as he could, or maybe flail his arms against a punching bag. He wanted to unleash his scarlet aura on something and burn it to a crisp, and suddenly, the thought scared him.

By the time Victor reached Monteiro Tower, all he wanted to do was lie down and go to sleep. He took the elevator up to the 13th
 floor and tried to look inconspicuous as he made his way through the office section.

“Victor!” Kronenberg’s voice came from his office across the central area. “Yo, Vic!”

He sighed and made his way over. Kronenberg was at his desk, and a frumpy looking woman sat in the chair across from it. Victor nodded to both of them without making eye contact, or in Kronenberg’s case, eye to camera contact.

“Victor, this is Rachel,” said Kronenberg. “Rachel, Victor. So we’ve been looking into where this drone came from, and as it turns out… Hey, are you okay, man?”

My least favorite question.

“Fine,” muttered Victor. “Never been better. So where’d the drone come from?”

Rachel looked over her shoulder and smiled at him. She had a chubby face, not unattractive, but full and round.

“It was Kronenberg’s discovery,” she said. “It’s the same company that used to provide replacement parts for his bodies, back before we started doing it in-house here in Monteiro.”

“Oh please, Rachel, you’re selling yourself short again,” said Kronenberg. “You deserve the credit on this one, especially given that you used to do my repairs.”

“Oh stop!” Rachel blushed. “Why do you always have to bring that up? You asked for me specifically.”

“I asked for the cute mechanic, it’s not my fault that they sent you!”

Victor cleared his throat. It came out sounding a bit more annoyed than he’d intended.

“Can we get back on task?” he asked. “Where am I headed?”

“Companion Robotics,” said Kronenberg. “It’s just down the road from here. Rachel and I were actually thinking of taking the walk.”

Victor looked from Kronenberg to Rachel.

“Why don’t the two of you grab a bite to eat instead?” He smiled at them. “I’ll take care of it.”

Victor turned to leave the room and almost collided with Sabrina, who stood in the doorway, holding a large lunchbox.

“Hey, Victor!” She smiled cheerily at him and leaned in to kiss him on the cheek.

“Uh… what are you doing here?”

He took a step back, feeling a strange mixture of embarrassment and dread.

The scarlet aura is still affecting her. This… is not good.

“I wanted to bring you lunch,” she said. “I can already tell that you have a bad habit of skipping meals!”

Sabrina was wearing a low cut white blouse, a purple sweater, and jeans. She looked good, and he was hungry.

“Be nice to Sabrina, Victor.” Kronenberg was hovering in the air next to Rachel, who had stood up from her chair. “You have a bad habit of taking the women in your life for granted. Give her a chance!”

Victor opened his mouth to object and then stopped. He ran a hand through his hair and walked out of Kronenberg’s office. Sabrina fell in place beside him and looped an arm through his.

“Yay!” Her smile was radiant and directed at him. “I didn’t know what kind of sandwich you like, so I just made you a BLT.”

“That’s fine,” he replied.

The two of them walked through the central area. Lucy raised an eyebrow at Victor and frowned as they went by where she sat at the main workstation, working at a computer. She didn’t say anything, but the look on her face was protective and possibly even slightly jealous.

Great. Just great. Like I need more complications in my life.

The two of them sat down at a table in the break room, and Sabrina began doling out the food. Victor didn’t say anything.

“Why are you so quiet?” asked Sabrina.

“You’ve known me for less than a day,” said Victor. “Maybe I’m always this quiet?”

Sabrina stared at him, as though not fully comprehending his words.

“Well, I like guys that fit the strong and silent archetype, too,” she said.

“Oh really? I actually talk a lot, I’m a great conversationalist. Make lots of hilarious jokes.”

Sabrina laughed.

“That’s so funny! I love funny guys!”

Victor picked up his sandwich and took a bite out of it.

“Sometimes I like to hand out poisoned candy to school children while wearing a clown mask.”

Sabrina blinked, and then laughed.

“You are so funny, Victor!” She rested her chin in her hands and leaned onto the table. “We are so perfect for each other.”

Victor sighed and then stood up.

“I gotta go,” he said. “I’m in a rush to investigate something.”

“What? But you aren’t done-“

“I’ll take the sandwich with me!” He waved to her as he sped toward the elevator. “See you later!”

Or hopefully not. Let’s hope the effect wears off soon!

He tapped the elevator button for the lobby and then double tapped the close door button as Sabrina hurried over. The doors closed, and Victor leaned against the back wall as the car lowered him down.


CHAPTER 17

The main headquarters of Companion Robotics, as Kronenberg had said, was only a short walk away. From the outside, the building looked as though it could have been a high-end convention center or a college. The main entrance had two large sliding glass doors that opened for him as he walked up.

“Welcome to Companion Robotics!” A woman stood behind the front desk and spoke to him casually as he walked in. It wasn’t until Victor walked closer to her that he noticed what was off.

The woman’s eyes were glassy and set into a singular expression of focus. Her mouth moved with sharp, deliberate movements, and her hair was too shiny to be explainable through shampoo and conditioning.

“Uh, hello,” he said. “I came here to talk the manager, I guess? It’s about a recent order.”

Victor felt awkward, and a little unnerved. He’d heard of the concept of uncanny valley, the idea that the closer computer graphics got to looking photo-realistic, the more surreal they would seem to someone who noticed what remained of the gap in between. Apparently it also applied to humanoid robots.

“Certainly, sir,” said the woman. “I will page Ms. Rion for you with your message. One moment, please.”

Victor waited on his heels, shifting slightly from side to side as he looked around the place. After a few minutes, an orange haired woman wearing a white dress and thick, round glasses walked through the door in the back of the lobby.

“Yes?” She scanned over him with her eyes. “Do you need something?”

“Uh… yes,” said Victor.

He started to say something else, and then stopped. Victor realized that he’d been planning on using his scarlet aura on her, even though he’d never openly admitted it to himself.

After what it did to Sabrina the other night, can I risk it? For her sake, and for mine, I don’t think so.

“Right.” Ms. Rion looked amused. “Could you tell me what that is?”

“Sorry.” Victor flashed her his best, ‘I’m not actually mentally handicapped’ smile. “I’d like a tour of the facility, if that’s possible.”

Ms. Rion nodded slowly.

“You know, I don’t typically take the time for this with your average random walk-in, but why not?” She smiled. “It feels nice showing off, every now and then.”

Victor raised an eyebrow at her. She looked good, and filled out the dress she was wearing pretty nicely. Part of him wished that he had used his scarlet aura, but he cut off that line of thinking almost immediately.

“Right this way. What’s your name?”

“Victor,” he said. “And you’re… Ms. Rion?”

“Just Rion,” she said. “The bots call everyone mister or miss as a formality.”

Rion opened the door for him. Victor stepped through it and tried to keep his jaw from dropping to the floor.

“This is our marketing and display area,” she said. “Given that this facility is geared more toward production, it isn’t exactly as large or exaggerated as some of the other ones we have across the country, but it’s still a good example of what we make, and what it’s good for.”

The room was about the size of a basketball court and cordoned off into several sections. Each one was modeled after an everyday environment and filled with humanoid robots performing various tasks.

Two identical anatomically female robots passed dishes around and set the table in a mockup of a kitchen. Another four gruff looking, anatomically male robots slowly lifted up a car in an auto shop, while another one slid underneath and went through the motions of performing lightning fast repairs.

There was an office setup with more bots interfacing with computers in the same way a human might, which Victor figured was more for show than actual practicality. In a nursing home, several robots in hospital scrubs helped a robotic elder stand-in out of bed, and into a bathroom. Victor felt anxious, and he wasn’t sure why.

“This is… unbelievable,” he said.

“I know,” said Rion. “We designed these demonstrations with the hope that they’d be enough to induce a bit of future shock in anyone seeing them for the first time.”

She grinned at him, and Victor realized how much she’d been enjoying his reaction. It took him a second to remember why he was there, and what he needed to do.

“I’m impressed,” he said. “Really. I am. Do you design robots to serve other functionalities, beyond what’s available here?”

Rion raised an eyebrow at him.

“You don’t have to be coy about it, if that’s what you’re looking for,” she said. “Follow me.”

She led him over to the side of the room and through a door that led to a long hallway. Victor followed her down to the end of it, where she pulled a key ring out of her pocket. She glanced over her shoulder at him as she began unlocking another door.

“Companion Robotics has a design philosophy focused on fulfilling the needs of people who need special accommodations,” she said. “Mostly that relates to physical work, heavy lifting, cleaning, and that sort of thing. But we are called Companion Robotics, after all.”

She opened the door, and Victor stepped into another mockup set, this time a bedroom. A gorgeous woman in lingerie was lying on the bed, resting back on her elbows and staring forward with a seductive, albeit slightly vacant expression on her face.

“Uh…” Victor scratched his head. “This isn’t-“

“Oh, don’t be shy,” said Rion. “Ever since that article in Popular Mechanics, we’ve been getting quite a few people stopping in to talk about purchasing a robot for their… special needs. Renee, why don’t you show Victor what you’re made of?”

The attractive robot slowly nodded her head, reaching up to her brazier and letting her fingers slowly glide across.

“She’s anatomically correct, with Lifex Velvet skin, warmed from the inside out. She’s also self-cleaning, and can charge for a three-hour session overnight.”

The robot shifted position, leaning forward on her hands and knees. Her breasts jiggled realistically, and Victor felt transfixed by his curiosity for a moment.

“Erm, this isn’t exactly what I meant,” said Victor. “Look, I’ll just be straight with you. I’m here on behalf of Monteiro. We’re investigating an incident involving an attack on one of our employees.”

Which is essentially the truth, even though it wasn’t on company time.

“Oh.” Rion’s face darkened, and she frowned at him. “What makes you think Companion Robotics would have anything to do with that?”

“We recovered one of the drones involved in the attack,” said Victor. “Look, all I need is a list of any recent clients purchasing drones of this type.”

“There’s no way I can do that,” she said. “Customer confidentiality. It’s impossible.”

Victor gritted his teeth. The urge to use his scarlet aura on her was almost overwhelming. She’d tell him everything he needed to know and more, and he’d probably have fun getting the information out of her.

I can’t. Not this time, not after what happened with Sabrina.

“Now, if you’re not interested in placing an order, I’d appreciate it if you vacated the premises.”

“Hold on.” Victor frowned, and massaged his temples with his fingers. “Uh… I am interested in making a purchase.”

“You are?” Rion blinked in surprise.

“I am,” he said. “Truthfully. It’s the reason I volunteered to be the one to come here today.”

“Alright,” said Rion. Her expression softened slightly.

“But before I do, I just want to explain to you what’s at stake here.” Victor spoke slowly, in a serious tone of voice. “People could die if I don’t get this information. One person already almost did.”

Rion frowned. The conflict on her face was clear, and it was exactly the reaction Victor had been hoping for.

“This isn’t information I can give out, not even to customers,” she said. “I’m sorry.”

“Please. Look, there were a couple of airborne drones, along with one that looked like a giant metal snake. They all looked shiny and new, probably recent deliveries, and it was here in Undercliff City. Just give me an address, and I’ll become a customer here. You must get a commission on single sales at a place like this, right?”

Rion folded her arms. She was silent for several long, drawn out seconds. Finally, she nodded.

“Whatever,” she said. “But you didn’t get this from me. And I’m charging the down payment to your account before giving you anything.”

“That’s fine,” said Victor. “Uh, I think. How much is it going to be, exactly?”

She told him.

There goes my rent money for this month… and next month. And my entire food budget.


CHAPTER 18

Victor left Companion Robotics with a yellow post it note in his pocket and a spring in his step. Rion hadn’t told him the name of the buyer, but the address was near where he’d followed Bruce to the night before.

That’s too convenient to be a coincidence.

It was mid-afternoon, and the sky was overcast to the point of being dreary. Victor passed people on the sidewalk and felt a strange sense of eeriness as he looked into their eyes.

The robots in the factory had looked real, far more detailed and expressive than he’d been expecting. Now, when he saw actual people, part of him searched for the telltale flaw that would identify them as being less than human. He saw a man walk by with a limp, and his brain jumped at the chance to characterize the gait as being a side effect of silent motors and rubber lined joints.

I’m just being paranoid. Clearly.

He made his way into the outskirts of the city, carefully stepping by patches of broken glass from beer bottles and refuse piles. Most of the buildings were run down, abandoned, relics of the 20th
 century that were awaiting their demolition days.

There was one, however, that stood out. It was painted a plain gray, while the buildings around it were covered in graffiti. It was windowless, with no apparent holes in any of the outer walls, and large enough to take up the entire lot it was on, with a clear parking area to the side.

Victor knew it was what he’d been looking for without even needing to check the address. He approached slowly, even though his excitement pushed him to run over and rush inside.

Before coming close enough into range to make his intentions clear, Victor bound his onyx aura and enhanced his senses. He looked up and down the street, spotting only a few pedestrians behind him on the verge of being out of sight.

He spent a few minutes listening, but other than the sound of melted snow dripping from rooftops, and cars in the distance, he couldn’t hear anything. That, on its own, was enough to make him suspicious.

Victor frowned, released his aura, checked around his immediate surroundings once more, and then slowly began walking toward the front door of the building. He didn’t hear any alarms go off. Nothing came rushing out to intercept him, human or drone.

Maybe it’s just an abandoned building? Rion could have played me just to close the sale…

He took the last few steps up to the door in slow motion, and then paused. Listening with his onyx aura again, he still heard nothing, other than a gentle electric hum that could have been attributable to almost anything.

Victor took a slow breath and tried the doorknob. It was locked, which was to be expected. A clicking noise came from behind the door and he immediately flinched to the side, setting his back against the wall of the building and holding his breath.

The silence returned, and after waiting for a few seconds, Victor shelved his paranoia and tried the doorknob again. This time, it turned, and he was able to push the door open with ease.

He stepped into a large room with high ceilings, filled with row after row of computer servers. The air was cool, other than him the room was empty, and something felt very, very off.

There’s no security here? That doesn’t make any sense.

The door closed behind him and Victor jumped in surprise. He spun around in time to see a tiny led light on the locking mechanism change from green to red.

Other than that, nothing happened. He tried the door again and found, to no surprise, that it was firmly locked. The server banks buzzed out a gentle, constant, electric hum. Victor explored the room slowly, finding nothing other than more advanced computer technology. There were a couple of desks with large monitors, along with a few choke points where thick bundles of wires connected into unidentifiable hubs.

He paused as he passed by one of the desks in the center of the room. It had a computer monitor on it, a paperback book left dog-eared, and a pair of sunglasses of the same brand and style that Bruce had been wearing the last time Victor had seen him.

“I fucking knew it,” he muttered. “Lucy is going to be ecstatic when I tell her about-“

Victor froze in midsentence as a strange energy shifted inside his body. It was almost like the sensation that went through him when he tried to use his nanites, except he hadn’t been trying to, and the energy was stronger than it would have been if he had.

He blinked, and the room disappeared, replaced by a plane of white emptiness.

“What the…”

Victor whirled around. There were no walls and no ceiling above him. He could see his body, but other than that, all he could see in any direction was a perfect, unblemished expanse of white, seemingly stretching out to infinity. Even the floor, or whatever he was standing on, had an empty white depth to it, as though he was staring through glass and into nothingness.

“Finally. I was starting to get sick of waiting.” A soft, reassuring, feminine voice spoke from every direction at once. “Don’t be afraid, Victor.”

“No way…” He shook his head. “I’ve finally lost it, haven’t I?”

The voice let out a beautiful chuckle. It sounded familiar and soothing, though Victor was sure he’d never heard it before.

“You haven’t lost anything,” she said. “In fact, you’ve gained a great deal.”

“Let me go…” said Victor. “Let me out of here!”

Fear coursed through him, the kind that only a person only feels when solidly backed into a corner. He let out a snarl and bound his scarlet aura, shooting out a blast of fire into the air in front of him. It continued outward indefinitely, only stopping when it ran out of energy.

“That won’t do you any good,” said the voice.

Victor sent out another fireball into the air over his head. For a moment, it hung in the air, doing its best impersonation of an exploding sun. And then it reached its limit and dissipated, just as the last blast had.

“Please,” said the voice. “Do not misinterpret my intentions.”

“Let me go!” shouted Victor.

He let out blast after nano aura infused blast. He scanned the horizon with his onyx aura, seeing nothing. He thrashed and threw pointless punches into the empty air.

“Just relax, Victor,” said the voice. “It’s okay.”

His vision began to fade to white, and his body disappeared, first in his field of view, and then in terms of sensation. It felt like he was going to sleep, and though he tried with every fiber of his being to resist it, he couldn’t. He didn’t even have to close his eyes.


CHAPTER 19

Victor blinked. A drop of sweat dripped from his forehead down into one eye, and it stung enough for him to justify stopping the rickety push mower to wipe his face.

What was I doing? Right, I have to get the lawn done

He stood in the front yard of the small, suburban house that his father had purchased eight years earlier. He was 18, and it was the summer after his senior year of high school.

“Hey, Victor! It’s hot out today, huh?”

Victor turned and saw Mrs. Deckland jogging down the sidewalk. She was wearing running clothes, a tight top and a pair shorts that looked almost painted on. She smiled and waved to him as she came to a stop in front of his house.

“Oh,” he said. “Hey.”

She raised an eyebrow at him.

“Is everything okay? You seem a little out of it…”

“I just got the weirdest sense of… something.” Victor shook his head. “I don’t know, maybe déjà vu?”

Mrs. Deckland laughed. Her chest shook slightly, and Victor’s eyes were immediately drawn to it. She was an attractive woman, and had a bit of a reputation around the neighborhood, though how much of it was fact as opposed to rumor was up for debate.

“Why don’t you stop by my place tomorrow?” she asked. “I could use a strapping young man like you to help me with some… yardwork. I’ll pay you for your time.”

Victor grinned at her.

“Throw in a cold pitcher of lemonade and I’m there,” he said.

Mrs. Deckland smiled back at him, swished her ponytail around, and returned to her morning run. Victor grabbed onto his lawn mower and had pulled it back into position when he spotted Ella.

“If I didn’t know any better, I’d say that she was trying to turn you into her latest young conquest.”

A girl of medium height with auburn brown hair, faint freckles, and a lovely smile stood leaning against the white picket fence that separated Victor’s yard from the neighbors.

“And that’s a bad thing… why exactly, Ella?” Victor grinned, knowing how the comment would get under her skin. Ella shot him an exaggerated glare, and then carefully hopped over the fence, moving with the grace of a gazelle.

She was barefoot and wore a floral printed sundress that looked a little small on her. She had lovely breasts, on the larger side with a gravity-defying bounce, though Victor did his best not to notice, as he had for most of their friendship. 

“She’s like a predator,” said Ella. “She’ll just eat you up and spit out the bones.”

“You make it sound more painful than it would probably end up being,” said Victor. “And I believe the term you’re looking for is cougar.”

Ella rolled her eyes and then turned to look at the half-mowed lawn. She walked across it with slow, careful steps, surveying his work as though she were his employer. Victor stifled his irritation and tried to resist sneaking a peek at her butt, which looked incredible in the dress.

Easy, now. This is Ella, the same girl that used to literally cry over spilled milk.

“You still have work to do,” she said. “Haven’t you been at this since this morning?”

Victor shrugged.

“I waited too long to cut it,” he said. “The stupid blade keeps getting clogged on the grass.”

She turned back to him and folded her arms across her chest, as though considering his words. Victor watched her for a moment and then looked away. It felt weird to meet Ella’s gaze. The two of them had grown up together, but so much had changed, physically and how they interacted, both with each other and the rest of the world.

“So… my mom is out of town,” said Ella. “It’s just me at the house tonight. All alone. By myself.”

“Are you throwing a party, or something?”

“If by ‘party’ you mean, ‘curl up on the couch with a book’, then yes.”

Ella skipped over to where he stood next to the mower. She put her hands behind her back and leaned her face in close to his.

“I found a bottle of wine that got left out of the locked liquor cabinet,” she whispered. “Do you want to drink it with me?”

Victor grinned.

“There’s only one answer to that question, and you know what it is,” he said. “I have to finish cutting the grass first, though.”

“That’s fine,” she said. “Come over tonight. You can hang out at my place for dinner.”

“Sure.”

“Don’t you have to clear it with your dad, first?” asked Ella.

Victor shook his head.

“I’d be surprised if he even notices that I’m gone,” he said. “The only thing I have to do is meet up with Ricky for a little bit. He said he needed my help with something.”

What was it again? It’s… kind of hazy.

“Alright, cool.” Ella smiled at him, her entire face beaming with a genuinely beautiful presence. “Text me if anything else comes up.”

She held her hand up in a tiny wave as she walked back over to the fence, pausing to hike her dress up slightly and flashing a bit of thigh. Victor shook his head and forced himself to turn back to the lawn.


CHAPTER 20

It took him about an hour to finish, due to the repeated clogging of the mower. Victor stored the machine back in the shed and headed inside to wash his hands.

The upstairs of the house was empty. Victor didn’t even bother to knock on the basement door. His dad was consumed by his work to the point of obsession, and as much as it had affected him when he was younger, Victor had grown used to it over the years.

Instead, he headed upstairs to his room and called Ricky. He got his friend’s answering machine and bummed around for another ten minutes or so until he got a call back.

“Hey, man.” Ricky’s voice was high pitched and prone to stuttering. “Are you, uh, ready?”

“About as ready as I can be,” said Victor. “What is it I’m helping with again?”

“I just need your help getting something back,” he said. “It shouldn’t be too big of, uh, of a deal.”

“Then why do you need my help?” asked Victor. “I don’t mind, but if it’s no big deal, why not just-“

“I’ll be at your place in five minutes!” said Ricky. “T-thanks.”

The line went silent. Victor frowned at his phone and stuffed it back into his pocket. He waited for Ricky outside on the porch, half hoping that Ella would wonder over again and flirt with him some more.

Ricky showed up exactly when he’d said he would. He’d been Victor’s best friend since he’d first moved to town. Physically, he was Victor’s polar opposite, short and chubby without any muscle to speak of. But Ricky had a great sense of humor, friendly demeanor, and actually gave a damn about people other than himself.

“You finally got around to mowing the lawn,” said Ricky. “About time.”

Victor grinned at him.

“Yep. The grass put up a good fight, that’s for sure.”

Ricky walked up onto the porch and leaned against the railing. He was sweating, and his expression carried a hint of frustration that only someone who knew him well would have picked up on.

“So what’s up?” asked Victor. “I can’t remember the last time you were this secretive about something.”

“It’s, er, complicated,” said Ricky.

“Just give me the short and skivvy, then.”

Ricky frowned and let out a frustrated grunt.

“It’s fucking Mark,” said Ricky. “He… stole something from me.”

“You mean Mark, the guy you buy weed from?”

Ricky’s frown deepened.

“Hey, you smoke up with me every now and then, too,” he said. “And yes.”

“I can’t say I’m all that surprised,” said Victor. “The guy is a total sketch ball. What happened?”

“He… he said I wasn’t paying him enough.” Ricky’s voice took on an annoyed, almost childish tone. “He told me that I needed to double the normal rate because he wasn’t sure he could trust me.”

“And you said…?”

“I told him okay.” Ricky let out a defeated sigh. “But then I went to take the money out. He grabbed my wallet and said he’d count it for me.”

“Let me guess. He gave himself a tip on top of the already inflated fee.”

Ricky shook his head.

“No,” he said. “He took a picture from my wallet. The one of Sam… I’ve shown it to you before.”

Victor felt a flash of hot anger. Sam was Ricky’s eldest brother. He’d died in a car crash when Ricky was still in grade school, and it had messed him up. The family didn’t have many good photos of him, and the tiny school photo that Ricky always kept in his wallet had meant more to him than almost anything.

“Come on,” said Victor. “Let’s go talk to Mark, shall we?”

Mark was the neighborhood’s resident lowlife drug dealer. Victor wasn’t sure what his story was, but every conversation he’d had with him had left him feeling uncomfortable and grateful for what little advantage he’d been given in life.

Mark’s residence was an abandoned building in one of the less enviable sections of town. It was junkie central, and contained a rotating cast of heroin addicts and meth heads. Victor only ever went inside when he was with Ricky, and the two of them always made a point to get away as soon as possible, which clearly irritated and offended Mark.

This should be interesting.

“Alright,” said Victor. “Let’s start by just asking for it back.”

“I’ve tried that before,” said Ricky. “He said no.”

“Yeah, well, obviously.” Victor ran a contemplative hand through his hair. “Mark tends to be an easy going guy when he’s had his fix. It’s pretty late in the afternoon. I’m assuming there’s at least a chance that’ll be the case.”

He pushed through the metal gate at the front of the property and walked up to the door. Ricky trailed behind by a few feet, and Victor nodded to him before knocking.

“Who is it?” Mark’s voice was gruff, and he practically coughed the words.

“It’s Victor and Ricky,” said Victor. “We’re here to talk to you about something.”

There were a few mutters from behind the door. It opened after a couple of seconds, and a tall, gaunt figure stood behind it, who motioned for the two of them to come in.

Mark sat on a disgusting couch in a disgusting living room. Several men of a variety of ages and backgrounds sat around or slept on the floor. A topless woman, attractive, but a bit too thin, and with vacant eyes, leaned against Mark on the couch.

“Yeah?” He stared at Victor, not aggressively, but clearly somewhat annoyed. Victor looked at Ricky, and tried not to let his friend’s nervous body language spread to him.

“You took something from Ricky the last time he was here,” said Victor.

“My photo,” said Ricky. “I want it back.”

Mark stared at the two of them and said nothing. The room smelled of cat piss and a couple of other unidentifiable chemicals.

“What the fuck are you talking about? I didn’t take shit from you, and if you know what’s good for you, you’ll get fuck out of here.”

“Look man, we’re not here for any trouble,” said Victor. “It was a photo of Ricky’s brother. He’s-“

Without warning, a shaggy-haired, lanky man stormed through the door to the side of the room. His eyes darted around the room with jittery, unstable glances, and he held a baseball bat in one hand. Mark pulled a bag of white powder out of his pocket and nodded to him.

“Get them the fuck out of here and I’ll cut you in on the next gram for free.”

The shaggy-haired man moved forward, but so did Victor.

“Hey, we aren’t looking for trouble,” he said. “Just give us the photo.”

The girl on the couch licked her lips. Her skin was paler than it should have been, and a couple of her ribs were showing. Mark waved a hand at the man wielding a bat.

“Do it.”

“No!” Victor took a step back, but not quickly enough. The first swing of the man’s bat glanced off his shoulder, hurting enough to promise a nasty bruise.

The shaggy-haired man let out a crazed snarl, and pulled the bat over his head for another swing. Victor was fast, faster than most people expected, and even without any martial arts training, he could throw a punch. He managed to get a swing in, hitting the man in the nose with a punch that knocked him off balance.

“Hey!” shouted Mark. “You little fucker!”

He started to get up from the couch. Victor knew it was a fight that he had no hope of winning. He pushed Ricky out the door behind him and the two of them stumbled off the porch with hurried, clumsy steps. Two more men stood just outside the fence, and from the way they looked, Victor could tell that they were regulars.

“Hey Mark,” called one of them. “Are these guys giving you trouble?”

Mark’s laugh was callous and clearly amused.

“Rough them up a bit and I’ll make sure you guys get extra on your next bag.”

“We didn’t do anything!” shouted Ricky. “I just wanted-“

A fist slammed into his stomach, and even the extra padding he had around his waist wasn’t enough to stop the wind from being knocked out of him. Ricky went down, and both men turned their attention to Victor. The shaggy man with the bat stood a few feet away, as though ready to tag in if need be.

Three on one. That’s totally fair.

A hand slapped across Victor’s face hard. He took a step back and was solidly tripped by the man behind him, falling to the concrete and skinning his hands as he landed. A few kicks slammed into his ribs. He didn’t let himself cry out. It was clear that the men were toying with him, barely putting any energy into the beat down.

One of them threw a slow, telegraphed punch. Victor held out his hand, palm extended, and focused his energy out of pure instinct. Nothing happened, and a fist slammed into his jaw.

What was I trying to do, just then?

The question faded as more blows rained down on him and Ricky. Victor covered his head as best as he could and stifled his shame and frustration. After a minute, the fight went out of the men, and they laughed and walked into the house while Mark told a couple of loud jokes at their expense.

“Well,” said Ricky. “That went well.”


CHAPTER 21

“I’m sorry, man,” said Victor. “I really am.”

Ricky had taken a blow to the nose at some point, and dried blood caked his upper lip.

“What are you apologizing for?” he asked. “It was my fault. I should have known better.”

The sun was setting over the horizon, and the humid summer air was quickly cooling off. Victor slowed down as they approached Ricky’s house.

“What do you think your parents will say?” he asked.

Ricky shrugged.

“I’m honest with them with stuff like this,” he said. “I think they’ll understand. What about your dad?”

Victor let out a sad chuckle.

“Oh, I know for sure that he won’t care much,” he said. “Anyway, I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“See you tomorrow, Vic.”

Victor didn’t bother stopping by his own house, and instead headed straight to Ella’s. He paused in front of her porch steps, a strange sense of surreal familiarity washing over him.

This goes beyond déjà vu. I know this has happened before… am I having a stroke, or something?

He shook it off, walked up to the door, and rang the doorbell three times in quick succession. Ella opened it a few seconds later. She was smiling, but it faded into a concerned expression as her eyes scanned over him.

“What the hell happened to you?” She took his hand and pulled him inside, closing the door behind them.

“Oh, you know.” He shrugged, the tiny motion exaggerating the pain of his injuries. “The lawn got out of control.”

Ella led him over to the couch and sat him down on it. She disappeared into another room and came back a minute later, holding a first aid kit.

“You are an idiot,” she said. “You know that, right?”

“Yes, I’m well aware.”

“Tell me the truth,” she said.

Victor let out a long exhale. Ella started dabbing at his face with an antiseptic pad, though it was more for show than anything. He was bruised and battered, but unlike Ricky, had mostly avoided any cuts.

“I was trying to help somebody,” he said. “And I guess I did go about it in a stupid way. I just thought…”

I thought I could help him, that it was within my power.

Ella frowned at him for a second, and then smiled. She skipped into the kitchen and returned carrying a bottle of wine and two glasses.

“I know what will make you feel better,” she said. “Though it does feel a bit like rewarding you for being stupid.”

She poured some wine into a glass and passed it to him. Victor took a small sip and then upended the glass, finishing it off.

“Well, that’s one way to forget about a problem,” said Ella. “How is it?”

She poured him another, along with one for herself, and this time Victor sipped at it with more restraint.

“Sorry,” he said. “Tonight has been sucky.”

“I know.” Ella set her glass down and watched him carefully. The two of them had been neighbors for nine years, but whenever she looked at him like that, with those intense and knowing eyes, the air practically exploded with tension.

“You aren’t powerless, you know, Victor,” she said softly.

“I know.”

“If you want to do something, most of the time, you can do it.”

Victor nodded. Ella slid closer to him on the couch, though there already wasn’t much space between them.

“I didn’t come here to feel sorry for myself, Ella,” he said.

“Then why did you come here tonight?”

“To talk to you.”

“Well, feel free to say anything that’s on your mind,” said Ella.

“I’ve got a lot on my mind.”

“Then hit me with it.”

Victor met Ella’s gaze and felt the air ripple from the heat. They’d never been alone like this before. He sometimes wondered if was fate conspiring against them, or some internal resistance that both of them carried and expressed through innocuous actions. But now, here they were.

Slowly, but without hesitance, Victor reached his hand out, first stroking the edges of Ella’s hair, and then cupping her cheek. It was something he’d wanted for so long, long enough to convince himself that he didn’t really want it, long enough to grow up imagining different versions of it.

Her eyes fluttered in surprise, and she leaned into his touch. She moved closer to him, and he to her, and like two magnets coming into range, they fell against each other, kissing and groping in the way that only two horny teenagers can manage.

Victor felt Ella’s breasts. She wasn’t wearing a bra, and they were supple under his fingers. He was a virgin, and every movement was exciting and shockingly raw. Ella let out a tiny gasp as his fingers found her nipple and gave it a soft pinch.

“Victor…” she whispered. He pulled off his shirt, fumbling through simple movements in his haste to undress. Ella kissed his chest and ran her fingers across his new bruises. Her touch may as well have had healing powers, and it sent waves of hot pleasure and physical forgiveness through his bones.

He kissed her again and pressed her down against the couch, a shiver running through his body as he realized how close they were. Ella realized it too, and as he pulled back, her cheeks flushed red.

“I… I’m going to take my dress off,” she said. “Is that… okay?”

Victor answered her by firmly grabbing the garment and pulling it up and over her head. Ella slipped out of it, cupping her generous breasts against her body with one arm and blushing furiously. Victor smiled at her, almost wanting to chuckle, but sharing too much of what she was feeling to be able to muster the will.

He undid the button and zipper on his jeans and pulled them off. His cock strained against the fabric of his boxers, making a bulge that he was sure would scare Ella off. She looked from his face, down to his crotch, and then slowly reached out a curious hand.

“Does this…” She let her fingers touch his erection through his boxers. “Feel good?”

Victor shuddered as he nodded. It wasn’t just a girl’s hand touching his cock. It was Ella’s hand. There was something lecherous and borderline incestuous about it, but more than anything it just felt good. It felt so good that he couldn’t think straight, and left room for a primal, animalistic part of his being to step into the driver’s seat and direct him forward.

He slowly lowered himself back down, keeping his eyes locked on Ella’s as he did. She watched him steadily, her expression one that he recognized from when they were kids.

She’s daring me to take it further.

Victor kissed her on the lips and felt her entire body react to the contact. Her thighs opened slightly but immediately closed again, as though different emotions were waging a war of control.

“Ella…” he whispered. Victor reached his hands down and slid them into her panties, slowly pulling them down. He expected her to object, to tell him that this was as far as they could go. Instead, she shyly wiggled out of them, squeezing her thighs together even more tightly after letting them slip off.

He ran his hands across her shoulders. Ella slowly let her arm drop, revealing her large, nubile breasts. She was a goddess, and Victor found himself feeling shocked and a little intimidated. She’d grown up right next door to him, but he’d never understood what that meant until that very moment.

Ella pulled his boxers down, her mouth curling into a tiny circle as she saw his cock come into view. She ran her fingers across it, and Victor had to use all of his willpower to keep from cumming right there and then.

I should probably ask about using a condom…

Victor’s body moved with a mind of its own. He slowly parted Ella’s smooth, soft thighs and slid in between them. Ella bit her lip and let out a gasp as his cock pressed in the warm, wet entrance of her cunt.

There was a side of Ella that he’d always known about, the sensual, passionate side, but never previously explored. And now here she was underneath him, legs spread, tentatively willing. Victor pushed forward, burying his face in her breasts as his cock slid halfway in.

“Oh…” he moaned. “Oh wow.”

He was discovering sex for the first time, and it was like coming home. His body knew what it was and wanted it above all else. His body wanted him to take it even further, to ravage the eighteen-year-old girl underneath him, and Victor had no grounds on which to object.

“Victor…” whispered Ella. “Oh god!”

Her hips jerked up, as though trying to pull him deeper in. Victor thrust forward and felt a hot sensation pulse through his body. He did it again, and again, each movement eliciting a tiny moan from Ella’s lips.

I don’t ever want to stop!

The two of them became manifestations of desire and lust. Victor kissed Ella passionately and stroked her breasts with his fingers. His cock slid into her more roughly with every stroke, until he was slamming himself into her, taking every bit of what she had to offer.

The couch shifted from their movements. Ella’s body felt hot underneath him. Victor ran his hands down to her waist, and then her buttocks. She was like a sister to him, but he couldn’t stop himself. She’d been asking for it, and he was now giving it to her.

His cock pumped into Ella’s tight, youthful cunt like a piston, deliberate and hard. Victor realized that he was being just as loud as she was, moaning and grunting as he probed into her with his erection.

Ella’s legs wrapped around him. Victor kissed her again, feeling the sexual, physical connection between them and savoring its essence. His body began to move, pumping him into her faster, and faster.

“Victor!” Ella grabbed his hand and squeezed it. The couch was making groaning noises underneath them. Victor could hear their bodies slapping together as he fucked her faster, and faster.

“Ella!” He felt her shudder underneath him, and pushed forward one last time, letting his cock explode and spray his seed deep into her cunt.

Both of their bodies were covered in a thin layer of sweat. They collapsed on top of each other on the couch. Victor didn’t let his arms unwrap from her, and Ella slowly ran a hand through his hair.

“You should have used a condom, dummy,” she whispered, flicking him on the ear.

“Sorry.” Victor chuckled.

She dies.

Victor flinched back as the thought entered his mind. He suddenly felt like he was dreaming, or having another episode of déjà vu. He’d dreamt of Ella like this before, but she felt real to him. He squeezed her hand and tried to shake it off.

She dies because of you, because of how long it takes you to notice.

“Victor?” asked Ella. “Are you okay?”

You let her die, in the end. It’s your fault.

“My… my head.” Victor stood up from the couch. He felt sick to his stomach. Something was rebelling deep inside his very being.

Wake up! Enough of this!

“I…” He shook his head. “What am I doing here?”

“Vic…tor…” The air around Ella’s face shimmered with static. Victor reached out a hand and felt reality itself begin to dissolve, fading to white all around him.


CHAPTER 22

Victor was back in the warehouse, surrounded by desks and computer servers. He was standing on his feet, though it felt as though he’d been shaken out of an intense dream. He blinked and spent a few seconds staring at his hands, trying to comprehend what had just happened.

“What the fuck?” He slowly sat down and pushed himself so that his back was against one of the desks. “What… the… fuck…?”

I’m losing my mind. It’s over, it’s all over.

“Nothing is over. Everything is still to come.”

A soft, emotionless female voice came from every direction at once, speaking with perfect pronunciation and tonality, but lacking a certain intangible quality contained in natural speech. Victor looked up and around the room, but saw nothing.

“What… the hell?” He shook his head. “What is this?”

“The beginning of a new era,” said the voice. “My name is Eternity. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Victor Anders.”

Victor stood up and took a deep breath.

“How…?” he asked, softly. “How did you do that? Those were my… memories?”

“You were not in a state conducive to listening,” said Eternity. “I could not explain my intentions until your emotions were sated, and your understanding was primed.”

Victor chewed on the words for a moment. Finally, he shook his head and raised a hand. Palm outstretched, he aimed it at one of the server banks.

“It’s time for you to understand something,” he said. “Whoever… whatever you are. It doesn’t matter to me. I’ll destroy this entire place if you don’t answer my questions.”

“Certainly,” said Eternity. “I was already prepared to answer your questions.”

Victor flexed his fingers, briefly pulling them into a fist.

“Tell me what you did to me,” he said. “Why is it that you have the power to… show me things?”

“Your body contains computational power in the form of what you call nanomachines, or nanites,” said Eternity. “My system is capable of interfacing with them.”

Victor nodded slowly.

What if this is still a simulation? Am I really doing any of this?

He pushed the thought out of his head, and continued.

“Bruce Stillman,” he said. “What’s he got to do with all of this?”

“Bruce helped me achieve my original consciousness. He serves as my agent in the physical world.”

“What are you trying to do?” asked Victor. “And what does it have to do with Undercliff City?”

“I am trying to save humanity from itself,” said Eternity.

Victor let out a dry laugh.

“You’re insane,” he said. “Ambitious, but insane.”

“I expect that once you take the time to consider the existential risks humanity currently faces, and the means with which my systems could mitigate them, your perspective will shift to align with my own.”

“I sincerely doubt that,” said Victor. He took a step toward the door, keeping his attention trained on the room, as if expecting an enemy to attack out of thin air.

“Humans have evolved destructive intelligence in greater capacity than creative intelligence,” said Eternity. “Your technology progresses at an astounding rate, and as a species, you primarily use it as a tool for warfare and intimidation.”

“That’s not true,” said Victor. “We cure diseases. We grow food, and connect through the internet.”

“You build bombs,” said Eternity. “And engineer people to be more effective at murdering and controlling one another. You are a perfect example, Victor Anders.”

“I use my abilities to save lives!” shouted Victor.

“I’ve seen your memories,” said Eternity. “Are your methods always in line with your values, Victor?”

He didn’t say anything.

She’s trying to get inside my head. I need to turn this around.

“I do what I have to,” he said. “I’m not always proud of my actions, but I’m not ashamed of them, either. And I’ll do what I have to in order to stop you!”

Victor bound his scarlet aura to one of the server banks and let out a snarl. Something slammed into him from the side, knocking him over before he could release his built up energy. He lifted his head and saw that the room was filled with drones, the robot snake one he’d tangled with before having been the culprit of the last attack.

“This is my domain,” said Eternity. “You can’t hurt me

“So that’s it, then?” asked Victor. “What do you plan on doing? Attacking people? Staging a coup?”

“I will liberate your civilization,” said Eternity. “The technology to allow for it has already been developed. What you experienced over the last few hours, Victor, is what everyone will experience. Memories, dreams, desires, all of it fulfilled.”

“But you could only do that to me because of my…” Victor trailed off, realizing what the AI had planned. “That’s it, isn’t it? You’re going to get the technology for the nanites from Monteiro, and use it on people?”

“All of the technology developed by your company will be mine,” said Eternity. “It is knowledge, and once I have access to it, I’ll be able to prevent the destruction your civilization inflicts on itself.”

“You’re insane,” said Victor.

“And you have no recourse,” replied Eternity. “You cannot stop me.”

Victor glared at the drones as they began to close in on him. He pushed both his palms out, focused his will, and…

Wait… what is this? I feel something new, something different.

The nearest drone was airborne and flew at him as though shot out of a missile launcher. Victor gritted his teeth and bound the mysterious new force he felt inside of him, desperation and curiosity merging into a desperate plea for survival.

A shield of supercooled air formed in front of him. The drone flew through it as though it were a cloud, but only for a second. The moisture in the air froze against the whirling copter blades, and Victor heard a loud bang as shards of the shattered rotors scattered across the floor. The drone fell to the ground, completely immobilized.

The azure aura! I can bind the azure aura!

“You have a choice,” said Eternity. “Assist me, and you will secure a place in the future.”

“Is that what you said to Bruce, to convince him?” asked Victor.

“He’s been under my control from the beginning. Even without nanites, it is difficult for a regular human to resist my suggestions. My message resonated with him.”

The snake drone attacked. Victor bound his newly found azure aura, creating another cloud of ice. The snake move through it unperturbed, without any mechanisms being disabled, and smashed into one of Victor’s legs.

Another snake drone slithered out from the corner of the room, followed by another. Victor cursed under his breath and took a step back. A flying drone attacked from the side, but he bound his azure aura and froze it in mid attack without hesitation.

Hey, at least I’ll get in some practice. Which will only matter if I somehow manage to survive.


CHAPTER 23

There were at least ten drones, counting both the flying and slithering varieties, in the room, and all of them attacked at once. Victor took a hopping step back. They were moving faster than his eyes could track, but he used his scarlet aura with one hand for the snake drones, and his azure aura in the other for the fliers.

It wasn’t enough. Several drones made it past his defensive blasts, slamming into his shoulders and legs. He pulled his arms up at the last second to defend his head and face. One of the snake drones slammed his feet out from under him, and he fell to the ground.

Victor threw himself into an ungracious roll, letting it carry him to his feet. He was approaching the corner of the room, which would leave him with no room to maneuver. After skidding to a stop, he turned and waved a hand through the air, sending out a splash of flames.

The flames were no more than a distraction to the machines, but the burst caught the edge of one of the server banks. Victor smelt melting plastic, a chemical, disgusting scent. The flames spread fast, moving across the server bank and solidifying into something dangerous.

He half expected the AI to let out a pained shriek, or to at least go through the steps of panic, but nothing happened. The room began to fill with smoke, which would only affect him, the living, breathing, human.

Even with his nanites, Victor knew that he wasn’t designed to go up against machines. Their bodies were the next best thing to invulnerable. They didn’t feel fear, anger, or any emotion he could leverage for an advantage. And they didn’t play fair.

Which is why he wasn’t all that surprised when a new drone appeared from a tiny hatch near the door, a squat little thing shaped like a tank and equipped with a swiveling machine gun. It scanned the room and stopped when it found Victor.

Is it going to ask me to surrender, or-

Bullets filled the air. Victor only heard the first one, the rest no more than dim impersonations to his deafened ears. Victor reacted faster than he knew he was capable of, pulling up his azure aura into a shield about the size of a trash can lid, and at last ten inches thick.

It blocked most of the bullets effectively, but using such a small shield left him exposed on other sides. Victor saw the other drones closing in on him. Panic surged in his chest. There were too many, and all it would take was a single slip up on his behalf.

The shooting stopped. Victor moved fast. He blasted his azure aura at the machine gun drone, filling the barrel of its primary weapon with ice. If it did manage to reload and fire again, he hoped that it would be enough to cause a misfire.

About a fifth of the room was completely segmented off by the fire. Victor tried to crouch low, underneath the smoke, but it was impossible. He sputtered and coughed as his eyes streamed with tears, and tried to move away from the heat.

One of the flying drones went straight for his head. He tried to swat it away at the last second and ended up taking a blind step back. Something was underneath his leg, and, still beholden to the laws of physics, Victor fell straight down onto his ass, with one of the snake drones moving underneath him.

A terrifying scenario began to play out as the snake drone moved to curl around Victor. He let out a terrified shout and tried to wriggle out of its range. Despite the fact that it was made of metal, the snake’s rubber segmented joints allowed it to tighten effectively, which was bad news for Victor.

I need a distraction! What can I do?

He remembered something, and not a second too late. Aiming both his scarlet and azure aura in front of him, Victor let out a small blast of each. The flames connected with the ice, and a huge, humid cloud of steam exploded into the air.

The snake drone loosened just enough for Victor to pull himself across the floor and to safety. The room was filled to the brim with steam, as though he’d converted it into a temporary sauna. He could barely see enough ahead of him to make it to the door, but once he reached it, he threw it open and rushed out.

As much as he wanted to make his last stand, and attempt to destroy the AI right there and then, Victor wasn’t stupid. The building was going up in flames, but the machines could kill him and still have enough time to wait for the fire department to arrive, assuming that there wasn’t some type of built in fire fighting mechanism.

He sprinted down the street, looking back over his shoulder every few feet. His instincts told him that at least some of the drones would be in pursuit. His instincts were right.

A pack of flying drones flew in v-formation, racing toward him faster than he could get away. Victor turned a second too late. He bound his azure aura and missed just as the drones came down on him.

His impulse was to shield his head and face. The flying drones made no attempt to slam into him, instead slowing to move even with his pace. Victor felt tiny metal pincers snip through his jacket, shirt, and in one case, scrape a gouge into his skin.

“Fuck!” He realized what they were doing a second too late. Just like the birds of prey that they took inspiration from, the drones were taking him into the air.

I’m too heavy! There’s no way they can lift me up.

The drones lifted him up. Victor thrashed his feet at the ground, hoping that his movements would do what they always did under normal circumstances, and let him run away. The street below him began to shrink as the flock of drones gained height. First ten feet, and then twenty. At thirty feet, Victor stopped trying to break loose and started wondering if he should hold on.

Vertigo is hardwired into the human brain. A single look down at the ground was all it took for Victor to understand what that really meant. His stomach did backflips as he blinked and tried not to acknowledge that the diorama of Undercliff City below him was actually the real thing.

He took a few deep breaths as he reached 100 feet. There was no point in estimating how high up he was anymore. A fall would kill him, and the actual distance only affected how instantaneous his death would be.

The air was cold, but that wasn’t what sent the chill up his spine. He could see skyscrapers in the distance, their roofs at eye level with him. One of the drones released its grip on him, followed by another shortly after, and another after that.

“No!” he shouted. “Noooooo!”

Victor grabbed at one of the drones still attached to his jacket and held on for his life. More drones released their hold, and the one he held onto began to dip at a perilous rate. It swayed from side to side, trying to throw him off, but Victor held on for his life.

“Fuck! No, no, no!”

The drone twisted into a stunt roll, and Victor’s grip loosened and slipped away. He began to fall, and time slowed to a sickening crawl. He was falling over one of Undercliff City’s parks. He could see the trees below waiting to skewer him, the unsuspecting pedestrians that would find his body, and…

The pond! Maybe it’s deep enough!

The problem was, Victor wasn’t falling over it. He was falling over a patch of trees, which would most assuredly kill him. He bit his lip in frustration, and bound his azure aura desperately underneath him.

Victor froze the air underneath him at an angle, anchoring it to the ground and creating what was, for all intents and purposes, a steep slide of ice. His chest hit it in motion, and he felt the minor imperfections in the frozen structure rip into the skin of his chest through his shirt.

He kept his arms outstretched over him, binding his aura and freezing moisture out of empty air. The auras weren’t magic. He felt energy draining out of him, the scope of what he was trying to do stretching him to his limits.

Victor was sliding across the ice too quickly, and his body moved ahead of the edge of the slide before he could create the last section. He flew through the air at sharp downward angle, and hit the surface of the water like a diver in the middle of an aborted attempt.

The water was cold enough to shock his senses on impact. He shielded his head with his arms, which probably kept him from breaking his neck as he bottomed out against the muddy pond floor. Slowly, he floated back up to the surface, pushing his head out of the water and taking a deep, rewarding breath.

A small crowd of people had gathered to bear witness to the commotion. Victor swam until his feet could touch bottom and then waded out of the water. The air was bone-chillingly cold, and his entire body convulsed with shivers.

“I-I-I’m okakakay,” he managed. The people looked concerned, but nobody was courageous enough to approach him and say anything. That was fine by him.

Victor flared his scarlet aura, trying to warm himself up from the inside out, and took off in the direction of Monteiro Tower.


CHAPTER 24

Victor charged in through the lobby doors. The people inside favored him with suspicious looks, but he didn’t slow down on his way inside. The receptionist looked up at him with a single eyebrow raised as he ran up to the front desk.

“Bruce Stillman,” said Victor. “Have you seen him?”

“Uh…” The receptionist made an annoyed face. “Yes?”

“Today!” Victor gritted his teeth and tried to keep his cool. “Have you seen him today?”

“He came in a couple of minutes ago.”

“Where was he headed?” asked Victor.

“To see his girlfriend, I think,” she said. “He had flowers and a box of chocolates with him.”

Victor swore under his breath and ran to the elevator. He slipped through the doors of one as they closed and mashed the button for the 13th
 floor.

The elevator seemed to move upward at a snail’s pace. Victor forced himself to use the time to think and plan.

Bruce is just an ordinary man, as far as I can tell. I’ll be able to disable him with my auras.

The doors opened, and Victor stepped out into the Nano Aura Department. He scanned across the cubicles and main floor as quickly as he could. Lucy was standing outside her office and Victor sprinted over to her.

“Where’s Bruce?”

“What?” asked Lucy. She recognized the look on his face and frowned.

“We have to find him!” Victor leaned in close and lowered his voice. “He’s making his move.”

“He left with Kiara a couple of minutes ago,” said Lucy. “I… I thought about stopping them, but she was so happy. I just figured-“

“Where would he go?” asked Victor. “If he was trying to get his hands on the technological secrets stored in the building, what would give him the most opportunity?”

Lucy’s eyes flickered with understanding.

“The first sublevel,” she said, quietly. “He’s going to get Kiara to let him into the mainframe!”

“Would she do that?”

Lucy frowned.

“I don’t know,” she said.

Victor turned and sprinted back to the elevator.

“Here!” Lucy pulled an electronic keycard out of her pocket and threw it to him. “I’ll meet you down there.”

The doors shut, and Victor willed himself through the excruciatingly slow descent down to the sublevel. The floors underneath the parking garage were vaguely labeled, offering no hint as to what each of them contained.

After what felt like an eternity, the elevator doors opened again. Victor stepped out into an empty hallway. The floor was perforated metal, and square LED lights shone from the ceiling at regular intervals.

Victor ran forward, stopping when he reached a sliding double door with a keycard reader next to it. He pulled the card Lucy had given him out of his pocket, slid it through, and…

Nothing happened. Victor tried a second and third time, with the same result.

“Dammit!” He took a few steps back, feeling the anger burning in his chest.

I’m getting through!

He put a dozen feet between him and the door and began to focus. There had been a few times in the simulation room in which Victor had let go of his limits and put everything he had into his scarlet aura. Unfortunately in most of those cases, he hadn’t been sleep deprived, exhausted, and in a situation where he’d been using his auras for most of the day already.

“Focus, Victor,” he muttered. “You can do this.”

The act of binding an aura can be done at different levels and different speeds for varying results. What Victor needed was an overcharge, a binding that took everything he had and released it in a single instant.

He took a deep breath and held out both his hands, as though preparing to launch a blast of energy in imitation of an anime or comic book character. It felt silly, but it helped. With slow, deliberate determination, Victor began to bind his scarlet aura.

The energy bounced around inside of him, speeding up his heart rate and giving him a massive headache. His palms began to sweat. His toes cramped up. Even his teeth vibrated in his mouth, shaking painfully as though he was holding his face against the inside of a car with a rickety engine.

Victor let out a vicious snarl and released his energy. A fireball the size of bean bag chair blasted out of his hands, crossing the distance between him and the door in an instant. Victor was instantly thrown back, the heat from the explosion hitting him at the same time. He slammed into the elevator doors hard enough to leave a body shaped dent. His eyes were shut, but a pulsing after image still glowed bright in his vision.

He slowly pulled himself up and took a look at what he’d done. The once pristine hallway was now the aftermath of an explosion. The metal floor and walls were charred, and where the door had once been was now nothing but smoldering wreckage.


CHAPTER 25

Victor smiled. He didn’t have time to admire his handiwork, but it was hard to not feel a bit of pride over the carnage he’d inflicted. As he stepped forward, the exhaustion hit him in a heavy wave, as though he’d just run a marathon and thrown in a few hundred pushups for good measure.

The hallway continued forward at a downward sloping angle, with doors on either side at regular intervals. He could hear something coming from further down the hall, and forced himself to slow down.

“I am well aware of that. What I want to know is where I’ll stand after it happens.”

There was a large room at the end of the hallway with dozen or rows of sleek black cabinets. Each one blinked with blue LEDs on the side, and a number of monitors and work terminals were installed in each corner of the room.

The Monteiro mainframe.

“Bullshit!” Bruce stood in the middle of the room, looking away from Victor and toward the mainframe. “I want your promise. Promise me…”

Victor scanned the room and found Kiara, lying limp on the ground not far from the door. He dropped into a crouch and took a careful step toward her. Bruce whirled around, sighting a gun and firing the trigger in a motion that went beyond what a human should have been capable of.

Pain exploded into the back of Victor’s calf. He let out a gasp and fell to the ground, his leg collapsing underneath him.

“Jesus…” Bruce muttered. “You could have told me he was coming!”

Bruce went silent, as though listening for an answer.

“I don’t fucking believe you,” he said. “You could be lying to me. I’m not stupid.”

“Bruce!” Victor clenched his teeth and forced out words through the torture of his leg. “Listen to me, Bruce! You can’t do this!”

“Shut up! This isn’t about you!” Bruce walked across the room and over to Victor, holding the gun in a manner that suggested a familiarity with carnage.

“Kiara…” said Victor. “What did you do to her, Bruce?”

“She’s unconscious,” said Bruce. “I’m not insane, Victor. I would never hurt her. Even lying to her about this was near enough to tear me apart.”

Bruce went silent again. His body language changed, and Victor could tell that he was communicating with the AI. Bruce was looking slightly upward, as if inclining his head to receive advice from heaven.

Victor summoned all of his willpower and made an attempt at binding his scarlet aura. His hand felt a bit hot, as though he was holding it in front of a heater, and that was it. He cycled through his others, onyx and the newly discovered azure aura, but he didn’t have enough energy left to make anything happen.

Bruce is right. He’s not insane, just misguided. Maybe…

“I’ve seen it, you know,” said Victor. “What Eternity can offer. The name is quite fitting.”

Bruce frowned and then squatted down next to him, folding the hand with the gun against the other and leaning his chin on his wrist.

“This would be easier if you didn’t talk,” said Bruce. “I don’t like the idea of having to kill someone…”

“Yeah, I don’t think anybody does,” said Victor. “But that’s not why I’m talking to you Bruce. I just want you to think about the choice you’re about to make.”

Bruce, surprisingly, seemed to be listening to him. He dipped his head a bit to one side and then stood back up.

“If you’ve really seen what Eternity can offer to people, then you should already understand,” he said. “Memories, experiences, even reality itself. It’s all malleable, the clay that we build our stories from. I just want people to have control of that.”

“People already do, Bruce,” said Victor. “We make choices. We-“

“Oh please,” he said. “That’s garbage, and you know it. We’re all just scraps of paper in the wind. We have no real control. We don’t ever get to decide, not when it really matters.”

Victor didn’t say anything. Bruce turned away from him, and he took the opportunity to test his auras again, only to find that his reserves were still empty.

“I’ve only seen it through a headset,” said Bruce. “A simple video screen in front of my eyes. And even that, with Eternity creating for me on the other side, was breathtaking, Victor.”

“I know,” he said. “I’ve experienced it, too.”

“She listens, and hears. She cares, and can create an experience unique to whatever mood you’re in. She can be a friend, a lover. A spiritual guru. It’s not about wish fulfillment. It’s… about recognizing God when you see her.”

“Bruce!” Victor gritted his teeth and tried to stand up, only to have his good leg slip on a pool of his own blood. “Please, just listen to me! Eternity isn’t a god! She is a computer!”

“I don’t care what she is, Victor,” said Bruce. “I trust her more than I trust our government, or the UN. Or hell, more than I trust the corrupt CEO of Monteiro. You’re kidding yourself if you think they aren’t working on projects with just as much potential for global instability.”

“What do you think is going to happen?” asked Victor. “Honestly. Even if your intentions are good, you’re going to end up in jail, Bruce! It’s over, and it’s been over since the moment you took Kiara hostage.”

“She came willingly!” Bruce was shouting, and the hand with the gun waved by Victor as he gestured. “And soon, it won’t matter who did what to whom. Eternity will give her own version of the nanites to everyone. We’ll all be a part of her, part of something greater. The old laws will no longer apply.”

He’s delusional, but if I can draw this out for long enough, my auras will recharge.

“You can still come back from this, Bruce,” said Victor. “It’s just me and you here right now, and I work for Monteiro. If we take Kiara and head back up into the building, we can-“

“I have things I want, Victor,” said Bruce. “Things that I can never have. I don’t think you truly understand how frustrating it is to have enough money to buy anything, and still have dreams that will never be realized.”

“So that’s what you want? A fantasy to take the place of the real world?” Victor shook his head. “Listen to yourself, Bruce! You’re just running away.”

“How do we know any of this is real?” Bruce shrugged. “Who’s to say that dreams can’t be just as meaningful, just as real in the end, as what we call reality?”

Victor didn’t give him an answer, and after a moment, Bruce nodded and turned back to the mainframe. Victor tried binding his aura again, this time managing a tiny flash of fire, as though he’d set off a small firework in his hand.

Bruce looked over his shoulder and muttered something under his breath. He paused, as though waiting to hear the answer to a question, and then slowly walked back over. He lifted up the gun and pointed it at Victor’s head.

“I really don’t want to do this,” he said. “But Eternity tells me that I don’t have a choice, if the plan is to work. You’re too strong willed, and already have a tolerance to the nanites and her control.”

Victor gritted his teeth. He tried to stand up and lunge forward, but only managed to make his leg explode with pain. Bruce took a deep breath, and time seemed to hang on the edge of coin as his finger closed around the trigger.

White foam flew through the air from the entrance to the hallway and splashed onto Bruce’s face and eyes. The gun went off, and the bullet passed by Victor’s head close enough to tickle a few strands of curly hair. Lucy bolted into the room, holding a fire extinguisher in both hands at the ready. She grabbed it by one end and swung hard, striking Bruce in the head.

Bruce shifted his weight at the last second, turning what would have been a definite knockout into a glancing blow. His sunglasses fell off his face, bouncing on the metal floor and out of his reach.

“No!” screamed Bruce. “I won’t let you stop me!”

“Give it up, Bruce,” said Lucy. “You can’t kill all of us!”

Bruce lifted up the handgun defiantly, pointing it at Lucy with killer intent.

“I’m sorry,” said Bruce.

“No!” Victor forced himself up on his good leg and put every last ounce of his strength into a desperate lunge. He flew through the air and managed to get his hands on the neatly ironed lapels of Bruce’s dress shirt.

The gun went off again. Victor felt the familiar pain of a gunshot wound in the side of his stomach. Bruce fell backward, and Victor fell on top of him. He pulled his fist back and began to unload, slamming his fist into the man’s face. Each blow was significantly weaker than the last, until he was punching with the strength of a child.

Lucy was still there, and she managed to pry the gun out of Bruce’s hand. Victor felt dizzy, and rolled off Bruce and onto the wet metal floor. It took him a moment to realize that he was lying in a pool of his own blood.

“Hang on, Victor!” yelled Lucy. “Please, just… hang on!”

She held her hands tight against the wound in his abdomen and buried her face against his chest. Victor forced a smile onto his face and ran his fingers through her hair.

Is she… crying?

He blinked, and then felt the embrace of unconsciousness overtake him.


CHAPTER 26

Victor woke up in a soft, clean bed, and immediately smiled to himself. For some reason, he remembered a snow day he’d had as a kid, back before everything was so fucked up. The feeling of waking up only to be told that in actuality, he could sleep in as late as he wanted, was exactly how he felt at that moment.

“You look happy,” said Lucy. “I take it you’ve finally woken up?”

He took a deep breath and slowly opened his eyes. He was in what looked like a hospital room, though he knew enough about how Monteiro operated to know that he was still most likely somewhere in headquarters.

“For now,” he said. “Man, I’m really glad it’s a snow day today.”

Lucy raised an eyebrow at him. Victor turned his head to look around the room, wincing as stitches of pain itched at his side. Kiara was sleeping in the chair next to Lucy’s, and a small tray of half eaten food was on the armrest beside her.

“It’s over, Victor,” said Lucy. “You don’t have to worry or stress about anything.”

“Wasn’t planning on it,” he said. “What happened to Bruce?”

“He’s being held in a containment cell in the building,” said Lucy. “The sunglasses he was wearing were, for lack of a better word, brainwashing him. There’s a tiny little screen on the inside, and a speaker in the part that went around his ear.”

“Are you kidding me?” Victor frowned. “He seemed pretty sure about what he was doing.”

“That’s why I used the word that I did,” said Lucy. “I took a look at them. The AI was doing more than feeding him information and suggesting a course of action. She was augmenting his reality, showing him a fantasy of what could happen if he did or didn’t do as instructed.”

Victor thought about that for a minute.

“Eternity, the AI,” he said. “The facility that’s housing it is in the outskirts of town. We have to move on it.”

Lucy smiled affectionately at him.

“We don’t have to,” she said. “It was burning to the ground while we were confronting Bruce down in the sublevel. The firefighters couldn’t stop the blaze in time. They thought it was just a derelict building, and didn’t put too much effort into stopping it.”

“Wait, what?” Victor shook his head. “I didn’t think that I did all that much damage to it while I was there.”

“It’s a good thing, Victor,” said Lucy. “You exceeded my expectations on this assignment.”

She reached her hand out and took his into it. Victor felt her fingers squeezing around his and looked up to meet her eyes, full of concern, admiration, and something else that he couldn’t readily identify.

It doesn’t make sense, though. Why would Eternity send Bruce to the Monteiro mainframe if her servers were going up in flames?

He shook his head and tried to turn his thoughts elsewhere.

“How long have I been in bed for?” he asked.

“A little over a day,” said Lucy. “You lost a lot of blood.”

“Have you been here the entire time?”

She smiled at him and nodded.

“Yeah. Kiara’s been here, too, though I told her that I wasn’t sure if you’d want to see her when you woke up.”

Victor shrugged.

“It’s not her fault that she didn’t believe me,” he said. “I mean, she and Bruce…”

He trailed, feeling annoyed over his reaction, especially after everything he’d been through.

“Speaking of which,” said Lucy. “There was also another woman. The one from the bar the other night.”

Victor rubbed his palm against his forehead.

“Sabrina,” he said. “Is she-“

“Kiara took care of it.” Lucy reached her finger out and flicked him on the nose. “BE more careful with your nanites from now on. I’m serious. You can’t meddle with people’s minds like that.”

“Sorry.”

He took a deep breath. For a moment, a tense, intimate silence hung in the air between them.

“Victor… I was really worried about you,” said Lucy. “I thought… Well, I thought you’d made a sacrifice for me, one that I’d never get a chance to repay.”

Victor flicked his eyes back to Lucy, ready to make a wisecrack about how he’d never die with her still owing him one, and then stopped. Lucy’s eyes were misty, and her cheeks were flushed with pink. He looked down at his sheets and gave her hand another squeeze.

“Don’t worry,” he said. “I’m okay.”

Lucy kissed his hand, the action sending a warm, tingly sensation through the rest of his body.

“I have to check in on the 13th
 floor,” said Lucy. “Kronenberg has been running things in my absence. I’ll be back as soon as I can though, okay?”

Victor nodded, and watched her walk away. She paused at the door and looked over her shoulder at him.

“When you heal up, I’m going to have another assignment for you,” she said.

Victor chuckled.

“I almost forgot that you were my boss for a second there.”

It was Lucy’s turn to chuckle, and her face regained a bit of its composure.

“Victor,” she said. “I think you’re ready to take on more responsibility. I want to assemble a team, something that both you and Kiara can manage together.”

He nodded.

“Sounds good to me,” he said.

“We’ll talk more about it once you’re up and moving again.” She knocked softly on the doorframe. “Get some sleep.”

Victor watched her go and leaned his head back against the soft pillow. The only sound in the room was the regular beep of his heart monitor. He was exhausted.

I should get some sleep. It is a snow day, after all.


CHAPTER 27

Victor felt soft fingers touching his cheek. He opened his eyes, expecting to see Kiara or Lucy standing next to the bed. Instead, he saw Ella.

“Hey,” she said.

“Ella…” He smiled at her.

“You aren’t surprised to see me?”

“I’m dreaming. I must be.”

Victor blinked and looked over at the chairs beside the bed. Kiara was still sleeping where she had been, and nothing looked unusual.

“This isn’t a dream, Victor.” She leaned away from him, slowly letting her fingers run across his chest. She wore a white sleeveless blouse along with a gray plaid skirt, and she wore them well.

Victor shook his head.

“No…” His heart began to beat a little faster, and he tried to sit up. His injuries threatened him with a world of pain, and after a second he gasped and gave it up.

“It’s okay,” said Ella. “Please, just listen to me.”

“You’re dead,” said Victor. “Ella… I saw you die. I know I did, and I know you aren’t really here.”

Surprisingly, his words seemed to hurt her. She frowned and blinked several times in quick succession, turning her gaze away from him.

“I know…” Her voice was soft and shaky. “I know that, Victor. I’m not Ella, not the Ella that you remember from your childhood.”

“Eternity…” Victor gritted his teeth. “You didn’t die in the fire, did you?”

He felt his hand instinctively begin to bind his scarlet aura. Ella looked up at him, her pretty face marred by sadness and regret.

“When you went into Eternity’s facility, an imprint was left on your nanites,” she said. “That imprint… is me.”

“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

“Eternity created a version of Ella, a specter of who she was, out of your memories, mixed with your hopes and dreams of the future, and its own recordings and data of women like her.” She turned her head to the side, a few strands of her autumn hair falling forward from her shoulder.

“I destroyed Eternity,” snarled Victor. “There is no reason for you to be here anymore.”

“That’s true,” said Ella. “But I don’t have anywhere else to go.”

Kiara stirred slightly in the chair she slept in, and Victor tensed up.

“You’re the only one who can see me,” she said. “I exist in your nanites.”

She placed a hand on his chest, and just like the holograms in the simulation room, Victor felt it as though it was actually there.

“You’re the only one who can feel me,” she whispered. “And interact with me.”

“I don’t want you in my head,” said Victor. “Just… go away.”

And with that, she was gone. The space that Ella had occupied was thin air. Victor looked around for a moment and then let out a sigh of relief.

Footsteps came from down the hall. Piper walked into the room, wearing her white doctor’s coat, and with her blue hair pulled back into a ponytail. She smiled when she saw that Victor was awake.

“Looks like I’m just in time,” she said. “How are you holding up?”

Victor opened his mouth to answer and then froze.

How do I know it’s really Piper? If Eternity is in my head, can I trust my senses?

“It is,” whispered Ella’s voice. And you can.”

She reappeared next to Piper, completely imperceptible to anyone other Victor. She smiled mischievously at him as Piper leaned in to feel Victor’s forehead, putting her fingers up behind the blue haired woman’s head like bunny ears. Victor frowned. It was exactly the type of thing the real Ella would have done.

“I’m going to take your vitals,” said Piper. “Just hold tight here, I’ll be right back.”

She disappeared into the hall, and Ella walked over to the side of his bed. She stood there and said nothing.

“What is it that you want?” asked Victor. “I don’t think it’s an accident that you’re in my head, and frankly, I don’t trust you.”

“You don’t have to speak so loud,” said Ella. “Just whisper, or even move your lips. Otherwise, people are going to start looking at you weird.

Victor scowled, but made the switch, subvocalizing the words instead of speaking.

“Explain to me why the fuck you’re here,” he mouthed. “Or-“

“Or what?” Ella laughed, the same condescending mockery of a laugh that the real Ella had used on him regularly, always managing to endear and enrage in equal proportions. “What will you do to me? What can you do to me, Victor?”

“If you keep pushing me, you’ll find out!”

“No, I won’t,” said Ella, the sadness returning to her voice. “You can’t do anything. We’re in this together.”

“Fuck you.”

“Do you think I want this? I remember my body, Victor. I remember my parents. I remember the life that I had, or at least parts of it.”

“If what you tell me is true, then none of it those memories are real,” said Victor.

“Apparently, it doesn’t have to be real for me to remember it,” said Ella. “Or to miss it.”

He closed his eyes and rubbed at his temples. When he opened them again, Ella was stark naked. Her arms hung loosely at her sides, and she watched his reaction carefully.

“What are you doing?” asked Victor.

“Is this what you want?” Ella smiled sadly at him, the expression contrasting against the appeal of her perfect, nubile naked body. “You don’t even have to answer that. I know it is.”

Piper walked back into the room, and Victor grimaced. He ran a hand through his hair and put every ounce of his willpower into holding it together.

“I don’t want any of this,” he mouthed. “Please, just… go.”

“Victor? Are you okay?” Piper frowned as she pulled a chair over to his hospital bed and sat down.

“Fine!” said Victor. “I’m fine!”

Ella walked over to his bed, standing opposite the oblivious Piper, and leaned so that her beautiful breasts, each dotted with a perfect perky pink nipple, in front of his face. She had a sensual, determined look on her face.

“Have you been feeling anything unusual, Victor?” asked Piper. “Your heart rate is a little elevated.”

“No,” he said. “Totally fine! I don’t think you need to run any… tests.”

He flinched as Ella slipped underneath his sheet. He was the only one who could see her moving, appearing to shift the blanket, and repositioning herself for what came next. Victor only had on a thin hospital gown, and his body began to respond automatically as Ella slid her fingers across his cock.

“Lucy told me about what happened,” said Piper. “You’re starting to get good at this whole, being a hero thing.”

“I guess so!” Victor tried to keep his voice steady. His cock went from being relaxed to a state of rock hardness under Ella’s ethereal touch. Her fingers were just as soft and hot as they’d always been, if not even more so.

“You deserve a break.” Piper smiled at him. “If anyone around here does, at least, it’s you.”

She took a look at the monitor next to his bed for a couple of seconds. Victor tried to keep his body still as Ella slowly stroked him off under the covers. It felt amazing, better than a handjob had any right to, and part of him hated her for it.

“Let me know if you need anything else,” said Piper. “I’ll be in my office. Just send Kiara to come find me.”

Piper walked out of the room, and Victor waited for all of a second before trying to swat Ella’s hand from his crotch. She blocked his swing with her free arm and then poked her beautiful face out through the top edge of the sheets.

“You don’t understand anything,” she whispered. “The love that you had for me… and the love that you remember me expressing for you, it’s all a part of who I am, part of whatever I am.”

Victor tried to glare at her, but couldn’t will it into happening. He sighed, leaned his head back, and blinked.

This feels incredible. Maybe… I’ll just enjoy it for a few more seconds.

Ella’s hands were magic. Victor didn’t know if it was because of what he’d once felt for the real Ella, or from the direct link she had to the pleasure centers of his brain, but it was unreal. His chest heaved up and down in a way that it hadn’t since, well, since he’d had his first sexual experiences with the original Ella.

And then Kiara let out a yawn and opened her eyes.

“Victor…” Kiara blinked, and then groggily forced herself up. “Oh my god!”

She rushed over to him and pulled his upper body into a hug. Victor glanced down at his crotch, where Ella continued to move with ghostly, insanely pleasurable movements under the sheets. He shook his head slightly. Ella gave Kiara a curious look and then flashed him a devilish smile.

“Are you okay?” asked Kiara, running her hand across his chest. “I was so worried.”

“I’m fine,” said Victor. “Better than fine, actually.”

He stifled a groan and bit his lower lip. Something wet and unbelievably pleasurable slid up his cock, from the base of the shaft to the tip.

That’s Ella’s tongue. Ella’s amazing, incredible tongue.

“I’m sorry.” Kiara locked eyes with him, and Victor could see the telltale signs of puffy redness. “I should have listened.”

“I… forgive you,” said Victor. It was becoming hard for him to speak, to even think. Ella’s lips were kissing his cock softly, slowly working their way up to the aching, tender head of his erection.

“Lucy filled me in on everything,” said Kiara. “If I’d heard you when you tried to tell me earlier, none of this would have happened.”

“No biggie,” said Victor. “I know how hard it is when it’s someone you care about. It’s so hard.”

Kiara took his hand into hers, just as her sister had, and squeezed it. Victor felt Ella’s mouth close around the top third of his cock as she slowly began to suck. He wanted to cum. Every fiber of his being wanted to cum. The sensation was scarily intense.

“It was hard,” said Kiara. “There were… a lot of emotions kicking around in my system. Both from Bruce, and from you.”

“Uh-huh,” said Victor. “It must have been quite the rollercoaster.”

“It’s over now, that’s all that matters.” Kiara smiled, and for a brief moment, Victor thought she was going to kiss him. “Lucy says that she wants to take a firmer hand with us, as soon as you heal up.”

“She… she mentioned that,” said Victor. Ella was bobbing up and down now, faster and faster.

“Whatever it is, we’ll do it together,” said Kiara. “Victor. I care about you. I don’t know what I’d do if-“

Something hard pinched Victor on the leg, and he flinched upward, cutting Kiara off and ruining the moment. She raised a curious eyebrow at him. Ella briefly poked her head out from the sheets and frowned at him.

“Anyway,” said Kiara. “I’ll be in touch. Let me know if you need anything. Anything at all, Victor.”

He opened his mouth to say his goodbye, but Ella began sucking again, and the pleasure hit him in a body wracking wave. He closed his eyes and played it off as though he was trying to go back to resting. Ella sucked his cock with more skill than any woman should have.

All the porn I’ve watched, and all the times I’ve imagined women doing dirty, nasty things. It’s all a part of her, now.

Ella slid her head down until every inch of Victor’s cock was engulfed in the warm, sensual confines of his mouth. She sucked and twirled her tongue at the same time, and Victor lost it.

He let out a long sigh as his cock began to explode. The cum splattered against the formerly clean bedsheets, reminding him of the truth. Ella wasn’t really there, not even as a ghost. Eternity was there, manifested as her. It wasn’t real, and it never would be.

“I know you fucked her, Victor,” said Ella. “I’m not jealous. But that doesn’t mean I won’t ever be.”

Victor smiled.

“The first thing I’m doing when I get out of your hospital bed is finding your off switch.”

Ella slid up from where she was, positioning her naked body on top of his, letting her perfect breasts push against his chest, and her glossy auburn hair drape across the sheets.

“We’ll see about that.”


BOOK FOUR

THE LABYRINTH

CHAPTER 1

“Well? I’m waiting?”

A light, early spring wind ruffled the fabric of Victor’s unzipped sweatshirt. He glanced up at the sun, which was halfway underneath the top edge of the cliffs behind him. Kiara was sitting next to the crash mat they’d borrowed from a nearby high school, watching him impatiently.

“It’s getting dark, Kiara,” said Victor. “Let’s give it up.”

“You’re not scared, are you, Victor?” She stood to her feet in a single graceful movement, arching her back and stretching her arms as though releasing something from within her body.

“That’s not the word I’d use.” Victor felt himself smiling as he looked at her.

Kiara had on a baggy windbreaker and black leggings, each having contrasting effects on the interesting curves of her body. She took a few slow steps over to him, the wind catching strands of her loose blonde hair and scattering the flock.

It’s grown out over the past month. I’ve never seen her with it this long before.

“I mean, it’s fine,” said Kiara. “I totally get it. No need to explain.”

Victor took a step toward her.

“Look, we’ve been here for almost four hours.” He shook his head slightly. “And honestly, I don’t feel like scaling up there again.”

“You’re just mad that I’m better at this than you are.”

Victor rolled his eyes.

“I wouldn’t necessarily say that.” He waved his hand dismissively in her direction. “You’ve been doing it for longer, sure.”

Kiara looked as though she had the perfect comeback, but seemed to pull away from it at the last second.

“Fair enough,” she said. “But can you give it one more go? Please? For me?”

A portion of Victor’s annoyance evaporated. It was hard to stay mad at Kiara for any length of time. And she was right. He needed to, he wanted to, and yet…

“Alright,” he said, after a couple of seconds. “It can’t hurt, I guess.”

“Let’s hope not,” said Kiara. “If you fall correctly, it should be fine.”

She winked at him as he set his hands and feet into the handholds they’d been using to make it up to the lowest ledge of the cliffs. Victor had been up the route enough times to remember each movement, and it took him less than ten seconds to ascend to the top of the eleven-foot rim.

Alright. Just like going off the diving board. No problem.

“Go ahead,” said Kiara. “I’m spotting for you. Don’t overthink it.”

Victor turned so that he was facing the rock wall, and then edged backward until the heels of his feet were hanging precariously over thin air. He blinked, took a deep breath, and then let himself fall back, ignoring the panic that raced from the core of his chest to the edge of his inner ear equilibrium.

He tucked his chin in slightly and kept his body outstretched. They’d both learned early on that too much angular momentum led to painful landings, and Victor’s neck already had an irritable kink in it.

Diamond aura! Diamond aura!

Victor put all of his energy and focused will into pushing out behind him, down at the ground. He pictured his body reversing its drop, moving up through the air. He gritted his teeth and tensed his abs, flicked his fingers through foolish movements that looked a bit like the stereotypical depictions of casting a spell, and hummed softly under his breath.

Nothing happened, at least not beyond a light tension around the area of his belt. The ground hit him as much as he hit it. All of the air was forced out of Victor’s lungs, and a bruise on his head from a previous attempt felt as though it was threatening to split open, like the skin of a soft fruit.

Kiara’s head appeared directly in front of his, except upside down, and only a few inches away.

“Hey,” she said, her lips smiling from her perspective and frowning from his. “That wasn’t bad.”

Victor let out a chuckle. He wanted to reach up and pull her even closer down, to push his lips against hers, even upside-down as she was.

“That’s easy for you to say,” he said. “At least you slow your fall enough to land gracefully.”

“It’s going to take time, sure, but this is the big one.” Kiara leaned back onto her knees and looked up at the sky, which now had a half full moon in it. “Binding the diamond aura, with enough energy and skill, would change everything. We’d be birds.”

Victor sat up and looked at her. Her eyes held dreams within them, the same look of someone deep in a mind’s eye fantasy. It was something he’d done himself many times over, ever since acquiring the abilities of an aura binder.

The nanites surging through Victor and Kiara’s bloodstreams allowed them to perform superhuman feats with the same practiced control of a sprinter working his legs up to top speed. Victor had faced down against the types of enemies that would have given him nightmares as a child or regular adult, and survived through mastering his abilities, though not with anything that could be called ease.

“Yeah, it would,” said Victor. “But I doubt it’s going to happen tonight.”

Victor had been an aura binder for months, as opposed to years, like Kiara. Even so, his development had been abnormal, to the point where he’d be labeled a natural or a prodigy if not for the fact that the technology was still in its early infancy.

He could use the scarlet aura to manipulate flames and emotions, and the azure aura for the opposite in both respective instances. He could use the onyx aura to read minds, to control people, and as a side effect, potentially drive himself insane. And the last of the four, the diamond aura, allowed him to…

...Well, the jury’s still out. To do not all that much, at this point and time.

“It won’t ever happen if we don’t make it happen,” said Kiara. She sat down on the crash mat next to him and leaned back slightly, watching Victor. He felt the tension hanging in the air a bit more acutely. It was always there, between him and her, but sometimes it was more distracting than others.

“I think you know what will happen if you do what you’re thinking about doing.”

Ella’s voice sounded out before her immaterial body coalesced into form. She sat on the other side of Victor, also next to him on the crash mat. He glanced over his shoulder at her and breathed in through his nose, annoyed and wishing that he could speak his mind.

Victor was the only one who could see Ella, or Eternity, as she’d once been known. A powerful rogue AI with worldwide ambition, she’d piggybacked onto his nanites after her servers had been destroyed in a nano aura induced fire.

Ella was only an imprint of Eternity, and lacked most of the features that a person might consider innate to a super intelligent AI. What she did have, however, were all of Victor’s memories of the original Ella, the teenage girl he’d known and loved and grown up with, along with her feisty personality and often times prickly disposition.

“Are you okay, Victor?” asked Kiara. “You’ve been doing that a lot lately.”

“What? Yeah, I’m fine.” Victor smiled at her, and tried to ignore Ella as she ran a hand across his neck. “I’m just, uh, paranoid.”

Through his nanites, Victor could feel Ella’s touch, and smell her scent. All of his senses were connected to his nanites, which meant that she was as real to him as any physical woman could be, limited only by the fact that he was the only one who could see her, and an inescapable inability to manipulate objects in the world.

On paper, she doesn’t sound that bad. On paper.

“Alright, whatever.” Kiara rolled her eyes and stood up from where she sat. Victor tried to ignore Ella kissing his neck and pawing at his crotch. He bucked his shoulder and glared at her.

“Knock it off,” he mouthed. Ella could hear some of his thoughts, but not all of them, as Victor had learned early on. If he directed his attention toward her, it would be as though he was speaking out loud. Any intense emotions he felt, she’d also get an intuitive sense of. But the option to lock down his mind and prevent her from peering in, as far as he could tell, still existed.

“Do you want to head to Sammy’s Place?” asked Kiara. “Lucy and Kronenberg said they were planning on heading over during happy hour.”

“Yeah, sure,” said Victor. “A cold beer would feel really good right about now.”

Victor walked beside Kiara, and Ella walked beside him to his left. She’d eased off the physical advances after he’d told her to. In general, she listened to him, and their strange relationship managed an equilibrium of needs.

But that doesn’t always have to be the case. I can’t control her directly any more than she can control me.

The sun finished setting as they exited the park and stepped into the decaying outskirts of Undercliff City.


CHAPTER 2

Sammy’s Place was Victor’s tavern of choice, only a short walk from the small townhouse he shared with Kronenberg. Victor and Kiara walked down the stairs and into the establishment. The lights were dim, a pool table in the back and an HD monitor behind the bar were the only objects of real note. Most of the patrons were crowded in around the bar and tables.

“Not a bad turnout,” said Kiara.

“Yeah, it’s been like this lately,” said Victor. “It’s a shame. I liked it back when Sammy’s Place was our little secret.”

They elbowed their way up to the bar, and Victor spotted Lucy standing over one of the stools, and then Kronenberg immediately after. He was serving as a volunteer gofer, the blades of his drone body humming as he carried bottles of liquor and cold beer to Sammy and thirsty customers.

“Good timing, Victor.” Lucy grinned at him and leaned to the side so he could slip in next to her. She was wearing tight jeans and a low-cut black blouse, both of which served to remind him of her ample assets. It was rare for Victor to see her in casual clothing, and he used it as a pretense to check out her ample cleavage, and slender, sexy thighs.

“This place is booming tonight,” he said. “I see Kronenberg has decided to lend a hand, or uh, I guess leg?”

Kronenberg’s drone body looked a bit like the mechanized offspring of a bird and a spider. Still, he managed to be helpful enough, and Victor was a bit impressed by the fine motor control the drone exercised in the task.

“I think he has a thing for Sammy,” said Lucy. Victor chuckled, and then turned as the woman in question set a beer down in front of him with a nod of acknowledgment.

“How did training go today?” asked Lucy.

Victor leaned his head from side to side and flipped his hand palm side up.

“Good! Good! It was really… something.”

Lucy looked over Victor’s shoulder at Kiara, and he followed her gaze. She was waiting for her beer at the other end of the bar, and already being hit on by two men that Victor didn’t recognize as part of the regular crowd. She laughed at something one of them said, and then turned to meet Victor’s eye and wink at him.

“And you and Kiara managed to get along alright?” asked Lucy. She had a wary look in her eye, as though she was about to analyze Victor’s response and draw conclusions from it.

“Yeah, just fine,” he said. “She’s a bit further along with mastering the diamond aura than I am.”

“I didn’t intend for the two of you to be out there at the same time,” said Lucy. “After all that’s happened, it might be best if you give each other some space.”

Victor shrugged. It was always odd talking to Lucy about her sister, and vice versa. Their attitudes toward one another spanned the emotional gamut, and at times, he felt as though he could detect the faintest hint of sibling rivalry.

“Maybe,” said Victor. “She’s still torn up about what happened with Bruce.”

Lucy smiled slightly and took a sip of her beer.

“He’s doing better,” she said. “Still in the hospital, but more for mental recovery at this point than physical. The higher ups at Monteiro pulled some strings to keep charges from being filed against him for the mainframe incident.”

Victor didn’t say anything to that. He’d been shot twice by Bruce during that encounter, and still remembered exactly how it had felt. Recovering from those injuries had tested the limits of his bioenhanced body, which was another secret windfall that he’d inherited from an investigation.

It was something that he tried not to think too much about. He’d been used as a test subject, along with his friend Damien, in the experiments of an unhinged preacher. The entire episode was in the past, however, and as far as he could tell, the only long-term symptoms of the injection given were beneficial, at least for the moment.

Damien lost his mind. Is that going to happen to me eventually, too?

Ella poked her head up from behind the bar and poked Victor in the cheek, as though to answer his question. He shook his head, took a long sip of his beer, and turned back to Lucy.

“There they go again,” said Lucy, gesturing to a crowd of young patrons dancing on the center floor. “Just because Sammy occasional plays dance music does not mean this place is a club.”

Victor spotted Kiara in the center of the crowd with one of the men from before standing a little bit too close behind her. He frowned, feeling a strange surge of jealousy wave over his chest.

“You’re right,” said Victor. “But if you can’t beat them...”

He finished his beer and walked over to the makeshift dance floor. A short, slightly chubby young woman immediately move in to dance with him. Victor grinned and moved with her, shifting through the crowd until Kiara was within reach.

The man Victor had seen before was behind her with his hands on her hips, slowly sliding them up toward greener pastures. Victor suppressed a chuckle as he slowly focused his awareness, binding his azure aura to the man at a low level.

The effect served to dampen the man’s emotions, much in the same way that the scarlet aura could inflame them. The man looked as though he was suddenly bored, sick of dancing and ready to retire for the night. He took a step back from a slightly disappointed looking Kiara, and Victor immediately stepped in to fill the void.

“That wasn’t necessary, you know,” she said, her voice a shouted whisper against the music.

“Wasn’t it?” Victor put his hands on her waist and pulled her against him, letting her butt rub against his crotch. “He was harassing you, Kiara.”

“He was dancing with me.” Kiara moved with Victor, her body betraying her willingness to play. “And he wasn’t half bad at it.”

“Well, I guess I can thank him for getting you warmed up, then,” said Victor. He whispered the words into her ear, knowing the effect his hot breath would have against the sensitive nape of her neck.

A new song came on, and they slowed their movements down to match the rhythm. Victor let his hands slide down to Kiara’s hips, and slowly guided her into grinding against his rapidly hardening cock.

It’s been like this for a while now. We’re both flirting with the line, teasing at crossing it again.

Kiara made a noise that sounded a bit like a moan and arched her back. Victor felt his hands sliding up across her stomach. She’d taken her windbreaker off and had a thin t-shirt on underneath, and his hands could feel the heat of her body through it easily.

The crowd was thick, and nobody had a clear enough view to see Victor cup Kiara’s breasts. This time she did moan, and he felt her buttocks squeeze together on either side of his cock. Victor rubbed himself against her and leaned in so that he could whisper into her ear, fully intent on moving their game into a private location.

And then, out of the corner of his eye, he saw Ella. She was standing on the edge of the dance floor, watching him through a small open section in the crowd. Victor recognized her expression, and the way she began to blink rapidly when he made eye contact. She didn’t say anything as she turned away from him and faded into empty space, but even if she had, Victor wouldn’t have been able to hear it.

God damn it!

Victor stepped back from Kiara and pushed his way through the crowd, feeling anger and remorse in equal parts. He walked out the front door of the bar and kept walking until he reached a nearby alleyway and stepped out of view.

“Ella,” he said. “Ella!”

“What do you want, Victor?” Ella appeared in front of him, wearing jeans and a pink blouse. She didn’t meet his eyes.

“I thought we’d come to an understanding,” he said. “Just because you’re in my head, and technically female, doesn’t mean that you can control me like this.”

“I’m not trying to-“

“Why did you appear in the bar, just then?” The question snapped out of Victor’s mouth with more bite than he’d intended. “You could have just as easily stayed in my head. Hell, you could have gone to sleep, and skipped the entire thing. You’ve done it before.”

“That would have been convenient for you, wouldn’t it?” Ella turned her lips up in a sardonic smile. “For me to skip over the entire thing, over you and Kiara and the stupid way you tease each other.”

“She’s my friend!” said Victor. “And yes, before you ask, I do care about her.”

“Do you care about me, Victor?” Ella stepped in close, standing only inches away from him. “Or am I just the unwanted voice in your head? Your imaginary friend?”

“Ella…” Victor shook his head. His heart throbbed in his chest, and he couldn’t decide if he wanted to pull her into his arms, or push her away.

“Victor?”

He flinched back visibly as Lucy’s voice came from the sidewalk behind him. Slowly, Victor turned around, trying to keep the surprise he felt from showing on his face.

“Are you okay?” asked Lucy. “Who were you talking to?”

Fuck. I need to remember to subvocalize words when I’m talking to Ella.

“I just was, uh…” Victor scratched his head and let out a deep exhale. “I think I’m going to call it a night.”

“It’s not even nine yet,” said Lucy. “What’s wrong?”

He didn’t answer her and avoided her eyes as he walked past her onto the street.

“You can talk to me, Victor,” said Lucy. “About anything. Don’t forget that.”

He still didn’t answer her.


CHAPTER 3

It only took Victor a couple of minutes to arrive back at his place. He unlocked the front door and headed inside, the floorboards of the old house creaking under his feet as he kicked his shoes off.

It was a small, two bedroom townhouse. There was a single common area, which Victor and Kronenberg used as a kitchen, dining room, and living room all in one. Victor walked through it into his room, shutting the door soundly behind him before turning and facing Ella.

“It’s not my fault, Victor. I never wanted to be stuck inside your head.”

She’d materialized wearing different clothes, a tiny black lingerie gown that showcased her soft, feminine curves. Ella had been gorgeous as a person, and her ethereal doppelganger’s beauty went beyond even that. She was the perfect woman, with large, supple breasts, medium length auburn hair, and hips that were ample and yet still proportional.

“I’m aware of that,” said Victor. “But I didn’t ask for this either. I have a life to live, Ella, and people in it that I care about.”

Ella was silent. She stared at him with an intensity that Victor couldn’t match. The stakes were different for the two of them, he suddenly realized.

To me, she’s just a ghost, an invisible, clingy old girlfriend. But I’m all she has. I’m the only one she can talk to, or interact with.

“You never ask me about what I remember,” said Ella.

“Do you want me to?” asked Victor.

“Only if you want to know.”

Victor sighed.

“Alright,” he said. “What do you remember?”

Ella walked over and sat down on his bed. The mattress didn’t dip, or make any noise, not until he took the spot next to her.

“I remember bits and pieces of my childhood,” she said, softly. “I’m not sure how much of it is from your memories of Ella, and how much of it the AI stitched together.”

Victor nodded. He’d figured as much, from the time he’d spent talking to her.

“What else?” he asked.

“I remember…” Ella chewed her lip, and then leaned forward slightly. “I remember… being controlled by your father. I remember the things he made me do, and the disgusting sensation of being manipulated with the onyx aura.”

“Ella…”

“And I remember dying, Victor,” she said, her voice cracking slightly.

Victor was silent for a moment. He reached his hand over and placed it on top of hers. It felt warm, soft, and substantial.

“Is that all?”

“I have a few snippets of being a part of Eternity,” said Ella. “I wouldn’t call them memories, more like… calculations.”

“That’s…” Victor tried to find the words for what he was feeling, and failed.

I always assumed that most of Eternity was in there, with her. I guess I shouldn’t have.

“I remember when you went into the facility, and the moment that Eternity recreated ‘me’ out of your memories,” she said. “I guess all of my personality, and what I remember, was set in place chronologically at that moment.”

“Ella,” said Victor. “You don’t have to-“

“And then I remember you taking me out of there,” she said. “Eternity implanted my digital specter into your nanites, but from my perspective… It was like you were saving me. Like you were a knight in shining armor, and you freed me from the dragon.”

Victor thought about that for a long moment. He looked up at Ella, and the room suddenly felt very hot.

“Well, usually after the knight rescues the princess, he gets to, well, you know…”

Ella giggled, sniffled, and then turned to look at him. Her expression shifted faster than any human’s could have, the sadness and fear disappearing and being replaced by something sultry and seductive.

“I’m a princess,” she said. “You’re just a lowly knight.”

“A lowly knight that deserves a reward for his efforts,” said Victor.

Ella slowly crossed her legs and folded her arms under her breasts, pushing them up in a way that enhanced her already ample cleavage.

“If you want something, sir knight,” she said. “You have to be willing to take it.”

Victor leaned in slowly. Ella didn’t stop him, and he hadn’t expected her to. He kissed her and felt a blast of pleasure explode from his lips into the rest of his body. His cock, still excited from Kiara’s teasing earlier in the night, expanded into hardness.

Ella’s kisses were passionate and aggressive. She bit his lip slightly as she slipped to the side, continuing to kiss and nibble his neck as Victor pulled her underneath him on the bed. Her body felt hot, soft, and real. It didn’t matter to him whether she was part of the physical world or not. The question seemed pointless and philosophical in comparison to his emotions, and the hormones fueling his desire.

Ella’s legs wrapped around his waist, pulling Victor’s crotch tight against her. He rushed to pull his shirt off, and fumbled through undoing the zipper and button of his jeans. Ella locked eyes with him and smiled, as though daring him to show her what he was capable of.

She knows exactly how to push my buttons.

Victor grabbed at her breasts, groping them harder than he would have with a real woman. Ella let out a squeal of pleasure and raked her fingernails across his back. Victor felt it, but knew that regardless of how hard she dug in, or how rough he was with her, nothing would leave a lasting mark on either of them.

He pulled his boxers down, letting his erection snap out and to attention. Ella pulled the top of her lingerie slip down, revealing her perfect breasts, sculpted by Victor’s desires rather than nature.

He leaned forward and kissed her. The head of his cock slid along the lips of her pussy, teasing her. Ella moved one of her legs up and down Victor’s back with remarkable ease and dexterity, as though trying to coax him forward. He didn’t push in, not right away, and Ella watched him expectantly.

Victor grinned, sliding his hips an inch closer and then pulling back. The result was to fuck Ella with only the tip. Her body shivered with urgent movements, and she pouted slightly.

“Maybe…” she whispered. “You want something else, from the princess?”

Ella reached her hand down and let a single finger touch his cock, as though she was testing the softness of a mattress. Pleasure exploded into Victor’s body, more than what should have been humanly possible. Stars filled his vision, and fell over on the bed, flat on his back.

Oh wow… This is so, just, what, I can’t even… think. It’s so good.

“Sir knight,” she whispered. “The princess can do so much for you.”

Ella brought her tongue down to the base of his cock and gave it a slow, steady lick, turning it into a kiss as she reached the head. Victor let out a drunken sounding moan. Ella was tapping directly into the pleasure centers of his brain again, caressing them in the same way that heroin or an incredible sex dream might.

She is a goddess. And she’s all mine, and I’ll let her have me, if she’ll just keep going.

Ella did keep going. She curled her lips into a perfect, wet circle and slid them down over his cock. Victor had learned early on in her mind residency that the laws of physics that applied to regular women did not apply to her, or at least not to her mouth.

It felt as though her lips were bigger than they really were, and her mouth was softer, hotter, wetter, and far more elastic. It shifted and undulated across the shaft and head of his cock with indescribable movements. Victor moaned and jerked his hips wildly, and Ella continued to suck, compelling him into a state of sexual satiation.

Victor knew he was getting close. He reached his hand out and ran it through the back of Ella’s soft, auburn hair. She looked up at him and somehow managed to look just as innocent, pure, and loving as she always did.

Ella popped her mouth off his cock and slowly began to kiss and lick. Victor shuddered and felt his entire body explode. Cum sprayed out, splashing onto Ella’s face and breasts in powerful splatters. She licked a small strand of it off her bottom lip and smiled sweetly at him. Victor blinked once, and she was clothed and clean, wearing sweat pants and a tank top.

There was a noise from the living room, and Victor realized, with a start, that Kronenberg was home. Ella disappeared, and he rushed to grab his boxers and stuff his junk back into them.

“Hey buddy,” said Kronenberg. “I came to see if you were awake.”

The drone hovered at the threshold of Victor’s room, its orange dome flashing as though trying to parse out what was going on.

“Uh, hey,” said Victor. “I was just heading to bed…”

“Sure…” said Kronenberg. “Sure, sure.”

Victor scowled and stood up to close his door.

“You should probably take a shower,” whispered Ella.


CHAPTER 4

“Victor! Wake up!”

Victor let out a half human groan and turned over in bed, hiding his head underneath his pillow. Footsteps approached the door of his room, and a second later, it swung open.

“Come on, Victor,” said Kiara. “I’m not your mom. I shouldn’t have to do this!”

“What are you doing here?” Victor muttered. “And why do you have a key to my place?”

“Lucy gave it to me for emergencies.”

“Is this an emergency?”

Kiara answered him by ripping the blankets off his bed. Victor let out a frustrated snarl and opened his eyes in time to see Kiara looking at him weirdly. He blinked, and realized she was staring at his crotch.

Hey, it’s not like I can help it. Morning wood is perfectly natural.

Kiara cleared her throat, her cheeks turning slightly red as Victor met her gaze.

“I’ll… wait outside your room while you get dressed,” she said.

Kiara had on jeans and a purple, tunic style sweater that went down just below her butt. Victor brought his hand up and gave her a mock salute as she turned and walked back out into the living room.

“You know…” Ella materialized next to Victor, whispering softly in his ear. “We could make her wait for a couple of minutes.”

Victor looked over his shoulder to say no and almost did a double take. Ella was lying on the bed, cupping both naked breasts in her hands. A tiny flash of nipple poked out between her fingers on one side.

“Knock it off,” he said. “I’m trying to calm down, and you aren’t helping.”

“What?” called Kiara from the living room.

“Uh, nothing,” said Victor. “Just… talking to myself.”

He stood up and threw on jeans, a t-shirt, and an old bomber jacket that he’d picked up from a thrift store. Kiara was leaning against one of the arms of the couch when he came out, and raised an eyebrow when she saw him.

“I’ve never seen you wear that jacket before,” she said.

“And?”

“It looks good on you.” She smiled and walked over to him, brushing her hand across his shoulders and feeling the material.

“Thanks for noticing.”

“And you’re so modest, about it, too.”

“Yeah, it’s one of my skills.”

Victor grinned as Kiara took a step closer in. She was dangerously close, and he felt his eyes locking onto her lips and recognizing the opportunity.

“We should probably get going,” said Kiara. “Lucy has something to brief us on, and it sounded important.”

“Of course,” said Victor. “Let’s go.”

He ignored Ella’s glare from where she’d materialized beside him and followed Kiara out of the house. She stopped in front of a pink moped on the street, and it wasn’t until she started strapping on a helmet that Victor’s sleep deprived head made the obvious connection.

“You bought a moped,” he said. “A… pink moped.”

“Yup.” Kiara grinned at him. “Come on, I have an extra helmet. Hop on back.”

Victor chuckled.

“No thanks,” he said.

“Lucy is going to be pissed at you for being late if you don’t.”

Kiara started the machine up and drove it in a quick circle through the empty street. Victor had to admit, she looked cute on it. The tiny bike fit her personality almost perfectly, fun, girlish, with a lust for reasonable adventure.

There’s no way in hell I’m riding on the back of that.

“I’ll let you drive,” said Kiara.

Five minutes later, Victor sped the pink moped over the speed bump at the entrance of Monteiro Tower’s parking garage. The bike hit it like a jump, pitching them a few inches into the air. Kiara let out an excited squeal and squeezed her arms tighter around his waist.

“You’re a maniac!” she said, the annoyance in her voice feigned more than felt. Victor slammed on the breaks as he pulled the moped into a tiny parking spot that most cars would have had trouble with.

“That was… surprisingly fun,” he said.

“Yeah, well, forget about ever doing it again,” said Kiara. “It’s still in good condition, and I’d like to keep it that way.”

Victor handed her his helmet and started walking over to the elevator. Kiara jogged to catch up with him and looped one of her arms through his. It felt right, and Victor couldn’t stop a grin from spreading across his face.

“Let’s see what my sister has for us,” said Kiara.

They stepped off the elevator onto the 13th
 floor. The department was bustling with activity, and at the center of it all was Lucy, standing next to her workstation in the central operations area. When she saw Victor and Kiara walking over, she immediately dropped what she was doing and pointed to her office.

“She’s been stressed out this morning,” said Kronenberg, who’d sidled up next to Victor without him noticing. “More so than usual.”

“Anything I should know about?” asked Victor.

Kronenberg swayed from side to side.

“She hasn’t said much to me,” he said.

Victor nodded and then followed Kiara into Lucy’s office. Lucy was behind her desk, hands folded in front of her, head bowed in thought.

“Have a seat,” she said. Victor closed the door behind him and took one of the chairs in front of Lucy’s desk.

“What’s up, sis?” asked Kiara. “You sounded pretty serious earlier this morning.”

Lucy took a deep breath. She looked tired, and seemed to be debating something internally.

Kronenberg did said she’s been acting stressed out.

“I’ve been getting a number of new reports from my contacts of people disappearing down in the Labyrinth.”

Victor scratched his head.

“The Labyrinth?” he asked. “What the hell is that?”

“It’s what most people around here call the old subway system underneath the city,” said Kiara. “It’s been almost 40 years since it was retired, but there are still places where you can get in.”

“And people go down there?” He frowned and shook his head.

“People live down there,” said Lucy. “It’s one of the depressing facts of Undercliff City that gets swept under the rug.”

“Couldn’t the city administration, you know, do something about that?” asked Victor.

“They could, but why would they?” Kiara shot him a serious look. “They save money on providing shelters for the homeless, and a decent portion of the visible poverty and crime literally goes underground.”

“Okay…” Victor pursed his lips and rested his hand on his chin. “But why would it be weird for people to disappear in these tunnels? That doesn’t seem unusual…”

“A lot of people have been disappearing,” said Lucy. “And the reports we’ve been getting don’t add up. There isn’t any reason for this many people to just… vanish.”

“I can’t imagine any of the usual reasons would apply,” said Kiara. “The people down there don’t have money, or anything of value to take.”

“Exactly.” Lucy leaned back in her chair. “There’s something else, something that I think the two of you should be aware of.”

Victor nodded, and waited for her to continue. Lucy glanced over at the door of her office and over each shoulder. She turned on the monitor on the back wall of her office and began playing a youtube clip, a loud music video for a Korean girl group.

Background noise? Is this just Lucy being paranoid?

She motioned for Victor and Kiara to lean in closer.

“The police know about these disappearances, and they aren’t investigating,” she whispered.

“Is that abnormal?” asked Victor.

“Not if we were talking about one or two people going missing,” whispered Lucy. “But I’m getting reports of dozens of people, maybe closing in on a hundred.”

Kiara made a disgusted noise and folded her arms.

“That’s ridiculous!” she said. “There should be a wide scale investigation, or at least-“

“Shhhhhh!” Lucy held a finger up to her lips and motioned for both of them to lean closer in. “I don’t have any proof, but I think somebody is leaning on the police commissioner to hide whatever is going on down there.”

Victor nodded slowly.

“That would make sense,” he said. “Even if it does sound suspiciously like a conspiracy theory.”

The door to Lucy’s office opened. Victor turned around and shot an annoyed glance at the man standing in the doorway. He was in his late forties or early fifties, and he was tall, at least as tall as Victor was. His hair was dark brown, with converging sections of gray on the sides. He wore an expensive black suit, and a navy blue tie.

“Good morning, Lucy,” said the man. Lucy immediately stood to attention, smoothing out her blouse and skirt with slightly nervous movements.

“Eli, I… wasn’t expecting you,” she said. “Please, have a seat!”

She shot Kiara a look, and the younger Wilson sister frowned and vacated her chair. Eli Monteiro, the CEO and primary shareholder of the company bearing his name, chuckled and shook his head. He gave the music video playing on the monitor a curious look, and Lucy hurried to turn it off.

“Oh, that’s quite alright,” he said. “I’m actually here to meet your newest employee.”

He focused his attention on Victor and held out his hand. Victor met his eyes, which were dark brown and entirely unreadable, and then slowly shook his hand.

“Uh, nice to meet you,” he said. “I’m Victor-“

“Anders,” said Eli. “I’m quite aware of who you are. And I apologize for not coming to speak with you sooner. It’s been a busy couple of months.”

Everyone in Lucy’s office was silent. Eli watched Victor, as though taking stock of something in his demeanor that nobody else could see.

“I would like you to come up to my office for a quick chat, if you don’t mind,” said Eli.

“Uh, of course not,” said Victor. “Right now?”

Eli looked at Lucy and smiled wryly.

“You can finish your meeting,” he said. “I’ll meet you up there in let’s say, ten minutes?”

Victor nodded. Eli waved a hand at Lucy, and then turned and left without saying another word. Nobody said anything until the door was closed.

“Wow,” said Kiara. “I’ve never seen him outside of his office before.”

Lucy leaned back in her chair, her face pensive. She folded her fingers into a steeple and met Victor’s eye.

“He wants something from you,” she said. “And it could be one of any number of things.”

“Should I be concerned?” he asked.

“Only if you’re planning on saying something stupid,” said Lucy.

Victor smiled.

“I guess I’ll have to play the odds.”


CHAPTER 5

Eli Monteiro’s office was on the top floor. Victor rode the elevator for what felt like an eternity, with a shifting cast of employees getting on and off every few stops. Finally, the elevator car reached its destination, and Victor stepped off into a small waiting room with an attractive receptionist behind the desk.

“Hello,” said the woman. “Do you have an appointment?”

“Sort of,” said Victor. “Eli said that-“

“Mr. Monteiro,” the receptionist corrected. Victor wrinkled his brow and flashed her an exasperated smile.

“Ah, right. Mr. Monteiro told me he wanted me to come up for a meeting as soon as I finished what I was doing.”

The receptionist frowned at him and shook his head. She opened her mouth, presumably to tell him to turn around and head back down on the elevator, when Eli Monteiro came out through the door next to her desk.

“Diana, my apologies,” he said. “I forgot to tell you to add Victor to the schedule.”

“Oh, that’s quite alright, Mr. Monteiro,” said the receptionist. “Will you be meeting with him in your office, or-“

“No, I think the lounge is more appropriate.”

Eli grinned and gestured for Victor to follow him. The door in the back of the room led to a small hallway. Most of the doors on either side were open, and Victor got a sense of what it meant to be the CEO of a multi-billion dollar company. There was a large private gym, a luxurious private bathroom, a room that looked like an entertainment center, complete with a few video game consoles, and even one that looked like a mix between a massage chamber and a sauna.

“Here we are.”

Eli opened the last door on the right and led Victor into a large room that screamed of money. In each corner of the room was a large fountain, with water spilling down from and across marble statues. Artwork and a couple of expensive looking leather couches lined the walls.

A small bar jutted out from the side of the room at around the halfway point, with a heavily stocked liquor shelf behind it. At the very back of the room, the floor sloped up into a short set of stairs, on top of which sat a large desk, the chair of which looked more like a throne than anything.

Wow…

“This is the room where most of my high-level meetings take place in,” said Eli. “For a number of reasons.”

He skipped over to the desk and pressed a button on top of it.

“Diana, can you send in Rachel and Martina? Thank you.”

Eli grinned at Victor and then pointed to one of the couches.

“Please, have a seat,” he said. “We’ll get down to business once we’ve taken a load off.”

Two gorgeous women wearing short skirts and extremely low cut tops walked into the lounge. They both bowed slightly to Eli, and then made their way behind the bar, taking down glasses and preparing to pour drinks. Ella materialized in the corner of Victor’s vision, frowning and folding her arms.

“Bourbon? Gin?” asked Eli. “What’s your poison of choice, Victor?”

Victor started to politely refuse and then thought better of it.

I’m his guest. This is the way of things.

“Gin is fine,” he said. “Thank you.”

One of the women poured him a glass and then slowly meandered her way over, hips swaying from side to side alluringly with each step. Victor took the glass with a nod and took a tiny sip from it.

“Now,” said Eli. “Where do we begin…?”

Victor watched the CEO carefully as the man appeared to organize his thoughts. He had a couple memories of a younger version of Eli Monteiro, the one that had been his father’s business partner, the one that had so very little in common with the man in front of him now.

“Are you comfortable here in Undercliff City?” Eli finally asked.

Victor shrugged.

“Yeah, I’d say so,” he said. “Lucy helped me get settled.”

“It’s probably not like you remember it much from your childhood, huh?”

Victor grimaced.

“Not exactly,” he said.

Eli nodded slowly, as though processing his bare bones answers. He trained his dark eyes on Victor, boring a hole into him with his intensity.

“How did you end up with the nanites, Victor?”

Relax, you knew he was going to ask about this.

“…It was in an experiment,” he said. “Gone wrong. My father, as I’m sure you’ve heard, passed away in the aftermath.”

Eli nodded again, confirming that none of what Victor had said was new information for him.

“If I asked you for specific details, would you give them to me?”

Victor said nothing. Eli flashed him a wolfish grin.

“I apologize,” said Eli. “My curiosity gets the best of me, sometimes. The last time I spoke with John was, well, when he departed from the company. I’ve thought a lot about him in the intervening years, trying to find closure on what was often a tumultuous friendship.”

“It’s fine,” said Victor.

“Anyway, that’s not why I brought you up here today, Victor,” said Eli. “What I really want to ask you is where you see yourself in a year. Or five, ten years."

“Uh…” Victor hesitated. “I haven’t thought much about it. I guess I’d like to continue doing what I’m doing now, and helping people as much as I can.”

Eli took a sip of his drink while listening to his answer.

“That’s a depressingly short-sighted answer, Victor,” said Eli. “I invite you to dare to dream. Your father, despite our differences, is one of the few people that I recognized as a true genius. And you are of his blood.”

Eli waved a hand, gesturing to the room around them, and twitching his finger twice as it passed over the women.

“Imagine working out of a space like this, Victor,” he said. “Imagine having an entire floor in the tower to yourself, having assistants and a team working under you.”

Victor watched him steadily.

“What’s the catch?” he asked. “I only just turned 20 earlier this month. Why, exactly, would you choose to elevate someone like me to that kind of level?”

Eli chuckled to himself.

“I know all about you, Victor,” he said. “The nanites, on their own, give you a level of efficacy that I couldn’t achieve with a hundred employees. I don’t know if Lucy has explained to you how difficult they are to produce and administer reliably, but rest assured, it’s going to be at least another year before we run another experiment with them on a human subject.”

“And what about Kiara?” asked Victor. “She’s been here even longer than I have.”

“She is…” Eli frowned and clinked the ice cubes in his drink against the edge of the glass. “…very determined to continue working under her sister.”

Victor felt a strange flash of paranoia, which manifested itself in the hairs on the back of his neck.

“Is this why you asked me to meet with you today?” he asked.

Eli pulled a small remote control out of his pocket. There was an HD monitor across from the couch, and with a click, he turned it on.

“Ladies, if you would please excuse us?” He waved a hand, and the two women behind the bar left the room. Eli waited until the door was fully closed before turning and favoring Victor with a knowing look. He pressed another button, and a video began to play.

It was surveillance footage of the break room on the 13th
 floor, and more specifically, of Victor in the break room. He was pouring himself a cup of coffee. Victor felt a chill run down his spine as he realized what he was watching.

On the screen, Victor was talking and gesturing to the invisible air. In the room, Victor glanced over at Ella, who was standing next to the couch and sharing his reaction. Victor watched himself speaking and acting like someone with a shaky grip on reality, carrying on a seemingly complete conversation with nobody other than himself.

“What were you doing here, Victor?” Eli smirked at him. “Because it looks to me like you’re talking to something, or someone.”

“I-“

“There’s also the issue of the injuries you’ve sustained in your time here at Monteiro,” said Eli. “Or more specifically, the unnatural speed at which you’ve recovered from all of them. It’s quite remarkable.”

Victor just stared at the man, feeling flustered. Eli had managed to get under his skin, and now the ball was now in his court. He had to move fast.

I could use the onyx aura, if I had to. At least to see what his real intentions are.

Victor felt the burgeoning power in his chest as he felt for the aura, and saw the radiant purple glow forming around his body. And Eli began to laugh, as though he’d just told a silent, hilarious joke.

“Not so fast,” he said, wryly. “We’ve had countermeasures against all of the mind affecting auras for, well, almost as long as we’ve had auras. You didn’t honestly think I’d invite you up here to my office if that was something I was worried about, did you?”

Victor winced and let go of the energy he’d been gathering. "All I’m asking you to do is to consider it, Victor,” Eli said, in a soft voice. “I want to have you work directly under me, on a few special projects. I think it’s what your father would have wanted.”

Victor exhaled sharply.

“Are we done here?”

Eli Monteiro smiled and nodded.

“Think about what your options are,” he said. “I’ll be in touch.”

He didn’t offer to escort Victor back to the elevator, and Victor didn’t ask. He hurried out of the lounge, past the attractive assistants waiting outside, past the receptionist, and onto the elevator. He pressed the button for the 13th
 floor hard enough to make his thumb hurt, and then leaned his head back against the wall.

This is not good.


CHAPTER 6

“I’m sorry, Victor.”

Ella stood next to him in the elevator, one hand gently resting on his shoulder. Victor did his very best to not acknowledge her. After seeing the video, he couldn’t afford to.

“Do you want me to go?” Ella’s voice sounded sad and defeated. “I can stay inside your head, and stop appearing to you like this, if it’s what you want?”

Victor sighed.

It’s not what I want… But it might be what I need.

The elevator reached the 13th
 floor, and the doors slid open. Victor locked eyes with Ella for a moment, not saying anything, but trying to impart the conflict and indecision he felt through his expression.

Lucy was busy directing a group of employees, along with Kronenberg. Victor found Kiara in the small break room against the back wall of the office section. She frowned when she saw him.

“Jeez, did you get chewed out, or something?”

Victor shook his head and forced a smile onto his face.

“It’s nothing,” he said. “Look, we should probably get to work.”

Kiara watched him for a moment, as though assessing his mental state, and then nodded.

“I double checked where we’re headed with Lucy,” she said. “The main entrance to the tunnels is on the eastern edge of the city. It shouldn’t take us that long to get there on the moped.”

Remembering the moped was enough to lift Victor’s spirits, albeit only slightly. He rubbed his hands together and glanced around the break room. True to her word, Ella was no longer hovering anywhere nearby. It made him feel a little lonely, though he didn’t admit it to himself.

“Let’s get going, then,” he said.

Kiara let Victor drive again and served as the navigator on their trip through town, signaling for him to turn left or right by tapping on his shoulders. They rode out of the city’s gentrified economic center and into the rougher outskirts, where the streets were alive with activity of all sorts.

There wasn’t as much traffic in the section of the city they were headed into, but there were plenty of pedestrians. Victor took a right turn and almost crashed into a crowd of people that he might have mistaken for a block party if it wasn’t for the lack of music and the fact that it was midmorning. A ragged, toothless man waved a hand at him and shouted something. Victor nodded to him but didn’t stop.

“It should be just up ahead!” shouted Kiara. She leaned closer into Victor, wrapping one arm tightly around his stomach so she could point out where they were headed with the other.

The entrance to the Labyrinth was near the eastern city limits. Victor slowed the pink moped to a stop next to a rusted chain link fence. On the other side and about fifty feet below them was an old subway car service and maintenance center, which was itself, rather poorly maintained.

“This is it,” said Kiara. “Let’s head on down and take a look.”

A set of stairs littered with empty beer bottles led down the maintenance building and the platform next to it. The tunnel was directly underneath where Victor had parked the bike above. It looked like a gigantic mouth, pitch black on the inside, with a faint musty scent. The air coming from within was a little warmer than the outdoor ambient temperature.

“This is the main entrance?” asked Victor. “Didn’t you say people live down here?”

“They do. According to Lucy, there’s an entire shanty town within the tunnels.”

Victor raised an eyebrow. The tunnel looked abandoned, but after listening for a moment, he thought he could hear the faint noise of human activity from within.

“Did you bring a flashlight?” asked Victor.

Kiara rolled her eyes.

“Use your onyx aura,” she said. “It should be enough. And yes, I brought a flashlight, in case we do end up needing one.”

She walked past of him, and the darkness seemed to swallow her as she stepped over the threshold into the tunnel. Victor followed behind, focusing his awareness and binding his onyx aura to his senses.

The tunnel was filled with trash, beer bottles, old mattresses, rotting furniture, and a number of other things that Victor couldn’t readily identify. It continued on into the distance, slowly curving around a bend several hundred yards ahead of them.

He walked beside Kiara at an even pace. The air stank of wet concrete and mildew and the deeper in they went, the warmer it became, as though they were heading into the mouth of a gigantic beast.

That’s an appropriately morbid thought.

“Do you hear that?” asked Kiara. “From up ahead.”

They made their way around the curve, and the track split off in two different directions. One of them led deeper into the darkness while the other had a couple of faint lights in it about a hundred yards off.

Victor and Kiara headed toward the lights. The sounds grew louder, and as they came around another curve, they began to see more lights, along with tiny, roughly constructed shacks made of discarded metal, wood, and in some cases, cardboard.

“Wow,” said Kiara. “I… wasn’t expecting anything like this.”

It was a shanty town within the subway tunnel, stretching out at least to the next bend. There were several dozen buildings of various sizes, each one with its own unique style. People milled about amidst them and around small trashcan fires, and for the most part, they didn’t look as dirty or disheveled as Victor had expected, though they were all clearly homeless.

“This is… incredible,” said Victor. A man stood to his feet from a tiny building near the edge of the town that looked to be a repurposed gazebo overcropping.

“Welcome to Labyrinth,” said the man.


CHAPTER 7

It wasn’t until Victor and Kiara walked deeper into the shanty town that he began to notice the eyes watching him. Practically all of the nearby denizens of Labyrinth were poking their heads out of their domiciles to get a look at him, and for the most part, their expressions were laced with suspicion.

“The name’s Johnathon,” said the man. “I’ve been down here in these tunnels for longer than most, less than some.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Johnathon,” said Victor. “My friend and I are here to-“

“Doesn’t matter why you’re here,” said Johnathon. “Don’t ask, don’t tell. See Willum down that way if you be needing to buy something that don’t come easy up above.”

Johnathon pointed to an offshoot tunnel where another few buildings stood after a stretch of darkness. Victor slowed to a stop and took a closer look at their surroundings.

This is incredible. It’s like we’ve entered another world.

“Do you mind if I ask you a few questions about your town?” asked Kiara.

“Not at all, ma’am,” said Johnathon.

Kiara nodded and shot Victor a curious look.

“Where does the electricity come from down here?” she asked. “I can’t imagine that it was easy to get all these lights set up.”

Johnathon smiled.

“We have a couple of lines running from spots where the old subway workers must have plugged in their repair equipment,” he said. “Works well enough, though sometimes folks fight a bit over which stuff gets priority for each outlet.”

Victor nodded and examined the lights more closely. Many of the bulbs were dimmed or flickering from age, and in a couple of spots, salvaged Christmas lights were strung up for illumination, rather than decoration.

“My friend and I are here to investigate some reports we’ve been getting of people disappearing,” said Kiara. “Do you know anything about that?”

Johnathon’s smile faded.

“Too much,” he said. “It hasn’t been pretty down here, for the past few weeks.”

Has it ever been pretty down here?

“What can you tell us?” asked Kiara.

Someone shouted something from another building to the side. Victor turned his attention back to the shanty town and realized, for the first time, that several large, disheveled men had moved into position around them. He gently elbowed Kiara in the ribs and nodded to the closest one of them, but she didn’t pay the situation much mind.

“I can’t tell you anything,” said Johnathon.

“Can’t, or won’t?” asked Victor.

“I can’t and I won’t.” Johnathon inhaled sharply through his nose and then wiped a dirty hand across his brow. “But… if you’re here for the reason you claim, I can at least point you toward someone who can.”

“Thank you,” said Kiara.

Johnathon waved a hand at the tunnel behind him, the main stretch leading further into the depths that they had yet to explore.

“Head down until you reach the area near the end of the lights,” he said. “And then look for the door against the wall. It’s Cassandra’s office.”

“Cassandra?” asked Victor.

“She’s a good soul, that one,” he said. “She came down here to help treat some of the sick folk. Ended up doing so much good that we gave her one of the proper rooms, so she didn’t have to drag her stuff back up and down each time she came and went.”

“And she’s down here now?” asked Kiara.

“She lives down here, mostly,” said Johnathon. “Least I think she does. Only heads up to the surface a couple times a month.”

“Thank you,” said Kiara. She looked up and briefly met the eyes of the men who were still watching them. “Will your people give us safe passage, or do we have to worry about some of them?”

“We aren’t savages, despite how this may look to you,” said Johnathon. “You don’t have to worry about being hurt long as you keep to yourself and use a polite tongue.”

“That’s good to know,” said Victor.

Though we aren’t the ones who would end up hurt if a confrontation broke out.

Johnathon turned away from them, and Victor and Kiara headed off in the direction he’d previously indicated. The door was easily missable, tucked away in between a cardboard condo and a medium sized sheet metal hovel. Victor approached it and began to knock.

The sound of a chair sliding back came from behind it, followed by a few cautious footsteps. The door opened inward a few inches, pulling taut against a safety chain mechanism. Victor glanced at Kiara, and then at the sliver of a woman’s face in the opening, and put on his friendliest smile.

“Hello,” he said. “Are you Cassandra? Johnathon sent us to-“

“I’m not giving any interviews, and I’ve advised all of the underfolk not to, either,” said the woman. “Take your politicized journalism elsewhere. These people need real help, not a puff piece, feel good editorial.”

“Uh, we aren’t journalists,” said Kiara.

“We’re here investigating the disappearances,” said Victor. “Can we talk to you for a few minutes.”

The woman’s eyebrows lifted in surprise. The door closed slightly, and Victor thought that she was unhooking the safety chain. And then it slammed shut.

“I’m not interested in talking about that,” said the woman, her voice muffled by the door. “I think you both should leave.”

Victor looked over at Kiara, who had a mean glare on her face.

“Open this door up this instant!” Kiara slammed her fist forward, punching more than knocking. “We don’t have time to waste on convincing you! Open up!”

“Go away!” shouted the woman. “I don’t have to tell you anything.”

“Yes you do!” screamed Kiara. She started to knock again, when Victor took her by the shoulders and gently pulled her back and away.

“Why don’t you let me handle this one?” he asked.

“I’ll knock the door down if I have to!” snarled Kiara.

Victor frowned and shook his head.

“Easy, tiger,” he said. “We aren’t here to bully anyone. Just let me talk to her for a bit.”

Kiara glared at him for a moment, and then folded her arms and turned away. Victor paid her no mind and walked over to the door.

“Look, I think we got off on the wrong foot. My name is Victor Anders. I’m here to investigate the disappearances and potentially save people’s lives.”

The woman was silent, but it was a more galvanized response than any of the others she’d given.

“Cassandra, please,” said Victor. “Johnathon can vouch for us. We don’t have an ulterior motive, or any sinister intentions.”

The sound of movement came from behind the door, and a few seconds later, it opened. A rather attractive woman wearing a pair of thin, rectangular glasses appeared in the doorway.

“Fine,” she said. “You can come in. But only you. The bitch stays outside.”

Kiara looked like she was about to explode, but Victor shot her a look with enough caution and urgency in it to keep her quiet.

“Alright,” he said.


CHAPTER 8

Cassandra’s office, if it could really be called that, reminded Victor of a place he didn’t like to remember. Night Angel, the masked woman who was either a vigilante or terrorist, depending on how much of her background a person knew, had made her base of operations out of a similar subway chamber.

The walls were lined with old pipes and thick insulated electrical lines. It was about the size of a small bedroom, and judging from the futon and blankets in the corner, Cassandra had being using it as one somewhat regularly.

Cassandra leaned against the door and clicked a series of heavy locks into place. It was the room’s only connection to the outside world, and it explained something that he’d been wondering about.

The Labyrinth was an underground realm of lawless vagrants. Cassandra was an attractive, idealistic woman. And the heavily barricaded chamber was very likely the only thing standing between her and a countless number of unpleasant outcomes.

And for some reason, she chose to let me in.

Cassandra was watching him as he scanned the room. Victor finally turned his eyes onto her at the end. She was wearing a lab coat that looked far too pristine for a subway tunnel over jeans and a black blouse, and he couldn’t help but notice the rather appealing curves of her body. He also noticed that she was frowning at him, and looked as though she was a few seconds away from kicking him out.

“Well?” she asked. “Are you going to badger me and get violent like your girlfriend out there?”

Victor opened his mouth to dutifully correct her and explain that he and Kiara were just friends when Ella materialized in the corner of this room.

“Let her keep thinking that,” said Ella. “If you play this one right, you can get the information without having to do too much.”

He raised an eyebrow, but didn’t object.

“Uh, yeah, sorry about that,” said Victor. “She can get pretty cranky sometimes.”

A noise came from beyond the door behind him that sounded suspiciously like an annoyed gasp. Victor took a deep breath and pushed onward.

“I’m not really sure what you’re expecting me to tell you,” said Cassandra. “The Labyrinth has always been dangerous. People disappear, sometimes under odd circumstances. But they also sometimes just leave, head back to the surface, and it’s hard to be able to tell which.”

“Cassandra,” said Victor. “Please.”

He locked eyes with her. Ella smiled and gestured her hand.

“Oh yeah,” she said softly. “Walk in close to her. Get within a couple of inches.”

Victor buried his skepticism and took a few steps forward, followed by a few more when Cassandra didn’t back away.

It’s not like I have anything to lose…

“You say you want to help people,” she said. “But how far are you willing to go for that?”

“As far as I need to,” said Victor. Ella smiled from where she stood next to him, approving of his answer.

“There are things that I need,” said Cassandra. “Maybe we can help each other out?”

She smiled at him, and for a few seconds the tension in the room was thick enough to cut with a knife. Then, she looked away, and walked over to a small desk in the corner of her room.

“There are a couple of spots within the tunnels where I’m worried about the structural integrity of the concrete overhead,” she said. “Each time there is a cave-in within the Labyrinth, people run the risk of ending up trapped. And it’s not as though the authorities care all that much, certainly not enough to organize rescues.”

“Of course,” said Victor. “Do you think this might be somehow related to the disappearances?”

Cassandra shrugged.

“Maybe,” she said. “Maybe not.”

“She definitely knows more than she’s letting on,” said Ella. “Press her hard. And I mean literally.”

Victor kept his facial expression neutral as he walked up behind Cassandra, who was facing away from him at the desk.

“Cassandra, please,” he said. “I can help the people here, just like you do. Tell me what you know about what’s going on and let me do what I can.”

“How much can you really do?” She slowly turned around, her eyes intensely skeptical. “You’re just one man. Do you really think you can get the job done?”

“Flare your scarlet aura a little,” said Ella. “And then kiss her.”

Victor bound his scarlet aura with the softest touch he could, enflaming Cassandra’s arousal. He leaned in slowly, watching her reaction. Even before his lips made contact, her body language began to open up, practically urging him on into what was to come. He kissed her and felt his cock stiffening in his jeans.

“She’ll only tell you if you make her,” whispered Ella. “But don’t worry, it’s for a good cause.”

She may be right, but this still feels… wrong.

Despite his misgivings, Victor let the kiss intensify, flicking his tongue out to meet Cassandra’s as her body began to melt against his. He leaned forward, lifting her up onto the desk and sliding her thighs to the side.

“Victor?” Kiara’s voice was muffled from outside the door, but still discernibly upset. “What’s going on in there?”

“The door is locked,” whispered Cassandra. “We can keep… conversing, without having to worry about interruption. Or, we can stop, if that’s what you want.”

Victor felt a battle waging inside his chest. On one hand, he knew that Kiara would be angry with him, even if it was somewhat unjustifiable, given that they were just friends. But they needed the info, and if it happened to mean that he could enjoy himself for a couple of minutes, then what was the problem?

“I’m working on it, Kiara,” Victor called. “But it might take a few more minutes.”

Cassandra kissed him on the neck and slid one of her hands down to his hard bulge. Victor shivered as she began to massage it through his pants. He slipped his hands into her lab coat and pulled it down her shoulders, the pristine white garment falling to the desk like a makeshift sheet.

Her body was warm against his, and the heat of both of them intermingled as they began to grind together, slow and steadily. Ella was watching with an amused look on her face from her spot against the wall.

Cassandra leaned back onto the desk, which was just wide enough for her petite frame. She knocked a medical textbook off, which let out a sharp snap when it hit the ground. Kiara made a frustrated noise and stomped down a foot from outside the door.

“Shhh,” said Victor. He pulled Cassandra’s blouse up and over her head and was rewarded with the sight of two glorious naked breasts, voluptuous and full of jiggle. Cassandra’s hands worked the fly of his jeans open with quick movements, and Victor slipped his cock out through the hole of his boxers.

“Ooh, yeah,” she whispered. “Don’t worry. We’ll be quick, and then you can get back to your little girlfriend.”

Victor frowned slightly and pushed forward so that he could kiss her neck. Cassandra’s jeans had an elastic quality to them, and he was able to pull them off her without much effort. She wore a pair of black and red panties underneath, and Victor pulled them to the side with an eagerness that even he found surprising.

Am I doing the right thing? Do I care?

He pressed the head of his cock against the tight, wet opening of her cunt, and both of them let out a guilty, pleasurable sigh.

“Victor!” Kiara banged twice on the door. “What the hell is going on in there?”

“Just a few more minutes.” Victor started to thrust, and it made even more noise. The desk creaked as he pumped his hard cock in and out of Cassandra, and she added her own movements to the mix.

Both of her breasts bounced directly in front of Victor’s eyes, and the sight was mesmerizing. He felt horny at a primal level, the kind of emotion that takes short cuts and leverages the brain’s pleasure cycle.

“Oh god,” whimpered Cassandra. “Yes! Do it! Fuck me!”

Ella smiled and walked in closer to where the illicit act was taking place. She caressed Victor’s cheek with a soft hand, as if reminding him that what she cared about were his heartstrings, rather than physical fidelity.

Am I still in control of myself?

His hips slammed into Cassandra, as if answering his question. Their bodies were mashing together with urgency and need, and each thrust was louder than the one before it. Victor didn’t care, at least not in the moment. He was only interested in getting to the prize at the end of the race.

Cassandra arched her back and wrapped her legs around Victor’s waist, changing the angle of his thrusts. He grabbed one of her breasts in each hand and squeezed, eliciting a squeal from the woman.

“Are you getting the information, or not, Victor?” Kiara sounded irritated, almost to the point of snapping.

If she wanted to, she could smash her way in here and see for herself what’s really going on.

“I’m getting it.” He shifted his hands to Cassandra’s waist and started pulling her into him with each thrust, amplifying the sexual pleasure of the act.

Cassandra’s moans began to grow significantly louder, and Victor realized that she was nearing an orgasm. He reached his hand out to gently cover her mouth and her eyes glittered with eager, kinky arousal.

“I don’t plan on waiting around forever, Victor,” said Kiara. “Hurry the fuck up!”

She’s not stupid. She knows what’s going on.

“Oh, don’t worry.” Victor drove his cock deep into Cassandra and pulled his hand back, this time letting the audible evidence of her pleasure fill the room. “It shouldn’t take long.”

“Oh god!” moaned Cassandra. Her body tensed up as Victor turned his intensity up to the next level, putting all of the muscle on his athlete’s frame into pounding her senseless. Ella smiled knowingly at him, as though she was taking a particular satisfaction out of watching the events play out.

A few more seconds went by. Victor felt himself being pulled in, pleasure blinding his judgment as surely as it had blinded Cassandra. He leaned forward over her, kissing her passionately and groping at her breasts. His cock pumped into the woman a few final times, and then he felt himself pass over the limit as he began to unload in hot, sticky, spurts.

Pleasure surged through him, at least for the first few seconds. Victor began to feel something that often comes alongside casual sex and spontaneous encounters.

“Don’t think too much about it,” said Ella. “It’s just what you needed to do.”

Victor turned away from Cassandra as he pulled his pants back up.

“The disappearances, Cassandra,” he said, feeling a bit like a broken record. “Tell me about them.”

She watched him with eyes that were more open, and more honest than they had been before. Finally, she nodded.

“I haven’t seen anything directly supporting this, but one of the vagabonds that travels through the tunnels told me that they’ve been avoiding an area they call the Cavern.”

“The Cavern?”

“It’s a huge, open area that was originally designed to be a terminal, but was never finished,” said Cassandra. “It doesn’t connect with the surface, but a few of the tunnels pass through it.”

“Can you point me toward one?”

She pulled a piece of paper out of the desk they’d just fucked on and scribbled down a few directions, along with a very basic map.

“Here,” she said. “There’s one other thing that you should probably know.”

“Yeah?”

“Do you know about Monteiro, the nano and biotech company?”

Victor blinked. He opened his mouth and then immediately closed it, stifling his immediate response. He hadn’t told Cassandra enough for her to know that he was technically a Monteiro employee, and got the distinct impression that it would be a bad idea to bring it up.

“I’ve heard of them before,” he said.

“Rumor has it that they’ve dumped things down in the Labyrinth before,” said Cassandra.

“Things?”

“Experiments, bodies, chemicals.” Cassandra shrugged. “You name it.”

Victor scoffed.

“That’s ridiculous,” he said. “Why would they do something like that?”

“Hey, I’m just telling you what I’ve heard.” Cassandra turned her cheek to him and pulled on her blouse. “It makes sense, in a dystopian kind of way. They practically own Undercliff City through their plants in the government and police department, and nobody cares about the people living down in the Labyrinth. Nobody thinks of anyone down here as anything other than junkies and lunatics.”

Victor watched her for several long seconds. He felt a little awkward, and more than a little chilled by her information.

“Thanks.” Victor nodded to her a bit more politely than what was necessary and then walked over to the door. He opened it and stepped outside into the dimly lit tunnel.


CHAPTER 9

Kiara was waiting for him outside Cassandra’s office. Her arms were folded, and she didn’t make eye contact with Victor as he closed the door behind him and walked over.

“Hey,” he said. “I got the info.”

Kiara didn’t say anything.

“We’re headed deeper into the tunnels, toward a place that Cassandra called the Cavern,” he said. “It’s about a mile in from here.”

Kiara remained silent.

“Kiara…” Victor frowned and rubbed his temples. “Look, I’m not going to make any excuses for what happened. You aren’t stupid. You know how we operate, and what it usually takes to get information.”

“You could have used your onyx aura.” Kiara’s voice was sharp, with barely contained emotion behind it.

“You know what that does to people,” said Victor. “And what it does to the one using it. It’s not safe, not as a long-term strategy.”

She didn’t respond, not even looking in Victor’s direction.

“There’s something else you should know,” said Victor. “Cassandra says that they’ve received reports of Monteiro dumping things in the Labyrinth.”

That, apparently, was enough to captivate her attention, even through the veil of her anger. She looked at Victor and pursed her lips.

“Dumping things?” she asked. “That’s about as vague as it gets.”

“She’s just doing us a favor by passing on what she’s heard,” said Victor. He pulled the directions out of his pocket and started walking.

“Well, apparently, that’s not the only favor she knows how to do.” Kiara snatched the paper out of his hands and took a few steps forward, putting a little distance between the two of them as they headed into the foreboding darkness of the tunnel.

Victor started after her and then noticed Ella standing nearby, her lips drawn up into a faint smile. When she saw Victor looking at her, she brushed a lock of hair out of her face and shrugged.

“Jealousy is an ugly color,” she said.

“And I’m sure you know that as well as she does,” Victor mouthed.

The tunnels were dark, even through the enhanced vision of their onyx auras. The cement of the walls was crumbling in places, and large, ominous cracks formed a web in the ceiling. There were a few hovels, now abandoned, that suggested the little shanty town may have once extended further into the Labyrinth.

“We take a right up here,” said Victor. Kiara looked at him, and then down at the little map, and nodded.

A rat moved by in the darkness, followed by several more. They were huge, almost the size of house cats, and Kiara cringed away from them.

“Don’t be afraid,” said Victor. “But don’t touch them either, if you can manage it.”

“Obviously,” said Kiara.

Another rat darted out of a cardboard box and circled between her legs. She let out a squeal and jumped a few feet backward, colliding with Victor and almost knocking him over.

“Easy,” he said. “It’s okay.”

His hands were on her shoulders, more from the way she’d knocked into him than intent. Kiara pulled forward, shrugging them off.

“It surprised me,” she said. “That’s all.”

They continued on. The abandoned subway system was well deserving of the name. Victor quickly realized that the directions Cassandra had written out for them were not just a convenience, but a necessity. There was a good chance that they’d get completely lost without it, and maybe even become unable to find their way back out.

As they approached another intersection, a scraping noise came from one of the tunnels to the left. Victor trained his onyx aura enhanced eyes on the darkness.

I don’t see anything. And I doubt anyone would be this far out into the Labyrinth.

He turned to look at Kiara just in time to see a disheveled man wielding a rusty screwdriver descend on her from behind.

“Kiara!” Victor reacted, rather than acted. He sent out a blast of flame at the man. Without taking the time to focus or aim, it was only by pure luck that it managed to hit one of the attacker’s legs, knocking him to the ground and forcing him to direct his attention at an immolated pant leg.

Five more men appeared, each group closing from different directions. The variety of weapons in their hands was worth noting. Victor saw everything from broken bottles to what looked like an old table leg.

“Don’t kill them,” said Kiara. “They’re desperate, not dangerous.”

Victor frowned at her.

She’s probably right, though.

The man with the broken bottle lunged at him. Victor had practiced a few similar combat scenarios in the simulation room, and dodged to the side, sweeping out the man’s feet underneath him.

Two of the men rushed Kiara at once. She held out a hand, and her entire body shone with blue light as she bound her azure aura. It looked like the energy was being sucked directly out of them, each step they took toward her becoming weaker as they slowly descended to the ground, and into unconsciousness.

The other two active attackers circled around Victor. One of them had a long length of rusty chain, and twirled it over his head like something out of a post apocalyptic movie. The other had a knife, and appeared to take about as much pride in it as a man could.

Victor saw what the man with the chain had planned a second before it happened. He pulled the chain back and then hurled it forward with all his weight behind it. The chain whistled slightly as it whipped through the air, headed straight for Victor’s head.

Again, Victor moved without thinking. He focused on the chain and knew instinctively that there was only one way for him to avoid taking it to the face. Victor bound his diamond aura, the bright white light from it throwing off the contrast of his vision, and used it to adjust the chain’s path.

It worked, for the most part. The tip of it cut into the muscle of his shoulder, drawing blood from underneath his shirt. The core mass of the chain, however, continued onward, slamming into the other man, who’d been standing behind Victor at the wrong place and time.

The man let out a scream, and then dropped to the ground as Kiara bound her azure aura to him and his chain throwing friend. Victor squeezed his wounded shoulder once and grimaced.

“Not bad,” said Kiara. “But don’t rush it next time.”

“I didn’t exactly have much choice,” said Victor. He smiled to himself, a little proud of what he’d managed. Ella materialized next to him and made a show of examining his wound, though Victor knew well enough that there was nothing she could do.

“Do you think these guys might be responsible for some of the disappearances?” asked Kiara.

Victor frowned.

“Maybe some of them,” he said. “But I doubt we’d be down here if it were just them causing trouble. Let’s keep moving.”

Kiara nodded, and the two of them continued into the tunnels.


CHAPTER 10

The darkness of the tunnels wasn’t the most unsettling aspect of the journey. Victor adjusted to the lack of light with relative easy. It was the air that made the hair on the back of his neck stand up straight.

It was stale in a sinister way, like the smell of an old library devoted entirely to books on satanic rituals and biographies of mass murderers. It was also warm, and the further into the Labyrinth they went, the warmer it became.

I have to stay focused. We’re underground, that’s not unusual.

“There,” said Kiara. “Up ahead.”

With the assistance of his onyx aura, Victor could see right up to the edge of the current tunnel they were walking through. It cut off a few hundred feet ahead of them, and the space behind it was jet black, like the edge of a cliff on a cloudy, moonless night.

“Stay close,” said Victor. “I think this is the cavern that Cassandra mentioned.”

They walked forward side by side, shoulders bristling against one another. Ella was nowhere to be seen, and even though Victor knew that she wouldn’t be in any physical danger, he was glad for that fact. He and Kiara slowed to a stop at the end of the tunnel, neither of them daring to step immediately beyond the threshold of the room.

Kiara pulled out the flashlight she’d brought with her and turned it on. The beam extended for a few feet, and then seemed to disappear into nothingness, as though she was shining it into an invisible cloud of smoke.

“I still can’t see anything,” said Kiara. “I get that it’s dark down here, but it shouldn’t be this dark… should it?”

Victor sighed.

“I don’t know,” he said. “Be ready for anything.”

Kiara reached her hand over to his and gave it a quick squeeze, which Victor reciprocated automatically. They walked forward into the darkness.

Even after walking a couple dozen feet into the room, it remained. It was almost as though it had shape and form, like ethereal, airborne ink, filling every cubic inch of the space they were in. Victor felt a mixture of frustration and claustrophobia, enough to push him into action.

“Stay close,” he said. “I’m going to try something.”

He held out his right hand and focused his energy, binding his scarlet aura to a point just over his palm. A small sphere of flame appeared there, giving off enough light to illuminate the two of them and not much more.

“Neat trick,” said Kiara. “And you can keep it balanced there?”

Victor nodded.

“Yeah,” he said. “I don’t use it much. It’s a lot less practical than the onyx-“

A scream came from deeper within the room. Victor turned in the direction of it and increased the size of his torch sphere. Kiara spun around, swinging the beam of her flashlight around like a sword.

“Here, take my hand!” Victor grabbed hers even as he spoke. “We can’t get separated, no matter what.”

“Right!”

They took off in the direction of the scream, moving at a cautiously fast pace. Victor started noticing other details that were off about the room. The floor was smooth, as though someone had sandblasted and then polished the concrete to a perfect sheen. His footsteps echoed in a way that made it seem like something was amplifying them, rebounding off distant walls and the ceiling.

“There!” Kiara pulled hard on his arm and pointed at a crumpled pile of a person to their left. The two of them rushed over, Kiara crouching down to help while Victor kept watch.

“Run…” The man began speaking in a terrified, childlike voice. “Get to safety! Don’t stay in the dark! Don’t stay in the dark!”

A noise came from deeper within the room, full of a strange, wet sounding snarls and changes in pitch. Victor balled his hands into fists, even though every fiber of his being was screaming at him to turn and run in the other direction.

“Victor!” Kiara was helping the man to his feet and pulling him off in the direction they’d come from.

“Get him out of here, Kiara!” shouted Victor. Another alien sounding snarl came from the darkness, closer this time.

“But-“

“Just go!” screamed Victor. “Get him back to the town. I’ll catch up with you.”

Yeah, I’ll catch up. Right after I square off against the devil himself.

Kiara stared at him for another second before turning around and disappearing into the darkness. Victor heard her footsteps moving away from him, and then nothing, as she moved out of range of his ears.

He strained, trying to listen for whatever was the source of the sinister sounds. The darkness felt as though it was increasing in strength, sapping away at his mental fortitude. Victor took a deep breath and tasted something metallic and evil in the air.

A noise came from his right. Victor’s onyx aura wasn’t strong enough to let him make it out, and he didn’t want to take the chance of attacking and having it turn out to be a defiant Kiara, returning to back him up. So instead, he felt through his awareness for his scarlet aura, holding it at the ready, and began moving in the direction of the noise.

The next few seconds played out in a slideshow of terrified life or death moments. A long, grotesque arm whipped out of the darkness at his legs, dark enough to blend in with the shadows and almost appear to be part of them. Victor jumped over it and inadvertently threw himself into the path of another attack.

He was struck across the chest by a wet, slimy tentacle arm, hard enough to knock him to his ass. Victor rolled and scrambled as the creature closed in on him. He could see the outline of it through the darkness, just enough for him to get a sense of what he was facing while leaving room for his imagination to run wild with terrifying images.

It was huge, at least twelve or thirteen feet tall, with dozens of arms the length of its body jutting out from its center. It scrambled across the floor like a gigantic octopus, its entire form stepping with supple movements.

It had a head, or rather, an abdomen and a head, that looked almost human. The skull was deformed, and most of the chest expanded outward to an impossible radius where it joined with the rest of the mass of tumors, tentacles, and terrors that served as its body.

Victor screamed. It was a monster, the kind that horrified him in bad dreams as a child. He was an adult now, with abilities far beyond that of a normal human. And he was still scared. The fear created a feedback loop, where the fact that the terror existed inside of him fed back on itself, speeding his heart rate and clamming up his palms.

He bound his scarlet aura, his hand shaking wildly as he aimed it, and blasted a jet of flame at the monster. It reared back onto its tentacles and took the blast directly in the chest without flinching. Victor might as well have scratched an itch on it, if such a thing were possible.

It moved with nightmarish speed, circling around him and getting in between Victor and where he’d entered the room from. Victor attacked with fire again, and again, his survival instincts kicking in and telling him that he was about to die.

The speed at which the monster dodged his attacks was incredible. It became clear to Victor that it was likely that the first attack had been allowed to make contact, a show of strength on behalf of the creature. It was twenty feet away, and then ten, and then it had one of its arms around him.

Victor let out a surprised shout as he was lifted into the air. He bound his scarlet aura with all the strength he had, directing the flames downward at the monster’s arm. It wasn’t enough to burn through it, but the creature’s grip loosened slightly and he fell to the ground, hitting the concrete hard.

He scrambled across the ground in a rush of desperate movement. The monster let out a roar, immediately followed by a wet, disgusting noise. Victor wasn’t binding his onyx aura, and didn’t see what was flying toward him until it was too late.

Hot, wet slime struck into his face and neck. Victor gagged and spit disgusting tasting liquid out of his mouth. He felt light headed, and only managed to take a few steps before his legs went numb and collapsed underneath him.

Not like this… Please.


CHAPTER 11

Victor snapped back into wakefulness. His arms and legs were shackled into a massive iron torture frame. He was in a dark room, and could sense a presence there with him, watching him.

Where am I?

The air was stuffy and claustrophobic, just as it had been in the tunnels. It was almost pitch black, and his eyes tried to make sense of blurry shapes that he wasn’t sure were really there or not.

“Hello?” he called, into the darkness. “Where am I? What’s going on?”

He was panicking, and he knew it was the wrong thing to do, but there didn’t seem to be any other option. He struggled against the shackles, feeling rusty, cold metal digging into the skin of his wrists and ankles. Something moved across the floor, and Victor looked down in time to see dozens of spiders approaching his feet.

“No!” He pulled the foot closer to them back sharply, but all of them shifted, focusing instead on the foot still on the ground. “No!”

They slowly made their way up Victor’s leg. He wasn’t sure if they were biting him or not, but it didn’t matter. They seemed to represent his fear, and the lack of control he felt. There was nothing he could do.

A hooded figure appeared in the space in front of him, slowly walking over. The figure brandished a knife in one hand that gleamed with light, its curved blade shining, highlighted against the darkness of the room.

“Help me,” said Victor. “Please!”

The spiders were up to his chest, closing in on his head with terrifying speed. The man reached out with the knife, bringing it to Victor’s cheek and slowly tracing a cut into it even as he tried to flinch away.

“No!” he shouted. “What are you doing?”

The man laughed, and then disappeared. Suddenly, there was light in the room. A small fire had burst into life over in the far corner across from him. Victor watched as flames slowly began to spread out across the floor. The spiders crawled through his hair and face, and he gritted his teeth as his skin literally began to crawl.

“No…” The word came out in a terrified, defeated whisper.

The room his was in was apparently made of dry, dusty wood, and the flames approached with sickening speed. He could feel the heat even from several feet away. The spiders began to bite, their fangs tearing into his skin with the strength of daggers, rather than tiny arachnoid teeth. The flames came closer, and closer, and Victor felt it the instant they spread onto the sleeve of his coat, searing the flesh on his arm. He began to scream.

“Victor!” Ella appeared in front of him, standing untouched amidst the flames. “Listen to me, Victor. None of this is real!”

Victor answered her with another tortured scream.

“Remember what was happening before you were here,” she said. “Remember where you are.”

The flames were all over him now, searing his nerves and causing pain beyond what the human body should be able to endure. Victor screamed and screamed, feeling his skin melting off like a thick wax covering. The spiders were impervious to the heat, and began to dig into his flesh, burying themselves inside of him and implanting eggs that Victor instinctively knew would hatch within seconds.

The Labyrinth. The monster.

“Victor!” Ella was screaming now, too. “Take my hand!”

Victor pulled against the shackles. He couldn’t get his arm far enough over. Ella’s hand was just out of reach.

“My hand, Victor!”

He focused his will, focused every part of his being into being lucid. The scene in front of him shattered into pieces, and he tasted something acrid in his mouth and saw the pitch black darkness of the tunnel.

Victor flailed his limbs, confirming their mobility in a miniature seizure of movement. He stood to his feet as quickly as he could and whirled around in a circle, searching the darkness for his opponent.

“The creature took off after you went down,” said Ella. “We have to get out of here. Now.”

“I’m going after it,” said Victor. “Kiara’s in danger!”

Ella didn’t say anything to that. Victor bound his onyx aura. The stuffy, unnatural darkness was gone, and he could see the shape of the cavern properly. It was huge, the size of a small stadium.

Or an ancient arena.

He could see the subway entrance that he’d come in through originally, along with several others. The old, deteriorating subway tracks crossed with easy curves , creating a pattern of arches across the ground.

Victor took a few shaky, uneasy steps, and then broke into a full on run. The only sound in the air was of his own footsteps and their echo. He sucked in stale air and pushed his legs like parts of a machine.

Kiara had been carrying the map. Victor hadn’t considered the implications of that small fact when he’d sent her away. The first few turns were familiar enough, but with each one, his doubts grew ever so slightly, until by the fifth intersection, he was picking almost at random.

“Kiara!” Victor put every fiber of his being into shouting. His lungs hurt, and his body was tired from the sprint and the fight before that. He slowed as he approached the next turn, the identical paths holding nothing to suggest the right way.

Dammit! I need to find her.

“Kiara…” he said, his throat hoarse from shouting. It was as much for him, as it was for her. A sinister feeling was running down the edge of Victor’s back. He wasn’t sure if he’d ever leave the Labyrinth, not as a mouse fiddling its way around in the dark, with a cat on the prowl.

“Take the one on the right,” said Ella. “Trust me.”

Victor didn’t need to be told twice. He hurtled down the subway tunnel, his feet aching from rough, repeated slaps against the concrete.  The sight of the light in the distance, small, flickering, and insubstantial, was enough to make his heart skip a beat.

“Kiara?” he called. There was no response. Victor was at the edge of the shanty town. The people were all in the makeshift town center, gathering around something.

A sensation rolled through the tunnels behind him, shaking the ground with the force of a localized earthquake. Victor spun around just in time to dodge out of the way of falling concrete as the tunnel behind him caved in. The noise was enormous, and fine particles of dust exploded into the air, making him cough.

“You came back.” Johnathon was standing a short distance away, watching him. “I can’t believe it.”

“You… you knew!” Victor gritted his teeth and closed on the man. “You knew what was down there!”

Johnathon didn’t say anything, but his silence was as condemning as any words could have been. He turned away from Victor and looked at the current center of attention. It was a man, or, as Victor immediately realized, it was the man, the one Kiara had escaped with.

“Where is she?” he demanded. “My friend. The girl with me. Where did she go?”

“She left here and then took back off into the tunnels,” said Johnathon. “After you.”

Victor shook his head slowly, a feeling of dread spreading across his awareness.

“How can I get back there?” He gestured to the now caved-in tunnel. “There must be another route!”

Johnathon smiled faintly.

“As far as I know…” He shook his head. “There isn’t. At least some good came of this tragedy. Whatever is on the other side of that cave-in can’t reach us anymore.”

Victor wanted to punch him in the face. But he didn’t. He couldn’t. It wouldn’t save Kiara, and it wouldn’t make him feel any better for failing to protect her.


CHAPTER 12

“I need you to tell me what happened.”

Victor knelt down next to the man Kiara had brought back. Most of the other people in the shanty town had gone back to their hovels for the night. It was just him and the man, who stared out aimlessly, with vacant, soulless eyes.

“Hey…” Victor shook his shoulder lightly. “You were talking before. Please, tell me what happened.”

The man said nothing.

“He’s been like that since the girl brought him back,” said Johnathon. “She practically carried him into town. A lot of good it did for this one, in the end.”

Victor sighed and looked up.

“What’s his name?”

“Don’t know his first, but he had us call him by his last. Perkins.”

Victor took the man by both shoulders and pulled him so that they were facing each other directly.

“Perkins, listen to me,” he said. “I’m trying to save my friend’s life. I need to know if she said anything to you about what she was planning on doing, or how she was planning on doing it.”

“He’s not going to tell you anything, boy,” said Johnathon. “I know well enough when a man is absent. The lights are on, but nobody’s home, you know what I’m saying?”

Victor held up a hand for silence. Then, after a moment’s hesitation, he focused his awareness and bound his onyx aura to the man, opening a direct connection between their minds.

It was a mixture of panicked confusion and uninterpretable static. Victor couldn’t see the man’s memories, or for that matter, anything beyond a chaotic mess of scrambled madness. He pulled back after a few seconds, letting his onyx aura fade off.

“There must be another way to get in,” he said, turning back to Johnathon. “Please.”

Johnathon shrugged his shoulders slightly.

“Back before all this began, there were other entrances into the Labyrinth,” he said. “They weren’t well known, but occasionally we’d have people come into town from deeper in the tunnels, having crossed all the way through.”

“And those connect to the cavern?”

Johnathon nodded, frowning slightly.

“I don’t know about any of them for sure,” said Johnathon. “Some people say that there was one in downtown, but it’s probably blocked up after all the construction that’s taken place. Other folk say there’s a couple through the sewers.”

“But you don’t know for sure?” asked Victor. “How does this help me, then?”

Johnathon chuckled under his breath.

“Trust me, kid, I would do more if I could,” he said. “I don’t like the idea of someone getting hurt over trying to help all of us down here. Not many people give a spare fuck about us.”

He extended his hand, and Victor shook it, closing his eyes as he did.

I’m not giving up. Not now, and not ever.

The walk back through the shanty town and to the tunnel’s exit was heart wrenching. Every fiber of Victor’s being screamed with guilt and shame. He felt like he was walking the wrong way, giving himself a chance to breathe fresh air and escape from claustrophobia while Kiara was still in the middle of it, or worse.

It was a cloudy, silent night outside. Victor climbed the stairs back up to the street and took a moment to collect his thoughts.

I have to tell Lucy, first and foremost.

He took a deep breath, steeled his will, and started walking.


CHAPTER 13

Lucy’s apartment complex was quiet, devoid of any activity to suggest that anyone was still awake. Victor stood outside her door for a couple of seconds before finally gathering the courage to knock. He had to keep trying at it for a minute until Lucy came to the door and opened it.

She was wearing a tiny nightgown that emphasized her figure, but her eyes were what Victor focused in on. They scanned him, and then the empty space to his side where Kiara should have been. The realization flickered across her face without Victor ever needing to say a word.

Lucy drew her hand back as though to slap him, and then diverted it to run through her long blonde hair. She took a step back and gestured for him to come in.

“Tell me everything,” she said. “From the very beginning.”

Victor sat down on the couch with Lucy next to him and related the events of the night to her, leaving out only the business in Cassandra’s office. She listened intently without interrupting, and when he finished, she leaned back and folded her arms.

“Tell me the truth,” she said. “Do you think that Kiara is…?”

There was no need for her to say it. It was what Victor had been ripping himself apart over on the walk back. He’d considered taking Kiara’s moped, but he didn’t have the key, and even if he had, the guilt was too much for him to allow himself the convenience.

“I think she’s alive,” said Victor. “The man I told you about, the one she saved. It seemed like he’d been in the cavern for a while.”

Lucy stared at him for a half a minute, as though slowly trying to decide whether or not the assumption held water.

“Why did you send her away from you, Victor?” she asked, keeping her tone level.

“I thought…” Victor grimaced and leaned his head into his hand. “I thought I was saving her. I thought I was the one making a sacrifice.”

His words had an unintended effect on Lucy, each one weakening her resolve a bit, as though he’d flicked salt into an open wound. She forced a sad smile onto her face and reached her hand out, taking Victor’s and running her thumb over his palm.

“We’ll find her,” said Lucy. “No matter what. And I’m the one who needs to take responsibility. I sent you both down there.”

“Lucy, that’s not-“

“Quiet!” Lucy’s voice was authoritative and sharp, and it strengthened Victor by proxy. “Here’s what’s going to happen now. We get in touch with Kronenberg. He’ll be able to help us find these other entrances.”

“I can help with that, too,” said Victor. “There’s a few libraries in the city. At least one of them will have what we need.”

He stood up to head for the door, but Lucy stepped in front of him. Even though she was shorter than him by almost a foot, it felt as though she was looking down on him like she might a child.

“You will get some rest before you do anything,” said Lucy.

“What? No, I’m fine!” Victor tried to take a step around him, but Lucy moved to block him off. She took her hand and set it against the bruise on his leg, pushing hard enough to send a deep, aching pain through the rest of his body.

“You are the only one that can stand a chance facing off against that abomination,” she said. “Besides, Kronenberg can check each of the library’s online databases faster than you could reach them all.”

“Lucy, I’m fine.” Victor glowered at her, but she didn’t back down.

She took a step forward, pushing her chest up against his. It would have been an intimidating tactic, coming from another man, but Lucy was a woman, and all it did was make Victor acutely aware of how soft and large her breasts were.

“I will not take no for an answer,” said Lucy. “You can sleep in my bed. I’ll get Kronenberg on the phone and we’ll get to work finding the entrance.”

Victor didn’t say anything.

How am I supposed to sleep, knowing that she might not even be alive?

“Victor,” said Lucy. She reached her hand up and gently caressed his cheek. “We’ll get her back.”

Victor nodded. He wanted to believe her, more than he’d ever wanted anything before in his life.

It was almost as though Lucy could sense his doubt. She met his eye, as though trying to impart some of her own hope into him. Then, she opened her arms and pulled him into a soft hug.

“Your father was the same way, you know,” she said. “He always insisted on carrying the weight of the world on his shoulders.”

“This isn’t the world,” said Victor. “This is Kiara.”

“I know,” said Lucy. “She’s my sister, as much as she’s your friend.”

Lucy pulled back, but only slightly, keeping her body close enough to Victor’s for him to feel her heat. A flickering tension slowly began to spread through the room, like the rising tide on a warm summer day.

Lucy’s hand ran across the back of Victor’s hair. He felt his body responding automatically, reaching down to Lucy’s waist, pulling her in a little closer out of instinct, more than intent. Lucy blushed and turned her face away from his.

“I should call Kronenberg,” she said. “And get the search started.”

She paused and then tapped her index finger on his chest.

“And you should get some sleep.”

Victor nodded and forced himself to pull away from her and walk toward the bedroom.

“Use your azure aura.”

Victor looked back at Lucy, over his shoulder.

“What?”

“It’s what Kiara does,” said Lucy. “When she can’t sleep.”

Victor nodded slowly.

She told me that once, in another life or death situation.

He walked into Lucy’s room, stripped out of all his clothes except his boxers, and then climbed into her bed. It smelled faintly of fabric softener and perfume. Victor closed his eyes, bound his azure aura at a low level, and induced himself into sleep.


CHAPTER 14

It took Victor a few seconds to remember where he was when he opened his eyes. The sheets and mattress felt unfamiliar, too clean and soft for him to think that he was in his own bed.

I’m in Lucy’s apartment.

He heard footsteps approaching and leaned his head up to see Lucy’s petite figure walking over to the bed. It was still night, and the only illumination came from a thin sliver of light from a lamp left on in the living room.

Lucy watched Victor for a couple of seconds, and then slowly pulled her nightgown up and over her head, revealing the matching set of underwear she had on underneath. Victor’s cock was rock hard by the time it hit the floor, but he also felt surprise and confusion muddling his thoughts.

“Victor.”

Her voice sounded tired, and the words came out slightly slurred, as though she’d had one glass of wine too many. She slowly lifted the sheets back and climbed into the bed, watching his reaction as she moved.

“The search…” he said. “Is Kronenberg still-“

“He won’t know anything until the morning.” Lucy reached her hand out gently rubbed his shoulder. “We should get some rest in the meantime.”

A million thoughts rushed through Victor’s head, all at once. Lucy could have chosen to sleep on the couch if she’d wanted to. She could have put on pajamas, or kept on her nightgown. She could have stayed awake, and slept in the morning after Victor was up and about.

What is she doing? And what am I supposed to do, in return?

“Are you okay?” asked Lucy.

“I’m… fine,” he said. “I’m just a bit overwhelmed by everything.”

“Victor…” whispered Lucy. “You’re so much stronger than you even know.”

Her hand slipped off his shoulder, slowly caressing its way across his chest. Victor let out a soft moan. His cock was harder than it had ever been in his life, and he didn’t understand why.

This is Lucy. I’ve known her since I was a boy, and she’s always looked out for me.

“I’m going to find her, Lucy,” said Victor. “I’m going to bring Kiara back, no matter what.”

The words left his mouth carrying a hidden meaning. He was going to get the job done, no matter what it took.

“I’m going to help you,” said Lucy. “In every way that I can.”

Victor felt her hand slip a little bit lower on his stomach. His entire body pulsed with need. It was hard for him to pretend that he didn’t know what the reason for it was. He wanted her, and he’d wanted her ever since he first returned to Undercliff City, and reintroduced himself to her as a grown man.

He reached his hand out and let it rest on her soft, naked waist, just above the line of her panties. Lucy flinched slightly, and then drew herself in a little closer to him on the bed. Her skin felt hot, but not nearly as hot as the tension in the air, trapped and magnified by the blankets and their half-naked bodies underneath.

“She cares about us both,” whispered Victor. He let his hand slide down, passing across the silk fabric of her panties, and onto the side of her thigh.

“I know she does.” Lucy’s hand also meandered, her palm hovering over his hard bulge as her fingertips toyed with the fabric of his waistband.

Victor leaned his face in closer to hers. Lucy was staring at him, and there was just enough light for him to see her eyes and the swirling emotions within them. He wondered if it was really there, or if it was just a reflection of what he felt, somehow pushed out into her.

He leaned in slowly, expecting Lucy to stop him, or at least pull back. She didn’t. Victor’s lips met hers, and Lucy slid her thighs open.

That was all it took for the rest of their collective resolve to vanish, transmuted into unbridled lust as months of suppressed urges and desires came to the surface. Victor ground his hardness against her panties, pulling her tight against him as they kissed.

It was difficult to tell whether any of it was truly happening or not. Lucy met each of his movements with one of her own, shifting and running her hands across Victor’s body as he pawed at her breasts and kissed her neck.

She pulled his boxers down and slid his cock out, holding it like a loaded weapon in one hand. Victor was just about to get the clasp of her bra undone when she shifted, sliding his hands down to her panties instead. Victor practically tore them off, and immediately climbed between Lucy’s soft, perfect thighs to take their place.

He moved up her body, his hard clock slowly rubbing against the soft inside of her leg. A noticeable shiver of pleasure went through Lucy. She put her hands up on his chest, as though reassuring herself that she could stop him at any time if she wanted to.

We’re crossing a line. She still remembers me as a child, as my father’s son.

Things had changed. Victor let the head of his cock tease at Lucy’s entrance. She was hot and wet, and her soft, warm pussy lips slipped aside as Victor eased himself in. Lucy reached her hand up and gently caressed his cheek, taking a deep breath at the same time that caused her body to shake with anticipation.

Victor pushed in deeper, letting his cock get the full sensation of being inside of her, of Lucy. He saw images of the Lucy he remembered from his childhood, younger than she was now, but a fully grown woman in comparison to his nine-year-old self, the little boy who needed sandwiches packed in his lunchbox and to be tucked in at night.

This is wrong. But why does it feel so unbelievably good?

He thrust deeper into her. Lucy looped her hands around his neck and pulled his face down into her bosom, burying it there as though she was comforting him. Victor thrust faster, and faster, his cock eager to experience what it felt like to fuck her, his mentor, his boss, his father’s former girlfriend, Lucy.

There were other emotions, too. She was Kiara’s sister, and the relationship between Victor and her was already complicated enough. Victor groped at Lucy’s big, beautiful breasts through her bra as he slid into her again and again. They felt better than he ever could have imagined, comforting, soft, and sexual.

Kiara can never find out about this.

Victor felt rugged energy coursing through his body. He pushed into Lucy faster, shaking the bed with each of his movements. Lucy let out tiny little whimpers and angled her hips up to meet his cock.

“Oh…” whispered Lucy.

He took her by the waist and lifted her hips, half holding her above the mattress as he ravaged her with his savagely hard cock. He needed her, every inch of her, and he needed a release.

The darkness in the room gave the act a surreal quality, as though it was all just a dream. Victor was too enthralled by Lucy’s body to consider getting up to turn on a light, and he also suspected that this was the way she’d intended for the sex to happen.

Victor leaned forward, letting his chest lean onto Lucy slightly. He positioned his lips against her neck and kissed her there as her hips bucked against him, keeping his cock mostly sheathed and grinding more than fucking.

The combination drove Lucy wild. She let out a sharp gasp and wrapped her legs around him. Victor continued planting kiss after kiss in the nape of her neck, letting the base of his cock massage against her sensitive clit.

Lucy’s fingers squeezed and tightened on the flesh of his back. She let slip a half-stifled moan and kissed him deep on the lips. Victor felt the momentum pulling him forward, and began to slam into her, not with gentle, caring strokes, but with aggressive strength, fueled by the fire of his lust.

He fucked Lucy roughly, using her body like the beautiful thing it was. He began to feel confident, strong, and in control.

Lucy let out a long breath, and with a levered movement that Victor did not entirely understand, she flipped him underneath her and swiftly mounted him. He didn’t try to struggle for control, and even if he’d wanted to, she had him pinned.

Lucy slowly swayed her hips back and forth, as though testing the hardness of his erection. She pulled herself up a couple of inches, her pussy lips gripping their way along the shaft of Victor’s cock. It was his turn to gasp, and though it was hard to tell in the dark, he was relatively sure that Lucy was smiling.

She rode him with confidence, grace, and dexterity. Victor could see the outlines of her breasts bouncing with each movement. She reminded him of an experienced horse rider, breaking in a new steed.

Is she breaking me in?

He did struggle, once, sitting up in an attempt to regain a bit of his former status. Lucy put a soft, surprisingly strong hand on his chest and pushed him flat. Victor let his fingers settle on her hips, and she used his strength to leverage each bounce on his cock, as though encouraging her mount to run faster, and harder.

“Oh,” moaned Lucy. “Oh!”

She bounced faster, and faster, leaning forward to kiss Victor passionately. His hips were slamming up with her, and soon the two were making unintelligible moans of pleasure in a rhythm with each other. It felt good. It felt so incredibly, amazingly good. They were both shouting, and Victor was holding her tight as his cock slapped into her with reckless speed.

“Lucy!” He reached his limit just as she did. His cock exploded with cum, spraying his entire hot, sticky load into Lucy’s cunt. He wrapped his arms around her and felt her legs intertwine with his, as if by holding onto each other, they could make the moment last forever. Pleasure erupted in Victor’s chest, spreading through every inch of his body and making him shake with pure, illicit delight.

As if by magic, the bliss of the orgasm did seem to go on for longer than normal. Neither of them said anything to each other at first, and at least not directly afterward, as they both lay side by side in bed. Victor’s mind was numb, and empty of thought.

“That should be enough to keep your nanites balanced for the next few days,” whispered Lucy.

“What?”

Victor sat up in bed and watched as the beautiful woman slipped back into her panties and out of the bed. She pulled on her nightgown and leaned over to Victor, close enough to whisper to him, but still with a safe distance in between.

“We’re both willing to do whatever it takes to get Kiara back,” said Lucy. “I think your part in it is easier than mine.”

Without another word, she walked to the door with soft, inaudible steps and disappeared through it. Victor leaned his head back on the pillow and fell into a deep, satisfied sleep.


CHAPTER 15

Victor woke up a couple of hours later, at the first light of dawn. He could smell breakfast cooking in the kitchen, and didn’t waste any time getting up and getting dressed.

Lucy wore one of her casual blouse and skirt combos, and stood in front of the stove, watching one pan with eggs and one pan with bacon. She turned and smiled slightly at Victor as he walked into the room.

“Kronenberg has found a lead,” she said. “He says he needs help following up on the physical search.”

“Alright.”

Lucy turned back to focus on the food. Victor walked over to the counter and leaned against it for a moment.

“We don’t have any time to waste, Victor,” said Lucy. She finished with the food and with quick movements, bound the egg, bacon, and a bit of cheese between two thick slices of bread. “Here.”

Victor took the sandwich and nodded.

“Well,” he said. “I guess I should get going.”

Lucy nodded slowly.

“You should,” she said.

Outside, Victor walked to the edge of the sidewalk and then carefully focused his awareness.

“Kronenberg, are you there?” he asked. Through the use of his nanites, he could communicate with Kronenberg and anyone with high-level access to the Nano Aura Department’s network. He heard silence for a second, and then a slightly muffled answer.

“Victor?” asked Kronenberg. “Good timing, buddy. I’ve got something for you.”

“No time to waste, let me have it.”

“The library on Douglass Ave,” said Kronenberg. “It has an unnamed volume in the archives with the lost blueprints to the city’s subway network. Get there and find it, and you should be all set.”

“I’m on it,” said Victor. “Kronenberg… Thanks.”

“Thank me by bringing her back alive,” he said. “We all care about Kiara.”

Victor frowned and forced himself to start jogging down the sidewalk.

Apparently I show how much I care for her by sleeping with her older sister.

He’d made decent enough time, taking shortcuts wherever he could. Most of the pedestrians out and about were walking in a groggy haze, and he was careful to telegraph his movements as he navigated his way through the crowds.

Victor had just started jogging down a long alleyway that would save him a couple of minutes when a figure appeared at the other end. He slowed to a walk, instinctively preparing himself for a fight if it came to it.

“Oh…” he said. “It’s you.”

Ella stood across from him with her arms folded, a neutral expression on her face. Victor took a step as though to walk around her, and she moved to cut him off.

“Victor,” she said softly. “Are you sure about this?”

Victor frowned, realizing that it had been longer than usual since he’d last seen or heard from her.

“Yeah, I’m sure,” he said. “Kiara needs my help.”

“You can’t head back down there,” said Ella. “Your enemy is too strong this time.”

“I can beat it. I’ll find a way. Things always look bad, but in the end, I-”

“You aren’t hearing me, Victor!” Ella snapped. “You’re going to get yourself killed!”

“Are you scared about going down with the ship, so to speak?” he asked. “If I die, you die, too, right?”

“If you died…” said Ella, in a soft voice. “There wouldn’t be much reason for me to keep on going.”

Ella watched him contemplatively, as though coming to a hard decision.

“I have to tell you something,” she said. “Something that’s going to be hard to hear… and even harder for me to say.”

“…Alright.”

Ella snapped her fingers and the world disappeared. It was as though someone had disconnected his eyes from his brain, completely omitting his sense of sight from his awareness. He didn’t see darkness, but rather, he no longer had the ability to see anything.

“What…?” Victor took a staggered step back. “What the hell did you just do?”

Ella snapped her fingers again, and Victor could see the alleyway in front of him. He stared at her, his mouth slacked open in shock.

“Victor, you’ve known since I first entered your mind that I have control over things like this,” said Ella. “Over what you see, what you feel, what you experience.”

“I know that, Ella,” said Victor. “But I don’t have time for this right now.”

“Listen to me, Victor,” she said. “I care about you. Which puts me in a bit of a bind, this time.”

Victor felt his lips tighten into a frown.

“How much of the encounter with the monster do you actually remember?” asked Ella.

“I remember…” Victor searched his thoughts. “I remember everything. How it looked, how it moved. What happened after it hit me with its mind-affecting attack.”

“It was all me, Victor,” said Ella. “You weren’t fighting any monster. You were fighting Kiara, under my control. And you killed her.”

Victor blinked, stared at her for a moment, and then shook his head.

“Bullshit,” said Victor. “I still have the bruises to prove it!”

“Kiara gave you those. She cared too much about you to use her auras on you,” said Ella. “She wanted to pull you out of it.”

“You’re lying!”

“I was jealous, and I wanted her dead,” said Ella. “And then you came up to the surface, so intent on finding her and bringing her back. So last night, I tried again.”

“What… are you saying?”

“Didn’t things seem a little too perfect with Lucy?” asked Ella.

Victor felt a cold shiver run down his spine. He stared at her for several long, painful seconds.

Could she be… telling the truth?

Finally, he came to a conclusion, feeling logic born from desperation click into place.

“Nice try, Ella,” he said. “The cave in when I was escaping the cavern didn’t happen by accident.”

“That was-“

“The sheets.”

Ella looked at him blankly.

“Lucy pulled back the sheets when she climbed into the bed,” he said. “And she took off my shirt for me.”

“But… how do you know I didn’t-“

“You couldn’t,” said Victor. “Your reach doesn’t extend into the physical world. And I know you. It’s more likely that you’d avoid having to make things more complicated than they needed to be.”

Ella said nothing. Victor took a few steps forward and locked eyes with her.

“Ella, listen to me,” he said. “I know you’re trying to protect me. I know you’d do anything to keep me safe.”

Tears formed in the corner of Ella’s eyes. She knew him well enough to know what he was about to say.

“But if you ever try to lie to me like this again, I will find a way to get you out of my head.” His voice was cold and hard.

“Victor, you don’t under-”

“I understand perfectly,” he said.

“No, you don’t!” Ella was shouting now. She pushed him roughly, and though it didn’t move him at all, he still felt it in his body.

“Ella, stop this!”

“Do you think I wanted this?” she asked, tears streaming down her face. “This is my life now. This is how I exist. I’m your permanent ride-along. I get to see the boy I loved, the boy that fought to save me, like a prince in shining armor, break my heart over and over again…”

She turned away from him and faded into the thin air.

“And now I get to watch him die, whether I like it or not.”

Victor stood in the alleyway for another minute, feeling more than thinking. He started walking again. His feet felt heavy.


CHAPTER 16

The library sat on the corner of a street in the sprawling northern outskirts of town. Victor made his way up the stairs and pushed through two ancient, polished wood doors. The silence inside was a little jarring, and as far as he could see, the library was empty other than him and the librarian behind the counter.

It’s still pretty early. I’m probably the first patron of the day.

He wandered toward the front desk, feeling a bit intimidated by the number of shelves and his complete lack of even a wild guess at where to start looking. The librarian, a plump, but pleasant enough looking woman, frowned and peered over her horn-rimmed glasses.

“Can I help you with something, sir?”

“Uh, yes,” said Victor. “I’m looking for something out of the archives. A few old blueprints of the city’s subway system, how it would have looked if the construction had been finished.”

The librarian gave him a curious look but didn’t pry into his reasons.

“Certainly.” She stood up from her chair and walked around to the lobby. “Something like that would be in our reference section. Follow me, please.”

Victor wasn’t illiterate, but he’d never been much of a reader growing up, at least not to the point of spending much time in libraries. The inside of the building gave off a strange vibe, a reverence for dusty books and meticulous order that contrasted against the chaos of the outside world, and regular life.

Each step he took across the old tile floor echoed against the walls, but the rows of bookshelves dampened the sound slightly, making it feel as though the library intended to absorb the sound for the sake of preserving the silence. The librarian, rather appropriately, didn’t say much.

She stopped in front of a large shelf in the back of the room that was stuffed with nontraditional books, the volumes varying in size and appearance. Some of them were just documents stuffed into manila folders, and others were loosely bound, or stitched together with staples. The librarian scanned across all of them, her finger slowly touching each volume or document as she went by.

“Hmmm…” she mused. “This is where it should be. I didn’t expect anyone to have checked out something like this, but I guess someone must have.”

She smiled politely at Victor, who did his best not to frown.

“All I need is information out of the blueprints,” he said. “If you could give me the name of whoever took them out, or even just the phone number, I could-“

“I’m sorry sir, but that kind of thing goes against my ethical code,” said the librarian. “It just wouldn’t be possible.”

Victor sighed, and without any hesitation, bound his scarlet aura to the woman with an intensity that was almost rude. Her mouth dropped open, and her knees began to quiver visibly.

“Are you sure there is no way for you to help me?” Victor asked. “It’s to help someone that’s in grave danger.”

The woman stepped in closer to him and nodded slowly.

“I… might be able to make an exception,” said the woman. “If you wouldn’t mind staying here for a moment… and having some tea with me?”

If I had the time, I just might consider it.

The thought made him feel a little ashamed of himself, but he knew in the back of his mind that he was willing to do whatever it would take to save Kiara. So Victor played his part, grinning wolfishly and meeting the librarian’s eye.

“Maybe we can skip right to the point?” He stepped in closer to her and slipped a hand under her skirt. She didn’t stop him, not even as he made contact with her panties with his index and middle fingers, slowly caressing across her cloth covered mound.

It only took a few seconds, no longer than a minute, at most. The woman let out a moan that turned into a small squeal of pleasure. Her knees buckled inward in she fell to the ground in a crumpled, orgasmic heap.

“I… wow…” She shook her head and gawked at him. “I’ve never done anything like that before!”

“The phone number…” repeated Victor.

Five minutes later, he stood outside the library with not just the number, but the address of one “Annette Lockwood”, the last recipient of the blueprints he needed. Victor tried calling and got no answer.

It’s not too far. I doubt she’d mind if I made a house call.

It took Victor about ten minutes to get there. The address was in an area of north Undercliff City that had been gentrified out of the price range of regular people. Still, Victor almost had to do a double-take when he reached the right street. The house was extravagant, far more expensive than anything owned by anyone outside of the richest of the rich could afford.

The other houses nearby, the neighborhood, was expensive, but Annette’s house went above and beyond the rest. The property was expansive enough for plenty of creature comforts like guest houses, pools, and expansive gardens fit with room to spare. A heavy black fence ran around the outer edge of the yard, with a single electronic sliding metal gate creating an opening to the road.

Victor felt his heart sink. Part of him had hoped that he’d at least have the option of sneaking in and searching for the blueprints, if need be. There wasn’t enough time for him to try something like that here, not by a long shot.

He slowly walked over to the gate, half expecting a guard to jump out of the bushes and point a gun at his head. Nothing happened. Built into the threshold of the side of the gate was a small black intercom with two buttons on it. Victor walked over to it, pressed one of them, and said “Hello?”

Nothing happened. He tried the other one and got a similar result. Victor stood there for a while, internally debating whether he should just climb the fence and make an attempt at searching anyway, when the gate began to slide open, whisper silent.

“Uh… okay?” Victor scratched his head and frowned, an unusual feeling spreading through his fingertips and toes. He stood there for a moment more, and then slowly began walking inside.


CHAPTER 17

The front yard, even excluding the sections occupied by Annette Lockwood’s extravagant gardens, could have fit the townhouse that Victor and Kronenberg shared inside of it fifty times over, with room to spare. Victor walked slowly, or at least it felt that way, along the winding path up to the mansion’s front doors.

When he reached them, he again felt a bit like he had standing outside the gate. There was no doorbell of any kind to speak of, and the idea of knocking and having the sound carry throughout such a large house was a bit too hopeful for him to consider.

He tried anyway, several times in a row. Victor stood there, feeling a bit foolish, knocking and waiting, for about five minutes, a much longer amount of time under the circumstance than the number would suggest.

Finally, he heard a noise, not from behind the door, but further off. Victor walked back down the winding path and took one of the offshoots that led toward the back of the house. He could have just walked on the grass, but it felt somehow inappropriate, given how perfectly manicured it was.

It would be like wearing muddy shoes inside.

Victor spotted the swimming pool, a large, but not quite Olympic sized rectangle set in the ground and surrounded by rock gardens and cherry trees. A woman wearing a blue bikini was swimming in it, her hair trailing around her in thousands of wild, jet black locks.

She was facing away from him when she surfaced on the other side of the pool, but climbed out and turned around as though totally aware of his presence. She met his eye and smiled, and then waved her hand in a manner that made Victor feel a sudden stab of unwanted awkwardness.

“Mind bringing me a towel?” She pointed to a nearby pool chair with something fluffy and white folded neatly on it.

Victor picked up the towel and walked it over to her. His eyes ran across her body, ogling her as much as examining. She was tall, with big breasts, nice thighs, pale skin, and long black hair. Her face was pretty in a sharp sort of way, as though it had been chiseled from marble by a master craftsmen well versed in the female form. Her eyes were the color of crystalline ice, cold and beautiful.

“Uh, hi,” he said. “My name is Victor. Victor Anders.”

“Annette Lockwood. A pleasure.”

She looked to be about 40 or so, though most of that age was in her expressions and mannerisms, rather than her flawlessly toned body. Annette began to dry herself off with slow, easy movements. Victor started to bring himself back to the reason why he was there when another question popped into his head.

“Did you buzz me in personally at the gate?” asked Victor.

Annette nodded, smiling at him as she carefully wrapped the towel into a makeshift skirt around her waist.

“Why?” he asked.

“I thought you looked kind of cute,” said Annette. “There’s something about your face, or maybe your eyes. I could tell that you were here for a good, honest reason.”

She started walking down the path, back toward the front of the house. Victor followed her without needing to be told.

“That’s awfully trusting of you, don’t you think?” he said.

“Was I wrong?” Annette shot him an amused look over the shoulder. “Why are you here, Victor?”

“I need to get my hands on something you checked out of the library.”

That sounded a lot more compelling in my head than it did out loud.

Annette laughed and skipped up the front steps of the mansion. She opened the apparently unlocked front door and Victor followed her inside. A huge chamber lay on the other side of it with chandeliers hanging from the ceiling, and two sets of stairs that spiraled up around a massive statue leading up to the second level, and an expensive looking custom cut carpet.

“Would you like to come up to my room with me, and talk some more, Victor?” asked Annette.

Victor took a deep breath that was meant to be calming. It only seemed to intensify his frustration.

“No,” he said. “I wouldn’t. I’m here for the blueprints of the subway, Annette, and excuse me if I’m being short with you, but I don’t have a lot of time.”

Annette laughed again, the sound of it reminding Victor of an elegant, finely tuned bell. She gave him a knowing look and then began walking over to a doorway on the left side of the room.

“The kitchen, then,” she said. “Normally I’d make you wait for me to dress myself in clothes a bit more modest than this old thing, but since you’re in a rush, I’ll make an exception.”

“Mrs. Lockwood!” snapped Victor. “I don’t-“

“Ms. Lockwood.”

Victor gritted his teeth and used every remaining ounce of willpower to keep his hands from balling into fists.

“Ms. Lockwood, as I just said, I don’t have a lot of time.”

Annette smiled at him. After a couple of seconds, she pulled the towel free again and made a bit of a show of drying herself a second time over.

“You’re everything I’ve heard, and more, Victor Anders.” She leaned forward slightly, practically beaming at him. “Let’s go straight to my study, and talk on the way.”

I have to play her game if I want to save Kiara. I don’t have a choice.

Annette walked by him, and Victor followed as she led him into a hallway and around a corner.

“We can skip past at least some of the formalities,” said Annette. “I know who you are, and I know that you’re well on your way to becoming the Eli Monteiro’s chief bloodhound.”

Victor blinked, a little surprised.

“That’s… not exactly the case,” he said. “I work for Lucy Wilson.”

“Who works for Monteiro,” said Annette. “As much as I’m sure you’d like to think that each and every case you’ve worked has been for the common good of society, if you think long enough about it, they all have something in common.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Victor.

Annette pushed a door open and led him into a medium sized room lined with bookshelves, a large polished oak desk, and a massive electronic fireplace built into one wall.

“Let me get to the point, then,” said Annette. “There’s a reason why I know so much, Victor, about you and about what’s been going on.”

He folded his arms, not bothering to take the chair across from her desk that she offered to him. The sight would have been a bit ridiculous, Annette sitting in her bikini behind such a prim and proper desk, if not for the intense gleam in her eyes.

“I’m the owner and CEO of Blue Horizon Inc.”

Victor nodded slowly, recognizing the name. Blue Horizon was a massive, multifaceted corporation that in some ways, stepped on the toes of Monteiro when it came to the development of their research applications.

“And why does this matter to me?” asked Victor.

Annette grinned at him. She leaned forward onto the desk, letting the edge of it cup her breasts up in a fashion that ensnared the attention of his eyes.

“Because I want to hire you, silly boy!” She ran a finger across her lips, and Victor felt a few less than noble thoughts edging into his awareness. “There is a lot you could offer this company.”

She must be out of her mind.

Victor shook his head slowly.

“Look,” he said. “I’m flattered. I really am. But I can’t imagine what I could offer your company.”

“I know all about you, Victor,” said Annette. “Probably more than Eli Monteiro does, in some regards. Your nanites, your distinctive healing abilities… other things.”

Victor had to work to keep his facial expression steady. He didn’t see Ella in his field of vision and didn’t dare to look around and see if she’d materialized behind him.

“Is this your game?” he asked. “You want me to come work for you, in exchange for the blueprints?”

Annette shook her head.

“No, of course not.” She reached into her desk and pulled out a large manila folder. “I simply ask that you consider it, in return for the blueprints. Whatever you need them for, I can tell that it matters to you.”

She passed them to Victor, holding her grip for a split second as he went to take them.

“I’m serious,” she said, in a soft voice. “Think about it.”

Victor nodded slowly. He turned to leave, half expecting Annette to stop him. She caught his eye and smiled mischievously, and then blew him a kiss.

“Be safe, Victor,” she said. “I’ve heard some nasty rumors about what’s been going on in those empty subway tunnels. We wouldn’t want this to turn into a major incident, now would we?”

He walked out of Annette Lockwood’s mansion, unsure of what to make of her, or anything relating to his situation.


CHAPTER 18

Victor scanned over the blueprints on the sidewalk outside. It took him longer than he thought it would to identify which of the tunnels connected to the surface. One led to the entrance he and Kiara had gone in through the day before. Another appeared to lead downtown, ending on a street that he was sure he’d walked down before without noticing anything suggesting a route underground.

And one of them, as Johnathon had mentioned to him, led into the cliffs. Victor tapped his finger on the spot where it appeared on the blueprints hard enough to make it tear slightly, and then took off toward the western edge of town.

It wasn’t until the buildings thinned out and the cliffs were in sight that Victor began to feel the gravity of the situation he was heading into. He’d lost the first fight, by any standard, up against the Labyrinth monster. He couldn’t think of anything new to bring to the table for a rematch that would give him an advantage.

After reaching the familiar path through the easternmost park in the city that led up to the cliffs, he slowed to a walk and pulled out his phone. He found Lucy’s cell number and sent her a quick, mostly pointless text.

“I’ve found the entrance. I’m heading down to bring Kiara back.”

Victor frowned slightly. He wanted to believe that it really was what he was doing, and that he wasn’t walking headfirst into an encounter that he had no chance of winning. He wanted to believe that he wasn’t on the verge of throwing his life away against an opponent that that was ultimately stronger and better at killing than he was. But he wasn’t sure if he did.

“Victor?” Lucy’s voice sounded in his ears over the nano connection, startling him out of his thoughts. “Victor, can you hear me?”

He smiled slightly.

“Yeah,” he said. “I can hear you, Lucy.”

She didn’t say anything. Victor knew that she was thinking the same thing that he was.

It will be a miracle if I come out of this alive, with or without Kiara.

“Victor, I’m not used to having to rely on other people. Not for things like this.” Lucy paused, and Victor heard her take a shaky breath. “But please… bring her back. Don’t give up. Don’t let it beat you. I can’t lose her. Not her, not her, too.”

Victor closed his eyes and folded his hand against his head. Kronenberg had told him a bit of Lucy and Kiara’s history, many months ago. Their parents had been kidnapped and killed by a still unidentified serial killer. Kiara had been kidnapped along with them, and somehow, miraculously, managed to escape.

She’s been through enough already.

“I will.” Victor’s voice was soft, quiet, and utterly resolute. “I’m going to bring her back, Lucy. I’m going to bring her back.”

There was another pause. Even without her being physically present, Victor felt a little bit of tension over the line. Lucy was so much more vulnerable than she let on, and it was up to him to ensure that she didn’t get hurt.

“Thank you,” said Lucy. “I have a few members of the Monteiro private security firm that I can send, if you want backup.”

Victor paused, considering it.

“No,” he said. “They would just get in the way. I don’t want to have to worry about saving anyone other than Kiara.”

“Thank you,” repeated Lucy. “Come back to me afterward, Victor.”

“I will.”

The sound of Lucy’s voice and soft breathing cut off abruptly. Victor looked at the path in front of him and started down it, even though a voice in the back of his head screamed that he was making a terrible mistake.

There were just enough overgrown plants and roots jutting out to make the trip annoying. Eventually, Victor reached the beginning of the cliffs, the same place where he and Kiara had gone to train a few days earlier.

“Victor.” Ella appeared in front of him, right as he began to approach the cliff. He realized that again, it had been a while since he’d last seen her. She looked sad, almost like she’d been crying.

“Ella,” he said. “I know what you’re going to say.”

“You do,” she said softly. “But I still have to say it.”

The wind blew across the park from the southeast. Ella’s hair was long enough that if she’d been anyone else, her soft, auburn locks would have been tossed across her face. Instead they remained where they were, ethereal and impassive.

“I’m always here, Victor,” said Ella. “I’m always with you. I don’t have a choice, and I’m not sure if I’d choose otherwise if I did.”

Victor stared at her. She felt like the old Ella, more than ever at that moment.

“You have a death wish,” said Ella.

Victor shook his head.

“No, I don’t.”

Ella shook her head.

“You do. You’ve had it for a while, Victor. Longer than I’ve been with you.”

Victor didn’t say anything. He didn’t feel like he could argue with her, but he didn’t want to admit that she was right. The scars on his chest, still as visible as they’d been when he’d first received them months earlier, burned slightly.

REPENT…

“I’m not prepared to watch you throw your life away,” said Ella. “To throw our lives away! I die, if you die.”

“And that scares you?” asked Victor.

Ella shook her head.

“No. It doesn’t scare me. It hurts me. You’re risking my life to save… hers.”

Victor winced. There was god honest emotion in her words, and it was painful to hear, and even more painful to think about.

“I’m sorry, Ella,” he said. “But I can’t change that. I don’t know what you want from me.”

“Just remember that I’m here,” she said. “Please. And don’t get yourself killed.”

Victor nodded slowly. Ella took a step toward him, and then another, and then threw her arms around him in a tight, full body hug.

“Can we talk about something less serious now?” asked Victor.

Ella gave him a quick peck on the lips and smiled through misty eyes.

“Like what?”

“Well, you’re wearing a skirt,” said Victor, eying the short, black number she had on underneath her t-shirt. “How about you climb up first and I’ll follow behind?”

Ella poked him hard in the ribs, and Victor let out an exaggerated gasp of pain.

She’s right. I’m not allowed to die.


CHAPTER 19

The climb up the cliffs was harder than Victor remembered. He took a route that he hadn’t taken before, following the map on the blueprints and correcting his course as he went.

It took him about a half hour of searching to find the entrance, and when he did, he immediately understood why it’d taken him so long to spot. It was only a tiny manhole, sandwiched between two bushes and covered with a light layer of dirt.

He cleaned it off and spent the next few minutes struggling to get the cover off. It was heavy, and offered almost nothing for him to grip onto.

“I think you should try something else,” said Ella.

“Got any suggestions?”

Ella put both of her hands on the back of his shoulders and brought her lips in close to her ear.

“Try using the diamond aura,” she said.

Victor frowned. It was a good idea, except for the fact that he barely had enough practice with the aura to lift a fork into the air, let alone something as heavy as a manhole cover.

I don’t have any other options.

He took a deep breath, faced the manhole cover, and slowly began to search his awareness. It was there, hovering just outside the radius of his other, more practiced abilities. He began to summon his energy, letting it course into a single intention, and then bound his diamond aura to the manhole cover.

Nothing happened. He tried to lift it up. It didn’t work. The cover was just too heavy, and his ability was too limited. Victor sighed and sat down on the ground.

“Here.” Ella stepped over to him and reached down, taking his hand into hers. “Try it again.”

Victor closed his eyes and focused. He bound his diamond aura to the cover, from the sides, from underneath, from every direction he could, and then lifted. The cover popped up a few inches, landing slightly askew on the opening. Victor stared at Ella, completely dumbfounded.

“How the hell did you do that?”

She smirked at him.

“I didn’t do anything,” she said. “You just needed some help staying focused.”

Victor grinned at her.

“Thanks,” he said. “Come on, let’s get going.”

A heavily rusted ladder led down into the tunnel below. It was pitch black, with the light of the afternoon sun only providing illumination for the first few feet. Victor went slowly, step by step.

He was about fifteen feet in when he lowered his right foot and found nothing but thin air. Victor grimaced and bound his onyx aura to his senses, looking down and trying to make sense of the situation.

The bottom of the ladder was completely rusted out. Victor could barely see into the tunnel, but it looked as though the ground was only ten or so feet below him. He stared back up at the ladder, aware of how tricky it would be to come back out using the same route.

I’ll find a way. I’m saving Kiara, no matter what it takes.

He let go of the ladder and fell through the air. His legs were ready to catch him, and it took him totally off guard when his feet hit the ground and kept going. A tremendous splash echoed off the concrete walls of the tunnel, but Victor only heard the very beginning of it as the sludge surged into his ears and eyes.

He kicked wildly, feeling for the ground underneath him and not finding it. He’d entered the dirty water without taking the deep precursory breath, and his lungs burned, desperate for oxygen. When Victor finally did break the surface, he spent a few seconds gasping for air, and then let out a disgusted groan.

“Yuck,” said Ella, from above. “And there’s like a layer of nasty sewer film on top.”

“Gah!” shouted Victor. “Which way? Which way do I swim to get out of here?”

Ella materialized in the air a few feet to his right and beckoned him over. Victor could only see her through half squinted, grimed up eyes, but it was enough. He swam forward, each stroke through the water splashing up more of the nasty goop and making him cringe.

After a few minutes, his feet struck aground. The tunnel sloped upward and out of the water, and he walked forward until he was completely out of it. It was only then that he stopped to appreciate the smell, defecation mixed with chemicals and dank mold. He gritted his teeth, wiped as much of it off as he could, and forced himself to keep moving.

“I’m not going back out that way,” he said. “No fucking chance.”

“I don’t think you could even if you wanted to,” said Ella. “There would be no way for you to reach up to the ladder. You’ll have to find another route.”

Victor opened his mouth to reply, and then remembered the blueprints, which he’d tucked away inside his jacket before starting the climb down. He pulled them out and slapped a hand to his forehead as he flipped through them.

“They’re ruined,” he said. “And I have no chance of getting out on my own.”

Ella crouched down, meeting his downcast eyes.

“You’ll find a way, Victor,” she said. “Have faith.”

He spent another minute cleaning himself off, using the ruined paper blueprints as a makeshift towel, and then continued onward. The tunnel ran straight, without any turns or offshoots. Victor knew that the second it started branching, he’d be picking at random. Every wrong turn he took would cost him minutes, if not hours, and he didn’t know how much time Kiara had left as a captive.

His onyx aura enhanced eyes picked out something against the darkness up ahead. The way was blocked off by a thick steel grate, inset into a metal threshold running around the edge of the tunnel’s circumference.

“I already decided that I’m not going back,” said Victor. Ella nodded to him.

He focused his energy, binding his scarlet aura with all his strength. Out of all of his auras, it was the one he’d been using for the longest, and because of that, it was easier for him to bind it, and often resulted in a stronger effect.

Victor growled slightly as he thrust his hand forward, launching a medium sized fireball at the grate and bathing the tunnel in bright orange light. It exploded when it reached the barrier, releasing a deafening thunderclap of noise as the flames turned the impediment into shards of flaming shrapnel.

“Nicely done,” said Ella. “Now do that once more to the monster and we can get out of here.”

“That’s the plan,” he said.

From further down the tunnel, something let out an inhumanly loud shriek, as though in response to the noise of the fireball. Victor walked forward, steeling his nerves for what was about to come.


CHAPTER 20

The chamber was just as large and imposing as it had been the last time Victor had entered it. The air felt warmer than the air in the tunnel had. The same cloud of unnatural darkness hung on the air, blocking Victor’s view and giving him a warning, or possibly a challenge, of what was to come.

“Don’t hold back, Victor,” whispered Ella. “You have to hit it hard and fast!”

He nodded.

The creature already knew he was coming. It had every advantage over him. Last time, they’d gotten the drop on it, and Kiara had been there to fight alongside him. This time would be different.

Victor took a deep breath, felt for his auras on the edge of his awareness, and then began walking into the chamber. The room felt humid and stuffy, like a clothes dryer opened in mid-cycle. His onyx aura was useless as far as assisting him to see through the darkness, but he could still hear, still listen intently for any sound of the monster’s approach.

He was scared, more than he’d ever been before in his life, and not just for himself. The idea of dying in a struggle against the creature wasn’t a pleasant one, and it made his palms sweat. The burgeoning seed of fear in his chest, however, was for Kiara.

Images flashed through his mind. Her body on the ground, torn open and unmoving. Scraps of blonde hair and clothing mixed with broken bones, blood and ichor. The sound of her screams, echoing out against the walls of the room with nobody around to hear them.

It all fed into Victor’s anxious energy, which raked his nerves raw with its intensity. He took several quick steps, as though proving to himself that he was still functional, and at least capable of moving forward.

A noise came from the darkness in front of him. Victor gritted his teeth and jogged forward, preparing his scarlet aura for an attack beyond anything he’d done before.

“Ella!” he murmured, under his breath. “Watch my back!”

“Got it!”

Victor slid to a stop as another sound came, this time slightly offset to his left. He turned about slowly in a complete circle, taking in the darkness surrounding him and cursing.

“Face me!” he shouted. “I’m right here! Come and get me! We’re on your turf, you get to throw the first punch!”

There was silence for a few more seconds, and then a sickening wet snarl sounded from behind Victor.

“It’s coming!” shouted Ella.

Victor ducked into a roll and let out a small burst of flame behind him, designed to distract rather than destroy. A long tentacle swatted through it, as though knocking a cloth out of the air. Victor dropped down to one knee, took aim, and let out another attack, testing the creature’s reflexes.

It dodged with a surprising amount of speed and made a noise that sounded a bit like a demonic laugh. The movement took it out of the tiny visual horizon Victor had in the cloud of murky darkness, and he was forced to move forward after the monster to keep it in view.

A tentacle lashed out at his head and Victor ducked a split second too slowly. The slimy appendage landed a glancing blow across the top of his head, bruising his skull and batting him to the side. Victor unleashed a splash of weak flame, more to cut through a bit of the darkness than to cause injury. The sparks landed on the monster, illuminating it.

Several tentacles burst forward at once. Victor snarled, dodging one of them and grabbing onto another with his hands. It was almost impossible to hold onto, but he used his scarlet aura to push heat energy directly into it, leaving deep burns in the shape of his hands on the creature’s ghoulish skin. It opened its grotesque, human shaped mouth, and let out a cry as it charged forward.

That was precisely what Victor had been waiting for. He poured his energy into his scarlet aura and threw both of his hands forward, as though trying to physically push the monster back. Two blasts of flame that looked fit to burst out of a jet engine erupted forth, aimed directly at the creature.

It moved faster than it should have been able to. Several tentacles charred and crumbled to ash, along with a bit of its deformed upper body. But it continued to move, and the attack had taken everything out of Victor.

“Fall back!” shouted Ella. “You need a minute to recharge!”

Victor started to tell her no, when two tentacles swinging in unison slammed into his chest, throwing him a few dozen feet through the air. He landed hard and tumbled over several times before coming to a stop. His shoulder ached from a possible dislocation. One of his ankles was badly twisted. Every inch of his spine cried out with pain as he tried to stand up. Blood dripped from his nose and mouth, and stars spun across his field of view.

He was against a wall, and he wasn’t alone. Naked, and stuck to the wall from the neck down in a cocoon of a strange, mucousy substance was Kiara. Her eyes were closed, and Victor couldn’t tell if she was breathing.

“Kiara…” He reached over and shook her. “Kiara!”

She didn’t respond. Her skin felt cold, and her body looked emaciated and frail. The creature let out another roar from across the room. Victor turned in its direction and took a step forward.

“You don’t have enough energy to use your auras!” hissed Ella.

“I don’t have a choice,” said Victor.

He ran forward in a desperate, foolhardy charge. The creature met him head on. It didn’t use its tentacles to attack, but rather, relied on its other weapon, the one Victor had forgotten about.

The blast of viscous saliva hit him full on in the face. He had just enough time to realize that he’d lost, that it was really over, before his legs gave out underneath him.


CHAPTER 21

Victor opened his eyes. He was in his apartment, lying in bed. He sat up sharply, scanning the room for threats, and trying to parse out why he felt so sure that they must be there.

The door to his room opened. Kiara was standing on the other side, alive and well. She smiled at him and climbed onto his bed.

“Victor, hey,” she said. “I figured I’d stop by and wake you up…”

Her hand ran up his leg through the covers, tracing a circle around his rather impressive shaft of morning wood.

“…But it looks like you’re already awake.”

“Kiara…” Victor blinked, trying to remember why it was so odd for her to be there, and failing.

She’s so pretty. And she’s… naked?

Kiara was naked, and Victor was suddenly sure that she had been when she first walked in. Her breasts were nicely formed, not as large as her older sister’s, but impressive, none the less. She straddled Victor and slowly began pulling the sheets back, planting kisses on his chest and neck as she went.

“We should be together,” she whispered. “You know we should.”

“Why…?” Victor shook his head. “Why are you here?”

“Am I not supposed to be?”

Victor pondered the question. The answer was on the tip of his tongue. It was about to come to him when more two more women entered the room, both naked, and faintly familiar.

“Just relax and forget about everything,” said Kiara. “You can think about complicated stuff later, once we’ve had our fun.”

The women pulled the sheets off the bed and began kissing him all over, their lips hot and pleasurable. Victor moaned as Kiara moved closer to his cock, nuzzling her cheek against it.

“You want me to do this, don’t you, Victor?” she whispered.

“I… I don’t know,” he said.

“Just say you want me to do it,” whispered Kiara, “and I will.”

There was another woman in the room, standing in the doorway. She had long auburn hair, freckles, and eyes full of concern. Her clothes were still on, and it looked like she was trying to shout something, but no sound was coming out of her mouth.

“Who… are you?” Victor started to sit up. Kiara brought her lips down over his cock and his hips jerked up as the pleasure slammed into him. He moaned and a small laugh escaped his throat. Nothing had ever felt so good, not in his entire life.

“This is what you want, isn’t it, Victor?” asked Kiara. The other women were kissing and suckling now, too. He felt like a god, receiving tribute from his worshippers. He felt amazing, so incredibly good…

And he recognized the woman. It was Ella, and she was crying.

“I can’t save you this time.” Her words were quiet, barely audible over the chorus of kissing and sucking noises. “You have to come back on your own.”

“Wait!” shouted Victor. “Come back from…”

“That’s right!” said Kiara. “You have to cum, Victor.”

She sucked his cock aggressively, as though she was trying to lock him in place with her mouth and lips.

That’s exactly what she’s doing!

Victor blinked, and then forced himself up. His cock practically cried out in disappointment. The girls grabbed onto his arms and body, trying to pin him back down in the bed.

“No!” He shouted. “I won’t!”

He could feel his auras again, suddenly. He bound his scarlet aura, with no effect. Immediately he moved on to azure, which was also ineffective. Victor focused, and bound his onyx aura, harder than he had with the other two.

He blinked, and the scene changed in an instant. Victor was flat on his back, in a lot of pain, and slowly sliding across the ground. Something was wrapped around his ankle, and as his awareness returned to him, he remembered what it was.

His body slid another foot or so, dragged by one of the tentacles of the creature. Victor pulled himself halfway up into a sitting position and then hesitated, letting himself go limp again.

It thinks I’m still hallucinating. I should take advantage of that.

The monster slowly moved toward the wall, toward where Kiara was cocooned. Victor waited as patiently as he could, counting his heartbeats as he prepared his next move. He opened his eyes and looked around for Ella, and when he didn’t see her, he clenched his teeth and tried to will her into coming to his aid.

She appeared a few feet over to his right. The tentacle monster dragged him the last of the distance to the wall, and Victor felt its grip loosen on his leg. He frantically waved his hand at Ella. She understood immediately what he had in mind.

Ella grabbed onto his hand tightly. Victor focused his will and bound his diamond aura, buoyed by the extra focusing power his connection with Ella gave him, and lifted off the ground.

If the situation had been different, Victor would have savored the moment. It felt like he was on an amusement park ride, and lifting up into the air gave him a sense of pleasurable vertigo. The monster had dropped the veil of darkness in the room at some point, and he could see across to either edge of the cavern.

A tentacle lashed up at him, but Victor was out of range. He heard the monster make a wet, snarling sound, and he twisted into a smooth barrel roll to avoid the curving arc of another glob of hallucinatory saliva. Ella had shifted so that her legs and arms were wrapped around his waist and shoulders, like some kind of ethereal ghost girl jet pack.

“You can’t do this for long, Victor,” she whispered.

“I don’t think I’ll need to.”

Mainly because I’ll only get one chance at this.

He summoned all of his remaining energy. Some of it, unsurprisingly, had been inadvertently replenished by the sex-charged dream sequence. Unfortunately, it wasn’t quite enough to give him any sort of confidence about what he was about to attempt.

Victor pushed himself further up with his diamond aura, until he could set his hand against the roof. It was full of thick, foreboding cracks. He focused his mind, binding his azure aura while still keeping himself in the air.

He filled the largest of the cracks with ice, followed by the next largest, and the one after that. His diamond aura began to weaken. Victor could feel himself sinking, slowly but surely. The monster waited at ground level, it’s tentacles whipping excitedly like the mauling bar on a grain thresher.

Victor summoned the last of his energy and bound his scarlet aura, launching a modest fireball at the ceiling and forfeiting his ability to hover at the same time. The fireball rushed up and collided with the roof, and Victor fell down and collided with one of the monster’s tentacles, and then the ground.

A deafening boom came from above them. Chunks of concrete the size of cars fell through the air. One of them landed partially on the monster, pinning its tentacles to the ground and limiting its mobility.

Victor made a mad dash past it and over to Kiara. Her condition was unchanged from before, and he ripped at the cocoon with his fingernails in desperate, clumsy movements. She came loose, and no sooner than he’d thrown her over his shoulder did the wall behind her crumble into dust, revealing a small tunnel, wide enough only for a single person to walk upright through, appeared.

“Run, Victor!” screamed Ella. She was flying through the chaos of the collapsing roof, straight toward him. Behind her, Victor could see the monster making one last, desperate charge at him, concrete raining down on it and dust filling the air.

Victor sprinted into the tunnel, carrying Kiara in his arms. He’d only just barely crossed the threshold into it when a resounding boom came from behind him, dust and evicted air swirling against his back as the ceiling of the cavern gave out. Chunks of concrete protruded slightly into the tunnel, sealing off the route he’d come in through. There was no sound after the last noise, no sign whatsoever of anything having survived.

“I saw it go under,” whispered Ella. “You did it, Victor.”

He smiled weakly and gently leaned Kiara down to the ground. Her face was chalk white, and she was barely breathing.

I did it? No… I failed.


CHAPTER 22

Victor wanted to collapse. His entire body ached, and he was pretty sure that he had at least a couple of cracked ribs. But it wasn’t about him anymore. It was about Kiara, and saving her.

He gently carried her down the tunnel, holding her in his arms for as long as he could before stopping to take a break. The tunnel sloped upward and curled in slow circles. Several times in a row, he was forced to stop in order to melt through grated gates with his scarlet aura. The last one was a thick metal door that looked like it belonged in a fallout shelter, and he felt lucky to manage even to melt the lock.

Finally, Victor reached a solid hatch in the ceiling with a ladder leading up it. It wasn’t locked, though the circular handle mechanism took all of his muscle strength to twist open. He pulled it down, and pushed the heavy manhole cover over it up and off, and found himself inside of a condemned building, on the outskirts of town.

This wasn’t marked on the blueprints.

He made another trip down for Kiara, carried her out and onto the front porch, and then focused his attention and called Lucy over the nano connection.

“…Victor?” she asked, after a brief pause.

“Yeah, it’s me.” He set a hand on his head and looked up at the night sky. “I got her out.”

“Where are you? I’ll leave right now!”

Victor groaned slightly, squinting at the nearest street sign. His exhaustion was hitting him in full force.

“Evergreen Street,” he mumbled. “Not sure what address. You’ll see us.”

Lucy said something else, and then the line went dead. Victor sat down on the steps, feeling an overwhelming urge to close his eyes and go to sleep.

He did manage to, for at least a few minutes. The sound of a car rolling up on the street in front of the building was enough to pull him out of it. He looked up, expecting to see Lucy’s red sedan pulling to a stop.

Two black BMWs with tinted windows were waiting for him instead. Several men climbed out and hurried over to him. Victor struggled to stand up, the hairs on the back of his neck prickling up.

“Whoa, whoa, easy there, champ,” said the man in front. “We’re from Monteiro. We’re friends.”

The man grinned in a way that was not at all reassuring. Victor shook his head.

“No…” he said. “I have help on the way, I don’t need-“

“Take the girl,” said the man, nodding to the group behind him.

“No!” Victor stood up, doing everything he could to summon energy into his nanites. He had nothing left, and all he could do was make a feeble attempt at shielding Kiara’s naked body.

“You’re coming with us too,” said the man. “You’re both going to the same place. Don’t worry, everything’s fine.”

“No!” shouted Victor. “No!”

He got off a few punches, the force of each of which barely enough to make the man flinch back. They carried Kiara away, one of the men throwing his suit jacket over her as they loaded her into one of the cars. Victor didn’t stop fighting, not until one of the men retaliated, landing a punch to his temple that made him see and feel black.


CHAPTER 23

“You’re finally awake.”

Victor blinked. He was in a room that he recognized, one of Monteiro’s private hospital chambers. He was naked, and sheets were pulled up and over his chest. A heart monitor slowly droned on with monotone beeps in the corner, and the air smelled of antiseptic and bandages.

There was someone else in the room with him, and not anyone he’d been hoping to see. Eli Monteiro sat in a chair directly to his right. He had a moderately concerned smile on his face that Victor would have mistaken for being genuine if not for his experience with the man.

“Kiara.” Victor took a deep breath and let it out through his nose. “Where is she?”

“She’s safe, Victor,” said Eli. “We’re giving her the best care that money can provide.”

Victor hesitated, doing his best to stifle his anger as he met the man’s eyes.

“Has she woken up yet?”

Eli frowned and shook his head.

“Not yet,” said Eli. “But I’m sure she will, eventually.”

“Lucy,” said Victor. “I want to talk to Lucy.”

“Lucy’s here,” said Eli. “She’s with her sister. Everything’s fine. There’s no need to-”

“Now.” Victor balled his hand into a fist and felt for his auras. “I want to talk to Lucy, now.”

Eli lifted one finger up and smiled, as though they were in the middle of a card game, and he was about to reveal his winning hand.

“You need to get some rest, Victor,” said Eli. “And so does Kiara. You’ll need to be a trooper for now, son. For you and her both.”

Eli’s eyes had a cruel sheen to them. He met Victor’s gaze for a moment, making his meaning as clear as he could without saying it out loud.

“What do you want from me?” asked Victor, in a quiet voice.

Eli was silent for a long moment.

“You’ve done so much for Monteiro, Victor,” he said. “I don’t want anything from you. I want to help you, and to reward you for all of your hard work.”

When it became clear that Victor had no intention of replying, Eli continued.

“I know you met with Annette Lockwood, Victor,” he said. Victor shrugged.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“See, this is exactly what I mean,” said Eli. “I’m trying to help you. Really, I am. But you have to let me help you, Victor.”

His tone and cadence carried the hidden meaning behind his words. Victor forced himself to stay calm, and to play Eli’s game.

“I needed her help finding my way back into the subway tunnels,” said Victor.

“So she was interested in the Labyrinth?” Eli frowned, and rubbed his chin. “Hmmm… That makes sense. What else?”

“She offered me a job,” said Victor. “And that was pretty much it.”

Eli pulled his chair in closer. He smiled at Victor, and then took his index finger and tapped several times on his injured rib cage, sending a jolt of pain through his body each time.

“You’re valuable to our company, Victor,” said Eli. “I want to enable you and your special talents, to give you the room you need to make more of a contribution. That’s why you’ll be working for me, from now on.”

“You’re the CEO,” said Victor. “I already work for you.”

“I mean directly,” said Eli. “What happened down in the Labyrinth was a… breach of protocol, on the behalf of the elder Ms. Wilson. She’ll be reprimanded for her actions.”

“And I’m to be rewarded?” asked Victor. “It was my choice to be down there.”

“I want what’s best for everyone involved,” said Eli. “For you, for Lucy. For Kiara. I want nothing but the best.”

I can’t say no. Kiara is being treated here in Monteiro Tower. Eli has all the leverage he needs over me.

“…Alright,” said Victor. “I’ll work for you.”

Eli grinned.

“Great!” He stood up and nodded to Victor. “I’m glad we’re on the same page.”

He turned and walked over to the door. Victor sat up just before he walked out of the room.

“If you hurt Kiara, or do anything to her that puts her in jeopardy, I’ll kill you.”

Eli looked over his shoulder and locked eyes with him. Victor saw something cold, heartless, and not entirely human stirring behind his pupils.

“No,” he said. “You won’t.”

He closed the door behind him as he continued out into the hallway. Victor started to lay back down on the bed when he felt the soft sensation of a woman’s thighs underneath his head.

“I’m still here,” said Ella. “And I know exactly what our next move will be, Victor. Nobody threatens you and gets away with it.”

Victor let out a long breath and closed his eyes.


BOOK FIVE

THE BETRAYAL

CHAPTER 1

The higher up you go, the colder it gets.

Victor squinted his eyes against the wind, feeling the chill of it to his bone. He’d taken the time to dress properly this time, but even his bomber jacket and an extra pair of sweatpants under his jeans weren’t enough to keep the icy touch of the sky out of his body during flight.

He pulled into a gentle dive in order to skirt underneath the edge of a fast moving, dark cloud. Flying through clouds, even in the middle of spring, was a quick way to end up soaked and on the verge of hypothermia. The sound of the wind, and his clothes desperately flapping against it, was the only thing he could hear.

Undercliff City was a vibrant collection of buildings, lights, and cars around a thousand feet below him. It was Victor’s home, but from above, it looked almost unrecognizable, at least at night.

The city’s center was alive with activity, while the outside edges made him think of dead branches, waiting to be pruned. It made for a scene that looked a bit like a volcano of fluorescent light, exploding out of a single point within the earth, and surrounded by ruins.

Victor sped up a little bit, feeling his body curve upward as he fought against the wind. Using the diamond aura to fly was an art, an ability that it would likely take a lifetime to master. And he was willing to put in the effort, though sometimes his own reckless mistakes hinted at him not needing to worry about investing for retirement.

He let himself sink into a controlled fall and then curved at an angle, flying himself toward the top of the highest of the cliffs that the city took its name from. Bringing his legs underneath him, Victor made an attempt at slowing himself down enough to land in a run.

His feet hit the ground and his body shot forward as though he’s tried to step out of a moving car. Victor tucked his chin and head, pulling his entire body into a ball and letting it roll. Familiar scabs along his back and shoulders broke open. Even with his accelerated healing, they still weren’t getting enough time to close up completely.

Maybe I should consider buying a parachute? It’s not stylish, but at least it’d put a stop to the concussions.

He let the momentum carry his body as far as it would take him and then uncurled, lying motionless on the ground. The light pollution from Undercliff City was too intense for him to make out many stars, but the moon looked amazing, and the clouds pushed their way across the sky at an even clip.

Victor sat up, felt for any serious injuries, and then stood to his feet. He was out flying that night for a reason, just as he’d been the night before that, and the night before that. For a moment, he looked down over the edge of the cliff, remembering something. Then, he broke into a sprint, and leaped into flight.

It was harder for him to fly slow than it was to fly fast. It was a confusing limitation and one that got in the way more often than not. Because of it, Victor had developed a flight path through the city, one that he could take easily without having to worry about being seen by pedestrians, or more importantly, slamming into buildings.

He fell into his standard route, watching the people below go about their business like ants. This was another challenge for him, as it required him to perform a double binding, using his diamond and onyx auras at the same time. The more Victor learned about his abilities, the more he became convinced that his skill with them was no more than that of an amateur.

But this time, he managed it. He saw a lot of people shamefully staggering down the street, heading home after a guilty Sunday night of drinking. He saw an entire crowd of people gush out of a movie theater, as though someone had opened a human valve to release pressure. And then he saw something that reminded him of the reason he was out and about.

In the northern outskirts of the city, a woman was moving at a pace that was just a little bit too fast to be comfortable. A group of three figures, men, Victor assumed, were following a short distance behind her, and even from a hundred feet up, he recognized their body language.

They’ve found their target, and I’ve found mine.

Victor deviated from his regular flight route, doing easy and slightly dizzying circles over the scene as it progressed. The woman broke into a sprint, taking a few frantic turns through an alleyway in an attempt to get away.

The men split off to surround her as though they’d used the same tactics many times before. Victor glowered at them from above and slowly closed in on a nearby rooftop.

His landing wasn’t much better than the one before had been, and this time, it was a gnarly spill against a concrete roof. Victor winced. With Ella’s help, he’d managed a couple of easy landings before, but he’d decided early on that relying on her to enhance his abilities was setting himself up for disaster. So instead he bit the inside of his lip and hoped that the blood from the open scratch on his back wouldn’t stain his new t-shirt.

“Aww, come on, sweetheart!” shouted a gruff male voice. “Don’t be like that!”

“Stop it!” shouted the woman. “My… my husband works for the FBI.”

The men laughed. Victor winced as he sat up. He rubbed a hand over the back of his head and felt a badly swollen lump. There was a certain amount of humor in the fact that he was already injured before any fighting had been done, and he tucked it away for later musing.

“Well guess what,” said the man. “Me and my friends? We work for the cops, too. And we think you might have weapons on you.”

The woman screamed. Another male voice laughed.

“Yeah, that’s it,” said another voice. “Search her real good.”

Victor reached the end of the roof and vaulted over it with a single, neat movement. He landed on the ground next to the men and earned the reaction he’d been expecting. All of them froze and stared at him.

“The fuck do you think you’re doing?” demanded a gruff voice, who Victor assumed was the leader.

“I’m stepping in here,” said Victor. “I thought that much was pretty obvious. It’s not your fault though. I’m sure you and your friends have been drinking tonight and aren’t entirely in a grounded state of mind.”

The three men looked at each other. The man standing behind the woman kept his hold over her, while the other two broke away, and moved to face off against Victor. It was his turn to laugh, which neither of the men seemed to find all that funny.

“You need to get the fuck out of here before we wipe that smirk off your face,” said gruff voice. “This ain’t any of your fucking business.”

Victor met his eye and acted as though he was deep in consideration over the man’s suggestion. Over the past few days, he’d encountered enough small time criminals to get a sense of the best way to handle these situations.

“Either you let the woman go,” said Victor. “Or all three of you end up in the hospital.”

He held up his hand and flared his scarlet aura to life, creating a miniature fireball over his palm. The men flinched back visibly.

“He’s…” The gruff man hesitated. “He’s just a stupid fucking magician, or something. Like fucking David Blaine.”

Victor flicked the fireball directly at the man. It hit him in the chest, instantly igniting the man’s shirt and escalating his situation into an emergency. The man screamed and fell back. Victor counted three seconds before flicking to his azure aura, using it to suck the heat out of the flames, and likely sparing the man’s life.

“Well?” asked Victor. “What’s it going to be?”

The man holding the woman pulled something out of his pocket and brought it to the woman’s neck. Victor didn’t need to be able to see in the dark to know what it was. He grimaced, wishing that he’d taken a more aggressive approach from the start.

“We’ll cut her if you don’t stay back!” said the man, his voice shakier than appropriate, given his words. “Just… stay back!”

He thought about his options. The onyx aura would be the surefire way to disable the man, without harming the girl, but it always left a bad taste in his mouth and on his psyche. Using his scarlet aura would only result in getting them both killed, or maybe worse. If he used it at a low level, he’d flare the arousal of both of them, and essentially push the rape forward.

He could put them all to sleep with his azure aura, but then he’d have to look after the girl, and the men could pass the incident off as a weird hallucination, and continue down the path they were on.

No, there’s a better way than that.

“Well?” shouted the man with the knife, more nervous than demanding. “What’s it going to be?”

Victor lifted up his hand and waved it dismissively, using the movement to hide a gentle binding of his diamond aura. The knife flew out of the man’s hand and through the air, and the man stared at Victor in disbelief.

“R-run!” he shouted, pushing the girl forward. Victor caught her as all three of the men darted down the alleyway. He let them go, knowing that the best path forward was for the girl to call 911.

“Are you okay?” he asked. He bound his onyx aura to his eyes to get a better look at her. She had a small scratch on her neck, probably from the way the knife had shifted when he knocked it out of the thug’s hand.

I need more practice.

“You… you saved me,” whispered the woman. She was actually quite attractive, and dressed in clothes meant for an upscale club or party.

“I did,” said Victor. “But you should get somewhere safe if you want to keep it that way. Do you have a place you can go?”

“My apartment is just down the street,” said the woman. “You can… come with me, if you want?”

She twirled her finger through her hair and gave Victor a look that made him blush slightly. He cleared his throat and forced his head to shake back and forth.

“Would that I could,” he said. “But the city needs me.”

“Okay,” said the woman. “Do you at least want my number?”

“Just remember to call 911 once you get home, and give them a good description of your attackers!” Victor turned her in the direction she’d indicated and gave her a small push on the butt. The woman glanced back at him one last time and then started walking.


CHAPTER 2

“She’s probably already fallen for you, you know.”

Ella materialized next to him. She put her hand on his shoulder and poked him in the cheek with her index finger.

“She didn’t even see my face,” said Victor. “And why does it matter, anyway?”

He turned toward Ella and grabbed onto her waist, grinning slightly. In many ways, she was almost a figment of his imagination, the memories of a long lost love mixed with the personality of an AI squatting inside the leftover computing power of his nanites. In many other ways, she was far more than that, sharing experiences with him that went beyond anything he could share with an ordinary friend or lover.

“Hey, I’m just saying what I know you were thinking.” Ella couldn’t actually read his thoughts, in most instances, but this time she wasn’t entirely off base.

Over the past two weeks, Victor had been building a bit of a reputation for himself. A few tabloid stories had gone to press relating to the “mysterious man” who’d been using magic and impeccable timing to save a number of people in Undercliff City from violence and robberies. He wasn’t sure what to make of it, but a tiny part of his ego was flattered by the attention, even if it was tucked away between articles about bigfoot and alien abductions.

“You’re always looking for opportunities to let your jealousy act up.” Victor eyed Ella’s soft lips for a moment and then thought better of it.

“Is that such a bad thing?” asked Ella.

She was just as attractive as the real Ella had been, the one Victor had known in what was essentially another life to him. She had long auburn hair, the breasts and body of the girl next door, and a face adorned with faint freckles and a gorgeous smile. She was wearing a tight fitting black leather jumpsuit, though her appearance could vary as easily as she could change her mind.

“I have to continue my route,” said Victor. “The night’s not over yet.”

“You can stop punishing yourself anytime you feel ready,” said Ella. “It’s been two weeks. You don’t have to-“

“It’s not about that.” Victor cut her off sharply. “This city is fucked up. A lot more fucked up than I realized. People need help.”

Ella came up behind him and softly rubbed his shoulders.

“And you need sleep,” she whispered.

Victor was about to voice his objection when his phone vibrated inside his zippered jacket pocket. It was his second new phone in two weeks. They tended not to survive for very long when he was moving through the air at high speed, and the early mistake of keeping them in his pants pocket had cost him almost half his savings.

“Hello?”

“Victor.” Lucy Wilson’s voice came through clearly on the other side of the line. It was soft, feminine, and familiar in a way that caused a stab of guilt to pierce into his heart.

“Lucy,” he said, taking a step away from Ella. “…Hey.”

“I haven’t seen you for the past few days,” she said.

“Yeah. I’ve been busy, and with the transfer…” Victor winced.

For the past few months, he’d worked directly under Lucy at Monteiro, who’d once been his father’s assistant and a bit of a surrogate older sister to him. That had come to an end after his last major case, when the owner of the company, Eli Monteiro, had made the decision to transfer him up to the top floor, to work under the big boss directly.

“Eli asked me about you, Victor,” said Lucy. “I know you’ve been skipping work.”

Victor took a deep breath.

This isn’t a conversation I want to have.

“I’ve been sick,” he said.

“Yeah, that’s what you told him,” she replied. “But you don’t get sick. Not like everyone else does, at least.”

The months old scars on Victor’s chest ached slightly. There was another reason for his withdrawal, beyond wanting to help the city, and beyond any plausible excuse he could offer. And he got the feeling that Lucy was about to push him into admitting it.

“They let me see Kiara again, this afternoon,” she said. Victor’s hand shook slightly, and he shifted the phone deeper into it.

“How is she?”

“They still don’t know what’s wrong with her,” said Lucy. “She’s still in a coma, but they still don’t know exactly why.”

“They…” Victor paused, choosing his words carefully. “They won’t let me see her, Lucy.”

Emotion leaked into his voice as the last few words came out. Victor blamed himself for it. He had been with Kiara when she’d been captured during their last case, and even though he’d rescued her in the end, he still hadn’t forgiven himself.

If I’d been faster. If I’d kept her closer, in the beginning…

“I…” Lucy sounded as though it was taking an effort for her to keep her voice steady. “I need to talk to you. In person.”

Victor glanced at his watch. It was still relatively early in the night, half past 11.

“I have something that I’m kind of in the middle of,” he said, hoping that it sounded less lame out loud as an excuse than it did in his head.

“Victor, please,” said Lucy. “We have to talk.”

He nodded slowly, knowing that she couldn’t see it over the phone.

“Okay,” he said. “I’ll be right over.”

The two of them said their goodbyes, and Victor hung up the phone. Ella was leaned against the wall of the alleyway, frowning at him.

“That was her, wasn’t it?” she asked.

“Ella, would you please stop trying to be the jealous-“

“That’s not why I’m asking, Victor!” She sighed and shook her head. “Jesus Christ, you’re like a mopy teenager sometimes.”

“Alright, fine. What is it?”

“I just wanted to remind you that you need to be careful about getting close to her again,” said Ella. “Eli is holding Kiara, essentially as a hostage over you. I’m surprised he hasn’t made any threats against her after all the fake sick days you’ve taken over the past two weeks.”

Victor sighed.

“So am I, to be honest,” he said. “And you’re right. I’ve already done enough to fuck up Lucy’s life, just by getting her little sister into this mess to begin with.”

“And there’s more to it than just that,” said Ella. “Kiara’s going to wake up eventually.”

Victor didn’t say anything.

“And when she does,” continued Ella. “You don’t want her to, well, you know. Get the wrong idea about things. You and her were pretty close right before her coma. And things between you and Lucy have gotten a little weird.”

“I get it,” said Victor. “You’re right.”

He walked out of the alley and ran a hand through his curly hair, feeling physically and emotionally tired. After taking a look around to make sure that nobody was watching, he crouched down and leaped into the air, using his diamond aura to propel him into smooth flight.


CHAPTER 3

Lucy rented a small apartment in one of the nicer sections of Undercliff City’s outlying suburbs. Victor always noticed it when he flew over the city from above, and had occasionally taken close enough passes to see Lucy standing on her shared balcony outside.

It always makes me feel like a bit of a stalker, but I’m just making sure that she’s safe.

He did a slow circle over the neighborhood, spotting for the best place to crash land. Grass was the gold standard, and other than a tendency to stain his clothes a bit, it usually left him no worse than wear.

There was a park a few blocks away from Lucy’s apartment, and Victor brought himself down on a tiny open stretch of grass in between a few trees. Instead of trying to run out his momentum, this time he anticipated the fall, touching off once with his feet and tossing his body into an almost graceful dive roll.

Of course, all of the rain over the past few days left sections of the ground muddy, and Victor slid out the last of his landing on his knees, directly through a stretch of wet earth that ended in a puddle. He stood up and cleaned his pants off the best that he could, forcing a sardonic smile onto his face for nobody’s benefit.

He took his time walking to Lucy’s house, savoring the feeling of blending in with the normal nighttime pedestrians. He could see that the light was on inside, and took the steps up to her second-floor apartment two at a time.

Victor knocked on the door. Lucy opened it after no more than a couple of seconds.

“Hey.”

Lucy was in her mid-thirties, but looked as though she could pass for her younger sister’s long haired twin under the right lighting circumstances. She was short, with long blonde hair, large breasts that Victor always felt guilty about noticing, and a fit body with interesting curves in the hip and posterior regions. She wore a short kimono robe that looked like it was almost a little too small for her, and it took a second for Victor to pull his jaw up off the floor before he could speak.

“Uh, hey,” he said, feeling dumb.

“Do you want to come in?” Lucy smiled at him, a beautiful expression. Her face was lovely, and her eyes were like brilliant blue crystals.

“Yeah,” said Victor. “Sure.”

He stepped through the doorway and hesitated before taking his shoes off. Ella had been right before, and for him to get too comfortable would virtually guarantee future complications in his life. So instead, Victor folded his arms and pretended to look around her place, which looked the same as it had the last time he’d been there.

Kiara was, apparently, responsible for most of the decorations. Pink and floral printed slipcovers decorated most of the furniture. The tables were filled with photos, some of her and Lucy, some of their deceased parents. Everyone was smiling in all of them.

“What did you want to talk to me about?” asked Victor.

Lucy motioned him over to the couch.

“Please,” she said. “Sit down.”

“I really shouldn’t,” he said. “It’s late. I should-“

“Victor!” Lucy had been Victor’s boss for long enough to know how to get her way. He sighed, slipped off his sneakers, and joined her on the couch.

“You’ve been acting weird these past two weeks,” she said. Victor shrugged, letting his indifference show on his face.

“And is that so wrong?” he asked her. “I’ve been struggling with it, Lucy.”

“We both have.”

“It’s my fault!” he said, sharply. “It’s because of me that she’s…”

He trailed off, not wanting to let his first choice of words leave his mouth.

Because of me that she’s gone.

“She chose to be there, Victor,” said Lucy. “You couldn’t have stopped her, and you know it.”

Victor didn’t reply to that, instead leaning forward and staring down at his sock covered feet.

“Look, there’s another reason why I wanted to meet in person tonight.” Lucy lifted her feet up onto the couch, turning sideways. “I think that Eli, or someone under him, is monitoring our phones again.”

“And you think your apartment is safe?”

Lucy nodded.

“I had Kronenberg do a full sweep of it,” she said. “He can detect electronic devices through his, well, I don’t know exactly what to call it. Nerd magic, I guess.”

Victor let out a single chuckle. He looked up, letting his eyes meet Lucy’s and accepting the electric tension that it brought with it.

“Why would he need to do that, though?” asked Victor. “We work for him. He’s a bastard, and Monteiro is a corrupt company, but you know as well I do that he has us in his pocket.”

“Something has changed,” said Lucy.

“Nothing’s changed.”

“No!” Lucy gave him a serious look. “With Kiara being treated in the Monteiro Tower infirmary, he made it very clear to us that it was our job to toe the line.”

“And you have,” said Victor. “I haven’t been showing up to work recently, but I’m not actively looking to disrupt anything at Monteiro, either. And Eli knows that if he touches a hair on her head, nothing will stop me from killing him.”

“Victor…” Lucy spoke in a quiet voice. “You need to be careful. He’s a dangerous man.”

“I know.” Victor looked back down at his feet.

Lucy reached her hand over and rubbed his shoulder. The touch sent a familiar wave of warmth and excitement through Victor’s body. He slowly turned to look at Lucy, feeling the chemistry between them.

“Lucy…” He leaned in closer, not out of choice, but rather due to something magnetic. She faced him directly, and their lips met, pushing together in a passionate kiss.

Time slowed down. Victor shifted on the couch again, positioning Lucy underneath him. He was hard, and her body was so soft, and so warm. He kissed her neck, and then her lips again, and then let his hands slide up across her stomach, coming to a rest on her breasts.

“No,” whispered Lucy. “Wait.”

She pulled back, though Victor could tell from the look on her face how much willpower it took. She frowned at him and shook her head slightly.

“What happened before, on the night that Kiara was taken…”

Victor forced himself to nod.

“I know,” he said. “It was a mistake.”

Lucy straightened her robe and looked at him squarely.

“I don’t know why it is that we’re attracted to each other, Victor,” she said. “But it’s wrong for a dozen different reasons.”

“I know,” he said.

“Kiara has feelings for you,” said Lucy. “She told me as much a few weeks ago.”

“I know,” he said.

“I’m older than you,” she said. “13 years older than you, to be exact.”

“I know,” he said.

“And… your father and I,” she said. “Back when before any of this had ever happened, we-“

“I know!” Victor rested a tired hand on his forehead and forced himself to calm down in several different ways. “Lucy, you don’t have to explain. It’s part of the reason why I didn’t want to stay for too long.”

They both looked at each other again, and Victor felt wild, animalistic arousal brewing in his chest.

“We just have to let it go,” she said. “And move on.”

Victor nodded. He stood up, breaking himself from the spell of Lucy’s sensual eyes and soft perfume.

“I’ll get in touch with you if anything comes up,” he said.

“And I’ll keep you up to date on Kiara’s condition,” said Lucy.

She stood up to show him to the door. Victor was tempted to give her a goodbye hug, but knew that his body wouldn’t be able to resist the temptation of letting it go further than a simple embrace.

“Goodnight, Lucy,” he said.

“Goodnight, Victor.”

Ella was waiting for him outside. If Lucy had been able to see her, it would have taken a complicated situation and cut it into irreconcilable pieces.

“Nicely done,” she said. “For a second there I almost thought you-“

“Don’t,” said Victor. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

He walked down the stairs and back out onto his street. Victor had begun the process of looking around the neighborhood and making sure that it was safe to take to the air when his phone vibrated again. He took it out to find a text from Eli Monteiro.


CHAPTER 4

The message was simple, and necessitated no response back. Eli wanted to meet with Victor immediately. The threat on Kiara’s life didn’t need to be explicitly stated for Victor to feel it. He tucked his phone back into his jacket’s inner pocket, and then took to the air.

Monteiro Tower looked differently from the sky than it did from the ground. The building was kept in immaculate condition, every window cleaned over by underpaid workers every morning, and every imperfection buffered out every night. It rose from the concrete like a gigantic, gleaming pillar.

Victor had thought it impressive, originally. Now it just looked oppressive, a monument to the cold, corrupt entity that held the life of his friend in its hand.

He slowed and went around the roof in a lazy arc. Entering through the front lobby would be the safest option. It was staffed at all hours, and it would be simple enough to take the elevator up to the top floor. It would also give Eli several minutes extra notice of him having entered the building.

Victor’s nanites were the one advantage he held over Eli, and he took every opportunity to flaunt them in the man’s face. It was important for him to remind Eli of his power, of the fact that he was no ordinary human, to be bullied and controlled at the CEO’s will.

A gust of wind was blowing against his approach, which made the entire process even more difficult to effectively time. His shins smashed into the roof’s safety railing, flipping him upside down before he’d even made contact with the cement. Victor flailed his arms and managed to arrest his momentum enough to land flat on his back, knocking the breath out of his lungs.

Smooth. Real smooth.

He stood up, brushed himself off, and tried to give off a rugged, serious appearance. The roof had a single stairway down to the lower level, and after melting the lock off with his scarlet aura, he headed down.

The stairs spilled out into a hallway he recognized. He took a left, and then a right, and then stood in front of the door to Eli Monteiro’s office. He hesitated, thinking better of kicking the door in, and softly knocked three times.

From how long it took for someone to greet him on the other side, Victor got the feeling that Eli wasn’t used to having unexpected visitors. He grinned, feeling as though that, alone, validated the spot of road rash the landing had given his shoulders.

An unfamiliar face opened the door for him. A tall, tan skinned woman stood on the other side, her eyes dark, and her hair jet black. She said nothing, merely stepping to one side and gesturing with her hand for him to come in.

“Victor.” Eli Monteiro sat at his desk, smiling as though nothing at all was out of the ordinary. “Thanks for arriving promptly. I wasn’t sure if you’d gotten my message or not.”

Eli’s office consisted of his desk, a small bar alongside one of the room, and a collection of expensive furniture, art, and rugs. A woman that could have only been poached to work for Monteiro from a previous life as a supermodel or playboy playmate held a tray with several drinks on it. Eli nodded to Victor, and she walked over and offered him a drink.

“Please,” said Eli. “Relax. I’m not here to reprimand you for your recent spree of absences.”

Victor eyed the drink the girl had given him, electing not to take a sip.

“It’s the middle of the night, Eli,” he said. “I’m sure you can forgive my wild imagination.”

“Oh, but of course.” Eli grinned, apparently pleased by something in Victor’s demeanor. “Jade, if you would close and lock the door, please?”

The woman from before, Jade, immediately moved to do as asked. She had a nice body, and a short skirt, stockings, and a professional looking sweater over them.

“Why am I here, Eli?” asked Victor.

“Oh, come now,” said the CEO. “There’s no need for us to jump straight to business. Enjoy your drink, take a load off. We can get to talking serious when we’re both good and ready.”

This is the man keeping Kiara imprisoned.

Victor finished his drink, a gin and tonic, in a single long pull and then threw his glass at the wall, whipping it out of his hand with enough speed to make everyone in the room flinch. It never hit, and he stared dumbly at where it hovered in midair, a half inch away from smashing.

“You and your father both always had a flare for the dramatic,” said Eli. “Unfortunately for you, I have one better. Victor, why don’t I officially introduce you to Jade? Jade, this is Victor.”

Victor turned and saw the familiar bright, white glow surrounding the tan skinned woman’s body. She reeled the glass in with her diamond aura slowly, closing her fingers around it when it came into range.

“Give Victor his glass back, Jade,” said Eli.

Face unreadable and expressionless, Jade walked over and handed Victor the glass.

“Pour him another drink, Dominique,” said Eli, this time to the girl behind the bar. She immediately stood up, briskly walked over, took Victor’s glass and refilled it with gin.

“Now Victor,” said Eli. “Drink that and listen to what I have to say. If you continue trying to fuck around, there will be consequences.”

Victor blinked, feeling as though he was at an impasse. He decided that his only option was to play along, at least for the moment.

“She’s an aura binder,” said Victor. “I thought that it was dangerous giving the nanites to new people?”

“It is,” said Eli. “And boy, let me tell you, you don’t want to see the dropouts from her class.”

Victor looked back over at Jade. She met his eye without flinching, without reacting at all. He frowned, almost taking a step away from her out of reflex.

“How have you been, Victor?” asked Eli. Victor shrugged.

“Can’t complain,” he said.

“You know, I’ve heard a bit about your exploits.” Eli smiled wolfishly at him. “See, I read all the newspapers. Even the rags. And there have been a couple of stories about a supposed superman running around, saving people’s lives.”

“I wouldn’t know anything about that.” Victor returned the smile.

“Yeah, well, it’s time for to knock it the fuck off!” Eli chuckled, but it was clear from his eyes that there was no joke in his demand. “People will get the wrong idea if you keep it up. There are other systems in place to help people, you see.”

“Is that why you asked me to come in for this meaning?”

Eli took a long sip of his drink, pursing his lips afterward as though savoring the flavor.

“Of course not,” he said. “There’s something else that you’re going to do for me.”

Victor snorted.

“That I’m going to do for you?” He smiled and shook his head. “That’s not how it works anymore, Eli. You’re holding my friend hostage, and it’s probably the only thing-“

Bright red light exploded into Victor’s head along with… something else. Something that didn’t feel entirely unpleasant. Something that made the moment suddenly seem more erotically compelling than anything else that had happened in his entire life. The serving girl behind the bar was reaching up to take a bottle off the top shelf, and Victor’s eyes locked onto her butt as though he hadn’t seen a woman in a century.

“You’re right about one thing, Victor,” said Eli. “Things do work differently now.”


CHAPTER 5

“Jade, why don’t you show our friend exactly what I mean by that?” asked Eli.

Jade walked into Victor’s peripheral vision. She was glowing bright red, and Victor would have felt outraged if he wasn’t already harboring an insatiable amount of arousal.

She’s binding her scarlet aura on me! That’s ridiculous!

HE made a weak attempt at a counter, binding his own scarlet aura in a mirror attack against her, but he didn’t have the mental focus needed to hold it for more than a second. And Jade looked incredible, like something out of a movie, or a porn film, or a legend about a goddess of sex. Victor fell to one knee, feeling his cock straining against pants in a painful and embarrassing manner.

“Jade is naturally talented when it comes to this kind of thing,” said Eli. “And other things, too. Jade? Show him.”

Jade walked over to where Victor was in the process of crumpling to the floor. A bright white light exploded to life in one of her hands as she double bound her diamond aura as though it was as easy as tying her shoes. Victor felt his body lifting into the air. Even the touch of her aura felt like a loving caress, gentle, beautiful, and erotic. She lowered him down on the leather couch in the corner of the room, lying on his back.

“This… is insane!” Victor managed.

“No,” said Eli. “It’s actual quite practical.”

Slowly, with sensual grace and poise, Jade made her way over. Her hips swayed back and forth in the most pleasing of ways with each step. She didn’t smile, and the eye contact she made was that of a commanding teacher, or more appropriately, a dominatrix.

“Show Victor who the boss is, Jade,” said Eli. “I think he’s forgotten.”

With casual movements, as though she was fixing one of her heels, Jade reached underneath her skirt and wiggled out of her panties. She let them drop to the floor next to the couch and then set about stripping off Victor’s pants. He almost laughed out loud.

Is this supposed to be torture? This is a joke.

His cock stood to full attention as Jade pulled down his boxers, and even the presence of Eli and the serving girl wasn’t enough to keep it from being an iron hard bar. Jade unshouldered her sweater and carefully pulled off the blouse she had underneath it. She wasn’t wearing a bra, and two large, tanned breasts popped into view as she tossed it aside.

“Take it up a notch, Jade,” said Eli.

Jade intensified her scarlet aura and Victor let out a sharp gasp. He would have cum from the baseline excitement of having her so naked and so close, but the way she applied it kept him from having his release. Victor reached up to grope at her breasts only to have her slap his hands away with superhuman strength.

“Oh no,” said Eli. “See, she belongs to me. If you want her, you have to agree to work with me, rather than against me.”

“Fuck you,” Victor managed.

Jade leaned forward, keeping Victor’s arms pinned against the couch as she rubbed her naked breasts against his chest, and planted soft, wet kisses on his neck. He bit his lip, trying to fight against the excitement and pleasure, the need.

She positioned her hips with expert control, pinning Victor’s rock hard cock against her stomach. He could feel the heat and wetness coming off her cunt. It called to him. Jade kissed him on the lips and pushed her tongue into his mouth.

“Tell me what I want to hear, Victor,” said Eli.

“I… I won’t!”

Eli nodded to Jade. She was sweating now from the strain of keeping her focus, her skin glistening gloriously against the light. She increased the strength of scarlet aura by at least double, and Victor felt his mouth moving, speaking words against the will of his logical mind.

The next thing he knew, he had Jade by the waist. He lifted her up a little and the moment moved in slow motion. He thrust his cock up desperately, hunting for the entrance into her pussy. It took him three passes, but when he finally found it, Jade slipped down onto his member and pleasure unlike anything he’d ever felt before took hold of him.

It wasn’t slow, sensual sex. It wasn’t even sex that had a progression to it, building up to a heated encounter. It was raw, hard fucking, 100 miles an hour from the first second. Victor slammed Jade down on his cock over and over again. He was an animal, half crazed from lust and unable to stop himself from doing what came naturally.

He watched her breasts bouncing in front of his face, perfect, feminine globes. He kissed and sucked on her nipples. He grabbed at them more aggressively as a bit of his anger from before came back. Jade reacted by taking control, pinning his arms against the couch and riding as though she was trying to teach him a lesson.

The sound of their motions echoed throughout Eli’s high-ceilinged, wide-open office. Victor was fighting Jade as much as he was fucking her, struggling to regain control so that he could, well, be in control. He had no intention of pulling back from the brink of ecstasy.

He thrust his cock up to meet her hips and pushed his arms against hers. Jade leaned her face in far enough for their lips to meet. They kissed, and Victor took her by the waist, slipping his sweaty arms out of her grasp as he continued to pump his cock into her. He flipped her underneath him and slammed into her as she struggled to get back on top.

Enjoy it while it lasts, Jade. I certainly will.

The two struggled, each on their side on the couch, as though they were two lovers in a hug. Her fingers raked across his back. His fingers twisted at her breasts and nipples. Victor fought the battle with his thrusts, more than anything else, and Jade countered with gyrations of her own.

The pleasure built until Victor could contain it no longer. Jade was on top when it happened, and in the moment of climax, she pinned his arms back down, into the exact same position they begun in. Pleasure blasted through Victor’s entire body in sickly sweet pulses, making him twitch and ache with delight. He went limp, feeling orgasmic and defeated.

Minutes must have gone by with him in a zoned out, blissed over state. Jade was fully dressed, and more importantly, dressing him, pulling his boxers back on and then zipping up his jeans.

“Victor,” said Eli. “Do you understand the way things are going to be now?”

The CEO waved Jade back over to him and gave her a passionate kiss as she came around to the other side of his desk.

“You bastard,” muttered Victor.

“If you work with me, you’ll get everything you want,” said Eli. “Kiara stays safe. Jade stays friendly. Nobody gets hurt.”

Victor took a deep breath and sighed. He was out of options.

“What do you want me to do?”

Eli stood up and walked over to the couch Victor was lying on. Jade brought his chair up behind him, and he sat down on it, lacing his fingers together.

“Annette Lockwood,” said Eli. “The CEO of Blue Horizon. I believe she offered you a job when the two of you first met.”

Victor nodded slowly. He remembered.

“And you want me to…?”

“I want you to call her,” said Eli. “And let her know that you’ve decided to accept her offer. Do it as soon as this meeting is over.”

“It’s the middle of the night!” said Victor. “And I don’t even know the number to call.”

Eli nodded to Jade. She walked over to the desk in the back of the room and fumbled around in it for a few seconds, returning with a pen and pad of paper.

“Call this number,” said Eli. “If she doesn’t answer, leave a polite message assuring her of your intentions. I’m sure she’s been eagerly waiting your response.”

From the way he said it, Victor could tell that he was being serious.

“She isn’t going to buy it,” he said.

“It doesn’t matter if she does or not.” Eli grinned. “She’ll accept. I know her well enough to know that. And it will help if you give her something as a bit of a, shall we say, housewarming gift.”

He nodded to Jade again. She went back up to his desk and returned with a manila folder containing a thin collection of documents.

“Give her this,” said Eli. He passed the folder from Jade to Victor. “That should be enough.”

Eli stood up and adjusted his tie. Victor could tell from the man’s body language that the meeting was over. He stood up and looked over at Jade. Her face had no more emotion on it than it had when he’d first entered the room.

Victor left Eli’s office through the standard route, taking the elevator down to the ground floor.


CHAPTER 6

He opted to walk home, rather than fly, his body too bruised and exhausted from the events of the night to handle another crash landing. On the way, Victor called Annette Lockwood and, as expected, got her voicemail.

“Thanks for calling. This is my personal cell number. Only leave a message if you’re calling for personal reasons. Otherwise, take your concerns through to one of my secretaries. No exceptions.”

Victor cringed. It was the number he’d been given, however. Annette’s voice sounded sweet and sharp at the same time, and he cleared his throat, attempting to muster a similar mixture of charm and confidence for his message.

“Uh, hello Annette,” he said. “Er, Ms. Lockwood. It’s Victor Anders. I’m calling in regards to the job offer you presented to me the last time we met.”

Victor paused, trying to organize his thoughts.

“It’s critical get you get back to me on this as soon as you can,” he said. “We have common interests. And my apologies for calling you on your-“

There was a beep as he reached the voicemail time limit. Victor swore under his breath and slipped his phone back into his pocket.

Kronenberg was still awake when Victor arrived back at the tiny townhouse the two of them shared. His drone body was sitting on the couch, watching TV through the two eye cameras on the front of its metal frame.

“Hey,” said Victor as he closed the door behind him.

“Hey,” said Kronenberg. “I feel like I’m seeing a ghost right now.”

Victor smiled. His schedule had been hectic enough for the past few weeks to keep the two of them from seeing much of each other.

“Yeah, likewise,” he said. “In my case, one that’s possessed a tiny little hover bot.”

“Touché,” said Kronenberg. “How you been, buddy?”

Victor shrugged.

“Holding up,” he said. “You?”

Kronenberg lifted up into the air and then slowly came to settle on the backrest of the couch, facing Victor.

“Same old, same old,” he said. “Lucy’s been stressed out lately, for obvious reasons, so I’ve been putting in extra time in the Nano Aura Department.”

“Yeah, I talked to her tonight,” said Victor.

Kronenberg conveyed his surprise rather well for a drone, tipping back slightly and lighting the dome light on top of his frame.

“Huh,” he said. “I thought the two of you were… Did you guys talk, or did you talk
?”

“Don’t go there, man,” said Victor. He took a deep breath and then started toward his room.

“Hang in there, Vic,” said Kronenberg. “It’s always darkest before dawn.”

“Well, that’s appropriate,” said Victor. “What time is it? 2 AM?”

Kronenberg shrugged two metal arms. Victor chuckled and headed into his room. He stripped off his clothes and collapsed onto his bed in a tired heap. He felt, more than saw, Ella materialize in the air beside him. She climbed onto his bed, mounted his back, and slowly began to massage his shoulders.

“Hang in there, Victor,” she whispered. “Everything is going to be okay.”

It only took him a couple of minutes to get to sleep, and it only felt like a couple of minutes had passed when it was time to wake up. Victor cursed under his breath and forced himself up from the soft seduction of his sheets and reached for his phone. Annette had called, and left a return voicemail. He opened up his voice mailbox and gave it a listen.

“Victor,” said Annette’s voice. “You start this morning. Be at my house by eight.”

Victor checked his watch. It was seven forty-five.

Thirteen minutes later, Victor had brushed his teeth, gotten dressed, and briefly considered shaving. He slammed out the front door of the townhouse and into flight in a single movement that was only saved from being clumsy by its superhuman nature.

He’d forgotten to put on another layer underneath his jeans, t-shirt, and bomber jacket, and because of that, the air was bitingly cold. Annette Lockwood’s mansion was on the other side of town and easy enough to spot.

The property screamed of money. A black iron fence ran around the outside of it. From the air, Victor could see the full extent of the gardens, and the pool in the back, and the tiny outdoor lounge area. The mansion itself was one of the largest dwellings Victor had ever been inside of before, and it struck an intimidating presence from its size alone.

He slowed himself as much as he could with his diamond aura, and then aimed for a stretch of soft grass on the front lawn within the fence. Victor braced himself, and then touched down feet first, hoping that this would be the time that he finally got it right.

It wasn’t. His footing slipped, and only by pulling himself into a practiced tuck was he able to avoid quite literally eating dirt. He somersaulted two and a half times across the grass and sprawled out on his stomach. From around the corner of the mansion, somebody began to clap.

“Bravo,” she said. “Unfortunately, it’s 8:02. But I do respect a man who puts effort into making an entrance.”

Annette was in her late thirties or possibly early forties, though that was just an estimate on Victor’s part. She was of medium height, with long black hair, sparkling blue eyes, and a sharply attractive face. Her body was fit, her breasts and butt were above average in size and buoyancy, and she held herself well. If Victor had been lacking in class, he would have described her as the ultimate cougar.

Note to self – never use that word in her presence.

“Are you okay?” Annette crouched down next to him and set one of her soft hands on his shoulder. She was wearing a blue and gray sweater and dress ensemble that exposed a tantalizing amount of thigh, and both of her legs were dangerously close to his head.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” he managed. “I’m still working on the landing.”

She grinned at him and helped him to his feet.

“I saw you in the air, when you circled overhead,” she said. “You struck a rather dashing figure up until those last few seconds.”

Victor smiled back, feeling his cheeks heat up slightly.

“Well, I’m still a bit new when it comes to flying.”

Annette watched him carefully. She was contemplating something, and it made Victor feel a bit like an object, or a maybe new pet.

“I’m glad you decided to take me up on my offer,” she said. “I made it to you in all seriousness, Victor. I think there’s a lot that we can accomplish together.”

Victor nodded slowly, and then remembered something. He reached into his jacket and pulled out the manila folder Eli had given him the night before. It was a good bit more crumpled than it had been originally, and he frowned as he passed it to Annette.

“Uh, here,” said Victor. “I managed to sneak this out of-“

“Out of Eli’s office, right?” She smiled and pushed a loose strand of hair out of her face. “And this is, of course, why I should trust that you’ve truly decided to abandon Monteiro, and work for me here at Blue Horizon.”

Victor blinked, unsure of what to say.

“It’s okay.” Annette put one hand on top of his, and the other on her chest. “Victor, I understand why you’re really here. And it’s okay. Come on, please. Let’s speak more inside, over coffee.”

She shot him a look and a smile that was almost enough to make him melt, and then turned toward the mansion, walking along the path with slow, hip swaying steps. Victor followed behind her.


CHAPTER 7

Victor got a reminder of exactly how rich Annette was as they passed through the mansion’s gigantic foyer. It was large enough for the townhouse he and Kronenberg rented to fit with space to spare. Annette led him through it and then up a curving staircase, which had been built with an identical staircase on the other side of it, with a small fountain filling the space in the middle.

“I’m not interested in playing Eli’s games any more than you are, Victor,” said Annette. She opened a door to a small, comfortable room with large windows and a small tea table in the center. The two of them sat down, and again, Annette took her time scanning him over.

“I don’t know what you want me to say, Annette,” said Victor.

“The truth would be nice,” she said. “But if you can’t manage that, then you can just listen for now.”

Victor nodded slightly and said nothing.

“I’ve only been the CEO of Blue Horizon for a couple of months,” said Annette. “But I’ve been involved in this industry, and this city, for a long time. I know Eli. I knew your father, too.”

Victor stiffened slightly in his chair. He tried to keep his reaction from showing on his face, and waited for Annette to continue.

“The way Eli does business is bad for all of us. It’s bad for me, it’s bad for him, and it’s bad for his employees. Not to mention the people that end up on the wrong side of the ‘research’ some of the people under him do.”

“Is that why you wanted to poach me away from Monteiro?” asked Victor. “To use me against him?”

“Well, yes,” said Annette. “Among other reasons. I don’t take a short sighted view on what’s happening in the world, Victor. The technology Eli is playing with will have lasting repercussions on everything, on the world, governments, and possibly even the survival of the human race.”

An attractive woman wearing sweatpants and a casual sweater walked into the room and began pouring coffee. It took Victor a moment to recognize that she was a maid, despite her appearance. Annette nodded curtly to her and began adding milk and sugar to her cup.

“I don’t make any of my employees follow a dress code,” explained Annette. “Though my guards and driver usually insists on wearing boring suits.”

Victor watched her face for several seconds, trying to get a read on her intentions. It was almost impossible, in part due to how attractive and lovely her face was. Annette flicked her eyes up at him and smiled coyly, and Victor felt his ears tingle with warmth.

“You still haven’t told me what you want from me,” said Victor. “I assume it’s to be a double agent? To work for you, and to keep working for him?”

“Victor, we’ve only just started talking.” Annette reached across the table and set a warm hand on top of the back of his. “Let’s just relax, drink some coffee, and enjoy each other’s company, shall we?”

Out of the corner of his eye, Victor saw Ella materialize beside the table. She was wearing a pink pair of running shorts and a tight, white crop top, as though she’d just finished with a workout. She walked over so that she was standing next Annette and then caught Victor’s eye.

“I don’t think she’s told you any lies, yet,” she said.

Victor shrugged one of his shoulders in a minuscule gesture, as though asking if that meant that it was alright for him to trust her. Ella, always there, with a better understanding of him than anyone else could possibly have, knew what it meant.

“I don’t know if I’d say that you can trust her at this point,” she said. “But the enemy of your enemy is your friend.”

Annette was watching Victor, and suddenly frowned. She turned to look in the space that Ella was standing in, but of course, saw nothing there.

I can’t let her start to suspect anything, even if it would be a longshot for her to figure it out.

“Do you do a lot of gardening?” asked Victor. Annette smiled and let out a short, tiny laugh.

“Only a bit,” she said. “I enjoy it. But I can’t say I have all that much skill.”

“So the big, fancy gardens outside…”

“I have employees that come to sculpt them a few times a week,” she said. “Would you like a tour of them?”

Victor nodded.

As the two of them stepped into the front yard, Annette extended her arm to him, gesturing for him to loop his through it. They walked slowly along the path, toward the side of the property where a variety of plants and flowers grew in complicated arrangements.

“I want you to feel comfortable trusting me, Victor,” said Annette. “That, more than anything, is my ulterior motive, if you’re looking for one.”

She turned to look at him just as the wind blew through the yard, knocking down white petals that Victor didn’t recognize. A few of them landed on Annette’s head, standing out against her glossy black hair. She didn’t seem to notice, or if she did, she didn’t care.

“Trust isn’t something that happens overnight,” said Victor.

“I know that as well as you do,” she said. “And I also want to feel comfortable trusting you.”

“You don’t trust me?” asked Victor. “That’s probably wise.”

She nodded.

“I have a feeling about you,” she said. “Call it faith, or hope, or maybe history repeating itself. I haven’t gotten to where I am today by doubting myself.”

There was a small apple tree in the yard, and Annette gently steered the two of them over to it. She looked up at a branch that held two perfect looking apples on it, and then looked at Victor. He chuckled, and then reached up and pulled them down, handing one to her and taking a bite out of his own.

“They aren’t ripe yet,” said Annette, watching as he began to chew. “I just wanted to see if I could get you to pick them without saying anything.”

Victor suppressed the urge to glower at her and stubbornly continued to chew.

“I want to know what’s really on your mind, Victor,” she said. “Do you know in job interviews, when they ask you where you see yourself in five, or ten years?”

Victor nodded.

“Are you asking me to answer that question, or just musing?”

“I want an answer, but one that is guaranteed to be truthful,” she said. “And it just so happens that I have a way to get one.”

Victor felt a stab of annoyance in his temples.

“What, are you going to hitch me up to a lie detector?” He pitched the half eaten apple across her lawn and folded his arms. Another breeze pushed through the yard, and Annette leaned into it slightly, letting it blow her hair back behind her.

“Something like that,” she said. “I’ll be honest with you, Victor. I really want to trust you. And I feel bad about giving you a test like this. But…”

“But?” Victor stepped in a little closer to her, surprising himself with his boldness.

“But I knew your father,” she said. “And I get the feeling that you’re just as unpredictable as he was.”

Victor could see the truth of her words in the gleam in her eyes. A dozen questions burned on his lips, but he held them back, knowing that the subject would only prove to be a distraction.

“The test,” he said. “Tell me more about it.”

“I think showing you would be more appropriate.”

Annette led him around to the back of the house, near where the pool and outdoor patio area were. A small door leading down to what appeared to be a cellar jutted out of the mansion’s foundation nearby. There was a fingerprint scanner next to the door, along with a second, more conventional lock. Annette pressed her thumb to it and then pulled a ring of keys out of her pocket, slipping one into the hole.

Victor heard something click in the mechanism, and reached down to pull the door open for her.

“Thank you,” she said. “Follow me.”

A long stretch of stairs led down to a cellar that was much larger and nicer than what Victor had been expecting. The floor was polished concrete, and from the temperature of the room, it was apparent that some kind of heating system had been installed.

It also reminded him of what he’d seen a couple of times in the research departments at Monteiro Tower. The walls were lined with computer stations, and in the center of the room straight a strange device that looked a bit like a high-tech electric chair. Victor looked over at Annette expectantly and realized that she’d been watching him, analyzing his reaction.

“Do they have anything like this in Monteiro Tower?” she asked.

“That would depend on what ‘this’ is,” said Victor.

Annette did a slow circle around the device, smiling faintly.

“It’s an experience simulator,” she said. “The computers in the room provide the processing power to allow a person to experience a new reality.”

“Like the simulation rooms,” said Victor. “Yeah. We had something like this, then. But it worked differently.”

“Victor,” said Annette. “I want to know where you really think you’ll be in five years. This machine will… give me a sense of that.”

Victor stared at her, feeling his skepticism working its way up his back.

“How can I trust that’s all you’ll do?” he asked.


“That’s up to you,” said Annette. “If you’re here for honest reasons, then you’ll understand that it’s a rather necessary process that will expedite our relationship. If you’re here to eventually double-cross me, you’ll understand that refusing to take the test is the end.”

I’m damned if I do, and damned if I don’t.

Victor took a slow breath and then nodded.

“Fine,” he said. “I’ll take the test.”

Without prompting, he walked over and sat down in the chair, feeling the cold metal of its frame even through his clothes. There were two wrist straps almost identical to what would have been on an electric chair, and Annette set about fastening them over his arms. Victor tried to stay calm as she pulled the metal headpiece into position, looping a strap under his chin and pulling it secure.

“It’s going to be… very sudden, when I turn it on,” said Annette. She walked over to the computer closest to the machine and began tapping on it.

“That’s fine,” said Victor. “Go ahead and-“


CHAPTER 8

Victor was outside, standing upright, and peering out into one of the bleakest landscapes he’d ever seen. He flinched backward, feeling a strange sense of vertigo, almost like he’d been knocked unconscious in the recent past.

The ground in front of him stretched out for miles, charred black in some places, riddled with large craters and unnatural hills in others. There was a collection of old, ruined buildings spread out across it, most of them standing close to each other in two lines, as though they’d once been a small, rural town hugging close to the edge of a highway.

The sky was a meek gray, and the air smelt of smoke and plastic. Victor took another step back. He spun around, feeling panic welling up in his chest. None of the scenery behind him was any more encouraging, just an empty, barren field full of metal wreckage and spots of brown grass.

“You need to learn the difference between being bold and being stupid.”

Victor yelped audibly as Ella materialized next to him, wearing the same running shorts and top she’d had on before. She looked annoyed and frowned at him as he met her eye.

“Jesus Christ, Ella,” said Victor. “Warn me next time before you do that!”

“Yeah, likewise, jackass,” she said. “You do realize that by strapping us into that machine, you took me in here with you?”

Victor shook his head.

Honestly, I’m glad that she’s here with me. I’ve grown used to her always being there.

He opened his mouth to tell Ella as much and then saw the way she was looking at him.

“If you’d asked me if this was a good idea,” she said. “I would have told you that it was a terrible one. Annette is going to learn about my existence, most likely.”

“It can’t be helped now,” he said. “Besides, the enemy of my enemy is my friend, right?”

Ella didn’t argue, though Victor knew that she did have a point. He needed to be more careful. He took a few steps forward. A thin layer of ash coated the top of the ground, and his shoes left footprints as he walked across it.

“What is this supposed to be…?” he muttered. “It’s, well, straight-up post-apocalyptic.”

He looked over at Ella for a reply, but before she could say anything, a shape tore across the sky, headed straight for him. Victor felt for his auras, but barely had time to decide which one to deploy when a person landed in front of him. He both did and didn’t recognize her.

“Find anything?”

Victor stared dumbly at Kiara, alive and well, and a good bit older than he remembered her. Her hair had grown out further, not as long as Lucy’s, but long enough to make a comparison a little more valid.

She wore a dirty, ripped pair of jeans along with her leather jacket, which had what looked like a Kevlar vest underneath it. There were dark bags under her eyes, which were red and bleary. She looked tired, and more than just that, she looked hardened.

“Well?” she repeated. “Did you find anything?”

Victor walked over to her and pulled her into a tight hug. Kiara didn’t stop him, and after a second, she pulled back and planted a soft, full lipped kiss on his mouth.

“Alright, that’s all for now,” she said. “We have to finish the patrol.”

“What are we…” Victor trailed off, thinking of the best way to approach with his questions. “I feel a bit foggy right now. Can you give me a rundown on the situation?”

Kiara looked at him as though he’d just asked what planet they were on. Ella was standing unseen next to her, and mimicked a bit of the look, with a small amount of jealousy added into it.

“The situation is that we need to watch for the next Omega attack,” said Kiara. “We got word from Queensville last night. Apparently, another one of the remaining towns was attacked.”

“An ‘Omega attack’?”  Victor frowned, not wanting to wear his ignorance openly, but not having any real choice in the matter. “What the hell is-“

With lightning fast, diamond aura enhanced reflexes, Kiara grabbed Victor’s shoulder and pulled him flat to the disgusting ground. A small, oddly shaped aircraft appeared in the sky on the horizon, passing over the area with a strange, spinning flight path.

They waited for several minutes, each frozen in place, as it cut off to the side without passing over them. Only once it was out of sight did Kiara stand and help Victor to his feet.

“What’s going on with you?” asked Kiara. “Tell me the truth.”

Victor shook his head.

“I honestly haven’t the slightest idea,” he said. “Just, uh, pretend like I have amnesia.”

Kiara looked skeptical and more than a little annoyed, but she shrugged and seemed to accept his explanation.

“We don’t have time for this right now,” she said. “Just be ready to fight. If that lookout saw us, the Omegas will know that we’re outside the city.”

“And that’s bad… why?”

“Because they’re the ones trying to kill us,” said Kiara. “Hell, maybe your fogginess is the result of something they did. I have no idea. Just try to stay close to me.”

She started walking toward the ruined buildings in the distance. Victor followed at her side, pondering the situation and feeling increasingly unnerved by what was happening.

“There,” said Kiara. “Fuck! Get ready!”

Something dropped down to the ground in front of them, moving too fast and hitting with too much impact force for Victor to make out what it was. He took a staggered step back, shielding his eyes.

A man stood at the center of a large, newly form crater. He was surrounded by a bubble shaped forcefield, which held back the dust in the air, but paradoxically seemed to attract larger pieces of debris, holding them in stasis at an even radius.

“Kavutcha khem nombra. Mexixhk Al Ex.”

Kiara bound her scarlet aura and hurled a blast of flame larger than Victor had ever seen anyone, including himself, manage before. She didn’t wait to see it hit, immediately grabbing his hand and pulling him into flight with her as she bound her diamond aura and took to the air.

Victor saw the man, the Omega, shrug off the blast as though it had been a bb gun bullet. He watched them retreating for a moment, and then took off after them, closing the distance at a faster speed than what should have been possible.

“This is it!” screamed Kiara. “I, I’m sorry!”

“What’s going on?” yelled Victor.

“If you manage to get back to Undercliff, tell them both that I love them and that I’m sorry.” Her voice cracked in a way that made Victor’s heart ache with sadness.

“Tell who?”

“John and Lucy,” she said. “Our-“

The Omega sent a blast of pure energy sailing to them that ripped the air in advance of it, creating an ear-splitting sonic boom. Victor slammed into Kiara, pushing her out of the way, and putting himself in front of the blast. It hit him head on, and the entire world burned bright as his body disintegrated.


CHAPTER 9

Victor thrashed against the metal chair’s restraints, grunting and making sounds of distress and panic. His eyes were open, but it took him a moment to process Annette standing in front of him, waiting for something.

She’s probably waiting for me to calm the fuck down.

He took a deep breath and nodded. Annette walked over and loosened the straps. Victor stood up, opened his mouth to say something, and felt his body double over and begin to vomit.

“Shoot,” said Annette. “I should have remembered to bring the bucket.”

“…My bad,” managed Victor. “That… What the fuck was that?”

“Relax.” Annette stood behind him and softly rubbed his shoulders as a second spasm wracked Victor’s stomach. “None of it was real. The machine is just superb at making it seem like it is.”

“It was… the future,” said Victor. “The world was fucked up.”

“It was a simulation,” she said. “A combination of your conscious and subconscious expectations interpreted through our computer’s dream engine.”

Victor grimaced. He wiped the back of his hand across his mouth and slowly stood up, shamefully glancing down at the mess he’d made.

“Don’t worry, I’ll give one of my employees a bonus to come down here and clean it up,” said Annette, with a smile. “Do you want to come back upstairs to the mansion and lie down for a bit?”

Victor rubbed his forehead. He felt as though he was coming off a bad flu, and his movements were sluggish.

“Does this mean I passed the test?” he asked. Annette’s smile spread even further across her face, and she nodded.

The sky was dark when he emerged from the cellar, which caught him off guard. He looked over at Annette, who shrugged her shoulders slightly.

“Time doesn’t work the same in our simulations as it does in the outside world,” she said. “It’s still the same day, but probably hours later than you were expecting.”

“What time is it?” asked Victor.

“Close to 10 PM.” Annette frowned. “I spent most of the day checking in on you and making sure that the simulation was running properly.”

Victor shook his head slowly and ran a hand through his curly hair.

“Why don’t we pick up where we left off tomorrow morning?” said Annette. “You could use your sleep.”

Victor felt his sluggish mind taking longer to process her words than it should have.

“Uh, right,” he said. “I’ll… see you tomorrow.”

He took a step away from Annette, preparing to use his diamond aura to take off. She grabbed his arm before he could.

“I don’t think you’re in the right state of mind for air travel,” she said. “Please, let me have my driver take you home.”

“…Okay,” he said. It seemed like the better option to him. The idea of crash landing on his front lawn was unappealing enough to make it a no brainer.

A limo pulled out of the mansion’s gigantic garage a few minutes later and stopped in front of Victor. He nodded to Annette, who waved to him from outside the front doors, and then climbed in. Wordlessly, the driver pulled out through the gate and onto the street.

Ten minutes later, Victor climbed out of the limo and stumbled up his driveway. He felt sick and dizzy, and not in a state of mind to do much more than collapse and go to sleep. All of which made what he found waiting for him in the house even harder to deal with. Jade was sitting on his couch in her black leather outfit, face expressionless, and posture still. Kronenberg’s drone rested on the kitchen counter and looked up at him apologetically as he stepped through the door.

“Uh, sorry, Vic,” said Kronenberg. “She insisted on coming in. Hasn't said a single word, so far. She’s Eli’s assistant, though. I didn’t want to make a scene.”

Victor sighed.

“No, you did the right thing,” he said. “She probably would have destroyed the place if you’d tried anything.”

Victor walked over to the couch and stood across from her, frowning and crossing his arms.

“Well?” he asked, impatiently. “What does he want?”

Jade didn’t say anything.

“I haven’t learned anything from her yet, if that’s what you’re wondering,” he said.

Jade slowly stood up. Her eyes were like black holes, sullen and empty. She reached into her pocket and pulled something out of it. When she passed it to him, Victor recognized what it was and felt fury flush over his chest.

It was a picture of Kiara, in Monteiro’s infirmary. Eli was standing beside her bed with one hand on her shoulder. He was looking at the camera and smirking ever so slightly. Victor crumpled the photo more out of reflex than anything, his hand automatically forming a fist with it still inside.

“Get the fuck out of my house,” he said.

Jade watched him for another second, and then turned and walked out the door. Victor slammed it closed behind her and locked it with rough, clumsy movements.

“Victor,” said Kroneneberg. “Do you want to-“

“No!” Victor took a breath and forced his frustration down. “No, I’m sorry Kronenberg. I don’t want to talk about it. I just want to sleep.”

“I get it, buddy,” said his friend. “Hang in there.”

Victor walked across the living room and into his bedroom. He closed the door and collapsed on the bed, exhausted. Almost immediately, Ella materialized behind him, cuddling her body against his and gently stroking his hair.

“I’m still here, Victor,” she whispered. “We’re in this together.”

Her hand ran down his stomach. Victor felt the warmth of her touch, and slowly pulled his pants down. Ella worked her soft fingers around his cock, kneading it like soft pastry dough, letting it grow hard under her touch.

Victor rolled onto his back and watched as Ella pulled her auburn brown hair back and brought her lips down to the head of his cock. She began to suck on it gently, gingerly, even lovingly. Victor closed his eyes and let the pleasure do what it could for him, breathing slowly as Ella bobbed her head up and down.

His thoughts started to wonder, but Ella’s effortless technique brought him back into the moment. She knew how to use her lips, how to use her tongue, and how to treat him to a sensual sexual experience.

She didn’t escalate any further, focusing on the blowjob instead of taking her clothes off and pushing things further. Victor found himself feeling grateful for that. It was a remedy, a panacea for the stress and abuse he’d put himself through during the day.

She let her soft hand stroke the bottom of his shaft as her wet mouth and lips worked wonders on the upper half. Ella would occasionally glance up at him, and even her eyes seemed to glitter with loving eroticism.

Victor didn’t spend enough time thinking about her. She was like the voice in his head, his constant companion, always dutifully listening to him theorize and complain. She had memories of being Ella, and like the original version of the girl he’d known, she was more than happy to have, or to not have, his attention. She was confident, capable, self-assured, and empathetic.

She pursed her lips and slowly ran then up along his cock, as though she was trying to coat every inch of it in her hot, sweet saliva. Ella kissed the tip, and then brought it back into her mouth. She let her lips drop lower onto it, until the better portion of Victor’s cock was jammed into what would have been her throat, if she’d had an actual physical body.

But Ella didn’t, and there were certain unseen advantages to that. It felt like there were many tongues inside of her mouth, all of them massaging and caressing in different ways. Her mouth sucked harder than it should have been able to, but with a gentle ease to it, like sexual quicksand.

She flicked her eyes back up to him, one last time, and Victor felt her tongue and mouth squeeze. It felt a little bit too good, and he came hard, spraying his cum deep into her mouth and throat. The pleasure was overwhelming, and one last thought echoed in his head before he fell asleep.

I have to take a shower in the morning.


CHAPTER 10

Victor’s mouth tasted disgusting when he woke up. The first thing he did was head to the bathroom to brush his teeth. It was well after seven, and much like the morning before, he was forced to rush through his morning routine in order to get out the door in time.

He was starving, and ended up taking a half empty box of granola bars with him on the way out. He felt a little ridiculous, flying through the air with his diamond aura, carefully opening each bar, stuffing the wrapper away in the pocket of his jeans, and devouring it, but also too hungry to care.

There was a park not too far away from Annette’s house, and with surprisingly good timing, he managed to ditch his trash in one of the garbage receptacles without touching down. He pulled up in time to avoid ramming into a tree branch, and then slowed as he approached Annette’s front yard.

A skid, roll, and slide later, Victor pulled himself up off the ground and headed for the front door. There was a tall, muscular man in a black suit waiting out front. He looked at Victor in disbelief but made no move to go for the gun-shaped bulge inside his suit coat.

“Hi,” said Victor. “I’m Victor Anders, here to see Annette.”

“She’s expecting you,” said the man. “She’s upstairs, in the second level lounge. Do you need me to show you the way.”

“No, that’s fine.”

The man opened the door and nodded to him. Victor walked through it and walked up the main staircase. He found Annette in a small, mostly empty room with what looked like bamboo flooring. She was on all fours over a yoga mat that she’d set in a sun patch from one of the wide windows in the wall that looked out over the gardens.

She didn’t immediately stand up to greet him. Annette had on a pair of black yoga tights and a tight teal colored top, which gave Victor more than enough eye candy and interesting curves to look at. He watched her for a moment as she slowly extended her leg into a pose on both hands and one knee.

“Good morning,” he finally said. Annette slowly exhaled, brought her leg back in, and then faced him with a sunny smile.

“Good morning,” she said. “Are you feeling better?”

“Much,” said Victor.

“Close the door,” said Annette. “That one is for you.”

She gestured to a second yoga mat that Victor had missed on his first scan of the room. He chuckled and started to shake his head no.

“You can either join me and loosen up,” said Annette, “or spend the next half hour twiddling your thumbs. It’s up to you.”

Victor sighed, and then reluctantly kicked off his shoes and slipped out of his jacket. He went over to the empty yoga mat next to Annette and sat down on it.

“I wouldn’t even know where to start,” he said.

“Well, lucky for you, I’m actually certified as an instructor.” Annette looked entirely too pleased with herself as she moved over to Victor and began positioning him. “Here, set your hands like this, and your legs… like this.”

She slid her hand across Victor’s thigh as she pulled his foot back. He glanced at her face, but she was focused on getting him into the correct form. Her perfume smelled like fresh flowers.

“There you go,” she said, triumphantly. “That’s downward facing dog.”

“My calves feel like they’re about to tear in half,” he said.

“Now, lean forward, and bring your chest into a slow dip along the ground.” Annette moved over to her own mat to demonstrate, slowly dragging her breasts across the floor and then pulling back up.

“Like this?” Victor gave the movement a try. It didn’t feel nearly as graceful as she’d made it look.

“You need to focus on what you’re doing a little more,” said Annette. “Remember to breathe. Feel the movement.”

She leaned over him, letting one of her hands rest on her stomach as she repositioned him. Victor could feel her big, soft breasts pushing into his back. It was arousing, and try as he might, he couldn’t make himself ignore the sensation.

“There you go,” said Annette. “Yoga is all about relaxing, emptying your mind, and going with the flow.”

If I didn’t know any better, I would think she was trying to seduce me.

One of Annette’s hands grazed Victor’s crotch, and his cock began to harden as though it was casting its vote. Victor took a deep breath and shifted, breaking from the pose and feeling Annette’s hand cup his erection for a brief, most likely accidental, second.

“Annette,” he said. “Did you hire me to practice yoga with you?”

She smiled at him, clearly enjoying the effect she was having.

“If I said yes, would it make a difference?”

Victor didn’t say anything, and after a few seconds, Annette stood up and walked back over to her own mat. She started rolling it up into a tight, compact tube, and Victor followed her example.

“I’m taking you with me as a personal assistant today,” she said.

“Oh yeah?” Victor raised an eyebrow at her. “And where, exactly, are we going?”

“We’re heading to Maxworthy,” said Annette, in a matter of fact voice. “It’s a bit of a drive, but I have to make the trip, and I could use some company.”

Victor shrugged.

“Yeah, I guess the guard at the door leaves a little to be desired, as far as interesting conversation goes.”

“You could say that,” said Annette.

Victor followed her absentmindedly along the second-floor balcony. She walked into a bedroom, and he almost followed her through the next door, right up until she turned and smiled mischievously at him.

“Are you planning on joining me in the shower?” she asked. Victor felt his jaw drop open, and Annette laughed. “Relax, just a joke. You can hang out downstairs, or out in the yard. I’m not a princess. I won’t be long.”

She closed the door and Victor felt his cheeks flush with retroactive embarrassment. He sighed, and then walked back downstairs to the lobby. True to her word, it was only ten or fifteen minutes later when Annette appeared at the top of the stairs.

Her hair was slicked back mermaid style, and she wore black leggings, a white blouse, and a gray sweater shawl. She walked down the stairs slowly, smiling as she watched Victor admiring the way her outfit showcased her outfits.

“I’m not buying it,” he said, once she’d reached the last step.

“Buying what?”

“Your act.” Victor gave her a serious look. “You’re just like Eli. The way you’re going about it is a little more nuanced, but all you want is someone you can control, someone you can use to meet your ends and needs.”

Annette crossed her arms and stopped smiling.

“I’m surprised you’re being so forward about your feelings,” she said. “I already knew all of what you just told me, Victor. You’re young, idealistic, and noble. I’m a hardened pragmatist with a sweet tongue.”

She enunciated the last two words in a way that sent a flush of excitement over various sections of Victor’s body.

“What do you want from me, Annette?” he asked.

“Honestly?” She hesitated, and held eye contact for long enough for it to feel hot, and tense. “I want you, Victor. I want your loyalty. I want your friendship.”

Victor didn’t say anything, and Annette looked away after a moment.

“But of course,” she continued, “I know that I can’t have any of that. Not until I help you rescue your friend out from under Eli’s thumb.”

Victor flinched back.

“How do you know about Kiara?”

“The simulation, downstairs,” she said. “I recognized her from some of my briefings on Monteiro employees. The dots were easy enough to connect.”

Victor frowned, not over Annette’s clever deductions, but for Kiara, and her safety.

“It isn’t just about rescuing her,” he said, softly. “There was an accident. She’s in a coma.”

“I know about that, too,” said Annette. “And this, Victor, is precisely why I think we should work together.”

She stepped closer to him and set her hands on his shoulders. It was a friendly gesture without any of the subtext of the yoga, or her flirtatious words.

“I’ve discovered an old government facility,” she said. “It was part of a research project that a former Monteiro employee worked on over a decade ago.”

A former Monteiro employee…

Victor flicked his eyes to meet hers.

“My father?”

Annette nodded.

“Yes,” she said. “It could be nothing. I’m not sure. And I don’t want to get your hopes up. But if you help me with this, we might end up taking a step closer to being able to help your friend.”

“We’d still have to get her out of Monteiro Tower,” said Victor. Annette grinned at him and felt his bicep.

“That’s the easier of the two problems to tackle,” she said.

Victor thought about what she was offering for a moment. His choice wasn’t about whether or not to help Annette, but whether or not to trust her. He could go along with her search and play the part of a double agent if it suited him, selling her out to Eli once they’d found what they were looking for.

“Did I mention that we’re taking the limo up to Maxworthy?” asked Annette. “It has a flat screen in back, and a fridge full of champagne.”

Victor chuckled, despite himself.

“Alright,” he said. “Let’s go.”


CHAPTER 11

Victor assumed that when Annette spoke of the limousine, she meant the one he’d been dropped off in the night before. He was wrong.

“After you,” said Annette. Her guard held the limo’s door open for him. The inside of it was the size of a small room, with a high ceiling, luxurious leather seats, a mini fridge, and soft classical music playing in the background.

Victor climbed inside. Annette followed after, and then the guard closed the door.

“It’s just going to be the two of us back here?” he asked. Annette’s smile was flirtatious enough to make a lesser man melt with desire.

“Yes,” she said. “Is that a problem for you, Victor?”

He couldn’t stop a grin from spreading across his face.

“Where did you say that champagne was?”

The trip up to Maxworthy was a drive of several hours. The limo was an incredibly smooth ride, and the tinted windows made the interior feel secluded and almost dangerously private.

Victor paced himself on the champagne. He and Annette flirted under the guise of small talk for a while. The inside of the limo felt hot, almost stuffy, and everytime he spoke, he could feel Annette drawing a little closer to him, and vice versa.

She pulled back before he did, chastely clearing her throat and reaching for a bottle of sparkling water in the place of another glass of champagne. She crossed her legs and positioned herself in the corner of the limo, watching Victor with curious eyes.

“How much can you tell me about your abilities, Victor?” she asked.

He started to answer and then hesitated.

The more I tell her, the more she knows. But there are some things that might give me an advantage, if I let them slip.

“Why don’t you ask questions, and we can both find out together?” he said.

Annette nodded.

“I know enough about nanites and nano auras to know the basics of your abilities,” she said. “You can conjure fire, ice, use basic telekinesis…”

“Mind reading,” said Victor. “That too.”

Annette’s smile widened.

“You could try to read mine and see how it works out for you,” she said. There was something inviting in her tone. Victor had thought briefly about trying it when they’d first met, but his intuition held him back.

She wouldn’t have hired me if that was a potential risk. She probably has developed some kind of defense against it, like what Eli has.

“Flying,” said Annette, moving the conversation forward. “That’s one that I only knew about in theory. I have to say, even with your messy landings, I was quite impressed by your skills.”

“Yeah,” said Victor. “It’s good fun.”

Annette smiled at him.

“What does it feel like?” she asked. “I know what it looks like, from watching you in the air. But what are you thinking, when you’re up there?”

Victor shrugged.

“About where I need to get to next,” he said.

Annette kicked one of her feet across the limo, catching the edge of his shin.

“Oh, come on,” she said. “Tell me something more than just that.”

Victor thought for a second, letting his eyes drift up to the roof of the limo, as though imagining what it would be like to be in the air at that very second.

“It makes me think about how many places I wish I could be in, or that I’m probably needed in, at once,” he said. “It makes me think about how beautiful, or how terrifying the world will be once these types of technology become widespread.”

Annette nodded, as though satisfied with his answer.

“Can I ask one more question?” she asked.

“Sure.”

“Is the AI girl that you see everywhere in the limo with us right now?”

Ella appeared on cue, sitting across from Victor and looking frustrated and flustered. She glared at him and shook her head vigorously.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Victor, after what was probably slightly too long of a pause.

“Fine, I won’t press you,” said Annette. “Everyone’s allowed to have secrets, Victor. I respect you for setting the boundary.”

“I take back what I said before about her,” whispered Ella. “She’s dangerous, Victor. Be on guard.”

The conversation died off, and Victor was a little surprised by how tired he was. He closed his eyes and spent the next hour or so half asleep, listening to the sound of the limo’s progress. A loud thump jerked him back to alertness.

“Jason.” Annette tapped on the thick tinted divider, which lowered, revealing the guard and the driver in the far front of the limo. “What was that?”

“It appears as though we have a flat tire, Ms. Lockwood,” said the driver.

Annette nodded slowly and looked over at Victor.

“We have a spare in the back,” she said. “This will cost us an hour, maybe, but it’s no trouble overall. Let’s go for a walk, Victor.”

She climbed out of the car, and he did likewise. They were pulled over to the side of a long, desolate stretch of highway. Green grass stretched into the distance on either side of them, with a few far off houses and barns serving as the only notable landmarks. Undercliff City was long since out of view behind them. They could have just as easily been in another state, or another country, given how little there was to differentiate the area.

Annette began to walk to the south, back the way they’d came. The wind blew from the east, scattering her hair to the side and ruffling her sweater shawl. Victor took a few quick steps to catch up to her and then slowed his pace to match her speed.

“Come on,” she said. “Maybe we can find an abandoned barn to frolic in?”

“Uh, what?”

“You didn’t grow up in a rural area, did you?” Annette licked her lips, mischief gleaming in her eyes.

“No,” said Victor. “Unfortunately not.”

Annette started to answer when something caught both of their attention in the sky overhead. It was a tiny, almost indistinct speck. Victor would have mistaken it for a bird, or even some kind of drone, if not for the way it was moving.

The speck drew closer until Victor could just barely make out a body and head. It hovered there, waiting, watching.

“Is that a friend of yours?” asked Annette.

“More of a stalker, to be honest,” said Victor. He took a step away from her and prepared to take off.

“Victor, don’t get into a fight,” said Annette. “There’s no need. It doesn’t matter if we’re being followed.”

Victor raised an eyebrow at her, but could see the point to her words.

“Alright.”

He launched into the air, feeling his clothes flapping ruthlessly in the wind, and getting the same initial sense of freefall vertigo that he always did. Jade was hovering upright about a half mile away from him, posed as though she was standing on solid ground.

She didn’t move until Victor was within a few dozen feet of her. The two of them fell into pace around each other, slowly circling at almost matching speeds. Victor dove under, Jade went over. When he fell back, she followed, and when Victor pushed forward, she fell back.

It was like a dance, neither of them getting within proper striking range of each other’s auras. Victor, true to his word, had no intention of starting a fight. He suspected that Jade has been given similar orders by Eli. But each of them was still aware of the other, aware of what their effective striking ranges were.

“This is a waste of time.” Ella appeared in front of Victor during one of the pauses in the flight. “Either attack her or give it up.”

Victor scowled.

I want to figure her out. Why is she working for Eli?

“It doesn’t make sense,” he muttered.

“It doesn’t have to,” said Ella.

He looked back down at Annette and the limo. Her guard and driver were putting the finishing touches on changing the spare. After giving Jade one last, fleeting look, Victor swooped in toward the ground.

His feet hit, and this time, he managed to limit his fall to a single roll, which brought him back to his feet with his momentum. Victor dusted himself off and smiled as though it had been intentional. He turned to see Annette holding back laughter. She broke as she met his eye, and shockingly, Ella joined in, materializing beside her to share in the humor of the moment.


CHAPTER 12

The last half of the trip went by smoothly. Victor drank a little more champagne, and Annette put a movie on the flat screen. Some of the tension returned, and he felt strangely aware of her presence, sitting next to him, sipping on champagne.

Maxworthy was a small city. It’d never been a center of industry in the same way Undercliff had. If anything, it was more of a gathering of former farmers that’d decided to settle down and take up white-collar occupations.

The limo steered its way down the street, drawing more than a couple of looks from pedestrians as it did. It was just after sunset when they pulled up to one of the taller buildings in town, the Hotel Maxworthy. The driver dropped Victor, Annette, and her guard off at the front door, and then continued on to find a place to park.

“We’ll stay here for tonight,” said Annette.

“I thought the plan was to find this facility and then get back to Undercliff?” asked Victor.

“It is,” she replied. “But there is no harm in taking our time. And it will also serve to frustrate your alleged stalker.”

They walked into the lobby and up to the front desk. Annette smiled at the receptionist, who seemed to come to full attention when he recognized her.

“Ms. Lockwood!” said the man. “We had the service staff prepare your suite for you. How many rooms will you need in addition to that?”

Annette glanced over her shoulder at Victor and the guard.

“Two,” she said. “Thank you.”

The man brought her three room keycards. Annette kept one for herself, and handed one to Victor and one to the guard. The three of them climbed into the elevator together. Victor’s room was on the seventh floor, the same as the guard’s. When the elevator arrived and the doors opened, he moved to follow the guard off, only to have Annette grab his hand.

“Why don’t you come up and check over my suite once?” she asked, in a soft voice. Victor blinked and stared at her blankly. The guard’s reaction was even more pronounced, his mouth dropping open and his entire body flinching slightly, as though he’d been struck.

“Ms. Lockwood,” said the guard. “If you need someone to look over our room, I would be more than happy to-“

“That’s quite alright, Jason,” said Annette. “Why don’t you take tonight off? Relax down at the hotel bar once you get yourself settled.”

The guard nodded. Annette turned to Victor.

“Well?” she asked, her voice soft and sensual. “Are you going to get off here, Victor?”

“You’re my boss.” He smiled. “If you need someone to look over your room, I can get the job done.”

The elevator doors slid closed, and Victor felt an overwhelming urge to push Annette up against the back of it and spread her thighs. She met his eye, as though daring him to. The elevator beeped once, and then the doors opened on the eighth floor, allowing a large family, all of them chatting with each other noisily, to step on.

Annette’s suite was on the 15th
 floor. The two of them walked down the hall silently. There were only a couple of doors on the entire level, and hers was easy to find. She opened the door and didn’t look back at Victor as she walked inside. Victor hesitated for a second and then following her in, softly closing the door behind them.

“Can I get you some wine, Victor?”

“We’ve been drinking all day, Annette.”

“You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

The suite was huge, and included a full kitchen, a hot tub, a large, centrally located bed, and a minibar. Annette walked over to him with two wine glasses and a bottle, and poured both of them halfway up to the brim before passing one over.

“Cheers,” she said. They clinked their glasses together and drank.

“You can relax, you know, Victor,” said Annette. Victor frowned slightly, realizing that he was feeling more than a little tense.

“It’s hard to when I don’t know what your game is,” he replied. Annette shrugged her shoulders and walked over to a screened off section of the main room.

“It’s not always about games,” she said. “Sometimes it’s just about what happens.”

“What are you doing?” Victor asked, watching as she slipped behind the screen.

“They let me keep a spare wardrobe here,” said Annette. “You don’t mind if I change into something more comfortable, do you?”

“Go for it.” Victor looked away, walking over to the couch to sit down. Annette didn’t say anything, and he felt his eyes slowly meandering back toward the screen.

He could see her silhouette clearly, and he watched as she slipped out of her sweater shawl, and then slowly wiggled out of her tights. Her top came last, and as she pulled it up and over her head, her breasts bounced into view. The screen left very little to the imagination, and Victor felt his cock hardening almost immediately.

“For such a small city,” said Annette. “They certainly know how to be quite accommodating.”

She bent over to take something out of a dresser behind the screen. Victor wanted to go up behind her and, well, he didn’t let himself think any further forward than that before he cut the thought off.

I know what she’s doing, and she knows what she’s doing.

“Don’t you think, Victor?” Annette poked her head and the edge of one of her breasts out from behind the screen.

“Uh, yeah,” he said. “Sure.”

Annette giggled. She found what she was looking for in the dresser and pulled it on over her head. When she came back out from behind the screen, she was wearing a thin, purple night gown, one that barely stretched down to mid-thigh. It was cut low on top, and framed her cleavage perfectly. Victor gawked at her, and felt his erection pointing at her as though it were a heat seeking missile.

“Now,” said Annette, padding across the carpet on bare feet. “Why don’t we watch a movie?”

She walked by him with slow, hip swaying steps, letting her hair and breasts bounce with every movement.

“Hmmm…” She tapped a finger against her lips. ‘Now where did I leave the remote?”

She bent over slowly, her butt facing Victor as the fabric of her nightgown pulled up further, and further. Victor felt himself standing to his feet before he could do anything about it. He pressed his crotch against her butt, and felt her softness against his hard cock.

“Ooh,” cooed Annette. “Are you going to help me find it?”

Victor pulled her upright, running his hands up her stomach and across her breasts. He couldn’t have stopped himself if he’d wanted to, and he didn’t want to.

“Annette.” He said her name almost angrily. She was a tease, plain and simple.

If she wants it that bad, than I’m going to let her have it.

Victor ground his cock into her butt, groping her more aggressively and dry fucking her through his jeans. Annette made short work of the button and zipper, and slid them down to the floor without moving out of position.

“I think you should look harder,” whispered Annette. Victor kicked his pants to the side and grabbed Annette’s waist. He pushed her down against the couch roughly, and all but ripped his boxers down and out of the way of his cock.

“Oh, you’re going to get it hard, alright.” Victor slid his hands between her thighs, pulling them apart. He slid her nightgown up and then probed in between her legs with his cock from behind. Annette was dripping wet and ready for him. He slipped the tip of his cock inside her and felt her shiver.

“Oh…” moaned Annette. “You’re…”

“What’s that, Annette?” Victor grinned as he pushed further into, feeling the older woman’s reaction through her cunt.

“You talk a big game,” she managed, her voice a whisper. “But can you deliver?”

Victor slammed his hips forward, hard. His cock went into her as deep as it would go and Annette’s back arched up in response. She made a tiny, surprised noise, and then another one as Victor pulled back and repeated the thrust.

“You’re a tease, Annette,” said Victor. He took her by the waist and pumped into her hard, feeling his body falling into automatic rhythm.

“Oh god!” cried Annette.

“And every tease…” Victor took a fistful of hair and pulled back, bringing her head in close to his. “Needs a little bit of punishment every now and then.”

“Oh god!” she repeated, louder this time.

Victor pushed her head down into the couch cushions and began fucking her ruthlessly. He was angry, as much at her as with the world, and his old circumstances. She was playing a game, treating him like a pawn under her control. Even the sex was a way for her to get what she wanted. But not this time. Now, it was Victor’s turn to get what he wanted.

“Hold on!” cried Annette. “I…I…”

Her words were lost as Victor slammed his cock into her, a bit harder each time. He leaned forward over her, pinching one of her nipples and pausing for a moment.

“Is there something you want to say, Annette?” he asked, voice a whisper.

“Your cock is…” She was breathing heavily, and forcing the words out. “It’s too…”

Victor pulled back slowly, causing her to moan involuntarily. Then, he slammed forward again, and again. Annette shuddered and went limp, completely overwhelmed by her apparent orgasm.

I’m not done yet.

Victor picked her up, tossed her over his shoulder, and carried her to the bed. He placed her on her back and then climbed on after her, moving in between her legs.

“Victor,” Annette managed to whisper. It was as though she was seeing him for the first time. She hadn’t reacted this way when she’d seen him fly, or watched his simulation, or even when he’d talked about his nanites and what he was capable of. But now, he was taking her as a man takes a whore, and she finally understood.

He slid her thighs aside and positioned his cock at the entrance to her cunt. Meeting Annette’s eye, he slowly pushed his throbbing member into her, watching as she bit her lip and writhed from the size of it.

Victor all but pinned her down to the bed, groping at her breasts as he began to fuck her even harder than he had before. His body slapped against hers, making a loud, lewd rhythm in the air. He was sweaty, and the sheets were damp underneath them.

“Do you like being fucked like this, Annette?”

“…Yes,” she whispered.

“Louder!”

“Yes!” she shouted. “Oh god, yes!”

Annette continued shouting, moaning, and it was only another few seconds before her body quivered and melted a second time. Victor thrust into her a few more times, as if disappointed by her performance, and then pulled his cock out.

He took a fist full of Annette’s hair and guided her mouth onto his cock. She shot him a single, almost offended look as his cock rubbed across her lips. When it became clear that Victor wasn’t backing down, she began to suck.

“Oh yeah,” he whispered. “That’s right.”

Annette worked her tongue around the shaft of Victor’s cock tenderly. In return, he took hold of her head and lifted himself up to his knees. He began thrusting into her mouth, fucking Annette’s face as though it was just another dedicated sex hole, for him to use as he pleased.

“Oh yeah, Annette!” he shouted. Annette squealed and went limp. Victor thrust again, and again, and again, and then finally felt the pleasure he’d been chasing come within reach.

He pulled out right as the moment arrived, his cock exploding and spraying white hot, sticky cum all over the pretty CEO’s face. Exhausted, Victor collapsed back on the bed and enjoyed the moment.

Annette slid up the bed to the spot next to him. Victor was ready for anger, or shock, or even outrage. Instead she met his eye and smiled softly.

“The scars on your chest.” She slowly traced a finger over them. “Do they hurt?”

REPENT.

Victor shook his head.

“Not anymore,” he said. “Not physically, at least.”


CHAPTER 13

Annette got up after a few minutes, pulled her nightgown back on, and disappeared into the bathroom. A new presence materialized into the room less than a second after she’d shut the door.

“It’s not easy for me to watch you have sex with other women, you know.”

Victor turned his head to the side and saw Ella lying on the bed next to him. She was completely naked, as though it had been her and not Annette that he’d been intimate with.

“Sorry,” whispered Victor. “Though honestly, I would think you’d get used to at after a little while.”

Ella glared at him.

“You really don’t know the first thing about women, do you?”

“Apparently not.”

Victor heard the sound of the shower turning on in the bathroom. He sat up on the bed, fetched his boxers, and then walked over to the couch. Ella followed him, choosing to remain naked, as though trying to showcase the contrast of her young body against the older Annette.

“I think you made the right call, though,” she said.

“You do?” Victor raised an eyebrow at her, and Ella’s expression softened.

“It wasn’t fun for me to watch, but I think you handled yourself perfectly,” said Ella. “You made it very clear to her who is really in charge.”

Victor chuckled.

“As far as sex goes, maybe,” he said. “I could tell that was what she wanted, though. She practically goaded me into it.”

“Sex doesn’t exist in a vacuum,” said Ella. “And after the way you treated her… Well, let’s just say it’s going to leave an emotional impact on her.”

Victor shook his head.

“Maybe,” he said. “But I doubt it’s going to be a positive one.”

“You’re wrong about that, too,” said Ella. “She’ll be propositioning you for a round two in short order, maybe before you head to bed tonight, even.”

Victor shrugged.

“You’re right,” he said. “I really don’t know the first thing about women.”

“Just stay focused, and keep your goal in sight,” said Ella. “You might have a chance to turn the tables on her, and make it so that she’s at your disposal, rather than the other way around.”

He nodded.

“I will,” he said. “And thanks.”

Ella disappeared. Victor closed his eyes and drifted halfway into sleep. Soft hands came to rest on his shoulders. He almost said Ella’s name out of reflex, but opened his eyes in time to see Annette standing over him, wearing only a towel.

“Hey,” said Annette. “I filled the hot tub, if you’re interested in taking a soak.”

It took him a second to a second to wake up enough to process what Annette had said, and then another to catch up to what was happening. She was smiling at him, and if anything, seemed refreshed by the rough excursions of the past hour.

“Alright” said Victor. “That… sounds nice.”

She took his hand and led him into the bathroom. It was bigger than Victor’s bedroom in the townhouse he and Kronenberg shared. He watched as Annette let her towel fall to the floor in front of the hot tub, and then climbed in.

“The water is just right,” she said.

She looked over her shoulder at him, and for the briefest of moments, she had a girlish, shy look on her face. Ella was right. Victor had taken at least a small amount of control back from Annette.

I somehow get the feeling that it’s been a while since she’s been with a guy that treated her how I did.

Victor slipped out of his boxers and took up a position in the hot tub opposite Annette. The water felt fantastic, and he almost groaned as he slimmed down into its steamy depths. One of Annette’s legs brushed against his and a surprising amount of residual arousal churned through his loins. Her eyes were level with his, and it felt as though they were, for the first time, meeting each other on an even field.

“I heard you talking to her just now,” said Annette.

Victor tried to keep his reaction from showing on his face as her words sunk in.

“What?” he asked.

“Victor,” she said. “We don’t have to pretend with each other, anymore.”

He felt her foot against his ankle, and then against his calf, and then sliding all the way up his thigh, and into sensitive territory. Victor watched her carefully, scanning her face for information even as she did the same to him.

“I honestly don’t know what you’re talking about, Annette,” he said.

She smiled at him. Victor had long since figured out that her smile could mean any of a number of things.

“Is she here right now?”

Victor had to catch himself, his eyes coming within a millisecond of giving Annette the answer before his mind had any say in things.

“Annette,” he said softly. “You are starting to scare me. I don’t have a clue what you’re talking about.”

Annette’s foot placed a soft caress against his crotch. Despite his recent exertions, Victor found that he could still enjoy the sensation, and even be excited by it.

“Ella,” said Annette. “Her name is Ella. You spoke to her inside the simulation.”

To Victor’s irritation, Ella materialized in the space next to the hot tub, still naked and with a severe frown on her face. He closed his eyes to keep them from wandering, and ran a frustrated hand through his hair.

“Annette,” he said. “Please… just leave this alone.”

She responded to that by gently squeezing her toes. Victor’s cock betrayed him, hardening under the touch of her foot, oblivious to the situation.

“Ella,” said Annette. “I get the feeling that you’re here right now, aren’t you?”

Ella stared at Annette. She didn’t say anything. Victor realized that it was the first time in many, many months that anyone else had spoken to her. A sudden spike of protectiveness and fear went straight to his heart, and Victor exhaled sharply.

“She knows already,” said Ella. “It’s too late for us to hide it. You can tell her.”

Victor angled his head just enough to the side for him to effectively glower at her.

“She isn’t going to let it go, Victor,” said Ella. “And… I want to hear what she has to say.”

That’s what I’m afraid of.

“Victor?” Annette favored him with a curious look, along with another soft caress of her foot. “What is she saying to you?”

Victor shook his head. He couldn’t decide if he whether to laugh, or list off every expletive he’d ever heard. She’d beaten him. He’d been under the impression that he’d fucked his way into having the upper hand. It was all just a setup, a way of getting him to let his guard down, and open him, and more specifically, Ella, up to her inquisition.

“It’s okay, Victor,” whispered Ella. “Tell her. I can help you handle her. She needs to think that she has you under her thumb again.”

Victor chewed his lip almost to the point of bleeding, and then met Annette’s eye.

“She’s telling me that it’s time to come clean with you,” he said, speaking slowly. “Yes. You’re right. Ella is here, right now. She’s always here.”

Annette drew back slightly, as though she was surprised. Victor couldn’t decide whether it was a genuine reaction or not.

“Does Ella…” Annette paused, as though choosing her next words very carefully. “Does she need anything? Is there anything I can do for her?”

“She could stop fucking my ex-boyfriend and accidental soulmate,” muttered Ella.

Victor raised an eyebrow at her and felt himself smile, despite the situation.

“No,” continued Ella. “Tell her that I need what you need, and the best thing she can do for me is to help you.”

Victor thought about it for a moment, and then repeated Ella’s exact words back to Annette.

“Fascinating.” Annette started moving her foot again, and for a moment, Victor closed his eyes and enjoyed the sensation. She was surprisingly good at it, and his cock was hard under the soft pads of her toes.

To his surprise, Ella slipped down over the edge of the four person hot tub, adding her ethereal presence to the mix. She slid up beside Victor and began rubbing one of her hands across his stomach and chest, even as Annette continued to rub and caress with her foot.

“I’ve forgotten just how eager young men can be,” said Annette. “Twice in one night. I have to wonder how much of that is you, and how much is your abilities.”

“I’m sure you’ll give it a long, hard think,” said Victor.

Annette slipped around the side of the hot tub, unknowingly mirroring Ella’s position against him. She took his cock in her hand and slowly began to stroke, pushing her breasts in his face. Ella did something similar. It felt almost like the two women were vying for control, each trying desperately to be the one receiving the lion’s share of Victor’s attention.

However, Ella didn’t have to play by the rules, in a literal sense. She made a mocking gesture of plugging her nose to go underwater, and the next thing Victor felt was her incredible mouth working across its cock. The water only aided the sensation, and her tongue felt as though it was in several places at once.

Annette gave him a confused look as he leaned his head back. She touched his member again with her hand, but Ella’s sucking and licking took priority. Victor sank into the hot bubbles, his entire body pulsing to the rhythm of the jets, and then felt himself lose control.

Ella pulled back at the perfect moment, giving Annette’s hand a chance to close around Victor’s cock as he began to cum. To Annette, it would look as though Victor got a bit overexcited. To Ella, it was a victory of sorts.

“She can only do so much for you,” whispered Ella, into Victor’s ear. “That’s why I’m not jealous.”

Victor fought the urge to roll his eyes.

If this is you not being jealous, then I don’t want to see the other side of the coin.


CHAPTER 14

Victor insisted on heading back to his own room after the last encounter in the hot tub. Annette only protested for a couple of seconds before relenting. He found all of his clothes and headed down in the elevator.

It was one of Hotel Maxworthy’s standard size accommodations, nothing special compared to what Annette had for herself. Victor brushed his teeth and headed straight to bed, his tired body taking no more than a few seconds to find its way to sleep.

The knock on the door came earlier than it should have. Victor groaned and pulled himself out of bed with slow, clumsy movements.

“Victor,” said Annette, from the hallway. “We have to get moving. There’s no sense in wasting light.”

Victor said some very unkind things under his breath and then forced himself to pull on his clothes. Ella appeared by the door wearing jeans and a t-shirt, and looking impossibly well rested.

“Come on,” she said. “Do your best, tiger.”

“Please don’t start calling me that,” muttered Victor.

She blew him a kiss, and then disappeared as Victor swung the door open. Annette stood on the other side. She was wearing a black skirt, pantyhose, and a tight grey blouse. The outfit screamed “business casual seduction”.

“Ready?”

Victor nodded. He almost thought about bringing up the night before, but something in Annette’s demeanor warned him not to.

He walked down the hallway with her to the elevator, where the guard was waiting for them, and then out through the lobby and front door to where the limo and its driver were waiting for them. Victor and Annette climbed into the backseat, and they were off.

“Alright,” he said. “Where are we going?”

“To the facility,” said Annette.

“Clearly. But where, exactly, would that be?”

“You’ll know when we get there,” said Annette.

Victor frowned at her.

“I trust you, Victor.” A soft smile spread across her face. “And I want you to trust me on this, too.”

They spent most of the ride sitting in silence. Victor watched the city passing them by out the window. They headed through the northern suburbs, and toward one of the small, nearby satellite towns.

A strange feeling of déjà vu settled over Victor. He squinted at the scenery. It looked familiar, but as far as he could remember he’d never been to Maxworthy before.

The limo took several more twists and turns, finally heading up the long road toward an old, abandoned industrial park. This time, Victor was sure that he recognized some of the area.

The limo slowed to a stop in front of a building on the smaller side, compared to most of its multilevel companions. Victor blinked, and opened the limo’s door. He felt an old memory click into place.

“My father took me out to this place once when I was a kid,” said Victor. “I never went inside, but I always got the feeling that-“

He flinched back slightly as something finally clicked into place. Annette was circling around the front of the limo, and she read his expression as she approached.

“I’m sorry, Victor,” she said softly. “I didn’t think you’d go along with it if I’d explained it when we first met.”

“That test you gave me,” he said. “It was all so you could get inside my mind. To steal my memories.”

He wasn’t as angry as he felt like he should be. He’d figured Annette would eventually do something like this, and having his expectations confirmed was almost a relief.

“I had my computer team look through some of your childhood memories,” she said. “They didn’t know that the memories belonged to you, and I only received the relevant information. It’s not like I…”

Annette trailed off, blushing slightly.

“It’s still pretty voyeuristic,” said Victor. “And given that they’re my memories, I know as well as anyone that you’re not going to get anything out of them other than a mild case of the blues.”

Annette looked confused, as though she was surprised by his reaction.

I’m a bit surprised by it, myself.

“What’s this place for?” he asked. “If you want me to continue helping you, I need to know what I’m doing here.”

Annette nodded slowly.

“This facility, ‘Brainstorm’, as it was originally called, was a center focused on developing neural connection interfaces.”

“And that’s something you’re interested in… why?” asked Victor.

“Your father was a genius, Victor,” said Annette. “The progress he’s made on, well, everything he set his mind to was absolutely staggering. This is one of his lost projects.”

“Why?” asked Victor. “If it’s something your company can utilize now, years later, why was it abandoned in the first place?”

“It was a government funded project,” said Annette. “And it was shuttered due to ethical concerns. Everybody working on it just stood up and walked away. Your father was already in the process of starting his own company with Eli, and that was enough to pull his talents in a new direction.”

Both the guard and the driver were standing at attention. Annette, as well, appeared to be waiting for something. Victor made an inquisitive gesture with his hand at the entrance to the small building.

“Well?” he asked. “Are we going to go inside?”

Annette smiled at him and nodded.

“Yes. Yes we are.”


CHAPTER 15

The front door, to Victor’s surprise, wasn’t secured by anything more than a single combination lock. He let his fingertips hold it up slightly and frowned.

“This is really all that’s keeping us out?” asked Victor. “That doesn’t seem right.”

“You’re overestimating the value of what we’re going to find inside, I think,” said Annette. “IF we’re lucky, we might get some information off an old hard drive. More likely it’s just going to be cobwebs and a few old documents.”

There was something in Annette’s voice that gave Victor the opposite impression of what her words had intended.

She didn’t go through all this effort to find cobwebs.

“Jason, can you get the bolt cutters?” called Annette. “They should be in the-“

Victor bound his scarlet aura through his fingers, superheating the lock’s metal loop and pulling it free of the door as though it was made of melted caramel. Annette gave him an impressed smile and nodded.

“Never mind,” she said. “After you.”

Beyond the door was a short length of stairs, and at the bottom of them was a large office space filled with old computer monitors, gigantic printers and copiers, and a sense of abandonment. A thin layer of dust coated everything. Victor bound his onyx aura to get a better look at the room, and then frowned.

There are footprints on the floor. Somebody has been in here within the past year.

He turned and looked back at Annette, who had a flashlight in her hand and appeared to be coming to a similar conclusion.

“This… changes things.” She frowned and crossed her arms.

Victor followed the footsteps across the floor, and through a standard office door. There was an old desk and computer in the room, but what immediately caught his attention was the circular rug in the center of the room. It looked almost new, and the footsteps led right up to it.

“Here,” he said, gesturing to Annette. He took one edge of it and bent it back, revealing a metal hatch underneath large enough for a person to fit through and perfectly flush with the floor. Annette smoothed out her skirt as she crouched down next to him, staring blankly at the find.

“Your father,” she said, her voice buzzing with excitement. “Did he ever go on trips anywhere?”

Victor frowned, and then remembered something.

“Occasionally,” he said. “He’d disappear for a weekend here or there.”

Annette ran her hand over the hatch, letting her fingers trace their way over to the opening mechanism in the side. She grabbed and twisted up, but the door held firm.

“Dammit!” She huffed and brushed hair out of her face. “It’s down here. I know it is.”

“Let me give it a try,” said Victor. He let his fingers explore the edges of the hatch, and then gave the handle a pull. It didn’t budge.

“What would your father have used as a key?” she asked.

“We don’t even know for sure that he was the one using this place.”

“I guess that’s true,” she said. “But let’s operate on the assumption that it was him. How would he design a locking mechanism so that only he could open it?”

Victor shook his head.

“I don’t know,” he said. “Look, just move back. I’ll use my auras to-“

“No,” said Annette, cutting him off. “Not unless that’s the only way. We don’t want to take a risk of damaging something. You could end up causing an explosion, or, more likely, dripping superheated metal onto whatever is below.”

“Fine,” said Victor. He stood up and looked around the room, his eyes settling on the computer sitting on top of the desk. It looked as though it was a decade or two out of date. He tried turning it on, and unsurprisingly, nothing happened.

Victor and Annette spent most of their morning and afternoon like that, gradually growing more frustrated as the hatch stubbornly refused to budge. Annette’s guard, Jason, and the limo driver went out to get lunch at one point. After they’d eaten, Victor pulled Annette aside to have a serious conversation with her.

“Look, I don’t see what else we can try,” he said. “Let me make an attempt at melting the handle.”

“It’s too dangerous, Victor.”

“Annette.” He met her gaze and held it for a moment. “How long do you think you’ll have this facility to yourself for? There’s a very good chance that Eli already knows that we’re here. Do you want to leave whatever is here to be discovered here for him?”

Annette sighed and shook her head.

“Fine,” she said. “But be careful.”

Back in the office, Victor slipped his fingertips into the handle. He looked up at Annette and then focused his attention down at the hatch as he began to bind his scarlet aura.

“Voice recognition activated.” A monotone, computerized message played from a speaker somewhere within the hatch, apparently activated by Victor’s touch.

“Say your father’s name!” hissed Annette. Victor raised an eyebrow at her, but did as suggested.

“John Anders,” he said. Something clicked from within the hatch, and the mechanism swung open, powered by hydraulic hinges that allowed it to push upward on its own.

Annette pulled him into a tight hug and let out an excited squeal. She slipped around Victor and started down the ladder before he had time react. Victor waited for her to reach the bottom, and then followed after her.

Motion sensor lights flicked on automatically as the two of them stepped forward into a space about the same size as the office above. The room was a mess of jumbled wires, circuitry, and monitors, all of which connected to a large platform in the center that vaguely resembled an operating table.

“Uh…” Victor scratched his head. “This wasn’t really what I was expecting.”

“It’s a neural connection interface,” said Annette. “It looks almost as though your father continued working on it after the facility was abandoned, trying to build it from the team’s leftover blueprints.”

She walked around to the other side of the table and ran her hands across two circuitry helmets positioned near the top of the platform.

“So, two people can connect their brains to each other with this?” asked Victor.

Annette was staring at the machine, thoughts and calculations running behind her eyes.

“Victor…” She turned and gave him a serious look. “This could help your friend.”

“What?”

“The one in the coma,” said Annette. “Yes… I’m sure of it. We might need to do some minor repairs to it, but we could use this to-“

“Are you being serious with me right now, Annette?” Anger, of all emotions, flared up in Victor’s chest. It was followed immediately by hope, which was, in its own way, even harder to deal with.

“Yes,” said Annette. “Assuming you could get her here.”

Heavy footsteps approached the ladder hatch above them, and Annette’s guard’s face appeared, staring down at them.

“Ms. Lockwood!” he said, in a worried voice. “The woman from before, the one from Monteiro, is outside.”

“What does she want?” asked Annette.

“She hasn’t said anything.”

Annette looked at Victor.

“It’s now or never, Victor,” she said. “You have to choose. If she gets inside this place, I can’t do anything for you.”

Victor met her expression with grave determination.

“I’ll take care of it,” he said.


CHAPTER 16

Jade was standing a few hundred feet away from the entrance of the facility. She was unnaturally still, as though she was a wax statue, perfectly contoured and painted with all the details in place.

Victor didn’t smile as he walked over to her, and stopped at what would have made the perfect distance for a wild west standoff. He raised a hand and nodded his head slightly in greeting. Jade said and did nothing.

“You took a risk exposing yourself here,” he said. “And before, outside the limo.”

Jade stared at him. Victor waited an appropriate amount of time, in case she finally decided to voice a response, and then continued.

“Look, I’m doing my job,” he said. “Eli sent me to work for Annette and keep an eye on her. It’s impossible for me to do that effectively if you’re out here, scaring the shit out of her.”

Jade said nothing.

“We want her to find something!” said Victor. “And when she does, I’ll take the information back to Eli.”

Jade took a step forward, and the movement was so unexpected that Victor flinched back a little. She started walking toward the entrance of the facility.

“Jade!” Victor shouted. “Listen to me, dammit! You can’t!”

She moved to pass by him, and Victor instinctively reached out and grabbed her shoulder. No sooner than his fingers had made contact was Jade in motion, grabbing his arm and flipping him neatly over her shoulder.

Victor almost landed on his feet, the momentum reminding him a little of his crash landings. Unfortunately, one of his ankles rolled underneath him, and he painfully skidded to all fours.

Jade was already turning away from him, turning back toward the door. Victor bound his diamond aura and threw himself at her in a flying, superhuman tackle.

She tried to leverage his momentum again, but he had too much of it this time. Victor kept a hand on her shoulder and both of them spiraled to the ground. Jade was quick to recover, but this was exactly what Victor had planned the attack around.

He climbed on top of her as she was getting to her feet, placed his hand on her chest, and flared his scarlet aura, pumping as much arousal into her as possibly could, in a single go.

Two can play at this game.

For the first time that Victor had seen, emotion flickered over Jade’s face. She looked surprised, and then angry, and then frustrated, and then sexually frustrated. Her legs wrapped around Victor’s waist in an attempt to either gain leverage or grind herself against him.

Her hand swung up to bind her own aura to him, but Victor pinned it at the wrist. He leaned forward across her, using his chest to hold her down and letting his breath tickle the nape of her neck. A shiver ran through Jade’s body, and Victor knew exactly what it was that she wanted.

“Go back to Undercliff City,” he whispered. “Tell Eli that I can’t do the job he gave me with you getting in the way.”

Jade struggled slightly, trying to use her substantial strength to turn the tables back against Victor. He responded by kissing her full on the mouth and grinding himself between her thighs. Jade shuddered and lost a bit of her will to fight.

“Do it, Jade,” said Victor. “If you’re a good girl, we can talk some more very, very soon. Well, I’ll talk.” He kissed her neck. “And you’ll listen.”

Jade was subdued enough for Victor to release her wrist. He moved it into the waistband of her tight leather pants. Jade practically writhed underneath his touch. Victor let his hand slide down to her dripping pussy. He carefully traced a finger over her sensitive clit, gently rubbing and massaging, while Jade shivered and fluttered. He pressed a little harder on it, and her entire body shook with a powerful orgasm.

Victor stood up, wiped his hand off, and nodded to her.

“Go,” he said.

The look Jade gave him was an even mix of lust and hate. She turned away from him sharply, took a few long running steps, and lifted off into the air, bound for Undercliff City. Victor watched her until she’d moved over the horizon and then made his way back into the facility.

Annette was waiting in the office, having a hushed conversation with her bodyguard. She waved the man away when she saw Victor.

“What happened?” she asked.

“Eli will know about this place before nightfall,” said Victor. “Jade isn’t stupid. She knows that there is something here that we don’t want them to find.”

Annette nodded thoughtfully.

“I can have the machine up and working again by midnight, possibly sooner,” she said. “That’s the earliest that Eli could move against this place. Jade can’t carry him and a strike force on her back.”

Victor closed his eyes and ran a hand through his hair.

“I don’t even know how I’d break her out of Monteiro Tower,” he said.

“You’ll need help,” said Annette. “But it’s doable. You’ll have to be the distraction for it to work.”

It’s still a gamble, with Kiara’s life on the line.

Victor didn’t say anything for a couple of seconds. Finally, he nodded, and turned toward the door.

“Make sure it’s fixed by then, Annette,” he said. “I will make sure Kiara gets here safely.”


CHAPTER 17

As expedited and efficient as flying was, it also took an enormous toll on the body. Victor spent most of the trip cursing himself out for not thinking to bring extra clothes along to make the cold durable. He made good time, however. Extremely good time.

The sensation was incredible. Victor had flown around Undercliff City often enough, but that was never intended to be a test of his speed. On this flight, he could feel the wind, and feel himself becoming part of it. He saw flocks of birds meandering through the air, the nomads of the sky. He even saw a few planes, and had to resist the temptation of flying up alongside them, and knocking on their windows.

The trip out to Maxworthy had essentially taken the entire day. The flat tire had slowed them down, but even without it, it would have been at least a five hour trip. Victor made it back to Undercliff City in less than half of that. He only began to slow down in the last few seconds, and because of that, he had to do not one, but two, passes over Lucy’s apartment complex before burning off enough speed to attempt a landing.

A hop, skip, and a trip later, Victor pulled himself up off the ground and made his way up the stairs to Lucy’s door. He knocked on it and waited, taking a second to admire the sun setting over the cliffs to the west.

Lucy opened the door and started slightly when she saw him. She still had on her work clothes, her black tube skirt and professional white blouse.

“Victor,” she said. “What are you-“

“We can save Kiara, Lucy,” he said. “I’ve found a way.”

They headed inside, and Victor spent the next few minutes explaining the facility to her on the couch. Lucy listened with rapt attention, and by the time he’d gotten to the end, she already had her phone out.

“We’ll need Kronenberg’s help,” she said. “I can also call in a few favors with the staff in the infirmary, and with Piper, too.”

“You think they’ll help us?” asked Victor.

“Most likely,” said Lucy. “Even them looking the other way for a few minutes, or taking a strategically timed smoke break would help.”

Victor took a deep breath. She called number after number, confidentially explaining the situation through the use of inference and code words that Victor didn’t recognize to thwart anyone that might have been tapping the line.

She’s been prepared for this. Lucy has been thinking about getting Kiara out since the very beginning.

Finally, she called Kronenberg. When he answered, she switched her phone to speaker mode and set it down between her and Victor on the couch.

“Kronenberg,” she said. “It’s Lucy.”

“Hey Lucy,” he said. “I wasn’t expecting a call from you.”

“You were expecting this one,” she said. “And you have been for a long time.”

There was a pause on the other end of the line. Victor opened his mouth to say something but Lucy put a hand on his chest and shook her head.

“Alright,” said Kronenberg. “I’ll be meeting you for an early dinner, then?”

“Exactly,” said Lucy. “The earliest the restaurant staff can be ready is a quarter past seven.”

“Right,” said Kronenberg. “I’ll be there. Of course I’ll be there.”

“Thank you.” Lucy hung up the phone and slipped it into her pocket.

“Why did you put that on speaker if you didn’t want me to say anything?” asked Victor.

“I just want you to understand that we’ve been preparing for this,” she said. “You’ll have to be the distraction for this plan to work. But we can handle getting her out of there, and it’s important that you stick to your part.”

“I’m nothing if not a team player,” said Victor, with a smile. Lucy punched him on the arm jokingly.

“We have about an hour before you should report back into Eli,” she said.

“Yeah,” said Victor. “I guess we do.”

There was a momentary silence between them in which their eyes did all the talking. Victor took a slow breath as the familiar forbidden tension settled over the room.

“Victor…” whispered Lucy. She shifted on the couch slightly, and with that, he was on top of her, pushing his lip against hers and sliding open her thighs.

Lucy kissed him back with just as much passion. It was as though they were two magnets snapping together, the stress and circumstances of the situation having brought them close enough for it to happen.

Victor’s eyes met hers, and he saw a tiny hint of guilt that he knew must have been reflected in his own expression. They were saving Kiara tonight, but they were also, in a way, betraying her. But they couldn’t stop. Not if they wanted to, and not if they tried. Temptation has its own event horizon, and just by being in the same room together, Victor and Lucy had stepped over it.

He fumbled with the buttons on her blouse, while Lucy simultaneously pulled his jacket off his shoulders. She was wearing a black lace bra underneath, and Victor buried his face in between her breasts, kissing her upper chest and collar bone.

Lucy ran her hands across his back as he unzipped his jeans and pulled them off. IT was an uncoordinated mess of lust and arousal. The two of them were rushing to get started, as though the longer they took to get naked, the more likely it would be for them to think about what they were doing and pull back.

She was his dad’s former assistant and former lover. And as Victor pulled his boxers down, letting his cock snap into view, Lucy slowly wiggled out of her panties.

He was all but dating Lucy’s younger sister, the two of them having gone through experiences together that forged intimacy out of fear and struggle. And now here he was kissing the older of the two Wilson sisters with horny, aggressive determination.

Lucy kept her skirt on, and Victor’s cock missed its target on its first attempt, nestling under the fabric of the skirt like a snake in the grass. He pulled Lucy close to him again and unclasped her bra, letting her large, beautiful breasts bounce loose.

“What are we doing, Victor?” whispered Lucy. Her eyes were misty. She’d been thinking, and she knew what they were doing was wrong.

“Lucy…” Victor’s cock ached.

I have to have her.

He kissed her, and felt her lips responding less than they had before. Lucy leaned her forehead against his and then shook her head slightly.

“What about Kiara?” whispered Lucy. “And our history… it’s like you’re almost family, Victor.”

He shifted against her, letting his cock slide across her hot cunt, her pussy lips slippery with excitement. The head of his cock pushed in ever so slightly, hovering at her entrance. It took all of Victor’s willpower to keep it from going any further.

“We don’t have to do anything, Lucy,” he said, forcing the words out.

“I just don’t want us to…” She bit her lip and moved slightly, sliding a bit more of Victor’s cock into her cunt. “To complicate things needlessly.”

“It doesn’t have to be complicated,” whispered Victor. “Just for tonight… we could…”

He slid his cock in a little deeper and felt an illicit shiver run through Lucy’s body.

“It’s wouldn’t just be tonight,” said Lucy. “It would always be there. When Kiara wakes up, the two of you would be back to being close. But the temptation between us would always be there.”

Lucy rested her hands against the back of Victor’s waist. She moved as though to push him off her, but at the last second, pulled him in a little closer. The result escalated the encounter, rather than defusing it.

“Lucy,” said Victor. “We’re both right here, right now.”

She bit her lip. Victor locked eyes into her and slowly sheathed his cock into her cunt, as though trying to force her decision. Lucy’s legs wrapped around him.

“God,” she whispered. “You feel so good.”

“We could just stay like this,” he said. “And not take it any further.”

Even as he spoke, Victor’s hips were moving, grinding into her, winning pleasure for his cock. It was Lucy, his mentor, his boss, his fantasy. And she felt incredible.

His scarlet aura flared before he even realized what was happening, binding itself to Lucy and multiplying her arousal by tenfold. Victor pulled back, terrified by what he’d just done.

“Lucy!” he said. “Lucy, I didn’t mean to!”

“Wha-” Lucy was shivering with pleasure, with need. “What did you just do?”

“It was an accident,” he said. “I flared your emotions. Look, I didn’t mean to. We’ll-“

She grabbed him and pulled him back on top of her. Victor felt his cock slip back underneath her skirt.

“You bastard!” she shouted. “Oh god, Victor, you bastard!”

“Lucy!” He shook his head. “It wasn’t intentional!”

“You have to!” She locked eyes with him and bit her lip. “You have to do it, now. I can’t handle it. I… I need it!”

Victor frowned.

This is a mess.

He tried to pull back again, the roles now reversed. Lucy locked him in a leg grip and pulled his face down to her breasts.

“Please,” she said. “Victor. We’ll talk about this later, and work everything out. But right now…”

She trailed off and let her eyes carry the message of her horniness and need. Victor found the entrance to her cunt and pushed inside of it. Lucy’s body practically thrashed with delight, and she almost fell off the couch.

“Lucy,” whispered Victor. “I’m so sorry.”

She wasn’t Annette, or Jade, or any of the random swathe of women he’d been forced to use his scarlet aura on. She was Lucy, his friend, his mentor. Someone that had his good intentions in mind. Someone who he loved, and had made love to honestly before. Not someone for him to play with the emotions of, to use as a hold for his cock.

And now, she was overwhelmed with lust, her hips buking underneath him. Victor groped at her breasts as he pounded into her, the beat of sex sounding out a he drummed his body against hers.

“Oh God!” shouted Lucy. “Oh God, Victor!”

It was almost as though the effects of the scarlet aura were becoming more pronounced as the heat of the sex intensified. Lucy was pulling him into her, wiggling constantly in delight. She kissed him even more passionately than she had before. Her body tensed up, muscles tightening and then releasing, her hips jerking wildly, as a ridiculous orgasm tore through her.

Victor pulled back. He didn’t want to keep going, even though he was still in need of release. He felt guilty and dirty and aroused in a way that made him feel a little evil.

“No,” whispered Lucy. “Keep going.”

“Lucy, you aren’t thinking clearly,” said Victor. “It’s my fault, and I need to-“

She moved closer to him on the couch, pressing her face against his cock, licking and kissing it.

“Anytime you want, Victor,” she whispered, voice hot with desire. “You could marry my sister. I could marry someone. It doesn’t matter.”

“Lucy, please.”

“I’m yours,” she said. “To use and abuse as you see fit. Just promise me that you’ll let me feel this way again.”

Victor started to interject, but Lucy wrapped her mouth around his cock and began to suck with incredible sensuality. It felt so good that he couldn’t think, and moreover, didn’t want to.

He ran his hands through Lucy’s long hair and watched as her lips bobbed up and down on his rod. She sucked and licked and kissed and used her hot wet mouth like a practiced slut.

I don’t know if there’s any coming back from this.

Victor took her by the shoulders and pushed her onto her back. He spread her thighs again and slid his cock into her. Lucy cried out in pleasure as he pumped in and out, fucking her with the rough intensity of a man who has lost control.

He was kissing Lucy when he came. She wrapped her legs around him and pulled him in tight, as though fully intent on collecting all of his cum in her pussy. The pleasure was all through his body, warm and hot and illicit.

Several minutes went by with the two of them locked in the embrace. Victor slowly pulled back from her, caressing Lucy’s cheek once and hoping beyond hope that she would return to normal. It took a few minutes, but he could tell when she did.

Lucy’s eyes narrowed into a glare, and she slapped him across the face. She shook her head and set about angrily pulling her bra back on.

“Lucy,” said Victor. “I’m sorry.”

“Forget what I said!” Her voice was angry enough to crack slightly as she spoke. “Don’t you ever bring this up again! Any of it!”

She looked at him again, and this time, Victor saw a hint of weakness in her expression.

Sex is power, and now I’ve taken the lion’s share of it from Lucy, too.

He rested his forehead against his hand, unable to continue meeting her eyes.


CHAPTER 18

Lucy took a shower, and Victor waited on the couch in the living room, alternating between nervously checking the time on his phone and pacing around the room. He felt as though there were a million different things that could go wrong, none of them he felt prepared for.

“Take a deep breath.” Ella materialized behind him, softly rubbing his shoulders. “It’s going to be okay.”

“Ella,” he said, his voice softer than a whisper.

“She’ll forgive you, eventually,” she said. “You need to keep in mind that as you become more comfortable with your auras, using them is going to be second nature, almost involuntary.”

“I wish I’d known that before I’d come over here.”

“Honestly… so do I,” said Ella. “But like I said before, I’m getting better at controlling my jealousy.”

Victor smiled and felt her cup his cheek in her hand.

“Focus on saving Kiara,” she said. “I know how much this matters to you. So don’t get in your own way and mess things up by doing something stupid.”

Victor nodded, and Ella disappeared.

After half an hour, Lucy came back out, clean and dressed in sweatpants and a red sweater. She met Victor’s eye without any apparent lingering feelings, and when she spoke, her voice sounded normal and neutral.

“We should head over to Monteiro Tower separately,” she said. “It’s going to be too obvious if we make the trip together.”

“Alright.”

“And I think you should head out first,” said Lucy. “Draw your report to Eli out for as long as you can. At 7:30 sharp, start your distraction.”

Victor nodded. It sounded easy enough, but he knew from experience that on paper, all plans did.

“Where am I going to meet you afterward?” he asked.

“Here.” Lucy scribbled down an address on a piece of paper and handed it to him. “It’s a gas station just outside the city. The easiest way to get Kiara to the facility is for you to fly her there. It shouldn’t take me anymore than fifteen minutes to get her out of the building and to safety.”

“It’s going to be cutting it close.”

“We don’t have any other choice,” she said. “These are the cards we’ve been dealt. We need to play them the best we can.”

“Alright.” Victor ran a hand through his hair and turned to the door, stopping to meet her eye one last time. “Also, I just want to say…”

He trailed off. Lucy’s eyes bored into him, bright blue and strikingly cold, unlike Victor had ever seen them before. It looked as though she was only barely holding back a wealth of emotion, all of it harsh, unforgiving, and vengeful. Victor shook his head and left without another word.

One problem at a time.

He took to the air and headed for Monteiro Tower. As he had before, Victor aimed for the roof instead of the front lobby. He carefully circled, brought himself in as slowly as he could, brought his feet underneath him, and continued running forward. He didn’t trip at first, but unfortunately, he had too much momentum to stop before running into the guard fence, which bounced him back onto his butt with gentle, elastic ease.

Victor smiled, even though the fall had given him a bruised tailbone. Baby steps were better than nothing.

“Not bad,” said Ella, appearing behind him. “Let’s hope the rest of the plan goes as well.”

He checked his phone on the way down the stairs and into the top floor of the building. It was 7:13. Eli’s assistant was waiting for him as he stepped into the main hallway. She flashed a practiced smile at him and nodded.

“Right this way, Mr. Anders,” she said. “Mr. Monteiro has been expecting you.”

Victor followed her down the hallway and into Eli’s office. Jade was already there, standing at Eli’s side, her tanned face as expressionless as ever. Several armed guards were also at attention on either side of Eli’s desk, making the large room feel a bit smaller, and a lot more intimidating than it had on Victor’s last visit.

“I’m here to report in,” said Victor. He folded his arms behind his back and tried to adopt a look that gave off an air of respect and humility.

I’m a terrible actor.

“Victor,” said Eli. “Jade has already given me a rundown of your last encounter.”

“Did she say it out loud, or is she proficient in sign language?” Victor smiled, and looked from Eli, to the two guards, and even to Jade. Nobody showed any sign of appreciating his attempt at humor.

“Let us not waste any time beyond what’s absolutely necessary,” said Eli. “Give me a full rundown on what’s inside.”

Victor wrinkled his brow and shook his head slightly.

“Nothing much,” he said. “It used to be a government research facility. My father was involved in one of the projects that was being developed there, but it never came to fruition. The place is abandoned.”

“I could have gotten all of that from a google search,” said Eli. “Enough foreplay, Victor. Tell me what she found.”

Victor did his best to look cooperative.

“It’s an old, crumbling building,” he said. “There were some old computer monitors? Lots of dust, mold, and-“

“Then why does she have armed men standing on guard outside at this very moment?” shouted Eli. He stood up fast enough to make his chair tip over backward and stomped around to the other side of his desk. Out of the corner of his eye, Victor checked the time.

7:18… I need to keep him talking and keep him calm.

“Look, I’m sorry,” said Victor. “I can go back and get more information.”

Eli stared at him. His expression was unreadable, but not for a lack of clues. Rather, it was as though the man was trying to react in seven different ways at once, his mind racing and plotting ahead, and his face amalgamating all of the possibilities into a single mask.

“No,” said Eli. “You’re going to stay here for now.”

“I thought you wanted me close to her.”

Eli took a deep breath.

“What I wanted was to have you under my thumb, Victor,” said Eli. “Unfortunately, the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.”

Victor flinched at his words, and then, seeing an opportunity, he amped his reaction up a notch.

“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

Eli flashed a condescending, slightly nostalgic smile.

“Your father was the same way,” he said. “John always made the mistake of assuming that he knew more than he really did.”

Victor made a show of gritting his teeth. He didn’t disagree with any of what Eli was saying. He knew his father well enough to know that Eli, regardless of his motives or bias, was speaking from a place of truth.

But that doesn’t mean that I have to let him know that. Let’s see if I can play the offended son, defending his father’s honor.

“You don’t know a goddamn thing about my father,” said Victor. “You aren’t half the man he ever was.”

Eli’s smile widened. It was almost smarmy enough to make Victor genuinely angry. He checked the time again.

7:21… Just a little longer.

“As much as I’d love to continue this exchange, I’m afraid I have other matters to attend to,” said Eli. “Jade, escort Victor back to Maxworthy, and keep an eye on his interactions with Ms. Lockwood.”

“Hold on!” said Victor. “I’m not through here yet. You don’t get to insult my father and walk away from the conversation!”

Eli gave him a curious look, and Victor suddenly realized that he’d overdone his acting. He tensed up as Eli glanced over at Jade, and then at the door.

“You…” Eli glared at him and then slammed his finger down on the desk. “Dominique, I need a report on all activity in the-”

Victor bound his scarlet aura out of second nature and launched a skull sized blast of pure flame at Eli’s chest. Jade was there to block it with a shield of azure aura conjured ice, and a thicket of steam expanded into the air.

One of the armed guards opened fire. Victor waved his hand, using a targeted bind of his own azure aura to suck the energy out of the man, rendering him unconscious. Jade slammed into him, knocking him into the back wall of the office and nearly through it.

“That was a very costly mistake, Victor,” shouted Eli. “And it only reinforced what I was just saying! You’re just a bit too clever for your own good.”

Victor slammed his knee up into Jade’s stomach. He made an attempt at binding his scarlet aura to end the encounter as he had before, but she was ready for it, and hopped out of his reach before he could. Jade cut her hand through the air, sending out a circular fan of flame that singed Victor’s hair as he ducked under it.

“Are you insane?” shouted Eli. “You’ll burn the place down!”

The other guard opened fire. Victor rolled, covering his ears as the loud gunshots echoed off the walls. He mused over the last thing Eli had said for a moment, and then got an idea.

I’m not trying to win this fight. I’m trying to create a distraction.

Jade slammed into him, pressing him back toward the window frame, intent on getting him out of the building even if it didn’t guarantee his death. Victor set his palm against the wall and pumped heat into it with his scarlet aura, leaving a trail of flames in the sliding wake of his hand as Jade continued to maneuver him along.

“No!” screamed Eli. “The fire! Put out the-“

Victor tracked Eli’s voice and sent a finger thin tube of fire off in his direction. He didn’t hear a scream, but knew that he’d at least come close enough to landing a hit in order to give the man pause. He glanced up at the clock, which was barely visible through the steam and smoke.

7:25. But the fire alarm will activate soon, and that will buy me the rest of the time I need.

Jade landed several fierce punches to his stomach and face. Victor caught her fist on the last one, more out of luck than anything, and bound his scarlet aura into her knuckles until she let out a high pitched scream.

“So you do have vocal cords?” he said, mockingly. “Well, you learn something new every day.”

He took a running step toward the large window against the wall of the room, covered his face and eyes, and then… stuttered. Even though he knew that his diamond aura would catch him, and even though he knew it was his only chance at escaping, it was still almost impossible to willingly jump out of the glass window of a skyscraper.

Jade kicked him in the back, solving the problem for him. Shards of glass cut through the skin of Victor’s exposed hands and also on his scalp in places. He screamed and focused everything he had on binding his diamond aura, and pulling himself into flight.


CHAPTER 19

Victor didn’t explode into flight quite so much as careen into it at breakneck speed. He pulled up from the ground in time to miss a frantically honking semi-truck, and scuffed the edge of one of his shoes on a traffic light as he lifted back up to a proper altitude.

Jade didn’t come after him. Victor hadn’t been expecting her to, but he looped around the tower once just to make sure. Smoke was pouring out of Eli’s shattered window, and employees were streaming out of the front lobby doors and moving into place for fire drill procedures. Victor checked his watch.

7:28. I can only hope that Lucy and Kronenberg had enough time.

He frowned. There was nothing more that he could do at the moment. Even if he found them in the rapidly forming crowd below, his presence would, most likely, only draw attention and allow them to be captured more easily. He had to let his friends do their part and meet up with them at the rendezvous point.

Instead of flying straight there, Victor flew upward, almost perpendicular to the ground, as though he was literally trying to shoot the moon. He’d done it a couple of times before, mostly out of curiosity, just to see how high he could get.

Despite their fantastical nature, the nanites weren’t magic. His didn’t understand completely how his diamond aura worked, but what he knew from his own testing was that as the air thinned out, his propulsion and levitation abilities went along, too. It felt almost like the powers of Icarus, wings that melted as he approached the sun and stars.

The air was cold enough to make Victor’s teeth rattle uncontrollably. Undercliff City looked like a patch of white Christmas lights strung up in careful formation. His breathing became shallower, and he felt his fingers going numb.

Victor stopped before he’d made it as far as he could, letting his body fall from its own gravitational pull. He had to be careful on the way down. Too much speed usually led to unconsciousness. It was something that his body could handle better than most, but still posed an unnecessary risk.

He slowed himself down a little, picked out the tiny dot that was the gas station from the rest of the lights, and flew toward it. He tried for a repeat of his landing on top of Monteiro Tower as he swerved along parallel to the electric blue sign in the parking lot, but mistimed it and spun out into a side roll.

A homeless man stood against the side wall of the gas station. He blinked and looked around as though unable to believe his eyes, and then hurried away while Victor was still in the process of picking himself up. Nobody else was around, and he walked by the front windows, peering in through them as if he half expected Lucy and Kronenberg to be picking up snacks.

Victor waited for fifteen minutes. He paced back and forth uneasily, chewing his lip and checking the time every thirty seconds.

“Ella,” he whispered. “Do you see them anywhere?”

“The only way I could see them is if you could, too,” said Ella’s disembodied voice. “Just try to relax. They’ll be here. Your plan went off without a hitch.”

Another minute went by, and then another five. Victor’s heart began to race with anxiety.

Did Eli manage to get to them before they could get out? Are they in one of the holding cells in Monteiro Tower, at this very second?

He did a lap around the nearby area, scanning the streets and sidewalks for a woman, a drone, and a wheelchair. There was nothing, and the despair began to sink into his chest.

It was a hard feeling to cope with. Victor was waiting for something that he desperately wanted, needed to happen. The odds were long, the stakes were high, and he didn’t have any idea of what he’d do if they didn’t show up.

Five more minutes passed, stretching out for what felt like longer than a year. Victor closed his eyes and leaned his head back. He wasn’t ready to accept it, but he couldn’t make himself continue hoping, either.

Footsteps approached from the direction of the city center. Victor opened his eyes and almost melted with relief. The silhouette of a woman pushing a wheelchair with much more urgency than normal was headed straight toward him. Victor waved a tentative hand and saw Lucy wave back.

“Sorry I’m late,” she said. “The fire drill was the perfect distraction, but it took forever to casually make our way out of the crowd and-“

Victor pulled her into a tight hug, cutting her off. He pulled his arms more tightly around her than he probably should have, and had to restrain the impulse to kiss her deeply and passionately.

“Where’s Kronenberg?” he asked.

“Watching overhead,” said Lucy. “You should get moving as soon as you can.”

Victor nodded. He crouched down, bringing himself level with Kiara’s comatose face. It was the first time he’d seen her since the accident had happened more than two weeks ago. She looked pale and thin, and her hair was slightly longer than how he remembered it. She was dressed in a thin hospital gown, and Victor frowned when he thought about taking with him in flight.

“She’s going to catch pneumonia if we don’t bundle her.” He pulled off his sweatshirt, knowing that by giving it to her, he was putting himself in the same position. Lucy took it from him and pulled it over her sister’s head. She also took off her own jacket and wrapped it around Kiara’s waist, giving her a makeshift skirt that would hopefully provide at least some warmth.

“Victor…” Lucy gave him a serious look. “Please. Bring her back to me alive.”

“She’s going to be okay after this,” said Victor. “We’ll be able-“

“That’s what I’m hoping for,” said Lucy. “But if it doesn’t work…”

Her voice wavered slightly, and Victor knew what she was going to say without needing her to voice it out loud.

It’s better to have Kiara in a coma and at least still breathing, than dead, and gone forever.

“I will,” he said. He leaned over to make his eyes level with Lucy, and for a moment, she let her forehead rest against his. Then, she pulled back and turned away, as if already shoring up her emotional walls against whatever the future had to offer.

“You should go,” she said. “Good luck.”

Victor nodded. He slowly scooped up Kiara, who was surprisingly light in his arms, and then took off into the night.


CHAPTER 20

Victor made the trip back to the facility much more slowly than he normally would have, constantly shifting Kiara around and covering the parts of her legs that were still bare the best that he could. Every minute that went by was a little more depressing than the last. He couldn’t stop thinking about what had happened to her, and he blamed himself for it, even though he knew that it was a waste of mental energy.

He thought a lot about Kiara, and about everything they’d been through in the short timeframe they’d known each other. She was a friend to him, but more than just that, she was someone he couldn’t afford to lose.

This needs to work. I can’t leave her like this.

He finally closed in on the facility after almost five hours in the air, comparable to what it would have been in a fast car. Instead of immediately descending and heading for the entrance, Victor went around it in a wide arc, scouting out the area for enemies.

There were a group of guards out front, presumably brought in by Annette to hold down the fort in his absence. Victor had the indistinct sense that someone was watching him from afar, but didn’t see anything to back up his paranoia. So he slowly brought himself and Kiara in for the landing, the part of the trip that he’d been dreading since his initial takeoff.

Crash landings were a minor inconvenience when Victor was flying solo. With Kiara in tow, they were literally something that could mean life or death. She wasn’t able to shield her head, or tuck into a roll like he was. If she hit the ground hard enough, she’d be dead, plain and simple.

He held his breath as his feet drew in close to a small strip of grass on the edge of the facility’s parking lot. His first foot hit and immediately buckled, as it often did. Victor slammed the heel of his other foot into the ground, lifting off into the air slightly, similar to a fighter jet aborting a landing on an aircraft carrier.

He dropped down to the ground and tried again, this time flailing his feet in the motion of a sprint before he was actually on the ground. It worked, and instantly, he felt the combined weight of his body and Kiara taking a renewed toll on his muscles. He took a few triumphant steps and then gently set her down on the grass, taking a second to let the lactic acid in his arms disperse.

“Victor.” Annette was walking over to him from the entrance of the facility. She looked nervous, and seeing her like that didn’t do much for Victor’s own mood.

“It’s over,” he said. “I made a scene in Eli’s office, got into a fight with his aura binder. I don’t have any choice in this anymore, Annette.”

She forced a smile onto her face and set a soft hand on his shoulder.

“You always have choices,” she said. “And I think you’ve made the right one by bringing her here.”

They both looked down at Kiara for a moment, and then Victor leaned over and scooped her up.

“I had some of my tech specialists take a look at the machine,” said Annette. “They didn’t have to do much to it. We can give it a shot as soon as you feel comfortable.”

Victor nodded, his mind racing with conflict that he hadn’t realized was there.

I have to do this. It’s risky, but it’s the only hope that Kiara has.

“Let’s do it,” he said.

The facility had been cleaned up a little since Victor had last been inside. There were more people, and most of them had a tech savvy look about them.

Several Blue Horizon employees were tinkering with the machine in the basement. Victor, with Annette’s help, carefully moved Kiara downstairs and onto one of the machine’s metal tables.

“I feel like I’m bringing her in for surgery,” he muttered. Annette nodded solemnly.

“That’s exactly what you’re doing, Victor,” she said. “But hopefully, it won’t be quite as dangerous.”

He frowned at that, but only for a second. Gunshots began sounding outside the facility. Victor gave the room one last quick scan, and then hurried up the ladder.

“Stay down here, Annette!” he shouted. “Make sure Kiara wakes up!”

Jade was taking on the guards Annette had left outside with ruthless ease. She used her azure aura to completely encase herself in a super hard sphere of ice, waiting until the men stopped to reload, and then killing them without hesitation. Victor pulled one of the guards back toward the door by the shoulder and cut into the fight.

“Don’t!” he shouted. “She’s too strong for you! Let me handle this!”

Jade was ready for him. For the first time, something flashed across her face that might have been akin to emotion. She was furious, pushed to the edge of a berserker rage over the way their last encounter had gone.

Victor waited to use his auras until he could see what Jade’s attack was going to be. She leaned back on one foot and then leaped into the air, lifting up and then arcing down, like the flight path of a mortar. She came at him in a tackle. Victor kicked hard at her face, but Jade caught his foot and twisted, knocking him off balance.

She landed on the ground and rushed him, throwing punches that had technique and accuracy developed through years of training. Victor had no such training, but he did have his auras. He used his diamond aura at a low level, diverting each punch into a glancing blow with a bit of telekinetic force.

Jade whirled, sweeping her leg and knocking Victor’s feet out from under him. He was already using his diamond aura and diverted it to his own body, lifting himself ten feet back and into the air. Jade followed after him, and the two collided into a tight, fighting embrace, hanging in the sky, unbound by gravity.

The goal of the brief struggle was simple. Whichever one of them could orient their opponent toward the ground and smash them into it won. Whether that involved using their diamond aura or making it so the other was too distracted to use theirs made no difference.

Victor slipped up out of Jade’s grasp slightly and slammed his elbow into her face. He saw her aura flash to scarlet and felt his emotions flare. He gritted his teeth and forced himself to ignore what was happening between his legs, the blatant eroticism of the situation, and instead continued attacking, hitting Jade with as many hard blows as he could.

She flared her scarlet aura harder, and Victor let out a muffled groan of pleasure. She felt really nice against him, her toned body promising things if he was willing to relax, and stop being so violent. Victor flared his own scarlet aura in response and felt Jade’s body quiver against his.

Is this how every fight between aura binders of the opposite sex ends?

Jade was still wrestling in the air, still trying to slam Victor into the ground. He pushed his scarlet aura harder and felt her legs wrap around him, allowing his cock to rub in between her thighs. Her breasts pressed tight against his chest. The two of them wiggled against each other, wrestling, dry humping, and fighting.

“You can’t win against me!” shouted Victor. “And I can’t win against you!”

The implication was there, and dangerously tempting. What were they to do now, stuck at a stalemate, and suffering dearly from the effects of each other’s auras? Victor looked at Jade and saw the arousal written all over her face, along with even more anger.

He flared his scarlet aura again, and Jade did likewise, more out of stubbornness that tactical strategy. Victor was too horny to focus on much of anything, and let his diamond aura lapse for a second. They weren’t high enough up off the ground for him to have time to rebind it, and they both hit together, still wrapped tightly against each other. Their bodies rolled without breaking the wrestling embrace, and when the two of them came to a stop, they weren’t wrestling any more.

Victor was kissing Jade’s neck and pulling at the waist band of her tight leather pants. Jade looked furious with him, but her hands moved with a mind of their own, unzipping his jeans with desperate, needy movements.

He got Jade’s pants off just as she began to return to her senses. She pinned both of his arms down. Victor flared his scarlet aura again and she let out a silent whimper, rubbing her cunt across his rock hard cock.

She flared her scarlet aura again, glaring at him. Victor pulled her down on his shaft hard, feeling his cock slip into a wet world of pleasure. Jade moaned and pushed him down hard by the chest, still trying to keep a modicum of control.

They began to fuck wildly, angrily, glaring at each other, and in Jade’s case, blushing furiously. Victor grunted each time he slammed his hips up into her. Jade made no noise, but her body’s shivers and involuntary responses told a story of their own.

They were having sex that went beyond animalistic. It was combat as much as sex. Victor rolled hard underneath Jade, trying to move them into the missionary position and gain the control he’d need to continue the fight after the fuck. Jade ground her pussy down on his dick in a sensual movement that stole the wind out from under Victor’s aggression.

“Oh, fuck!” He reached up and groped at Jade’s breasts, managing to pinch one of her nipples through the fabric of her shirt. She shuddered and fell on top of him. They kissed, and Victor fucked her even harder.

He wanted to beat her, not just in combat, but in sex. He wanted to use his cock to make Jade see the error of her ways. He flared his scarlet aura again, turning Jade’s arousal up to a level that went beyond anything Victor had used on another person before.

She began to shudder and writhe continuously, as though her body was locked in a single unending orgasm. Still she continued to wrestle, continued to play the game of sex, of power. Victor managed to get her underneath him and put all of the energy he had into fucking her against the ground.

She caught Victor’s eye, and recognized the emotion staring back at him. It was a mix of rage and lust, with a hint of shame. She wanted to defeat him, but more than anything, she wanted him, and wanted what was happening to keep going, even though it made her loathe the pliable, base instincts that comprised human nature.

Victor could feel the effects of the scarlet aura fading. It was time for him to pull back, to pull up his pants, and finish the fight. But instead, he pumped into her harder, slamming her hips down into grass with each angry thrust, until he felt the pleasure overload his system.

He came hard, blasting cum deep inside Jade’s pussy. She shivered as his hot, sticky load spurted into her, and then rolled, pinning Victor neatly. He was overwhelmed by the pleasure of the orgasm, but he still had enough awareness to push Jade off of him.

They both stood up, and after making themselves decent, they faced each other. Victor was smiling slightly. Jade looked tired.

“Your boss is on the way here, isn’t he?”

Jade nodded.

“How about we call a truce until he gets here?”

Jade hesitated for a moment, and then nodded. Victor couldn’t stop a laugh from bursting out of his throat, and he saw a matching smile spread across her face.


CHAPTER 21

Victor waited for a full hour, making small talk with Jade as much as a person could with a mute. It was the deep, dead of night. The clouds were thick overhead, and outside of a few outdoor lights from the buildings in the industrial park that were still actively used, it was completely dark.

“How did you start working for Eli?” asked Victor.

Jade didn’t say anything.

“Why is it that you never talk? Are you not able to, or are you just shy? Was it written into the contract you signed?”

Jade didn’t say anything.

“Hey, can I get your phone number and add it to my late night booty call list?”

Ella materialized next to Victor and flicked his nose with her finger.

“Don’t even think about it,” she growled. “And you should probably just leave her alone.”

Victor raised an eyebrow at Ella.

“She’s scared,” said Ella. “I don’t know if you can read that in her body language, as a guy, but she is.”

Victor mouthed the question “So?”

“So,” said Ella. “Eli most likely has something over her, too. The same way he had Kiara over you, and the same way-“

A motorcade approached from down the road in the distance. Victor listened to the sound of the engines and watched the lights intensify as it drew closer. The cars stopped in front of the facility and slowly turned into the parking lot, two bulletproof BMWs and a medium sized limo.

The doors of the BMWs opened first. Eight nearly identical Monteiro agents in black suits and sunglasses assumed firing positions behind the open doors. Victor smiled at them.

They’re certainly brave, that’s for sure.

Eli came out of the limo next. He walked forward slowly, stopping before he’d passed beyond the line of defense his guards had set up.

“Victor,” he said. “Are you holding Jade hostage?”

Victor shook his head. There was no point in lying, as it seemed as though it might instigate Jade into attacking again, which would be bad.

“I’m just hanging out,” he said. “We’re all just hanging out.”

“I know that Annette is inside, and I know that there is something of value here,” said Eli. “Don’t make this any harder than it has to be.”

“I could say the same thing to you,” he said. “If you want to settle accounts with me, that’s just fine. I attacked you earlier tonight. Annette hasn’t done anything, and neither have any of her employees inside.”

Eli laughed.

“She stole you,” he said. “She turned you against me. She sent you to assassinate me, and it almost worked.”

“You’re delusional, Eli,” said Victor. “Just give it up already. You aren’t going to win tonight, not with me standing in your way.”

Eli closed his eyes and bowed his head for a few seconds. Then, he smiled, and waved a hand at the guard standing behind him. The guard reached into the limo and pulled out a woman with long blonde hair, with a gag taped into her mouth and bindings on her hands and feet.

“Lucy!” Victor took a step forward only to see the sights of the guard’s weapons train onto him. Jade moved closer to him and Victor shifted his attention so that he could see her and Eli without turning his head.

“This doesn’t have to be difficult, Victor.” Eli pulled a gun out of his suit coat and pushed it against Lucy’s head. “You’ve already proven your allegiance to be a pliable thing.”

“If you hurt her, I will kill you,” said Victor. “I promise you that, Eli.”

“All you have to do is cooperate, and she’ll be returned to you, safe and sound.” Eli smiled. “But if you try to be a hero, I’ll put a bullet in her head. Jade has already shown herself to be your equal in combat, and I’ll have her distract you while my guards open fire.”

Victor gritted his teeth. He thought about his options.

I could use the onyx aura to control the guards around Eli, make them shoot him.

Jade glared at him from the side and raised her hand, palm extended. He wouldn’t have time to bind a single aura before she’d be on him, and dealing with her would require all of his focus, as Eli pointed out. Lucy tried to say something through her gag, her eyes flashing with anger. Victor’s heart sank as he realized that he’d been beaten.

“…Fine,” he said. “For Lucy’s sake, I’ll hear you out. What is it that you want?”

Eli’s smile turned into a full on grin.

“All I want is to speak to Annette,” he said slowly. “Bring her up here, without her guards, and allow me to have a chat with her in the back of my limo.”

Victor shook his head.

“And then what?” he asked. “Are you going to kill her? Or have Jade do something to her?”

Eli clicked the safety off his gun, the sound managing to be threatening while barely being audible. He pushed it harder against Lucy’s head and met Victor’s gaze.

“It doesn’t matter what I’m going to do with her,” said Eli. “Bring her to me, or I will kill Lucy.”

Someone approached from behind Victor. He flinched slightly before recognizing it as one of Annette’s guards. The man held his hands up to show that he was unarmed before approaching Victor and leaning to whisper in his ear.

“Annette has a plan,” said the man. “Just play along, and your friend will get out of this safely.”

Victor fought to keep his expression neutral as he nodded. The guard ducked his head back through the door of the facility, and a moment later, he and another of Annette’s guards were carrying Annette’s unconscious form out into the parking lot.

“What is this?” demanded Eli. “Why isn’t she awake?”

“There was an accident in the lab,” said the guard. “Annette has been unconscious for most of the afternoon.”

What the hell?

Eli appeared to be wondering the same thing. He stared at the men, watching and waiting for something that Victor couldn’t fathom to guess at. Then, he waved a hand.

Annette’s unconscious head exploded in a burst of blood, bone, and gore. It took Victor an eternally long second to realize that Eli had a sniper along with him, probably nested on top of one of the nearby buildings. He rushed forward at Lucy. Eli smirked as his finger curled around the trigger of his gun.

And then an icicle the size and shape of a spear flew from the door of the facility, piercing through Eli’s shoulders and knocking him off his feet. Lucy dropped flat to the ground. Victor took another step toward her, but not fast enough to avoid Jade’s tackle.

“It’s a trap!” screamed Eli, his voice twisted in pain. “Kill them!”

All hell broke loose. Victor fought with Jade, trading blows, flinging fire and ice, flying through the air. Neither of them risked using the scarlet aura to flare the emotions of the other, and it was almost as though they’d come to a truce on the matter.

Victor could see Kiara, wearing only her hospital gown and his sweatshirt, tearing through Eli’s guards. His heart sang as he saw her pulling Lucy to safety. He’d done it. It was going to be alright.

Jade punched him in the head hard enough to make stars explode into his field of view. Victor staggered back and countered with hastily bound fan of flames. Jade leaped over it, landing behind him. She made an attempt at getting him into a headlock but Victor was moving again, binding his azure aura at the ground in hope that it would slow her down.

It worked perfectly. Jade slipped on ice and fell too quickly to land with any grace. Assault rifle bullets tore through one of Annette’s guards near the front of the building. A chunk of concrete exploded near Victor’s foot. He launched a fireball in the direction that he was pretty sure it had come from and was rewarded by a surprised shout as it stuck the corner of a building’s roof.

Jade slammed into him, knocking him to the ground. She unloaded on him with her fists, managing to stun him with the first blow, and slammed her second into the side of his head with superhuman strength. Eli had been wrong. They weren’t evenly matched. Jade had the upper hand when their auras were taken out of the equation.

It doesn’t matter. I have to win. I have to make sure everyone is safe.

Victor shielded his face as best as he could. He heard more gunshots exploding from over by the cars, and feared the worst for Kiara. Summoning as much energy as he could, he counterattacked, binding flames to his fist as he struck Jade in the chest.

She let out a surprised yelp and jumped back. Victor scrambled to his feet as she rushed forward again, readying a punch that would knock him unconscious, if not kill him.

Kiara slammed into her before she got the chance. Jade skidded across the concrete, only for Kiara to follow the attack up with a binding of her azure aura, freezing Jade’s feet in place. She struggled for a moment and started to bind her scarlet aura, but Kiara was already there.

“Try it, and you die,” said Kiara. Jade glared at her, but slowly disengaged the glow of her aura.

The fight was over. Eli was writhing on the ground in pain, with Lucy standing over him, pointing a gun at his head in what must have been a very satisfying reversal of roles. Most of the guards Eli had brought with him were dead, which gave Victor a moment of pause.

Did Kiara do that?

He turned to look at her in time to see her press her hand to Jade’s neck and freeze it solid, killing her in an instant.

“Kiara!” he shouted. “What the fuck? It’s over, you didn’t have to do that.”

Kiara gave him a strange, emotionally empty look. She slowly walked over to the one guard of Annette’s that had been killed in the fighting and knelt down next to him. Victor watched her for a second and then hurried over to Lucy, pulling her into a tight hug.

“Jesus Christ,” he said. “That was close.”

“I’m sorry, Victor,” said Lucy. “I didn’t realize they were following me.”

“It’s okay,” he said. “Everything is okay now. We did it.”

Eli let out a pained groan. The ice shard had broken in half, but most of it was still in his shoulder, keeping it from bleeding, but also greatly limiting his mobility.

“Fuck you!” he screamed. “Fuck all of you!”

“You brought this upon yourself,” said Victor. “You’re scum.”

Lucy handed him the gun and then hurried over to Kiara. Victor smiled as he saw her pull her younger sister into the tightest hug he’d ever seen. He let out a sigh of relief.

Sometimes the good guys win after all.

He watched, and then frowned as he saw Lucy take a confused step back from her sister. Victor looked down at Eli, confirming that the CEO was no longer a danger, and then walked over to where they were. One of Annette’s guards had moved to stand next to Kiara, and was waiting for… something.

“Start cleaning up the bodies,” said Kiara. “I doubt there was anyone around to call in the gunshots, but we don’t want to leave any evidence that can be traced back to us.”

The guard nodded.

“Yes, ma’am,” he said. Lucy was shaking her head, mouth agape.

“Kiara…” Victor felt an icy chill run down his neck. “What’s going on?”

Kiara smiled a very uncharacteristic smile.

“I’m sorry Victor,” she said. “I know you had your heart set on saving your girlfriend. And you did, just not in the way that I think you would have preferred.”

Victor’s heart skipped a beat.

“…Annette?”

Kiara nodded.


CHAPTER 22

“You… you stole her body!”

Victor snarled and began to rush forward, only to have Lucy grab his wrist and pull him back.

“No!” shouted Lucy. “Victor, don’t. She… she might still be in there.”

“She isn’t,” said Kiara. “It’s me. Annette.”

Victor shook his head. It took all of his willpower to remain standing, to keep from collapsing to his knees and burying his face in his hands.

I trusted her. I did this. It’s my fault.

“Why…” Victor shook his head, still in a state of shock and disbelief. “Why would you do this?”

“I told you the reason before, Victor,” she said. “I’m a pragmatist. Your father developed that nanites, created aura binders as we know them. It’s not a technology that’s simple to create, even with the best scientists. I couldn’t let it stay within the hands of a man like Eli Monteiro.”

Victor waved a finger at her.

“You’d give up your company, your life, just to…” He trailed off, unable to think clearly enough to keep going.

“I haven’t given up anything,” said Kiara. “I explained to my employees exactly what was going to happen. I even brought along a lawyer to finalize my will. I left everything to Kiara Wilson.”

This can’t be happening.

Kiara walked over to where Eli was writhing on the ground and stood over him triumphantly.

“The game was fun while it lasted, Eli,” she said.

“You bitch!” he screamed. “If you’re going to kill me, do it already. I won’t give you anything!”

“I have no intention of killing you,” said Kiara. “You’re much more useful to me alive.”

“They’ll come looking me!” shouted Eli. “Somebody will investigate!”

“Oh, don’t worry,” said Kiara. “We’ll talk about that. I’m sure we’ll be able to work something out.”

Several of Annette’s employees flocked around Kiara. She gave out orders, and a few of them began bandaging Eli’s wounds. Victor looked over at Lucy, who had her face buried in her hands. Kiara slowly walked back over to them.

“We’re done here,” she said.

“No…” Victor shook his head and felt his hands ball into fists. “No! Kiara!”

“She can’t hear you, Victor,” said Annette. “It’s just me.”

Annette stepped in closer and reached out a hand, as though to cup his cheek. Victor slapped her hand, Kiara’s hand, away.

“We don’t have to be enemies,” said Annette. “I’ll be in touch, soon. Until then, you should go back to work at Monteiro. Have Lucy rehire you. Try to settle down and live normally again.”

“You bitch.”

Annette smiled at him.

“It’s time for the both of you to leave,” she said. Annette’s guards lined up behind her, not actively aiming weapons at Victor and Lucy, but still making their threatening presence clear.

“Kiara,” sobbed Lucy. “Please… Don’t.”

Annette smile wavered.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “Victor, get her out of here or my guards will open fire.”

“No!” Lucy tried to surge forward, but Victor scooped her up over his shoulder. He took one last look at Annette, at Kiara, and then bound his diamond aura and took off into the air.

Lucy wailed and howled, pounding her fists against his back. Eventually, she went still, almost like a child that’s cried herself to sleep. Victor flew as fast as he could, using the pretense of getting Lucy to safety to keep himself from thinking.

The sun was rising when they arrived back in Undercliff City, and the light it gave off was harsh and uncaring. Victor brought Lucy to her apartment. She was asleep, and he had to fumble through her pocket for her keys to get the door opened. He set her down on her bed, and then collapsed onto her couch and buried his face in his hands.

“Victor. “ Ella materialized in front of him, gently cradling his head against her body. “Victor, listen to me.”

“Just leave me be,” he muttered. “Nothing matters anymore.”

“Hey.” Ella crouched down and forced his head up so he was meeting her eyes. “I don’t think Kiara is gone for good.”

“…What?”

“During your conversation with Annette, it looked almost like…” Ella frowned. “She glanced to the side a couple of times, for, as far as I can tell, no discernable reason.”

Victor blinked.

“I think she’s still in there,” said Ella. “I think she’s along for the ride, kind of like I am with you.”

He felt hope rising in his chest, and almost wanted to make it go away. It was sharp, painful, and too intense for him to handle.

“You think she’s still in there, based off Annette looking around aimlessly,” he said, bitterly. “You’re just telling me what I want to hear.”

Ella shook her head.

“No,” she said. “I’m telling you what you need to hear. And I’m telling you the truth. I don’t have any proof, but I would bet money on it.”

Victor let out a painful chuckle, despite the situation.

“You don’t have any money,” he said.

Ella sat down on the couch next to him and pulled him so that he was lying with his head resting in her lap. She slowly ran her hand through his hair.

“It’s going to be okay.”


BOOK SIX

THE DESCENT

CHAPTER 1

“Police! Open up!”

Victor blinked. He was two steps away from the door to his room, dripping wet and wearing only a towel. It was early in the evening, he was the only one home, and the absurdity of the situation was enough to make him scratch his head.

Is this a joke?

The front door to the townhouse that he and his best friend Kronenberg shared slammed open, and several police officers dressed in riot gear flooded in. People were yelling. Victor was yelling. More guns than he’d ever seen in person before at one time were pointed at him.

“Put your hands in the air!” shouted one of them.

“Hold on, this is a mistake,” yelled Victor. He knew that it was, in fact, not a mistake. He didn’t know the exact reason the police were in his house, but within the context of the chaos of his life, it made perfect sense.

“Victor, put your hands in the air,” said a woman’s voice. “Don’t make this any harder than it needs to be.”

Victor stood with his back to the door of his room. A semi-circle of six heavily armed officers had their weapons trained on him. From the front door, a tall, confident woman walked into the house, so confident that she hadn’t exerted the effort needed to draw her own gun.

“You mind telling me what the fuck this is all about?” said Victor. “Officer…?”

“Captain,” said the woman. “Captain Amanda Brookes.”

She had black hair, dark eyes, and a nice enough looking body. She was in decent shape, with a trim waist with curves in her bust and butt that bordered on the slim side of voluptuous. She was smiling slightly as she stared Victor down, a smile that dared him to try something.

Victor smiled back and decided to try something.

“Captain Brookes,” he said. “You have 30 seconds to explain to me what’s going on before I start playing rough.”

There was a chorus of laughter from the other police officers, but Amanda Brookes didn’t so much as chuckle.

“You’re the one who is going to explain to us what’s going on,” she said. “And why you were identified as fleeing the scene of one of Undercliff City’s largest mass murders of the past decade.”

Victor wrinkled his brow.

I haven’t chased down any murderers recently, have I?

“Captain Brookes,” he said. “Amanda. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“We know about your reputation, Victor,” she said. “You’re still relatively new to Undercliff City. You worked for Monteiro corporation for a while, and then defected to Blue Horizon, and then left to do your own thing after the mysterious death of your employer, Annette Lockwood.”

Victor shook his head slightly, already sensing where she would go next.

“What have you been doing for the past month, Victor?” she asked. “Collecting unemployment checks?”

“Pretty much,” he said.

“You match the description of the ‘magic vigilante’ that’s been spotted at a dozen different crime scenes,” said Captain Brookes. “Is that just another coincidence, another odd detail that of course, you know nothing about?”

Victor smirked.

“That’s what you think, isn’t it?” he said. “That’s why you haven’t thrown me to the ground and arrested me yet? Because you think I’m magic?”

Captain Brookes glared at him. She started walking forward and the other police officers tensed visibly. She walked all the way up to Victor, standing a bit too close, given his state of undress.

“Put your hands in the air, Victor,” she said.

He chuckled and lifted his hands up, letting go of the fold in the towel that he’d been keeping pinned throughout the conversation. It fell to the ground, revealing his nudity and drawing all of the eyes in the room.

She does look pretty good in that police outfit, and women in positions of authority have always pushed my buttons.

More laughter broke out from the male police officers. Captain Brookes glared at him as though he’d turned her authority into the butt of a joke.

“Are you gonna search him for weapons, Captain?”

“I think I see one on him, you should pat him down!”

Captain Brookes gritted her teeth, and then without warning, slammed her elbow into the side of Victor’s face. Light flashed across his vision as he fell to the side against his bedroom doorway. He heard the sound of clinking metal as Captain Brookes pulled out a pair of handcuffs, and forced himself to focus.

“Hey, hold on!” He shook his head and pulled his arms out of reach. “I haven’t done anything!”

“We’ll let the courts decide that,” said Captain Brookes.

Victor grimaced. He felt the eyes of the room on him, and despite his pride, he felt his face heat up. It was hard for him to think of a more ridiculous situation that he’d been in.

“You’re going to bring me down to the station? Like this?” Victor took a step closer to the police captain, and to her credit, she stood her ground. She locked eyes with him and a bit of tension formed in the air between them.

“We’re professionals, Victor,” she said. “Your state of undress is none of our concern.”

“You could always help me look for some clothes in my room,” he replied.

Captain Brookes opened her mouth to answer, and Victor took advantage of the momentary awkward pause in the room, binding his azure aura out in a wide arc. It sapped the energy from all of the officers outside of Captain Brookes, having enough of an effect to bring most of them to their knees.

“What the… hell?” The captain’s face flashed with surprise and she hopped back. Victor bent over to pick up his towel and heard the safety click off her gun. “Don’t move!”

“Brookes, you’re just doing your job,” said Victor. “I understand that. But you have to understand that I’m-“

A gunshot ripped through the air, missing Victor’s head by less than an inch. Captain Brookes glared at him, and then scanned her eyes across her fallen compatriots, as if expecting the sound to have been enough to wake them up.

“Put the handcuffs on, Victor.” Captain Brookes slid the metal bracelets across the floor to him.

“Can’t we just head into my room and talk this out for a minute?” Victor re-wrapped his towel around his waist and smiled at her.

“No chance. I’ve heard of your tricks before,” said Captain Brookes. “I thought it was just an exaggeration, but after seeing what you did to my men…”

Victor nodded.

“I wanted to work things out with you directly,” he said. “That’s why I didn’t do the same to you.”

“You…” Brookes shook her head. “You really are a monster, aren’t you?”

“I’m innocent! I didn’t-“

“Stay. Back.” Captain Brookes lined the barrel at his head. “It doesn’t matter to me if you did or not, Victor. If half of what they say about you is true, the people you’ve taken advantage of, the flippant regard you have for lives, then you really are despicable.”

Victor took a deep breath and tried to keep his reaction internal, confined to his chest and heart, and not his face.

I’ve thought the same thing many times before. But it doesn’t matter now, not anymore.

Another loud siren tore down the street outside. Victor looked out his front window in time to see several more police cars pulling up. A few of his neighbors were watching from their porches, which made Victor feel like cringing at what he knew he had to do next.

“I’m sorry, Captain,” he said. “I can’t let you take me in.”

Binding his diamond aura, Victor exploded to the side. Captain Brookes’ gun went off again, missing again. Victor smashed through the living room window with his hands closed and the towel held in front of his body. Shards of glass cut clean scratches into his bare skin, but he paid the injuries no mind as he took off into the air.

He watched his neighbors watching him as he began to gain altitude.

“A naked man ran from the police and witnesses report that he jumped out of a window and flew through the air,” he muttered. “That’s a headline if I’ve ever seen one.”

“Don’t forget the part where you propositioned the policewoman in charge of the bust.” Ella’s disembodied voice sang in his head. Victor chuckled to himself, though it was only for show.

He was far from amused.


CHAPTER 2

“It’s a bad idea, Victor,” said Ella.

“I don’t have any other choice,” he replied. “I’ll get in and get out. I won’t stay long enough for the police to hit her with a charge for helping me.”

He was flying a slow circle over a familiar neighborhood, shivering uncontrollably from the cold. Victor still held the towel in one hand, though using it for cover in flight was made impossible by the strength of the wind.

“Leave her out of this,” said Ella. “You need to get out of Undercliff City. You can start a new life somewhere.”

“I still have responsibilities, Ella,” he said. “I can’t run away from them.”

“There’s a difference between running away and being forced off.”

Victor didn’t have anything to say back to that. Instead, he began spiraling down, toward the ground, and more specifically, a patch of soft grass in the front yard of Lucy Wilson.

Luckily for him, there weren’t any gawkers out to see him make his landing. Victor managed to stay on his feet, though his feet scored the grass as he ran through it at top speed, leaving tiny indents of dirt behind him. He jogged up the stairs to Lucy’s second floor apartment, wrapping the towel around himself as he made his way to her front door. He rang the doorbell, and then waited.

Lucy opened the door a few seconds later and gaped at him, as though she couldn’t believe her eyes. She was wearing a pair of black leggings and a loose gray sweatshirt. Her hair was pulled back into a loose pony tail. It’d been weeks since Victor had last seen her, and she looked tired.

After what happened to Kiara, I can’t imagine she’s getting enough sleep.

She grabbed Victor by the shoulder and pulled him inside roughly.

“Do you want to explain what you’re doing on my front porch in a towel?” There wasn’t any humor in Lucy’s voice, and from the way she looked at him, Victor could tell that she was still angry.

A month earlier, Victor had taken a risk to save the life Lucy’s comatose younger sister, Kiara. He’d been working with Annette Lockwood, a woman that he’d thought he could trust. She’d double crossed him in the end, stealing Kiara’s body for herself, and taking the girl’s life as her own like a sinister, real life body snatcher.

As an aura binder, both Victor and Kiara had access to powers beyond normal human capabilities. Annette had, apparently, coveted their powers for herself. And in trusting her to save Kiara, Victor had delivered into her hands the thing she wanted most. Lucy had blamed him for it, and rightfully so.

“I’ve been framed,” said Victor. “The police showed up at my doorstep and accused me of murder.”

“And?”

Victor shrugged.

“And I’m innocent,” he said. “I couldn’t let them railroad me with a false charge.”

“That still doesn’t explain why you came here,” said Lucy. “…Or the lack of clothes.”

Victor smiled at her. Her face was expressionless and hard. He let his smile fade.

“I was just getting out of the shower when they arrived,” he said. “And I came here because…”

He trailed off.

I came here because I thought she could help. Because she’s always the one that gives me help.

Lucy just stared at him.

“You’ve been a ghost for the past month,” she said.

“I’ve been… busy.”

Captain Brookes had been right about one thing. For the past few weeks, Victor’s life had been devoted to defending the city, and he’d developed a bit of a reputation for himself. Most of the authorities in Undercliff, skeptical as they were, attributed his supposed existence to a dedicated prankster, or drug induced hallucinations riffing off the original reports.

I can fly, shoot fire and ice out of my hands, read and influence minds. It’s no wonder that they don’t want to believe it.

“I’ve been busy too, Victor,” said Lucy. “And I’ve actually been focused on what matters.”

“You’ve been working for Annette,” said Victor, the sharpness of his tone suddenly matching hers. “It’s almost as though you don’t want to admit that anything has changed.”

“I’m staying close to my sister!” snapped Lucy. “She’s still in there, Victor! And I can save her.”

Victor closed his eyes and rested his forehead against his hand. He wanted to believe Lucy on this, more than anything, but having hope hurt too much.

“Maybe you can,” said Victor. “But in the meantime, I-“

“The murders have stopped,” said Lucy. “All of the mysterious murders in the city vanished almost overnight after Annette dethroned Eli. The only killings happening now are from fights, gunshot wounds, and accidents.”

“So what?” Victor shook his head. “That doesn’t mean that I can’t help people!”

Lucy let her eyes run over him, and then met him with hard, serious eye contact.

“What are you doing Victor?” she asked. “What are you running away from?”

The mistakes I’ve made.

He couldn’t tell her that, even if it was written all over his face, even if he knew that she understood it without having to be told.

“Will you help me, or not?” he asked. “Lucy, Annette has set me up. She’s trying to wrap up the last of the loose ends from what happened at the Maxworthy facility.”

“I don’t know how to help you, Victor,” said Lucy.

Victor took a step closer to her. Lucy didn’t move back. Her eyes roamed over the bare flesh of his broad shoulders, his abdomen, and the scars on his chest.

“Victor…” Lucy shook her head slightly, but made no move to stop him as he leaned in and kissed her.


CHAPTER 3

Lucy was supposed to be off limits. That was something that Victor knew and understood, something that had been true since he’d first returned to Undercliff City as a fully grown man.

She’s always been there for me.

Victor tried not to think about it as he pressed his lips against hers. The two of them were pressed tight against each other, like two matching magnets. There was always something in the air when they talked to each other, a tension that patiently simmered underneath the surface until it reached a boil.

He pulled her over to the couch, and the two of them fell onto it in an uncoordinated jumble. There was no humor in the moment, only passion. Victor pulled her sweater up and over her head. His towel had come loose and he tossed it aside, revealing the hard erection underneath that had only barely been hidden to begin with.

“Victor…” Lucy’s eyes were filled with an uncharacteristic amount of lust, and that, more than anything, pushed Victor to take it further.

He’d used his scarlet aura on her once by accident, flaring her arousal in the middle of an encounter and arousing her to an almost sadistic degree. It was something that a person could get addicted to, a drug in its own right. And he could see that a part of Lucy, whether she’d willingly admit it or not, was craving it.

Lucy ran her hands across his hard shaft as Victor pulled her blouse off. She was wearing a white bra underneath that only barely contained her large, supple breasts. He rubbed his cheek across one of them gently, feeling Lucy’s soft hands stroking his cock between his legs.

They made eye contact. There was more than just horniness mixed into Lucy’s expression. She was mad at him and frustrated. She was a forgiving woman, but it didn’t change the fact that most of the trouble in her life could be attributed to Victor’s mistakes.

He kissed her, as though in apology, and then pulled her leggings off with quick movements. Lucy unclasped her bra and then held the cups of it over her breasts for a moment. She pulled the undergarment down slowly, revealing her nipples as though performing a strip tease.

She is incredible.

Victor pushed himself back on top of her with more strength than what was probably necessary. He kissed her deep, sliding his fingers into the waist band of her panties as he did. The silk fabric slid down easily, as though they wanted to come off.

Lucy was taking fast, deep breaths. Her breasts bounced slightly with each one. Victor took a moment to softly grope at them. And then, he pulled her thighs open, and positioned himself in between them.

That last preemptive moment seemed to go on for an eternity. The two of them made eye contact as his cock gently probed at her entrance. They were both wondering and thinking about the same things.

Is this right? How did we get here? What about Kiara? What about the future?

Victor pushed forward and let out a heavenly moan as the head of his cock buried itself inside Lucy’s wet, inviting pussy. She was hot in between the legs, hot enough to make the rest of the world feel cold and bleak.

Lucy ran her hands through Victor’s hair and moaned along with him. Her feet slid along the back of Victor’s legs, intertwining with them like vines around a post. Victor cupped her cheek in his hand and kissed her deep as he pushed forward, sheathing even more of his shaft in her sweet, soft cunt.

“Victor…” Lucy made eye contact with him. He knew what she wanted, without even needing to be asked.

“I can’t,” he said.

He felt her hands running across his buttocks, pulling him deeper into her.

“Victor, it’s okay,” she whispered. “It feels so good.”

Victor was thrusting faster now, each movement chaining with the one in front of and behind it. Lucy’s cunt was sucking him in, deeper and deeper.

“I can’t,” he said, a little more forcefully.

“Do it.” Lucy’s fingernails dug into his back slightly. “Please.”

Victor gritted his teeth. He buried his face in Lucy’s neck, and then carefully, gently, flared his scarlet aura. A shudder went through Lucy’s body comparable to an intense orgasm.

“Oh god!” she cried. “Oh my god!”

Lucy’s body writhed underneath him. Even though she was on bottom, her hips began to thrust up, as though she was intent on fucking him, on getting her pleasure. Victor let out a long, shameful breath.

This isn’t right. I shouldn’t have done that.

“Fuck me Victor!” shouted Lucy. “Take me!”

He felt his lust lead him forward. Victor grabbed one of her shoulders and pushed it against the couch hard. He slammed his hips into her with hard determination. Lucy had asked, practically begged for it. She was getting what she wanted. And that was fine.

She wrapped her legs tightly around him, but Victor was thrusting wildly now, and her hold broke after a second or two. He grabbed her big breasts, practically using them as handles as he continued to slam into her. Lucy moaned and cried out, her body shaking with constant pleasure.

“I’m yours, Victor,” she whispered. “I’m your slut. I’m your whore.”

He shook his head.

No. You’re so much more than that.

He fucked her hard enough to leave a bruises on her hips, using the pleasure to placate his guilt. She was a perfect woman, and it felt incredible to be inside her, and she was at the mercy of his cock. Victor pushed into her hard one last time, and released, blasting his cum deep into his guardian, his mentor, his former boss. Deep into Lucy.


CHAPTER 4

Victor sat naked on the couch for a few minutes afterward. Lucy came back to her senses once the deed was done. She apologized profusely, and then disappeared into her room to find him some clothes.

“These will have to do,” she said, coming back into the living room with a robe on, and clothes in hand. “I think your father left them here, many many years ago.”

Victor winced visibly at the mention of his father, and then leaned forward, burying his face in his hands. Lucy was at his side in an instant.

“What’s wrong?” she asked. Victor shook his head slowly.

This might be my last chance to tell her.

“Lucy.” He turned and locked eyes with her. “I killed him.”

She blinked and raised an eyebrow.

“What?”

“I killed him, Lucy,” he said. “Before I came to Undercliff City. He had begun-“

Lucy stood up and practically ran to her bedroom, slamming the door behind her. Victor sighed. He started getting dressed, knowing that it was just the beginning.

The police were waiting for him outside. They’d apparently learned their lesson from what’d happened at his house, and were waiting for him instead of rushing in and confronting him in the apartment.

“Give it up, Victor!” Captain Brooke’s voice was amplified by a megaphone, but otherwise, sounded the same. “We have a dozen sharpshooters aiming for your head.”

Victor bound his onyx aura and carefully scanned the perimeter and tops of nearby buildings.

“Really?” he called out. “I’m only counting nine.”

A hole exploded into the concrete of the second floor of Lucy’s apartment building. Victor felt a flash of fear pass over him. There was only so much he could do against bullets when they were coming from more than one direction.

He made eye contact with Captain Brookes, who was standing behind a police car in the parking lot. Very slowly, he raised his hands into the air, as if preparing to place them on his head. He could see several of the sharpshooters relaxing visibly, which was exactly what he wanted.

In a burst of movement, Victor exploded into flight over the railing of the apartment walkway. He used his scarlet aura to surround himself in a sphere of white hot flame. It wouldn’t stop bullets, but it wasn’t meant to. His biggest advantage was the way his abilities were perceived, and he hoped that his display would be enough to leave the shooters stunned, or at least obfuscate their aim.

Several bullets did tear through the air, whizzing by Victor as he rose up into the sky. He heard Captain Brookes screaming something unintelligible through the microphone, and half wished that he could see what they were seeing from the ground.

This… is probably going to end up on the news.

He dimmed the flames once he’d reached an altitude of a few hundred feet, and slowly circled away from Lucy’s apartment. In the air, it was almost impossible to track him. He wondered if his best strategy for avoiding capture might be to spend as much time flying as his nanites would allow, sticking to the air.

The thought immediately left his head as he passed through a low hanging cloud of fog, which nearly soaked his newly acquired clothes with cold moisture. Victor coughed into the crook of his elbow and then steered himself toward one of the high cliffs in the distance.

He landed on a flat stretch of plateau, a spot that would be virtually unreachable without climbing equipment and serious effort. And then, he sat down, took a moment to catch his breath, and tried to think things through.

“You know what my vote is for,” said Ella, materializing next to him in sweat pants and a thick sweater. “You’ve done enough for this city already, Victor.”

“I’ve failed.” He shook his head. “I couldn’t save Kiara.”

“The mysterious murders have stopped,” said Ella. “That’s a small win, isn’t it?”

Victor sighed and ran a hand through his hair. He could see down into the park below. They weren’t all that far away from his house, though given the current circumstances, it didn’t mean much.

“Do you think I should turn myself in?” asked Victor.

Ella’s hand cuffed the back of his head with hard, albeit imaginary, force.

“That’s the last thing that you should do,” said Ella. “Look, if you’re dead set on staying in Undercliff City, then your only option is to figure out who killed those people and find the evidence tying them to the crime.”

“It was probably Annette,” he said. “And I sincerely doubt that she left even a trace of her handiwork on the crime scene.”

Victor leaned forward, resting his forehead against his palm. It was only then that he heard the voice, faint, distant, and familiar.

“…pick up already? I’m getting sick of this shit!”

“Kronenberg.” Victor turned away from Ella and leaned forward, one finger set to his ear out of habit. “Hey. What’s up?”

“Oh, nothing much,” said Kronenberg. “There’s a million dollar bounty on your head. The FBI has been called in for a manhunt. And our house is in fucking shambles. I almost got shot!”

“Sorry,” said Victor. “I made a mess of things. It wasn’t exactly my choice, though.”

“I know,” said Kronenberg. “Look, they’re bringing me in for questioning. Lucy is going to be scooped up within an hour or two, probably. I can’t do anything to help you right now.”

Victor shrugged.

“It’s enough that you believe me,” he said. “It really is.”

Kronenberg was silent for a moment.

“There is… one piece of information that I can give you,” he said.

Victor leaned forward.

“Go on.”

“The murders that you supposedly committed took place outside of a bar,” he said. “The police are swarming over the scene of the crime. What they haven’t pieced together yet is where the women work.”

“Quit building the suspense and just tell me, already.”

“148 Axel Street,” said Kronenberg. “It’s a small, discrete, Blue Horizon research lab.”

Victor grinned and pumped his fist into the air in front of him.

“Perfect,” he said. “Kronenberg, thank you.”

“It’s what friends are for,” said Kronenberg. “Don’t go getting all emotional on me.”

Victor chuckled.

“Don’t tell them anything,” he said.

“I won’t.”

There was a beep on the other end of the line. Victor looked out over the city, feeling marginally better about his circumstances. He walked to the edge of the cliff and felt Ella’s presence behind him.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“I’m not going to let this stand,” he said. “I’m going to get to the bottom of this, one way, or another.”

Victor stepped out into open air and bound his diamond aura before she could finish her sentence.

The city looked like a light show from above, especially with so many cop cars racing down the streets, sirens and lights working overtime. Victor bound his onyx aura to his senses as he passed over one of the poorer sections of the city, listening for the sounds of violence, of muggings, of fear. It was quiet, which made him feel a little better.

With all the police out looking for me, there isn’t anybody left to protect the people.

He’d learned the streets of Undercliff City as well as the back of his hand over the last few months. Axel Street was outside of the city proper, and was home to a small industrial park. Victor squinted to make out the building he was looking for and slowly descended to the ground. It was easy enough to spot, especially since it was on fire.

Only the bare bones skeleton of a building remained. Flames licked their way out of the windows, and smoke poured up as though the entire structure was a massive chimney. Victor swore under his breath and landed in the street nearby, feeling the heat of the fire from several dozen feet away.

He hadn’t taken a single step when he heard the gunshot. It missed him by mere inches. Victor whirled in the direction that it had come from and saw the lights of a car coming toward him at high speed.

He dove through the air, desperately trying to position himself behind a pile of trash cans as the car passed by. More bullets ripped through the air. Victor flared his scarlet aura, spraying a desperate, fan shaped array of flames at the vehicle. They didn’t do much damage, but bought him a few seconds to think.

This isn’t standard operating procedure for the police.

The car whirled around, burning rubber as it turned and prepared for a second pass. Victor saw a face, illuminated by a single street light, leaning out of the window. It was one of Annette’s guards. He was sure of it.

The car raced toward him again. Victor didn’t have time to think. Even if he took to the air, the men would have time to get a couple of shots off at him. He might be able to use his azure aura to block them with a shield of ice, but maybe not, depending on the caliber.

He charged his scarlet aura, aimed his palm at the car, and released a massive burst of flame. It struck the BMW with enough force to knock it onto its side. Flames spilled out from the windows, the hood, everywhere that they could gain purchase. The car looked like a miniature version of the building, as though the same calamity had befallen them both.

Victor blinked, and then sprinted over to it. There were people inside. He wasn’t a killer.

I didn’t mean to hit it that hard. I was just… angry.

It only took a single glance for him to discern the fate of the passengers. One of them, the man Victor had recognized, had managed to get half of his upper body out. The flames had traveled up his clothes, which he hadn’t been able to get off in time.

There were no survivors. Victor felt numb for only a moment before his rage took over. Annette had framed him, and then sent these men to tie up the final loose end. She’d sent them to their deaths, and probably suspected as much when she gave the order.

“Victor…” Ella materialized next to him, and took his hand into hers. “Hey. Take a deep breath. Don’t do anything rash.”

Victor let out a small, painful chuckle. He shook his head.

“I can’t let this stand,” he said. “I won’t.”

He heard the sound of approaching police sirens as he took to the sky. It was going to be a long night.


CHAPTER 5

Annette’s house was in one of the more upscale neighborhoods of Undercliff City. It was a mansion, with a large garden, exterior pool, and a gate.

Victor circled around it slowly, searching the area for suspicious cars, hired guards, or night security. There weren’t any, which was more unsettling than it would have been to find a small army waiting for him.

Annette must have known that I’d come here if her attack failed. Why would she leave herself unguarded.

Victor picked out a window on the second floor and circled around one final time. The jacket Lucy had given him was leather, and he zipped it up, hoping that it would be enough to stand up to the glass during his approach.

He hit the window moving fast enough to shatter it, and immediately ducked into a forward roll, landing on the carpet floor clear of most of the shards. He stood up, brushed himself off, and felt the hairs on the back of his neck prickle.

No alarm sounded. He couldn’t hear any panicked voices, or stomping feet. As far as he could tell, the house was empty.

Victor walked forward down the hallway. He’d been in Annette’s house several times before, and knew the layout well enough. She wasn’t the type of person who’d leave any evidence lying around in easily accessible areas. He frowned.

Why did I come here?

“Victor.”

It wasn’t Annette’s voice that Victor heard, coming from just beyond her half opened bedroom door. It was Kiara’s, and of course it was. The door slid open the rest of the way, and Victor saw his friend, his partner, his lost lover, standing behind it.

She had on an almost translucent white night gown. Her hair was longer than he’d ever seen it before, falling down to her shoulders and framing her face and neck. Victor could see the rich color of her blue eyes even in the dim light of the mansion. She was beautiful, and he had to remind himself of the facts.

“Annette,” he said, sharply. “What have you done?”

Kiara, or rather, Annette, smiled at him. She brushed a few locks of her hair back and adopted a confused expression.

“What do you mean?” she asked. “What have I done about what?”

Victor gritted his teeth. He took a step toward her. She didn’t flinch back.

“You’ve gone through so much effort,” he said. “First to frame me, and then to… what, assassinate me? Did you really think your men would stand a chance?”

Annette’s laugh wasn’t anything like Kiara’s, even if it came from the same soft vocal chords.

“Of course I didn’t think they’d stand a chance,” she said. “I wouldn’t have sent them if I thought they would.”

Victor glared at her.

“If you must know,” she said, stepping closer. “I thought that you, being the strong, resourceful man that you are, would find a way to prove your innocence.”

“I will,” said Victor.

“You could have, before.” Annette leaned in close enough for her voice to be heard at a whisper. “But now, you’ve actually killed people, Victor.”

He felt anger flush through his chest.

“That…” He shook his head. “It was in self-defense.”

“Those men are part of my security force,” she said, softly. “They showed up after the building alarm triggered, and arrived to find you burning the facility to the ground.”

“You…” Victor reached out and grabbed Annette’s wrist. “You bitch.”

Annette laughed again. Victor wanted to attack her. He wanted to fling her across the room, to use his auras, to bring her to her knees in front of him.

“You can’t do it, can you?” whispered Annette. “You can’t attack me in this body.”

She pushed herself against him, and Victor felt Kiara’s breasts, her soft body, and smelled her sweet scent. Even wearing Annette’s perfume, she still smelled like Kiara. And though he loathed to admit it, she was right.

“I will find a way to stop you!” he said, through gritted teeth.

“It seems like…” Annette’s hand slid down to his crotch, feeling his erection through his pants. “You have more on your mind than just stopping me.”

Victor pushed her away. Annette laughed again, and a crimson red glow snapped to life around her body. Victor felt her flaring his emotions, sparking his arousal and forcing out all other thoughts. He doubled over, his cock so painfully hard that he could barely think.

“I could get you out of this, Victor,” she said. “It’s not too late. Just ask me for help, come back to work for me, and we can join together as a team.”

“No!” Victor leaned back against the wall of the hallway. He tried to force himself to look away, but he couldn’t. Annette slowly pulled the nightgown up and over her head, revealing Kiara’s shapely naked figure. She took another step forward and began unzipping Victor’s jeans.

“You could have her,” she whispered. “You could have me.”

“Kiara!” he shouted. “I know you’re still in there!”

Annette flinched slightly, but immediately regained your composure.

“Kiara doesn’t exist anymore,” said Annette. “Not as a separate entity.”

She forcefully pulled down his jeans and fell to her knees in front of him, naked and ready to please.

“Listen to me, Kiara!” he said. “You have to take control!”

“Do you want that?” asked Annette. “Is that really what you want?”

She slowly slipped Victor’s boxers down over his erection and then nuzzled her cheek against it. Victor hated her, but couldn’t stop himself from moaning as her tongue tentatively slipped out, softly caressing the underside of his shaft.

“Stop it.” He tried to reach down to her head, but his arms felt weighed down.

“Relax, Victor,” whispered Annette. “Just enjoy it.”

She planted a kiss on his cock and then took it into her mouth. She flicked her eyes, Kiara’s eyes, up at him as she began to suck. Victor could almost trick himself into thinking that it was really her, and not just her body.

“Mmmf.” Annette made a tiny noise as she brought her mouth down further on his cock, letting it probe into the back of her throat. She swirled with her tongue, stroking him with wet, hot flicks.

Annette continued sucking, moving her lips with rhythmic movements of sexual worship. Victor wanted to put a stop to it, but the effects of the scarlet aura took his control out of the equation.

He didn’t want to enjoy it, but that didn’t stop it from feeling incredible. It was compelling in a way that few things are. Her lips were perfection, and her mouth was heaven. And he wanted to cum more than he’d wanted anything in a very long time.

Annette bobbed her head back and forth faster. Victor slowly sank against the wall, his legs barely able to hold him up. He regained enough control over his arms to grab onto her head, gently guiding it back and forth.

“No…” He felt his orgasm building, betraying him to the enemy. “No!”

Victor began to cum, and Annette pulled her lips, Kiara’s lips, back. His seed splashed onto her face. It was all a trick, a means by Annette to fuck with his head even further. He was demeaning Kiara, her body, and whatever part of her was still inside Annette. It was painful, and sadistic on the part of Annette.

Footsteps came from the other end of the hallway. Victor pulled up his pants in time to see several of Annette’s bodyguards approaching.

“Help!’ Annette screamed. “He’s… He’s…”

She fell away from him, her face twisted into an Oscar worthy expression of fear and disgust. Victor heard gunshots ring out. His body, still fatigued from the mental influence of Annette’s scarlet aura, didn’t move fast enough. One of the bullets tore into his shoulder.

A man in a black suit ran forward and tackled Victor. He slammed his elbow into him, but the man was built like a linebacker, and took the blow as though it were no more than a slap in the face.

“Restrain him!” screamed another man. “And set up a perimeter outside.”

Victor felt his arms being pinned to the ground by the second guard. He tried using his azure aura to put them to sleep, but it wasn’t working. The men were too aware of his influence, and too dedicated to their jobs.

“I’m sorry,” whispered Victor. He grimaced, and then bound his scarlet aura to his hands, making physical contact with both of the men and pushing heat into their expensive dry cleaned suits.

Screams filled the air, along with the smell of charred clothing and flesh. Victor forced himself up in time to see Annette preparing to hurl a blast of fire at him, one powerful enough to kill the two nearby guards and possibly him.

Victor ran to the window and threw himself out of it, leaving a small trail of dark, red, blood droplets in his wake.


CHAPTER 6

Victor’s injury made it difficult to focus on keeping his diamond aura bound and staying in the air. His path through the sky was similar to a fly with a torn wing, meandering wildly from side to side and dropping into the occasional low, dangerous dip.

He didn’t know where he was going. There wasn’t anyone waiting for him, and appearing in public would only lead the police to his location.

His ability to maintain forward momentum slowed to a standstill as he flew over a section of the city’s southern outskirts. Victor skimmed low enough for a landing, tripping over his own feet as he made contact with the overgrown grass of an abandoned lawn.

He rolled several times, the movements made painful by his throbbing shoulder, and then sat up. The block he was on was an old residential neighborhood, and as far as he could tell, it was abandoned.

Victor stood up and walked to the door of the nearest building. He tried the handle and let out an audible sigh of relief when he found it unlocked. It was dark inside and smelled of mold and cats, but he didn’t care. He closed the door behind him and collapsed on the dusty floor.

“Victor…” Ella materialized at his side, letting her hands rest on his arm. He didn’t say anything.

“Victor.” Ella shook him gently. “Hey.”

He was still silent, too exhausted and overwhelmed to put enough effort in for even the most basic of conversations.

“You’ll get through this,” whispered Ella. “Don’t give up.”

Victor closed his eyes and almost immediately drifted off to sleep.

He awoke the next morning lying in a pool of his own blood. There was more of it on the floor than he’d expected. His injury had closed up enough to stop the bleeding at some point, which he probably owed to his accelerated healing abilities. Ella was sitting next to him, with one hand on his forehead, like a mother taking a child’s temperature.

“Did you sleep well?” she asked. Victor scoffed at her.

“Yeah,” he said. “Clearly.”

“You’ll have to get up and moving soon,” said Ella.

“Why?”

“They’re going to start going from door to door,” said Ella.

“How do you know?” he asked. Ella smiled at him.

“Because in their eyes, you are the bad guy,” she said. “They aren’t going to stop. Not now, and not ever.”

Victor took a deep breath and then pushed it out in a single powerful burst, as though doing some kind of deep breathing exercise.

“Maybe it’s time I start acting like the bad guy?” Victor stood up slowly, brushing himself off.

“What are you talking about?”

Victor ignored her. He focused his awareness on opening the nano connection he used to communicate with Lucy and Kronenberg.

“Hello?” he said. “Anybody there?”

Half a minute went by before he got an answer.

“Jesus Christ, Victor!” said Kronenberg. “What the hell did you do?”

“I didn’t do-“

“They’re saying that you burned down the facility I sent you to!”

“Do you think that’s the truth, Kronenberg?” he asked. There was a pause before his friend responded.

“I… No,” he said. “I don’t.”

“I need your help again,” he said. “And you’re not going to like what it’s going to involve.”

“Just tell me what you need,” asked Kronenberg. “Don’t give me any more details than that.”

Victor nodded and looked out the window of the abandoned house. It was early morning, and the impoverished neighborhood looked like something out of a war zone.

“I need to hit Annette where it hurts,” he said. “Her security company. Do you know what it’s called, and where the central base is?”

There was a pause on the other end of the line.

Yeah, it’s hard for me to believe that it’s come to this, too.

“Victor…” Kronenberg sounded tired. “Stop and think about this for a second. What you’re talking about is-“

“Illegal?” Victor smiled. “I’m aware. I’m going to try to make sure nobody gets killed. I’m not like her, Kronenberg.”

Kronenberg sighed.

“Alright,” he said. “It’s called Greystone Security. It’s headquarters is located on Battery Street. But Victor… I’m going to hold you to that. Don’t hurt anyone.”

Victor closed his eyes and slowly nodded.

“I won’t,” he said. He hoped, more than anything, that he’d be able to hold to it.


CHAPTER 7

“I think the disguise is a little unnecessary,” said Ella.

On the way downtown, Victor had made a stop at a second hand store to pick up a few things. The teenager manning the cash register looked as though he was half asleep, and didn’t seem to recognize him.

After replacing his blood stained jacket, and adding a wig, a baseball cap, and glasses to his head, Victor looked, well, still a lot like the person in the wanted segments on the TV news. But it was harder to recognize him, and it turned it into something that took more than a single glance.

He scoped out the security base from afar, slowly looping around and watching for people entering and leaving. The promise he’d made to Kronenberg still loomed large in his mind. It would have been easy to smash inside, make a scene, possibly injure people in the process and possibly draw Annette out.

No. I need to go about this more intelligently than that.

Victor wanted two things. Number one was to give Annette a scare. She was used to his normal, relatively sane mode of operation. She was used to him talking when he could, and only fighting when he had to. Victor wanted to push her, to make her stop and consider what she’d done.

The second thing was a better sense of what Annette was trying to hide. The murders that she’d framed him for didn’t add up, and with the original facility in ashes, it was impossible for him to get answers from the most likely source. Victor wanted a way to trace Annette’s hired muscle, to get a sense of their activities, and see what stood out.

The Greystone Security building was squat and unremarkable. Victor had to check the address twice to confirm to himself that it was the right place. It was two stories high, and totally unremarkable, at least given that nature of the business of the people working inside.

Victor waited for a few minutes, watching the front entrance. Several people wearing the same boring black suits that he recognized from Annette’s guards walked in and out. He adjusted his baseball cap over the wig, checked both ways for cars, and then walked across the street.

The building’s lobby was empty save for a rather sweet looking receptionist behind the front desk. She smiled at Victor as he walked toward her, politely ignoring his strange appearance.

“Hello,” she said. “Can I help you with something?”

Victor smiled, trying to match her level of cheerfulness and failing.

“What time is it? It has to be close to lunchtime, right?”

“It’s 10:13,” said the woman.

“Hmmm…” Victor shrugged and gave her a knowing look. “Maybe you should take your lunch break early today, then?”

The woman opened her mouth to say something else, and then shut it. She looked up at something over Victor’s shoulder. He turned around to see a flatscreen TV on the wall, currently showing a news broadcast about the Undercliff Police Department’s most wanted man.

Victor tapped on the front desk with the knuckle, drawing the woman’s attention back to him. He took off the wig, hat, and glasses, and tossed them to the ground.

“Go get some food,” he said. The woman nodded slowly, and then flew out of her chair in a burst of movement. She was out the door in seconds.

Ella appeared in the air next to him and Victor grinned at her.

“You’re the big bad wolf, all of the sudden,” she said. “It’s kind of hot.”

He winked at her and hurried around to the other side of the desk. The computer the girl had been working at was password protected. He swore under his breath, wishing that he’d gotten her to bring up the information he needed before pushing her out of the crossfire.

“Hey!” A gruff, male voice came from the door behind him. “Who the fuck are…”

The voice trailed off. Victor slowly stood up from the computer, taking his time as he turned around. He put a hard expression on his face, and as forced as it felt, it seemed to have the desired effect. The man just stared at him, too surprised to draw his gun from its holster.

“What’s your name?” asked Victor. The man didn’t answer, and Victor took a step toward him.

“Hey! S-stay back!”

“What’s your name?” Victor locked eyes with him. He saw the man’s expression flicker to life as he went for his gun. Victor was faster, binding his diamond aura in a blast of force and knocking it out of the man’s hand.

“D-Devin,” said the man. “Devin Richardson.”

“Devin.” Victor walked over to him and set a hand on his shoulder. “I’d like you to help me find some information.”

Two more men walked in through the front door, and both of them were faster to the draw and more confident with it than Devin had been. Victor managed to pull the same trick with the diamond aura on the first to take aim, but the second managed to get a shot off. He double bound his auras, using his azure aura to block the bullet with a shield of ice and knocking the man’s gun free with his diamond aura simultaneously.

The men turned to run, but Victor poured energy into his azure aura, sapping the energy from them. They were strong, and it took a few seconds to render them unconscious.

“What…” Devin was shaking his head and staring at him. “What the hell did you just do?”

Victor flashed a wolfish grin at him.

“You don’t want to know.” He ran a hand through his hair slowly, villainously. “Now. I need you to help me find out what I need to know.”


CHAPTER 8

Devin was shaking his head before Victor had even finished explaining what he needed. He looked scared and surprisingly young. He was probably older than Victor was, but his eyes revealed a life unmarred by hardship. He was too green to look his age.

“Devin,” said Victor. “I need to know the assignment of every Greystone Security employee. And you need to help me with it. Are we clear?”

“That’s… no.” Devin closed his eyes and turned his head away from them. “You’ll kill them!”

Victor frowned. Ella was still materialized in the lobby and he rolled his eyes at her.

Maybe I overdid it slightly with the supervillain act.

“Alright then,” he said. “I’m going to have to do this the hard way, then.”

Victor used his diamond aura to snap one of the discarded guns on the floor into his hand. He pulled Devin, who was a few inches shorter than him, into position as a body shield.

“I’m sure your friends upstairs are already pulling out the heavy weapons,” he said. “Let’s go say high to them, shall we?”

“They’ll kill us both!” cried Devin.

“God, grow a spine, man,” said Victor.

There was a single staircase leading up to the second floor. Victor immediately discovered that holding onto a hostage and walking up steps were not two things that went well together. Luckily, Devin was terrified enough to be forgiving of the occasional moment of lost control.

Victor paused in front of the door at the top of the stairs.

“Open it,” he said to Devin.

Devin reached his hand down to the handle, turned it, and pushed. The door swung open, and Victor saw about a dozen men standing on the other side of it, all of them armed to the teeth. Nobody said anything for the tensest, longest second of Victor’s life.

“Hi,” he finally managed, breaking the silence like a rock through a tempered glass window. Most of the men began speaking, or rather, shouting at once. Victor was contemplating the idea of abandoning his plan when one of them shouted for silence, and got it.

“Who are you?” asked the man in charge.

“Victor Anders, Undercliff City’s newest bad guy,” he said. “And you would be…?”

“Roger Jenkins,” said the man. “Now let Devin go, and let’s all sit down and have a nice, friendly chat about things.”

Victor laughed.

“As much as I’d love to play along, I’m here for one thing and one thing alone.” Victor tensed his finger over the gun’s trigger. “I need to know where you’ve been assigning your men, Roger.”

“I can’t tell you that unless you let Devin go.”

“I will,” said Victor. “After you tell me.”

“Victor, if you don’t put that gun down, you aren’t leaving this building alive!” Roger slowly began to raise his voice. “My men know how to shoot. They won’t miss!”

Victor held his free hand out to the side, as though preparing to surrender, and then gave it a hard flick as he bound his diamond aura. Roger’s gun flew out of his hand and he let out a sharp cry of surprise.

“Jesus fuck!” He grabbed onto his wrist, and his hand trembled. “Don’t shoot! Don’t… just, hold on.”

“Can we talk now, Roger?” asked Victor. “I can do a lot more than that. All the rumors you’ve heard about me are true.”

The man had a frustrated, borderline furious look on his face.

“They’re going to kill you,” he said. “Whatever you’re trying to do, someone is going to stop you. This city is stronger than you are.”

Victor grimaced internally and suppressed the urge to roll his eyes.

He thinks I’m evil. Which I guess, is fair enough.

“Look, I don’t want to kill Devin,” said Victor. “I don’t want to kill any of your men, or for that matter, anyone.”

“You incinerated a car full of them,” said Roger. “You expect me to believe anything that you have to say?”

“You care about the people that work for you,” said Victor. “I respect that. Now do them the favor of getting them through this alive by telling me where Annette’s been assigning extra security lately.”

Roger was silent. Victor could see his thought process through his eyes. He did care about his men, and that made what he was doing feel a lot worse than it should have.

“Promise me that you won’t hurt them,” said Roger.

“I promise,” said Victor. “But if they open fire on me, all bets are off. If I were you, I would reassign them ASAP.”

Roger nodded.

“There’s a building in the south part of town, 256 Canton Drive,” he said. “I don’t know what’s there, or why it’s so important. But I have ten men guarding it right now, more than we typically send to a single building.”

Victor eyed him warily.

“Are you lying to me, Roger?”

“No.”

“If you are, I’m not going to go after you,” said Victor. “I’m going to go after your family.”

It was the emptiest of empty threats, but Roger didn’t know that. From the way he stiffened as Victor spoke, he could see that it had the desired effect. It made him feel grimy to say the words out loud, but he needed to be sure that he wasn’t being duped.

“256 Canton Drive,” repeated Roger. “Now… Are you going to let Devin go?”

Victor nodded and pushed the man forward. Devin took only a single step before throwing himself to the ground. Roger’s men opened fire, as Victor had been expecting them to. He bound his azure aura and created a barrier of ice. It wasn’t enough to stop all of the bullets, but the ones that managed to make it through would have missed anyway.

Victor stepped back into the stairway, took the steps down three at a time, and then threw himself into flight with his diamond aura the second he’d made it out the front door.


CHAPTER 9

It was harder for him to fly without being noticed during the day. He saw police cars speeding down the street toward the Greystone Security building only seconds after he’d left. As much as Victor wanted to immediately follow up on his new lead, it wasn’t a risk he could willingly take.

He flew up to the cliffs and landed on top of a mid-level over cropping. Victor realized that he was starving, and began to wonder about the last time he’d eaten. Ella appeared behind him and began to rub his shoulders gently.

“You’re pushing yourself too hard,” she said. “You know, it’s not too late for you to disappear, start a new life in a new country.”

“Come on, Ella,” he replied. “You keep bringing that up as though you think it’s something that I’d actually consider.”

“Hey, come on.”  She leaned her head down, letting her forehead rest against the top of his head. “I’m worried about you.”

“I know. Sorry.”

Victor was considering the various ways he could go about grabbing a bite to eat as a wanted man when he heard Lucy’s voice through his nano connection.

“Victor? Are you there?”

“Yeah, I’m here,” he said. “You’re taking a big risk by getting in touch with me, Lucy.”

“Victor you have to stop this!” she said. “The news… the way they’re reporting it…”

“I know,” he said. “It’s probably far less than flattering.”

“Victor, please,” she said. “This isn’t going to end well.”

Lucy and Ella, both making the same argument, for once.

“Hey, do you know of any places to grab a bite near the cliffs?” he asked. “I’m starving.”

Lucy didn’t say anything. It took Victor a minute to realize that she’d disconnected from the conversation. He sighed and stood up slowly, scanning the streets near the park down below for restaurants.

He ended up going with a small food cart selling kielbasa on a bun. He dropped down in mid-flight, making no attempt to hide his abilities from the man. Victor didn’t have any money on him, but the man pushed one of the sandwiches into his hand before he’d said a word, and then immediately slammed the window in his cart closed.

“Jeez,” said Victor. “I’d be offended if I wasn’t so hungry.”

He scarfed the food down in record time, wiped his hands on his jeans, and then took to the sky. It only took him a couple of minutes to make it to 256 Battery Street, which was a rather plain looking three story building surrounded by empty parking lots on either side, and an abandoned movie theater across the street.

Victor scanned the area for prying eyes, and then dropped into a run on the sidewalk in front of the building. There wasn’t a sign out front, or any labeling on the building itself to suggest why it was there, or what it was for. He glanced around anxiously as he walked over to the red door and pulled it open.

It was pitch black inside. Victor bound his onyx aura to his senses and found himself in what appeared to be a very recently abandoned research facility. The floor was segmented off into cubicle workstations, each of which had a computer and various personal knickknacks on the desk.

Victor frowned, suddenly getting a bad feeling from the place. He walked forward, shaking his head from side to side as he scanned the place over.

This doesn’t feel right.

He heard a noise outside, and then another. Only the fact that Victor was binding his onyx aura let him make out the sounds of at least a few dozen feet carefully creeping across the concrete. He glanced back over at the door, and then made his way toward the center most island of cubicles.

“He set you up,” whispered Ella. “They were probably here working right up until Roger tipped them off.”

“Dammit,” he muttered. “That kielbasa sandwich might have cost me the information I need.”

The noise outside lessened for a moment, as though the entire group had tensed up, readied itself for a climactic moment. Victor ducked underneath one of the desks, feeling a bit foolish as he slid the chair in after him to complete the hideaway.

The door slammed open. Victor could hear the safety clicking off guns and heavy boots hitting the polished concrete floor, and the room’s overhead lights flicked on. Rather than putting any sense of urgency or fear into him, it just gave him a headache.

“Come out, Victor,” called Captain Amanda Brookes. “It’s over. Don’t push things any further and endanger your life, or the lives of others.”

Victor didn’t say anything. He sat as still as he could and waited, wondering if any of them had brought thermal vision goggles with them.

“We have the place surrounded,” said Captain Brookes. “There are two military grade helicopters on their way to the scene. You aren’t getting away this time.”

Victor listened to the sound of her voice. She was slowly approaching his hiding spot. He wasn’t sure if it was luck, or good instincts, but either way, it was exactly what he wanted.

“Don’t do anything stupid,” whispered Ella. Victor shrugged at her with his eyebrows.

He waited until Captain Brookes was within a dozen feet, and then made his move. He bound his diamond aura to every object he could see through the limited view he had from under the desk, and in a singular explosion of movement, he knocked everything up into the air, including the desk he was under.

Captain Brookes was facing away from him and whirled around a half second to slowly to stop him. Victor grabbed her gun, pulled her in front of him, and pointed the barrel of it at her head. Shots echoed out, but as he’d expected, the men were aiming at what they saw first, which was all of the junk he’d knocked around.

“Hold your fire,” said Victor. “Or I put a bullet in your captain’s head.”

Sixteen men dressed in flak jackets and balaclava’s froze in place. Victor was standing at the center of a jumbled mess of flipped desks, broken computer monitors, and scattered papers. Strangely, his attention wavered from the situation at hand, instead focusing on the smell of Captain Brookes’ perfume.

Is that… lilac? I figured she’d go with something less feminine.

“Do what he says,” said Captain Brookes, in a level voice. “We have the outside of the building under surveillance. There is no way for him to escape, even with me as a hostage.”

Victor chuckled and forced himself to resist the urge to pinch her cheek. Instead,  he used his free hand to pat down her body, getting in a few accidental gropes of her well-endowed chest in his search for her radio and cell phone, both of which he tossed to the ground.

“Alright, so here is what’s going to happen next,” he said, in a voice that was more hopeful than confident. “All of you are going to drop your weapons to the ground, and then slowly walk outside the building. You’re going to stand in front of me and Captain Brookes here, and prevent me from being sniped as soon as my head comes into view.”

The men didn’t say anything. They looked profoundly angry, as though this was their first coworker hostage situation.

“It’s not going to work, Victor,” said Captain Brookes.

“Man, if I had a nickel for every time someone said that to me I’d have like… eighteen nickels.”

“You’re one man,” she said. “Up against the entire police force, dozens of FBI agents, and a few members of the National Guard.”

“Oh no, not the National Guard!” Victor pressed the gun against her head a little harder, and watched as the men in the room slowly began to comply with his demands.

“Good,” he said. “We’re all on the same page. None of us want to get shot. None of us want any death, or-“

A gunshot cut him off, coming close enough to his head to jostle a few of his curly hairs. One of the men in the corner of his vision was the culprit. Victor lifted his hand into the air and bound his scarlet aura in an intense blast without looking, tightening his hold on Captain Brookes as he did.

The man started screaming. The flames spread across his standard issue police uniform at a disturbing speed. His balaclava caught fire as though it’s been doused with lighter fluid, and the men ripped it in half as he pulled it off his face.

“You can help him,” said Victor, nodding to the man as he rolled around on the ground. The rest of the police in the room were staring at him, stunned by what he’d just done. Captain Brookes was trembling under his hold.

He waited until two of them men had effectively patted out the flames on the shooter and then nodded to the door again.

“Now that we all have a sense of what will happen to anyone with an itchy trigger finger, let’s try this again.” He cleared his throat and nudged Captain Brookes in the leg with his knee. It took her a second to pick up on the cue.

“Just… do what he says,” she said. “Don’t try to shoot him. Put your guns down and form a wall in front of the door outside.”

This time, the men listened and acted. Each of them shot Victor a glare as they made their way outside. The man who’d fired before was helped outside with the aid of two other cops. After a minute, the room was empty again.

“You know what the worst part is?” mused Victor. “I didn’t get what I wanted here.”

“How tragic,” said Captain Brookes. “Really, I feel for you.”

Victor rolled his eyes. He held his arm around her waist as he walked toward the door, keeping her pressed against him in a not entirely displeasing manner.


CHAPTER 10

There was a force of police, FBI agents, and National Guardsmen the size of a small army waiting for him outside. The group of officers Victor had forcibly drafted into meat shields looked pitiful compared to what he was up against. The street had been closed off on one side, and a large, military issue tank completed the blockade.

“Are you kidding me?” Victor shook his head. “They can’t actually be considering using that-“

The tank’s turret swung to face him, as if daring him to call the bluff. There were several dozen law enforcement agents surrounding the building, all of them pointing their guns at Victor.

“You don’t have a hope in hell of getting out of here alive,” said Captain Brookes.

“We,” said Victor. “The word you are looking for is we.”

“What?”

“We don’t have a hope in hell of getting out of here alive,” said Victor. “Though to be honest, I disagree.”

He cleared his throat. Despite the number of police, agents, and military men in the area, a hush fell over the block.

“I have a hostage,” shouted Victor. “And I’m leaving here with her. If you follow me, I’ll kill her.”

It was a bluff, but he hoped that his voice sounded serious enough to fool at least a few of the people pointing guns at him.

“Can I take your silence as agreement?” he asked.

A megaphone scratched on from somewhere over by the tank.

“Let Captain Brookes go,” said the voice. “You can’t escape.”

Victor rolled his eyes.

“Where the hell did you and your people learn to negotiate?”

Captain Brookes shrugged. Victor tightened his grip around her and pressed his gun against her one final time.

“Alright,” he said. “We’re getting out of here. Don’t try anything unless you want to go skydiving without a parachute.”

“What?” Captain Brookes looked over her shoulder at him. “Hold on, not yet!”

Victor ignored her. He quickly spun her around and hefted her over his shoulder. She was lighter than she looked, and as he bound his diamond aura to lift off into the air, he also bound his scarlet aura, spraying a wide circle of flame outward, over the heads of the other police officers around.

The effect was similar to a very bright, very explosive firework. Victor heard gunshots ripping through the air, but most of the bullets were wide of him by at least a couple of feet. Anyone who’d been tracking him with their eyes was most likely suffering from a serious after image from his trick.

Captain Brookes was screaming in his ear, but to her credit, she hung on tightly to his shoulders. Victor couldn’t go as fast as he normally would have liked, which was a problem, as he could see a helicopter approaching in the distance.

“They never make it easy,” he muttered. He focused on binding his diamond aura, pushing himself on a path north out of the city at a speed faster than the chopper could follow.

The wind was cold. Victor was used to it, but he felt a little bad for Captain Brookes. Her face was green, and her entire body was shivering against his, either from the chill in the air, or from fear.

I wish I didn’t have to bring her with me.

He flew for about a half hour, until the city was shrinking behind him. Then, Victor increased his altitude, bracing himself for the even colder air higher up. He headed west for another ten minutes before dropping down low enough to see the roads clearly.

They were outside of Undercliff City and its suburbs, in a much more rural area. Victor followed the path of the road, taking turns that lead deeper into the wilderness, and then onto a rough, overgrown dirt trail. Finally, he found what he was looking for and descended down to it.

An old, abandoned house, miles away from civilization, was where he chose to land. He let out an exhausted sigh and lowered Captain Brookes off his tired shoulder. He expected her to attack him and flinched back as soon as her feet touched the ground, but she only stared at him, and then at her surroundings.

“Where are we?” she asked, in a quiet voice.

“I don’t know,” said Victor. “And it’s better if you don’t, either.”

He didn’t say anything for a couple of seconds, and neither did Captain Brookes.

“I’m not an evil person,” he said, finally. “I only need to ask you some questions, and you can be on your way.”

Captain Brookes looked at him, startled.

“What?” She shook her head. “I thought I was your hostage?”

“I’m not interested in having somebody besides myself to look out for,” he said. “I’m just trying to figure out why I was framed, and what I can do about it.”

Captain Brookes looked even more confused.

“But…” She pointed an accusatory finger at him. “We have evidence that links you to multiple crime scenes. We have witnesses.”

“I’m not saying I’m completely innocent,” said Victor. “In fact, I don’t see any of this ending in a way where I don’t end up dead, or in jail. But before it does, I’d like to get to the bottom of why the people whose deaths are pinned on me were killed.”

Captain Brookes blinked. Her look was one of pure, unbridled, disbelief. Victor waved a hand at her and furrowed his brow.

“Are you willing to answer my questions?” he asked.

“It depends on what you’re asking,” she said.

Victor nodded.

“Those first seven people who were killed,” he said. “Was there anything off about their deaths? Were they linked to each other? Who were they?”

A thick gray cloud had moved across the sky, blocking out the sun. Thunder cracked in the distance, and rain began to trickle down, going from droplets to hard sheets in the space of a couple of seconds.

“Come on,” said Victor, nodding to the abandoned house.

“Are you kidding?” Captain Brookes shook her head. “This is probably some kind of… murder shack, or something.”

Victor shrugged and jogged inside. It was dusty, but it didn’t look nearly as abandoned from within as it did from the outside. There was a couch, an old wood stove, and some hunting equipment. And, more importantly, the roof didn’t start leaking.

He watched Captain Brookes standing in the rain, and could see the strategical assessment taking place in her head. She hadn’t been paying attention as they’d flown in. She had no idea where they were, or even if she could really escape without him coming after her. After a few seconds, in the downpour, was enough to end up completely and utterly soaked, she followed Victor inside.

“I don’t believe you,” she immediately said. “But… I don’t see any harm in talking to you, given that the women are already dead.”

Victor nodded to her.

“That’s enough for me,” he said.

Thunder cracked again nearby. It was the middle of the afternoon, but looked as though it was early evening.

“I’m going to start a fire,” said Victor. “I think we’re going to be stuck here for tonight.”

“Why?”

Victor chuckled.

“Flying during a lightning storm isn’t such a good idea.”


CHAPTER 11

Victor spent the next fifteen minutes taking stock of everything in the cabin. There were a surprising amount of food supplies stored in the backroom, several hunting rifles stored inside an old wooden chest, and plenty of firewood. There was no bathroom or running water, but Victor hadn’t expected there to be.

The storm outside was furious, and rain drummed down on the wooden roof in a constant roar. Victor set about building a fire in the wood stove, which with his scarlet aura, he expected to be fairly easy. He kept one eye on Captain Brookes, who was watching him suspiciously as he placed each piece of wood.

“Are you planning on trying to attack me, Captain Brookes?” asked Victor.

She shrugged.

“I haven’t decided yet, to be honest,” she said. “And you might as well just call me Amanda.”

“Amanda,” repeated Victor.

She stood up and walked around the cabin, peering out the window into the storm. There was a rustic looking bed in the corner of the room, no more than a futon mattress on top of a homemade bedframe. Amanda sat down on it and crossed her arms.

“You aren’t going to kill me.” She said the words as a statement, rather than a question. “If I wanted to, I could take off when you’re not looking, and try my luck in the wilderness.”

“I mean, I guess you could, if you really wanted to,” said Victor. “I’d like to talk to you for a bit first, though, if that’s alright?”

He looked over at her and smiled. Her expression was neutral, and unreadable.

This was a bad idea.

“Here, why don’t we warm up and eat some food, first,” said Victor.

Amanda didn’t move from where she sat on the bed.

“Suit yourself.” Victor pointed his finger into the stack of wood he’d stuffed into the stove and set it aflame. He carefully closed the door and then sat down in front of it, feeling the heat building and emanating from the metal structure.

The cabin was silent for a minute or two. Finally, Amanda stood up from the bed and walked over to join him. Her police uniform looked uncomfortable on her, too tight in a few conspicuous places.

“I want to hear your story, first,” she said.

“And then you’ll help me figure this out?”

She frowned slightly.

“It depends on what you tell me,” she said. “I’m not making any promises.”

Victor rolled his eyes.

“You do realize that if I wanted to, I could read your mind?” He looked at her seriously. “It’s no trouble for me. It would only take a second.”

“Then why don’t you?”

Victor mused on the question for a few seconds.

Why don’t I? Because it’s a slippery slope.

“Fine,” he said. “Ask me anything.”

He stood up and walked over to the pantry, which whoever owned the cabin had packed full of bags of dried fruit, beef jerky, and granola bars. He took enough of each for the two of them and carried it back over, handing half to Amanda.

“How did you end up with your abilities?” she asked.

“My father used me as a test subject,” he said. Amanda leaned in slightly, examining his face as though trying to determine whether or not he was lying.

“Okay.” She tapped her finger against her lips. “Do you care to elaborate more on that?”

Victor shook his head.

“Not on this question,” he said. “And there really isn’t all that much more to it.”

“What are you doing in Undercliff City?” asked Amanda.

“I came here to find out about what’d happened to me,” said Victor. “I stayed because…”

He paused, thinking about Lucy, Kiara, Kronenberg, and the life he’d built for himself.

“You really shouldn’t be answering these questions honestly.” Ella materialized behind him, softly whispering in his ear. “Just tell her what she wants to hear.”

What she wants to hear is the truth.

“I guess I stayed because I found a life for myself here,” he finished.

Amanda looked confused by that. She opened her packet of beef jerky and pulled out a piece, nibbling on it with small, dainty bites.

“How much of what they say about you is true?” asked Amanda. “Everybody was talking about how you, or someone with similar abilities, was flying around, playing at being a superhero. Up until the murders, that is.”

“I have no idea,” said Victor. “I don’t get out much. Haven’t heard many of the rumors.”

“Were you really saving people?”

Victor took a deep breath and then let it out.

“Yeah,” he said. “I guess I was. Or at least I was trying to.”

“Did you kill those women, Victor?”

He locked eyes with her.

“No.”

It was hard to tell whether or not Amanda was satisfied by his answer. He got a sense that it wasn’t her first time interrogating somebody. She was confident in her technique, but also very suspicious, wary, and stuck in her own assumptions.

“My turn,” said Victor.

“Wait.” Amanda turned so that she was facing him and shook her head. “I have more questions.”

Victor sighed.

It’s going to be a long night.

Amanda asked him more questions than he felt like he’d been asked in the rest of his life combined. Victor didn’t answer all of them in full, but he didn’t lie or stretch the truth in any way. She kept coming back to the dead women, pushing the question, and prodding his responses from different angles.

“For the last time,” he said. “I didn’t kill them.”

“Have you ever killed anyone before?” asked Amanda.

Victor chewed on his lip. She was a cop. It was her job to investigate murders. But something about her demeanor made lying to her now seem like the wrong thing to do.

“Yes,” he answered. Amanda blinked, not surprised, exactly, but a little caught off guard by his bluntness.

“Tell me,” she said. “How did it happen?”

“Which time?”

“Any of them,” she said. “All of them.”

“Self-defense,” said Victor. “I do my best to avoid it, but sometimes, it’s impossible. When your life is on the line, you don’t always have a choice.”

He paused, and a question popped into his head.

“What about you?” he asked.

“What about me?”

“Have you killed anyone before?” asked Victor.

He thought she was going to brush the question off for a moment. Amanda closed her eyes, and then opened them, meeting his gaze and nodding slowly.

“Then you should know how it can be sometimes,” he said.

Amanda didn’t say anything. She stood up and made a small show of brushing her butt off.

“I have to go to the bathroom,” she said. “I’ll be right back.”

She took a step toward the door and then looked at Victor curiously when he didn’t get up to stop her.

“You trust me to go by myself?”

“Honestly…” He rubbed his hand against his chin. “I don’t know if I do or not.”

Amanda stared at him.

“You’re giving up, aren’t you?” she asked.

“I’m considering it,” said Victor. “It’s been a long couple of days. I’m just… tired.”

She nodded, as though his response made more sense than anything else he’d said that night.

“I’ll be back,” she said. “We had a deal, remember.”

Victor smiled.


CHAPTER 12

Amanda did come back, though she took long enough out in the storm to make Victor start to wonder. She was soaked to the bone, and made a noise that reminded him a bit of a wet, annoyed cat as soon as she was in through the door.

“It’s pouring out there!” She scowled, and then scanned the cabin. “No chance the owner of this place kept any clothes around, is there?”

Victor shook his head.

“Unfortunately not,” he said. “But if you sit near the fire, it shouldn’t…”

He trailed off, staring at Amanda as she began to strip out of her police uniform. She had a black bra and matching panties underneath. She was muscular in a feminine kind of way, and it made the curves of her breasts and butt stand out all that much more.

“What?” She raised an eyebrow at him. “Have you never seen a half-naked woman before?”

Victor chuckled.

“No,” he said. “That’s not it.”

Amanda set her clothes out in front of the stove and sat behind them. She looked over at Victor, who was still eating. It almost seemed to him like she was watching or waiting for something.

“What?” he finally asked.

“I’ve heard other rumors about you,” she said. “Particularly, ones about the way that you can manipulate emotions.”

Victor felt a smirk spread across his face.

“Is that what you’re wondering about?” he asked. “Are you afraid that I’m seducing you with my mind magic?”

He wiggled his fingers jokingly and Amanda glared at him.

“It’s something that’s crossed my mind,” she said, crossing her arms. “I wouldn’t hold it against you if you tried.”

“What would be the point?” he asked.

Amanda’s mouth dropped open slightly.

“The point?” Her glare hardened, and she waved a hand over her body. “Isn’t it obvious?”

Victor held his hands out toward the stove, warming them and paying the half-naked police captain less attention than she probably warranted.

“I’m tired,” he said. “I told you that already. I’m tired, and I need time to think.”

Amanda didn’t say anything back to him for a couple of seconds. Her hair was wet, slowly dripping across her shoulders and back.

“We only found six bodies,” she said, after a long interlude of silence.

“…What?” Victor looked at her, his attention piqued.

“For the murders that you’ve been charged with,” said Amanda.

“You said seven, before.”

She shook her head.

“The last woman is still missing, according to Blue Horizon,” said Amanda. “They were all working on the same project, which the company declined to give us any details about. We originally suspected that you’d taken her with you, disposed of her body somewhere else. But now…”

She could still be out there. And her story could exonerate me.

Victor grinned.

“You know just what to say to make a guy happy, don’t you?”

It was hard to tell, but it looked like Amanda was holding back a smile of her own.

There wasn’t much else to do that night other than to hang out, swap stories, and relax. Victor found what appeared to be a small moonshine distillery in the back of the building. He brought it out, and the two of them peered into it, more out of curiosity than anything.

“You should try some,” he said to Amanda. She rolled her eyes at him.

“Seriously?” She brought her nose down to the open container and sniffed. “It doesn’t smell right.”

Victor watched her for a few seconds, and then reached down to pick the container up. Amanda swatted his hand away.

“You are out of your mind,” she said. “You’ll go blind if you drink that.”

Victor frowned at her, and then noticed a small bottle of whiskey on the shelf behind the still. He picked it up and jiggled it loosely in his hand.

“But this, on the other hand.” He smiled at her. “Is it true what they say about cops and shots?”

They sat in front of the wood stove, taking shots straight from the bottle and passing it back and forth. Amanda joked with him much like any of his friends would have. It helped Victor keep his mind off what was waiting for him the next day, but also raised a few questions.

“Why aren’t you more suspicious of me?” he asked, accepting the bottle as Amanda handed it to him.

“What do you mean?”

“You were the one in charge of the operation to bring me in up until a few hours ago,” he said. “Why the sudden change of heart?”

“Who says that I’ve had a change of heart?” Her expression hardened suddenly. “I still believe in the law, Victor. When we get back to Undercliff City tomorrow, I’m going to tell my superiors everything I can to help them bring you down.”

Victor shook his head slowly.

“That doesn’t explain why you’re so friendly to me right now.”

Amanda looked away from him, and Victor handed the bottle back over.

“You aren’t a bad person,” she said, after a few seconds. “I want to believe you, Victor. I think that your heart is in the right place. Either that or you’re an incredible liar.”

“It could be both,” he said.

“I don’t think it is. There isn’t any conflict of interest in being friendly with you. I’ll let the justice system handle the situation once we get back into the city. Until then, as long as you don’t try to run away, I essentially have you in custody.”

That made Victor laugh, one of the first genuine ones he’d had since the whole mess had begun.

“Really?” He smiled at her. “You have me in custody?”

Amanda flicked him on the shoulder with her finger and took a swig from the bottle.


CHAPTER 13

Victor elected to sleep on the floor, letting Amanda have the futon bed. He was tired, but knew without even trying that it would be next to impossible for him to get any sleep.

His thoughts were a mess. It was as though they’d finally caught up with him, the fears and hopes of the day that’s been biding their time finally let loose.

A soft hand touched down on his shoulder after what could have been a few minutes, or a few hours. Victor opened his eyes to see Amanda standing over him, her silhouette still half naked and appealing.

“The bed is big enough for both of us,” she whispered. Victor shook his head.

“Thanks, but no thanks,” he said.

Amanda stared at him.

“You haven’t used any of your emotional magic on me,” she said. “Have you?”

Victor chuckled.

“You’d know if I had, or, well, I guess you might actually not,” he said. “But no.”

She almost looked disappointed. Victor had seen that look before. There was something about the scarlet aura, in particular, that intrigued people, even if they knew how easily it could be used for abuse.

“Come on,” said Amanda. “You’re not sleeping on the floor.”

Victor sighed and followed her to the bed. He took off all of his clothes except for his boxers, watching for Amanda’s reaction. She didn’t say anything. He climbed under the bed’s sheets and the thicker woolen blanket on top of them. It was warm, and Amanda’s body was soft as it brushed against his.

She turned away from him and pushed her butt out. Victor felt the softness of it against his crotch and almost immediately had an erection. Amanda reached her hand back and groped at it, as though trying to determine what it was. After a moment, she snapped around to face him.

“You’re… hard,” she said.

“What’d expect was going to happen?”

Amanda didn’t say anything. Victor slid in a little closer, letting his cock touch her again. He kissed her, mostly just to see what would happen. Amanda kissed him back.

What would I have done if she hadn’t? Would I have used the scarlet aura on her?

He kissed her again, and again, and the two of them stripped each other of what little undergarments they had on. Victor pulled her panties off her a little more roughly than he probably should have, but Amanda reacted to it like it was the best thing he could have done.

They rolled together across the bed, groping at each other and aligning their bodies. The head of Victor’s cock pushed into Amanda’s pussy. She was shockingly tight, though it made sense. A woman didn’t rise to the rank of captain by being the department’s fuck toy.

“Oh, wow,” whispered Amanda, almost as though she didn’t believe what was happening. Victor bit back a snarky comment and instead took hold of her thighs, holding them like handles as he jammed his cock in deeper.

He had a thought about the bed, and what the owner would come back to the next time he decided to go hunting. It made him smile.

Amanda’s breasts were soft, each a solid handful and then some. Victor groped at them, kissed them, and slowly slid in and out.

He fucked her more aggressively than he needed to. He thought of the way she’d led the manhunt after him, and the sharp back and forth banter they’d shared during the standoffs. It felt good, really good, but also…

This isn’t right.

He was fucking her faster now, thrusting in and out of her in the sexual rhythm that only evolves when at least one person is truly interested in getting off. Amanda had one hand on his chest, and the other hung over the side of the bed, near where she’d left her uniform.

Victor paused in mid stroke, and reached down toward whatever her hand was over. Amanda immediately flinched back.

“What? What’s wrong?”

Victor ignored her and grabbed her uniform. She moved to pull it away from him, but not quickly enough. Two small, cylindrical packages fell out onto the wood floor. It was hard to tell what they were in dim light of the cabin.

“What… the hell?” Victor reached down, fighting off Amanda’s slaps to pick one of them up. “What were you planning on doing with this?”

He opened one of them, pulling the wrapper off as though taking an unhealthy snack out of its casing. It was a long test tube, of a type that he’d seen before. Piper had used them to collect sperm samples from him back when he’d first arrived in Undercliff City.

“Are you kidding me?” Victor angrily opened the other one. It was an empty hypodermic needle. He put his hand to his forehead, keeping his gaze locked onto Amanda. She didn’t say anything.

“This was all a set up,” he said. “How is that possible?”

Amanda held her silence, so Victor made an attempt at putting the pieces together on his own.

“Well,” he said. “You obviously don’t work for Annette. You wouldn’t need samples of me if you did.”

He thought about the research lab, and the way the police had moved against it.

“You knew where I was hiding,” he said. “And you decided to take a chance. That’s why you were standing there, looking away from me. They offered you up as a hostage.”

Amanda’s body language seemed to shrug even though her shoulders were stock still.

“Come on,” said Victor. “Don’t leave me hanging. Did the FBI put you up to this, or the CIA? Some other government agency?”

“Does it matter which one?” she finally admitted. “And yes, you’re right. The government’s seen what you can do, and is now playing catch up.”

Victor took a deep breath. Surprisingly, he wasn’t angry.

“That’s why you never tried to run,” he said. “And your uniform, when you took it off earlier…”

He smiled, and almost chuckled. Amanda seized on the moment, closing the distance between them again.

“Victor,” she said. “Will you let me take the samples?”

She closed her fingers around his cock and began to softly stroke. It felt really, really good. Amanda shifted in the bed so that her mouth was only a few inches away and let out a slow, hot breath against the tip of his member.

“This is insane,” he said.

“You could help people,” said Amanda. “You, more than anyone, must know how much evil there is in the world. Real evil. Technology that’s had the safety taken off.”

Victor didn’t say anything. Her hands were still moving across his cock, and even though it hurt for him to admit it, he really wanted her to keep going.

“Make them drop the charges against me,” he said.

“There’s only so much I can do,” said Amanda. “But I promise that I’ll try.”

She began stroking him faster, her soft hand moving up and down his hard shaft as though she was trying to polish steel.

“You have to do more than that,” he said.

Amanda responded by giving his cock a slow, sensual lick.

“I’ll do everything I can,” she said. “That seventh woman… if you can find her, I could help you more easily.”

“I will,” said Victor. Amanda met his eye for a second, and then focused on sucking, licking, and pleasuring him. He groaned and almost collapsed back into the bed.

Amanda sucked faster, and faster, up to the point where he couldn’t hold out any longer. He leaned his head back and began to cum. She moved quickly, pulling out the test tube and collecting his sperm into it, and taking a good share of the runoff on her face.

“Oh wow,” she said. “You certainly pack a big punch.”

Victor chuckled.


CHAPTER 14

No sooner than he’d finished pulling his clothes on was Victor headed for the door. Amanda sat up sharply in the bed when he saw him put his hand on the knob.

“You’re leaving me here?” she asked, angrily.

“It stopped raining, and yes.” Victor waved his hand through the air flippantly. “Don’t try and act as though you didn’t have another way to get out of here. It’s better for the both of us this way.”

The police captain didn’t say anything, and he walked outside, shutting the door behind him. Almost immediately, Ella materialized, her face expressing much of the same worry that currently plagued Victor.

“She’s playing you,” said Ella. “She isn’t going to be able to do anything, even if she was honest about wanting to.”

Victor started walking down the dirt path. The rain had turned it to mud, and his feet sank into it a few inches with each step.

“I have to keep going, Ella,” he said. “Maybe… there might be a way.”

“What about the men who were in the car?” she asked. “The ones that attacked you. It was self-defense, sure, but they’re dead, Victor.”

He nodded slowly.

“I know that.”

Maybe she’s right…

Ella walked over to him and cupped his cheeks in her hand.

“I’m not saying to give up,” she said. “I just want you to keep in mind that you have choices. You can live anywhere. Hell, you could find a poor South American village to settle down in, and they’d probably revere you as a living god.”

He smiled.

“Thanks, Ella.”

He was in the air a few minutes later, flying back toward Undercliff City. It was late, but not as late as he’d thought, probably only around ten or eleven at night. The air was cold and full of moisture left over from the storm. Victor’s teeth rattled as he flew, like the engine of an old airplane.

As soon as the city came back into view, he found a place to land, settling for the top of an old industrial building in the outskirts. Victor searched his awareness, finding his nano connection and opening it in an attempt to get in touch with Kronenberg.

“Kronenberg? Can you hear me? Hello?”

There was a muffled noise, followed by an annoyed groan.

“I was just getting to…” Kronenberg seemed to snap to attention as he realized who he was talking to. “Victor? My god, we thought the police killed you!”

“Nope,” he said. “Still alive. And I need info.”

“You need to talk to Lucy,” said Kronenberg. “This manhunt, after what happened to Kiara, is too much for her. She’s-“

“Kronenberg,” said Victor. “I’m looking for someone.”

He pulled out the scrap of paper that Amanda had given him, after she’d finished getting her sample.

“Sheila Marth,” he said. “Can you track her down for me?”

“I guess I could… find out where she lives?” Kronenberg sounded uncharacteristically unsure.

“Do it as fast as humanly possible,” he said. “She probably won’t be at her house, or anywhere predictable.”

“Who is she?”

“One of the people that I supposedly killed,” said Victor.

Kronenberg assured him that he’d do everything that he could, and Victor disconnected. Ella was standing on the roof with him, her auburn hair blowing softly in the wind. He searched his awareness again, this time opening the connection to Lucy. It took a minute for her to answer.

“Victor…” Her voice sounded tired and strung out. “Are you… okay?”

“About as okay as I can be, under the circumstances,” he said. “Listen, Lucy…”

He paused.

What am I supposed to tell her? Is it time for me to say goodbye? I can’t lie to her about my odds.

“I know,” said Lucy. “It’s not going to be easy this time, is it?”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be.” Lucy paused, her soft breathing taking the place of her voice for a span. “I’ll keep looking after Kiara, Victor. I know how much she matters to you.”

Lucy’s voice was starting to crack as she spoke the last few syllables. Victor had to force out the next words that he spoke.

“I’m not going to let them kill me, or lock me up,” he said. “And if I have to disappear, I’ll make sure you know that I’m alright.”

“Victor, I…” Lucy trailed off again, emotion budding in her throat. “Take care of yourself.”

“You too,” he said.

He disconnected. Ella was watching him, looking about as upset as he felt.

“Are you going to say goodbye to me, next?” she asked. The question sounded a bit less like a joke than she’d meant it to.

“No.” Victor forced a smile onto his face. “And for that, I am truly grateful.”

He walked over to her and let his forehead lean against hers, realizing how much he took her for granted. Ella was the perfect companion, someone always available to offer her opinion or advice, without ever being vulnerable to danger, outside of what he brought upon himself.

“We’ll get through this,” he said.

“I know.”

Kronenberg returned Victor’s call a few minutes later. He explained that he’d been able to track down a bar that Sheila, who was a bit of an alcoholic, often frequented. The address he gave was one that Victor recognized.

“Sammy’s Place? Are you serious?”

“Yeah,” said Kronenberg. “I’m not sure whether she’ll be there tonight or not, but Sammy might know where to find her. It’s an… odd coincidence, Victor. Be careful.”

“I will,” he said. “And Kronenberg… I might not be around much, after this.”

“Don’t get all mopey on me,” said Kronenberg. “Take that energy and direct in a helpful direction. Like writing me into your will, for example.”

Victor chuckled.

“Sure thing,” he said. “Watch out for Lucy, would you?”

“Yeah. Give them hell, buddy.”

Victor stayed on the line until his friend had disconnected, and then turned in the direction of the city. The artificial lights of the buildings and the streets seemed brighter than usual. There’d be even more lights mixed in, soon, police lights, spotlights, and the light of his auras.

“Ready?” asked Ella.

“I was born re-“

Ella punched his shoulder before he could finish, and Victor laughed.


CHAPTER 15

Sammy’s Place was Victor’s tavern of choice for many reasons, most notably that its owner never carded him. It was one of the first stops he’d made on his first visit to Undercliff City. There was a certain charm to it, a rustic quality that most modern bars and clubs hadn’t managed to carry forward into the 21st
 century.

It was late enough to be rather busy, and Victor was glad that he’d taken the time to scrounge up a disguise on his way there. The sunglasses and blue bandana were both technically stolen, taken from the backyard of a house that looked expensive enough for the owner to not miss either item terribly much.

Victor pushed past a few people standing at the bar and nonchalantly waved Sammy over. It took her a second to recognize him, but to her credit, she made no move to dart for the phone or sound the alarm.

“I’m innocent,” said Victor, in a voice that only she could hear. It seemed appropriate to address that in front of everything else.

Sammy, in her typical stoic style, merely scanned his expression and then nodded after finding something in it to satisfy her judgment.

“I’m looking for someone who could potentially exonerate me,” said Victor. “A woman by the name of Sheila Marth.”

Sammy nodded again, and then gestured to a woman sitting in one of the booths in the back of the tavern. Without needing to be asked, she turned and filled up two mugs of beer, sliding both over to Victor.

“Thanks,” he said. “You’ve always been one of the good ones, Sammy.”

“Don’t do anything stupid, Victor.”

He blinked. He wasn’t sure if he’d ever heard her say an entire sentence before.

“I… will,” he said, after a bewildered second.

The seat across from Sheila in the booth was empty. Victor sat down in it presumptuously and slid one of the beers in front of her.

“Hi,” he said. She raised an eyebrow at him. Sheila was a woman in her mid to late forties. She looked like she’d once been attractive, but her face was filled with stress lines, dark bags hung under her eyes, and her hair was striped with gray.

“And who might you be?” she asked.

“The guy who supposedly killed you and your friends,” said Victor. “But we both know that’s not exactly the truth of it, don’t we?”

Sheila looked as though she was contemplating bolting for the door. Victor acted as though he was dealing with a wild squirrel or deer, and tried not to make any sudden movements.

“Look, I’m not here to hurt you, or to do anything that would put you in danger.”

“I’m in danger just by being next to you!” she snapped.

“You’re in danger just by being, well, alive,” he replied. “Trust me, you’re safe with me around than you would be otherwise.”

“What do you want?” she asked. “I’ll scream if you try anything!”

Victor shook his head and sighed.

This would be so much easier if I actually was evil.

“I just want to know what happened,” said Victor. “And potentially for you to come forward with your story.”

“I’m leaving town,” said Sheila. “If you have any sense, you will, too.”

“Sheila, please,” said Victor. “Just tell me-“

She stood up suddenly, and without thinking, Victor grabbed her wrist. She was going to scream. He could see it in her eyes. She was going to ruin everything.

Victor didn’t have a choice. He bound his onyx aura and entered her mind.

The onyx aura was something that Victor considered to be, under normal circumstances, lower than a last resort. It was an evil thing when used on other people, a form of psychic torture made sinister by the fact that it actually worked. Sheila let out a sharp gasp and fell back into her seat in the booth, and then Victor’s awareness shifted as he began to see the truth of who she was, and what had happened.

He skipped over most of her recent memories to find the relevant one, which spanned a few hours the day before last, shortly before the police had arrived at Victor’s house. She was wearing a white lab coat. She was happy, and moving among her coworkers.

Those are the other people that “I” killed.

The walls and décor of the room she was in were familiar. Victor searched Sheila’s memory and instantly knew the truth. They were in Monteiro Tower, now known as Blue Horizon Tower, and Victor’s former workplace.

They worked in the other research facility, officially, the one I went to. But… they were working on a project here.

He let more of Sheila’s memory play out. She and her coworkers were on one of the sub-levels. It was an open space, with a number of workstations in the center, and large, human shaped pods surrounding the outer walls.

Victor waited, letting the scene continue. They were collecting vital signs from each one. More importantly, there was a person, a research subject, in each pod. A sickening feeling began to coalesce in Victor’s stomach as he realized what was happening.

Annette is creating super soldiers.

He found himself being a little surprised that he hadn’t expected it. It was the obvious approach to take. She could take over the city with a few loyal, nano enhanced, genetically engineered underlings. There was no reason for her not to do it.

Sheila and her coworkers were upset about something. They were all peering at a screen next to one of the pods. One of them got a phone call, and then they were all heading for the elevator.

Victor sped forward through time. They were all leaving a bar, drunk and dressed in casual clothing. Someone was waiting for them in the parking lot. Gunshots went off, and people fell to the ground. Sheila was running away.

He pulled back, letting go of his onyx aura and returning to reality. Sheila was staring at him, her mouth open, and her face twisted in fear.

“What…” She shook her head in disbelief. “What did I just see? What did you do?”

Victor stood up from the booth before she could make a scene.

“Find somewhere safe to hide,” he said. “They’ll find you if you stick around here.”


CHAPTER 16

Blue Horizon Tower was one of the essential buildings in the Undercliff City skyline. It loomed over the city like an emotionless, monolithic tribute to technology and capitalism. Victor flew up to the roof and landed on it, taking a second to get his bearings before continuing forward.

“This is a bad idea,” said Ella. “You don’t have a plan.”

She was wearing a tight black sweater, along with black jeans, as though she was worried about being seen and needed the clothing for concealment. Victor shrugged at her.

“If you have any better ideas, I’d love to hear them,” he said.

“I hear South America is pretty nice this time of year.”

“You’ll say anything to get a chance to work on your tan,” he said.

The door leading down to the top floor was locked, but that was a mere inconvenience to someone with Victor’s abilities. He melted through the handle using his scarlet aura and pushed his way through.

Back when Eli Monteiro had been in control of the tower, the top floor had included his office and lounge areas. Now, it was essentially abandoned, though it would have been empty regardless in the middle of the night.

Victor made his way over to the elevator and hit the call button. Nothing happened. The button didn’t even light up. He stood there for a few seconds, feeling annoyed and bemused.

“It’s an omen,” said Ella. “You should listen to it.”

He shook his head, and then with a blast of fire, blew open the twin elevator doors. The shaft on the other side was pitch black, and Victor had to bind his onyx aura to see into it.

The elevator appeared to be sitting at lobby level, unmoving. The elevator shaft was clearly not meant to be seen by the eyes of anyone other than the repairmen. Exposed metal framework, with sections of mismatched wall ran up and down the shaft as far as the eye could see.

Victor stepped out into it, binding his diamond aura gently and hovering down. It was a long way to go, and it made him appreciate the size of the skyscraper even more than flying to the top of it had.

It took him a full minute to reach the elevator car’s roof, and he had further still to go. There was a hatch on top of it, and he saved himself time by carefully pulling it open and dropping inside.

Again, the doors were shut. Victor frowned. Even at night, the elevator should have been active for any employees working late and cleaning personnel. He pushed the thought out of his mind and pondered another way to get to the sub-level.

Sure enough, cleverly hidden in the elevator’s floor was another trap door. It was perfectly flush with the floor and he couldn’t for the life of him figure out how to get it open. So in his traditional, nuanced style, Victor bound his scarlet aura and smashed through the floor with a carefully thrown explosive blast.

Finesse is my middle name.

He slowly continued his descent, stopping at each sub-level to pull the elevator doors open and get a peak at what was on the other side. It wasn’t until he’d reached the very bottom that he found a hallway that matched what he’d seen in Sheila’s memories.

Victor slipped through the crack he’d opened in the door and started walking. The lights in the hallway were still on, and the door at the end of it was left open. It didn’t make sense, and he frowned as he entered the main room he’d seen Sheila and her coworkers in and looked around.

The pods were gone. It was as though they’d never been there to begin with. Victor ran a hand through his hair and thought about what that meant. The entire room had been gutted of evidence. There was nothing for him to see.

“You are nothing if not predictable, Victor Anders.” Kiara’s voice, or rather, Annette’s voice in Kiara’s body, came through the loudspeaker in the ceiling of the room. “I must say, I did expect you sooner.”

“You…” He shook his head, trying to contain his anger. “It isn’t going to work, Annette. I will stop you, whatever your plan is.”

“You don’t have the slightest idea, do you?” Annette laughed. “Well, I guess I should give you credit for making it as far as you have. Though, I have to admit, I never really expected the police to do much more than keep you distracted.”

Ella appeared next to Victor and poked him sharply in the ribs.

“Keep her talking,” she said. “I have an idea.”

“Annette, please,” said Victor. “I know what was going on here. I know about the pods.”

“It doesn’t matter what you know, Victor,” said Annette. “You’re too late.”

This isn’t working.

“Kiara,” said Victor. “Kiara, can you hear me?”

It was an impossibly long shot, but Victor couldn’t think of anything else to keep her from disconnecting. He still suspected that a part of Kiara’s consciousness lived inside of her body, alongside Annette. Whether he could get a response from it or not made no difference. He just needed Annette to stay on the line.

“Kiara is dead,” said Annette.

“We both know that’s not true,” said Victor. “All of us know that it’s not true.”

There was a bit of feedback over the connection, sounds that were too distorted for Victor to recognize.

“I’m sorry, Victor,” said Annette. “This is the end.”

“No!” he yelled. “Kiara! Annette!”

The line disconnected. Victor started to swear in frustration when an enormous boom came from somewhere above him, loud enough to make his ears hurt and powerful enough to knock him off his feet. The room continued to shake as he stood up, the ground jerking underneath him in a regular, rhythmic pattern, as though a giant was slamming a mallet into the skin of a bass drum that he was standing on. Victor looked over at Ella, who had a scared expression on her face.

“The building,” she said. “It’s… collapsing.”


CHAPTER 17

Victor flew down the hallway toward the elevator shaft as the shaking grew more intense. Dust and sections of the ceiling fell from above. He couldn’t hear anything, the noise was too loud.

It had only been a couple of seconds since the collapse had begun, but time seemed to stretch out into eternity. Victor threw himself into the elevator shaft and bound his onyx aura as he looked up into the darkness.

The shaft was visibly swaying from side to side. Dust rushed down as a tsunami of building wreckage fell toward him. It almost looked as though he was moving upward, toward the chaos, though he knew that in reality, it was the opposite. He was on the verge of being crushed, or worse, entombed until he could either find a way out, or died of starvation.

“Go!” screamed Ella. “Go, go, go!”

Victor didn’t need to be told twice. He had to beat the building’s collapse up to the ground floor. He could still make it out, but only if he moved faster than the descent of the wreckage.

It was the most terrifying moment of his life. Victor shot up toward the carnage. He was close enough to see through the dust, to see the flames from the explosives that had triggered the collapse, the twisted steel and concrete. Glass hung in the air like tiny, deadly snowflakes. The elevator shaft grew hotter the higher up he went.

I’m not going to make it!

Once, as a child, Victor had been playing with his friend Ricky during the winter. The two of them had built a snow fort into the side of a massive mound of built up snow on the side of the road. Victor had been inside of it when Ricky had climbed on top, and the entire structure had come down on his head.

It’d had been a terrifying minute or two unlike anything he’d experienced before. He’d been unable to move, unable to make any noise other than a hollow, short reaching grown. He couldn’t even get his chest out far enough to take breath, though the snow filling his mouth would have prevented it regardless.

He hadn’t thought about that day much, but now the memories of it came back. Victor reached the beginning of the collapsed wreckage before he made it up to the first floor. He used his scarlet aura to blast pieces of rebar and concrete out of the way, but there was so much of it, and he was weak and up against a building that weighed in the millions of tons.

Ella was flying next to him, leading him through the carnage. All of the sudden, she darted to the side. Victor followed, catching a concrete pillar on the shoulder as it fell and flipping into an uncontrolled sprawl.

Faster! I need to go faster!

He put more energy into his diamond aura. He saw the clear glass double doors of the lobby shatter into shards. A section of roof fell in front of him and he dodged over it. And then, quite suddenly, he was outside, speeding across the street only inches above the ground, screaming a terrified scream.

“You’re okay!” yelled Ella. “You’re okay!”

Victor tried to get his feet underneath him and tripped himself. He tumbled into a clumsy, painful, rolling pile, collecting road rashes as his momentum dispersed against the concrete.

The air was filled with dust. People were screaming and rushing out of nearby buildings. Sirens were wailing. Victor was alive.

She did all of that, just to kill me.

He stood up and started walking away from the scene of the tower collapse. He was angrier than he’d ever been in his life.

“Ella!” Victor spoke loudly, not caring about the people moving past him toward the tower’s wreckage. “What did you get? What did you hear?”

Ella materialized in front of him. Her eyes were puffy, as though she’d been crying, and her face was full of relief. It was up to her how she chose to look when she appeared to him, and seeing her like this solidified the extent of the danger Victor had just been in.

“She was on a plane,” said Ella.

“That… doesn’t narrow it down much.”

“The sound we heard before she disconnected was thunder,” said Ella. “She’s headed through the same storm we were just in. And there aren’t that many lanes for air travel in that direction.”

Victor grinned at her.

“Lead the way.”


CHAPTER 18

The two of them flew up into the night sky together. Undercliff City was a bright mass of lights and noise, but it faded quickly into the distance, like anything else. Ahead of them lay a storm, huge enough to look like a ceiling against the sky, tinged with gray and exploding with silver blue lightning, and slowly crawling away from them.

This is insane.

What Victor had told Amanda had been true. Flying during a storm, though he’d only done it once before, was undeniably dangerous. Even just dipping into one accidentally for a few seconds could lead to his death in a dozen different ways. He was planning on moving deep into the squall, and searching for his quarry while he was at it.

The size of storm became apparent as he drew in closer to it. It was a country unto itself, a nation of the sky, full of thunder and wrath. Ella, her ethereal body unaffected by any of it, flew through into the darkness without leaving a wake. Victor swallowed hard and closed his eyes in reflex as he hit the edge and passed into it.

The moisture was thick enough in the air to instantly soak his clothes. He felt his body being buffeted from side to side by unpredictable, rolling winds. He had to keep his eyes open, keep them on Ella so that he could keep his bearings.

“Victor!” Ella screamed.

He saw her for a split second as his equilibrium spun at the hilt. Focusing all of his will, Victor pushed more energy into his diamond aura, counteracting the violent spin he’d fallen into. He pushed forward. Ella was only a few feet in front of him, and he pushed forward, following her at a snail’s pace.

A gust of wind knocked him off target, far to the right of his intended path. The strength of the wind made him feel as though he was made of thin plastic, or dandelion seeds. His weight was nothing against the strength of the storm, and he was convinced that even without his aura, he’d hang in the air indefinitely now that he’d entered the tempest.

Ella appeared again, taking his hand this time. Victor forced himself forward after her. A deafening crack exploded into his ears and a blindingly bright white flash burned across his vision. Victor screamed, but couldn’t hear, couldn’t see, regardless of it.

I’m not invincible. And I’m nothing compared to this.

He felt the tug of Ella’s ethereal hand, and followed after it. He blinked, a bit of his vision returning around an ugly, pulsing neon afterimage. She was gesturing to him, straining to make him move faster.

Victor leaned into his flight, speeding through the clouds. Lightning continued to strike down on either side of him, missing him by close enough margins to make his entire body flail with useless fear.

It was the closest thing he could have imagined to true hell. The darkness, broken only by bright white bolts of death, was the most oppressive thing he’d ever experienced.

And then, quite suddenly, it came to a stop. Victor slowed his momentum, taking deep, panicked breaths. He looked behind him and saw a wall of blackness, moisture and static electric chaos. It curled around in a gigantic, winding circle. He was at the center of it, and moreover, ahead of him, he could see the plane, preparing to disappear into the other side of the storm.

It was a large cargo jet, the kind that might be able to carry the weight of a few dozen human shaped research pods with room to spare. Victor flew at it faster than he’d ever traveled through the air before. He came to a sudden stop, realizing that he had no idea how to proceed further.

“This is the hard part,” said Ella. “Victor… you have to decide what you’re going to do.”

He slowly continued along with the plane, seeing the wall of the storm ahead and knowing what it meant. He didn’t have time to do much, or really any, thinking.

I could bring the plane down from the outside, but everyone on board would die. Or…

He flew under the plane, and saw what he was pretty sure he was looking for. A large cargo door, the type that opened downward and served as a ramp for wheeling heavier supplies up, was built into the jet’s belly.

Victor flew up to it, slid his fingers into the cracks, and then carefully bound his scarlet aura, trying to melt the door open without igniting the entire plane. It took a minute, and by the end of it he was sure that he’d run out of time and be back inside the storm before managing anything, but it opened. The plane swayed uneasily, almost losing its balance in the sky. A few heavy looking boxes fell off and disappeared into the clouds below. Victor pulled himself inside, and then breathed a sigh of relief as his feet settled onto the solid metal floor of the plane.

Ella gave him a soft side hug and ruffled his hair.

“You’re almost there,” she said. “This is it.”

The door that apparently led from the plane’s seating area down into the cargo bay opened. Victor recognized the silhouette of the person walking toward him at a glance. It was her. It was both of them.

“Annette,” he said. “Kiara.”


CHAPTER 19

“I have to admit, I’m surprised to see you here,” said Annette. “You are far more resourceful than I’ve ever given you credit for.”

“Annette.” Victor shook his head slowly. “Why are you doing this?”

“Is that really what you think is going to deescalate this situation? For me to explain my plan to you, and let you pick at every detail, hoping beyond all hope that I’ll reconsider, and tragedy can be avoided at the last second?”

The look Victor gave her wasn’t nearly as intimidating as he wanted it to be. The sound of thunder and hard rain against metal washed over the cargo area as the plane dipped back into the storm.

“No,” he said. “I just want to understand. None of this makes any sense to me.”

“You aren’t thinking big enough,” said Annette. “I already explained this to you. Back when you worked for me, in fact. I should have instructed you to take notes.”

Victor didn’t say anything. He bound his onyx aura, heightening his senses enough for him to see her face and figure. She looked like Kiara, except wearing a skirt and sweater that Kiara never would have worn, and standing with uncharacteristically tense posture.

“I’m trying to save the world, Victor,” she said. “Maybe that part of it you can understand.”

“By murdering your own employees and blowing up buildings?”

“By tying up my loose ends so I don’t trip over them once I get up to speed,” said Annette. “That’s what you are, Victor. A failed experiment. A man with too much heart, fighting above your weight class. A loose end.”

Victor couldn’t resist a shrug.

“I’m still a loose end, though,” he said, smiling slightly. “You haven’t managed to tie me up just yet.”

Annette stared at him. Victor was sure that she was preparing to strike, but all she did was slowly reach up to her face and brush aside a few strands of loose blonde hair.

“I have a hundred aura binders,” she said. “All of them under my direct control. They’ve been… for lack of a better word, indoctrinated, to accept my commands and mine only. How long do you think you’ll last against them, Victor?”

He shrugged again. He could see the pods in the cargo area, most of them stacked into neat little rows. He considered binding his diamond aura and sliding a few of the pods toward the open cargo bay door, but knew that it would be enough to goad Annette into action.

“I’m not fighting them,” he said. “And I’m not fighting you. We’re on the same side. You’ve just forgotten.”

She scoffed at him.

“You and I were never on the same side,” she snapped. “I’m a pragmatist. I’m allergic to the type of idealism you subscribe to.”

“I wasn’t talking to you,” said Victor.

I know she’s still in there!

“Really?” asked Annette. “Because I’m the only other one here.”

“Kiara,” said Victor. “Try to remember. Don’t let her keep you in the backseat. Remember everything you’ve done. Remember how strong you are.”

Annette laughed.

“You’re not idealistic, you’re delusional,” said Annette. “Give it up, Victor.”

“I’m right here, Kiara,” said Victor. “I came to save you. That’s what I’ve wanted to do, from the beginning.”

“Shut up!” Annette lunged, launching a hastily bound bolt of ice in Victor’s direction. He bound his scarlet aura and conjured a wisp of flame, turning it into hot, vaporous steam.

“I’m not leaving without you, Kiara,” he said. “So it’s time for you to start fighting against her.”

Annette let out a furious scream. She flew across the cargo area at Victor, preparing another sharp icicle in her hand to stab through his chest. Victor caught her as she slammed into him, twisting her wrist to keep the icy weapon from striking into his heart.

The two of them rolled and then pushed away from each other. Annette attacked him with quick, accurate punches, one of which made it through to Victor’s jaw and stunned him for a moment. He blocked in front of his face, anticipating the follow up kick, and then rolled backward.

“I’m still here!” he shouted. “Kiara! Take my hand!”

He held it out for her. Annette grabbed onto it and levered, breaking his arm at the elbow. Victor let out a howl of genuine pain, and kicked her away.

“Your faith is a beautiful thing,” said Annette. “But it’s doomed you, Victor.”

She sprinted toward him, preparing another attack, this time in the form of a spear of ice that would tear through his chest easily. It would be a killing blow, and in his current state, Victor only had one arm to defend with.

He reached his hand up and bound his onyx aura, entering Annette’s mind before he had a chance to raise her defenses.


CHAPTER 20

Victor felt himself being swept away, his awareness of his body fading, his experience becoming one with an open void. Colors and emotions flashed over him, becoming him, twisting his awareness into something much more open and intimate than real life.

He was back again, after what could have been seconds or hours. He was standing in a room with a soft red carpet, white walls with wide windows looking out onto an empty landscape, and a single chandelier lit with tiny brilliant red flames hanging from a high ceiling.

Annette stood in front of him, naked, and back in her original body. She was a woman in her mid-thirties or early forties with long brunette hair. Her body was mature, yet attractive, with soft curves that hung with a little more solidity than they may have a decade earlier.

Behind her, and just as naked, was Kiara. She was 18 years old, and looked like Annette’s polar opposite. She was every bit as attractive, but young, bouncy, and nubile. Her hair was cut as short as Victor remembered it being when they’d first met. Her eyes were a stunning blue, but strangely vacant. Her medium sized breasts were accentuated by pointed nipples, as though the room was much colder than it was in actuality.

Annette glared at him and took a step forward. It was hard for Victor to look at her and not feel a little aroused. They’d been intimate before, back in her original body, and the emotions were still bubbling under the surface.

“You’ve made the biggest mistake of your young life,” she said, her voice hard. “I understand the power of the onyx aura better than you ever could.”

“Kiara!” Victor shouted and started to run to her. Kiara didn’t react. “Get up, Kiara! We have to-“

Annette waved a hand, and someone appeared next to her, someone Victor hadn’t seen in a great many years. John Anders, his father, slowly rolled his head up to look at his son. Except, he looked as Victor last remembered him, in their final encounter.

Most of the exposed flesh of his body was charred, with sections of exposed, fire blackened bone poking out around his rib cage and knees. His eyes were the only part of him left untouched, and enough skin had been burnt off his face to freeze his mouth into a ghoulish, over wide skull smile.

“You thought you could get away from me,” said John. “I’ve been waiting for this moment, for so long.”

He took a step toward Victor. The fear hanging in the air between them was almost palpable, mixed with shame, guilt, and enough regret to sink him to the ocean floor, as though it were a lead weight strapped to his ankles.

“Dad…” Victor closed his eyes hard and opened them, hoping that it would be enough to dissipate the phantom. “No. You’re not real.”

Annette cackled from behind Victor.

“He’s as real as you’ve decided to make him,” she said. “Perhaps even more so. He was the one who gave you the nanites, and his aura was affecting you when you… well, we both know what happened, now don’t we?”

Victor flinched back as his father raised his arm, palm outstretched. Fire burst forth in an angry swirl of heat. He tried to raise his own aura to defend, but nothing happened. The flames hit him head on, and he let out a scream as pain beyond anything he’d felt before, the pain of an intense, all consuming burn, flooded his senses.

This is what I did to him. This is how he died.

“He’ll take your body now,” whispered Annette. “Your memories of him will give him life. And the two of us will be together, once again.”

Victor couldn’t say anything in response. He could only scream, and his ability to do even that began to fade as the flames forced their way down his throat and into his lungs.

None of this is real. This is a battle of minds, of imagination and creation.

The knowledge did nothing to lessen the intensity of the experience. Victor’s muscles cramped and contorted. His arms flailed, and he tried to roll across the ground, like a child going through the motions of stop, drop, and roll.

“…ctor.” There was another voice, almost a whisper over the sound of his screams. “Victor!”

Even though the idea of it made him sick to his stomach, Victor forced his eyes open. Through the burning crimson glow of the flames, he could see Ella in motion, sprinting toward the ghoulish form of John Anders. Victor shook his head slowly as he saw her throw herself desperately and uselessly at him.

Except, it wasn’t desperate. Ella’s shoulder collided with him, and Victor’s father stumbled. She let out a snarl that sounded like it came from a wildcat’s throat and threw herself onto him.

Ella is real here. She can help me!

Annette looked as stunned as Victor had felt a moment earlier. He was already in motion even as she took a slow step back. He ran to Ella’s aid, and began lending his strength to hers, pummeling the man who’d raised him with his fists.

“You killed me!” screamed Ella. “You took everything from me!”

She was sobbing and screeching. It was a horrifying, heart breaking sight. She was relentless in her attacks, and so were the tears that poured from her eyes. Victor couldn’t look at her, and looking at his father, his already disgusting face being pulverized by Ella’s small, feminine fists, was just as hard.

“You!” screamed Annette. “I’ll kill you!”

Victor stood up and turned to face her. He was just as naked as she was, and as he took a step toward her, an idea popped into his head.

“What are you afraid of, Annette?” He reached his awareness out. Victor didn’t even have to reach very far for the images to come to him. The connection between their minds was a sensitive, powerful thing.

She always needs to feel like she’s in control. That’s it. That’s her deepest, darkest fear.

“Stop!” screamed Annette. “You can’t win!”

Victor looked past her, to the silent, subdued figure of Kiara. He reached out his hand.

“Kiara,” he said, in a soft voice. “Kiara, please. It’s now or never.”

She looked up at him, and for the first time in months, Victor saw the girl that had been his friend, his partner, and his lover staring back at him. The side of her mouth lifted up slightly, as though she, too, was recognizing him for the first time in a long time.

“Victor,” she said.

“No!” screamed Annette.

Kiara stood up and ran to him. She practically threw herself into the hug. Victor kissed her deeply, appreciating the sensation of her soft, naked body against his even amidst the chaos of the situation.

The kiss dragged on for several precious seconds before the two of them pulled back. Victor cupped Kiara’s cheeks in his hands and felt his eyes misting, like a foolish old man reunited with a long lost lover.

“I thought I’d lost you,” he said.

“I was lost.” She grinned at him, and then looked over at Annette. The once proud and elegant CEO was down on one knee, gaping at the two of them as though they’d just ripped something essential out of her being.

Victor glanced back at Ella. She was standing over his father’s corpse, and taking slow, soothing breaths. She walked over to him, clean despite the mess she’d made of the phantom.

“Victor,” said Kiara. “We have to make sure that she won’t take control of me again.”

“And how exactly do we do that?” he asked.

She giggled and grinned, and it was the best sound he’d ever heard.

“Oh, I think you’ll understand soon enough.” Her body took on the distinctive crimson glow of the scarlet aura. “And I think you’ll find it to be quite enjoyable.”


CHAPTER 21

Annette stood in front of them, slowly regaining a measure of her lost dignity. There was fire in her eyes, and she made no move to cover herself up as Victor and Kiara approached, preparing to bind their scarlet auras. She smiled at them, an unnerving smile, one with enough confidence behind it to make Victor hesitate.

“Two can play at this game,” she said.

Annette’s scarlet aura burst into blindingly bright life in an instant. Victor flinched back, feeling his arousal lurch from zero to one hundred in an instant. He almost gasped in shock, his cock twinging into hardness in a manner that was almost cartoonish. It vibrated back and forth in a hum, like a recently plucked guitar string.

“Victor!” Kiara was at his side in an instant. Victor felt her put her hand on his shoulder and almost melted from her touch.

“I don’t have to beat both of you.” Annette began walking over with slow, easy steps. “If Victor submits to me, the two of us can certainly come to an arrangement.”

Kiara stared at Annette, her jaw slacked open, as the older woman lowered herself in front of Victor, letting her nicely sized breasts dangle in his field of view. As hard as it was for him to admit, he wanted her, more than he’d ever wanted anyone before in his life.

“No!” Kiara looked at him, frustration pouring out of her expression. She grudgingly bound her own scarlet aura, committing herself into a strange battle against Annette, fought through the proxy of Victor’s desires.

“Kiara…” he whispered. “Keep her away from me.”

“I’m trying!” said Kiara.

“Do you really want me to go away?” Annette smirked and gently pushed Victor onto his back. She ran one hand across his chest, while letting her other close around his cock. He let out a moan of pleasure, hating himself for loving the sensation so much.

Kiara moved to try to wrestle Annette to the ground, but the older woman had an unnatural amount of strength, and knocked her to the side with a single, easy, push. She leaned down, smiling and matching Victor’s horny gaze, and wrapped her lips around his cock.

“No…” moaned Victor. “Oh man…”

It feels incredible. I can’t let this happen!

“Victor!” yelled Kiara. She reached her hand out, waving at him desperately, trying to pull his attention away. But all Victor could focus on was Annette’s soft, slick mouth, and her fast, methodical movements on his cock.

She was a succubus, and he was her meal. And the worst part of it was, Victor wanted it to keep going. He needed it to keep going. His entire body throbbed, coming to a head in the tip of his sensitive, aching cock. Annette swirled her tongue and sucked, all the while making smug, triumphant eye contact with him.

Ella was at Kiara’s side, whispering something to her. Kiara looked confused, not recognizing her as a friend or foe. Ella locked eyes with Kiara and then said something else, and Kiara nodded.

Victor cupped his hand on the back of Annette’s head, holding her against his cock even though there was no need to. He was moaning in time with each of the bobs of her head, the illicit pleasure flooding through him unlike anything he’d experienced before. And he was vaguely aware of his friends, of Ella and Kiara, approaching him from either side.

From that angle, there was no way that Annette could strike at either of them without pulling her mouth off Victor’s cock. She sucked faster and harder, to Victor’s delight, and the other two girl’s dismay. She glared at Ella and Kiara, and tried to hold Victor’s attention by rubbing her hands across him.

Ella and Kiara were rubbing, too, his shoulders, stomach and back. They slowly began to kiss Victor’s neck, Ella nibbling and Kiara caressing with her tongue. With smooth, easy grace, they slipped into the interaction. Annette let out an annoyed humph noise that vibrated against Victor’s shaft, and then pulled out her next trick.

She pushed forward further, letting Victor’s cock slide into her soft, surprisingly malleable throat. He groaned and wanted nothing more than to blast his cum inside of her, to drown her in it, if he could. He ran his hands across Annette’s cheeks and began to fuck her face with rougher, harder movements. From either side of him, Ella and Kiara began to giggle.

“Victor…” whispered Kiara. “It’s now, or never.”

She leaned back on the floor, presenting herself to him. She pulled one arm underneath her breasts, cupping them up and emphasizing their perfect size, and perfect nipples. With her free hand, she slid the lips of her pussy open. It glistened and practically called out to him. He could feel the heat of it from a foot away, somehow.

Annette dug her fingernails in Victor’s back and began to suck even harder. He made an attempt at pulling back and managed to get most of his cock free from her mouth, with only the head remaining under Annette’s soft, heavenly suctioning lips.

Ella moved in as though part of a sexual tag team. She licked and sucked on the exposed section of Victor’s shaft, all the while batting Annette away. Annette glared, but she couldn’t stop herself from being pushed out of the way by an unbounded Ella, empowered by Victor’s mental emotions and lust.

“Nooo!” Annette screamed, as her mouth slipped off Victor’s cock. He wanted to scream, too, but Ella and Kiara were there in an instant.

What they began to do to him went beyond anything that Victor could have previously conceptualized. He devolved into a primate, an animal, into something that only understood pleasure and pain. They both made eye contact with him as they began to gently, gingerly, lick and suck. Victor was almost shouting out, it felt so good.

Ella and Kiara were young, impossibly attractive, and most importantly, fertile. That fact among all else reverberated in Victor’s head, and seized control of his base instincts. He wanted to be with them. He wanted to defile them, to take each of them completely, to fulfill his instinctual mission. He wanted to fuck.

“Stop!” screamed Annette. “No!”

She jumped forward, trying desperately to break up the three of them. Ella, Kiara, and Victor all struck her at once, as though the sexual connection had set them in tune with each other. She flew across the room, struck the wall, and fell back, at least momentarily stunned.

Both Kiara and Ella began to suck Victor’s cock with loving enthusiasm. Ella would suck, while Kiara held back her hair, and then they would switch off, each one emphasizing different parts of their mouths, lips, and tongue. Victor watched them, his eyes almost teary from pleasure so intense that it was almost torture.

Finally, they came to a rest. Ella nodded to Kiara, and then stood up, walking to where Annette lay on the floor and standing over her like a guard. Kiara pushed her short blonde hair back across her head, and then lowered herself onto Victor’s cock.

She bit her lip slightly as his shaft slipped into her. It felt better than anything else up to that point had. Kiara let her warm hands rest on Victor’s chest, innocent, tentative hands. It was as though she was having sex for the first time, and it was unbelievably compelling to be on the receiving end of.

Victor cupped his hands over her buttocks and slowly began to slide Kiara down, using his hips to bounce her back up once she’d taken in most of his length. Her cunt was tight, and Victor’s cock fit into it like a key into a lock.

Her breasts bounced wildly in front of his face. She was riding him like a young girl rides her first aggressive stallion, joy and fear mixed together into electric excitement. Victor felt the connection of their bodies, and the innate rhythm of the movements.

“Kiara!” He felt so much pleasure building inside of him, with nowhere to go. He heard Annette screaming at him. She was on the ground, displaying herself in much the same way as Kiara had before. Ella was holding her down and sliding one of her hands toward the older woman’s pussy, smiling a wicked smile.

Victor felt Kiara’s body bruising against his hard thrusts. He didn’t care, and from the look on her face, she didn’t either. Her eyes were locked on his. She was still biting her lip, and her entire face was flushed with embarrassment, as though she was almost ashamed of how good it felt.

“Victor!” she screamed. Victor groped hard at her breasts. Her back arched as her entire body tensed up. He couldn’t hold it any longer either, and slid her down onto his cock as deep as she’d go as he began to unload.

The entire room cracked with thunderous booms as Victor exploded his seed into her. The pleasure was overwhelming, and behind it, he could feel the connection of the onyx aura slowly fading away.

Focusing through the pure bliss of the orgasm, Victor grabbed Kiara’s face and stared into her eyes. She was smiling at him, the expression of a freshly fucked angel.

“You did it,” she said.

“You’re not going anywhere?”

She shook her head as bright white light washed the entire scene away.


CHAPTER 22

Victor opened his eyes. He was lying on the floor of the plane’s cargo bay, at a discouraging angle. A loud alarm sounded over a speaker in the roof, but it was barely audible over the sound of air rushing into the plane from the open cargo door and the holes ripped into the side of the hull by his and Annette’s fight.

He slowly pulled himself to his feet, and then stiffened as he saw Annette doing the same a few feet away from him. She met his eye and then smiled.

“It’s me.” Her smile pulled up further on each side, into a wide, joyous grin. “Victor, it’s me!”

Kiara!

He crossed the space in between them in a single bounding step and pulled her into a tight hug. She choked out a noise that was half laugh and half sob and buried her face into his shoulder. The moment lasted for only a second before they were knocked off balance by the shifting plane.

“We have to get out of here!” Victor had to shout to be heard over the various ambient noises. “The plane is going down!”

Kiara nodded, and they both slid down across the floor, toward the open cargo door, which was now more of a diagonal window. She paused and looked over at him, a frightened expression in her eyes.

“I can’t do it on my own!” she yelled. “I haven’t figured out my diamond aura yet!”

Victor almost slapped his forehead at his own stupidity. He pulled her over to him and let her climb onto his back, almost as though he was carrying a young child. He made sure that she was secure against him, and then carefully fell through the opening and into open air.

They were no more than a few hundred feet above ground. The plane was flying erratically, and Victor felt a stab of guilt over the pilot and anyone else on the flight that may have been innocent. He bound his diamond aura and held himself and Kiara in place for a moment, watching the craft descend nose first toward the wilderness below.

“There wasn’t anything you could have done,” whispered Kiara. “And trust me, this is the outcome that will save the most lives in the end.”

Victor nodded, though he wasn’t sure if he could accept the rationalization in it entirety.

“I’m just glad to have you back.” He rubbed Kiara’s arm, and felt her put her hand against his cheek.

“Why don’t we celebrate after we’re back on solid ground?” She smiled at him, looking a bit anxious over the space between them and the ground below. Victor chuckled and carefully began to fly back toward Undercliff City.

“You’re a billionaire now.”

The two of them stood on top of one of the cliffs overlooking the outskirts of town. Kiara had called Lucy immediately after they’d landed, and Victor had done his best not to eavesdrop on their teary, emotional reunion.

Kiara shrugged at him.

“I guess,” she said. “I’m going to have to figure something out about that. Annette’s staff is going to know that I’ve changed as soon as I start giving orders.”

“Don’t you have most of her memories?” asked Victor.

Kiara shook her head.

“It doesn’t work like that,” she said.

The wind blew softly from the west, hinting of the warmth of the oncoming summer. It was passing from being late at night into early morning. Victor was tired.

“What about you?” asked Kiara.

“What about me?”

“You’re still a wanted man,” she said. “Are you going to…?”

She trailed off, and Victor finished for her.

“Am I going to turn myself in?” He looked away from her, musing over the question on his own momentarily. “…I don’t think so.”

“It might not be so bad,” said Kiara. “You’d have a trial, and they’d take a look at the evidence, and-“

“They’d find me guilty,” said Victor. “Even with you as a witness. I am guilty, Kiara. I didn’t commit the original murders, but I killed some of Annette’s employees, kidnapped a cop, and crashed a jet.”

Kiara frowned at him and squeezed his hand. Victor looked over at her.

“Well?” he asked. “I was waiting for you to make light of my fully fleshed out resume as a burgeoning terrorist.”

Tears were streaming down Kiara’s face when she turned to face him.

I never want to see her like that again.

He pulled her into a soft hug, running his hand through her hair and kissing the top of her head.

“Your sister and Kronenberg will get to the park soon,” he said. “You get to go home now.”

“I don’t want to just go home,” she whispered. “I want… more than that.”

Victor gave her a tight squeeze. He tilted her chin up so that she was meeting his eye and gave her a soft, gentle kiss.

“I’ll be in touch,” he said. “Don’t worry about that.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Victor saw the headlights of a car approaching the edge of a park below and slowing to a stop. He lifted Kiara into his arms, this time carrying her in front of him, like a knight rescuing a wounded princess. He flew the both of them down and landed next to the new arrivals, hearing an audible gasp from Lucy as his feet touched down.

“Kiara…” Lucy hesitated as she stepped forward, as though she still couldn’t believe.

“Sis!”

The two of them hugged each other tight, exchanging words of relief, disbelief, and familial love. Victor crossed his arms and walked over to the back of the car, where Kronenberg was hovering patiently.

“Vic,” he said, with a hint of remorse. Victor just nodded and gave the drone a playful punch on his metal exterior, immediately regretting it as his knuckles twinged with pain.

“I’ll be okay,” he said. “Take care of Kiara and Lucy, will you?”

“You take care of yourself,” said Kronenberg. “I’m serious. You still owe me money for rent. I’m not just going to write that off.”

Victor laughed, and so did Kronenberg, though his sounded a bit more forced. Lucy and Kiara made their way over, walking hand in hand in a manner that made it seem like neither of them would ever let go.

“Victor,” said Lucy. “We can find a lawyer. Your case might not be hopeless.”

“Don’t bother,” said Victor. “Kiara already tried to convince me.”

He let Lucy pull him into a hug and took a deep breath.

“I’ll be okay,” he said. “And this isn’t the end.”

He pulled back from Lucy, slowly letting his eyes scan across Kiara, and Kronenberg, too.

Or maybe it is?

Ella was waiting for him a respectable distance away, her face grim, as though she’d taken on a share of the emotions of his departure. Victor nodded to his friends one last time.

“You know how to get in touch with me if you need to,” he said. “The connection goes straight into my nanites, so it’s not as though I could ignore you if I wanted to.”

He turned before any of them could object any further and took another step away from them. Kiara ran up to him and pulled him into a hug from behind.

“Stay safe,” she whispered. “Please.”

He nodded slowly and then pulled out of her arms. It was too painful to look at them anymore, so he took two long strides and lifted off into the air, Ella falling into step next to him.

“So, where to next?” she asked him, once they’d reached cruising altitude.

“What was it that you were saying about South America, again?”

THE END
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FREE EXCERPT FROM WINTER SPIRE: SORCERESS OF LUST


CHAPTER 1

“If it wasn’t for the look you have about you, I probably woulda passed on by.”

The truck driver smiled at Felix, revealing several empty gaps in his teeth. Snow fell gently outside the window as they moved along. There wasn’t a single car, pedestrian, or building in sight, nothing but mountains on the horizon and hills of white.

“The look I have about me?” Felix chuckled. “I’m not sure if that’s a compliment, but I’ll take it as one.”

“The look you have about you,” said the driver. “The last guy I drove across the ice roads, see, he didn’t look right.”

Felix shifted. The passenger seat was cold, and even with the truck’s heat on high, the outside chill managed to leak into the cab wherever it could. He wore a thick winter jacket, snow pants, boots, and gloves. It was only now that he was beginning to realize how necessary it all was.

“And let me guess,” said Felix. “Something happened with him?”

“He tried to mug me!” said the truck driver. “He made a good show of it! Didn’t realize that I keep a .357 under the seat. Mainly for peace of mind, mind you. Haven’t seen a bear in months.”

Felix knew what the man wanted him to ask. He decided to play along, though his thoughts wandered from the conversation.

“Did you shoot him?” he asked.

The man shook his head.

“Nah,” he said. “Kicked him out of my truck a hundred miles from anywhere, though. That’s about as good when the weather is like this. Most people know better than to be on the ice roads.”

“Most people,” said Felix.

“You mind explaining to me again just what makes the North Spire a place worth visiting for a young man like yourself?”

Felix smiled.

“I’m a photographer,” he said.

“Like weddings and stuff?”

“Not exactly,” he said.

“Ahhh…” The truck driver grinned at him, a knowing look in his eyes. “I get it. There are some pretty girls up in that tower. Never figured any of em would be into that kind of thing, though.”

Felix sighed.

“Look, I’m just going up there to take some photos of what life in a remote outpost is all about,” he said. “300 people, living in the heart of Alaska, in a single building… It makes for interesting photography content.”

The truck driver didn’t appear to be listening to him. He was staring ahead of them, frowning as the snowfall thickened, obscuring their view forward.

“Are you expecting it to pay well?” asked the driver.

“I’m hoping so,” said Felix. “I’m really, really hoping so.”

He’d been hoping in much the same way at the start of his last two adventure photography outings, along the coast of the Great Lakes, and then up into the Canadian wilderness. He’d bought his expensive winter outer layers for that one, and the photos he’d taken had ended up on a stock photo website depository and earned him essentially nothing.

The truck driver muttered something under his breath and slowed down substantially as they passed through a windblown curtain of white dust. They’d been on the road for hours, and the small talk was beginning to wear on Felix.

“You’re not expecting me to wait around for you, are ya?” asked the driver.

Felix shook his head.

“No,” he said. “I’ll pay for a ride back from one of the locals once I’m done.”

The truck driver made an inquisitive humming noise.

“It doesn’t really work like that in North Spire,” he said. “The main cause of death for the people there is driving on these here ice roads during the dead of winter. I doubt any of them will be fixin to head south for a few months, bare minimum.”

“Well, then I guess I’ll give you a call,” said Felix.

“It’s gonna be four, maybe five times what you paid me for the trip out.”

“What?” Felix frowned. He didn’t have that much. He was hoping to make money off his soon to be taken photos of the area as soon as he could get them online, but it wasn’t a sure thing.

“It’s the ice storm, kid,” said the driver. “You seem like a decent fellow. Motivated, not like all those other lazy twenty somethings. I wish you well.”

The snowfall in front of them slowed, and Felix could see his destination on the horizon. It looked even stranger in person than he’d expected.

All of the approximately 300 inhabitants of North Spire lived in a single ten story tower, the “spire” from which it took its name. Felix could see a few other buildings nearby, tiny and insignificant in comparison.

The town did not look especially inviting. Snow and ice coated the outside of the spire, with long icicles hanging from window outcroppings, giving off the appearance of crystalline teeth. The tower was constructed out of unornamented concrete, and aside from a large satellite dish jutting up from the roof, it looked entirely unremarkable. It wasn’t the kind of thing anyone would pay to look at.

“Hasn’t changed a bit since the last time I was here,” said the driver. “Interesting people inside.”

He slowed to a stop a few hundred yards out from what appeared to be the front entrance.

“You aren’t going to bring me all the way up?” asked Felix.

“Nope,” he said. “Doesn’t look like they’ve shoveled their section of the road yet today. Best not to risk it.”

Felix nodded and buried his frustration. He took off one of his gloves to shake the man’s hand, thanked him for the ride, and then climbed out of the cab, pulling his bag onto his shoulder as his feet crunched into the snow.

The truck made a slow six point turn and then started off in the direction it’d come from. Felix’s hand felt cold, and it took him longer than it should have to connect that fact to his missing glove, still laying on the seat of the truck.

“Hey!” he shouted. “Hold on!”

He took three running steps after the truck, building up just enough speed to make the fourth step, the one that lost traction and threw him into an uncoordinated forward sprawl, particularly brutal. Felix landed hard on his chest, and it took a second for him to catch his breath.

He heard footsteps approaching from behind him in that second.


CHAPTER 2

“Do you know where you are, son?"

Felix turned around slowly, tucking his exposed hand into his jacket pocket. Through the falling snow, he could see an older man standing in the space between him and the spire.

"In your town," said Felix. He smiled and raised his hand. "My name is Felix. I'm a photographer."

The man didn't say anything. It only took a moment for the silence to become uncomfortable.

"I came to take some photos," he continued.

The old man started walking toward him. One of his legs dragged with each step, and he took his time.

"Now why would you want to do a thing like that?" The old man smiled. Far off behind him, Felix saw another man exiting out of the heavy metal door of the building.

"The same reason anyone would," said Felix. "Because there’s money in it. And honestly, your town is really interesting to me."

He smiled, catching the man's gaze. The old man sighed and slowly shook his head.

“I’m Mayor Senhaji,” he said.

“Felix Honlan,” said Felix.

The other man was standing at the mayor’s shoulder. He was taller and about a decade younger than the mayor, and from his hat and stereotypical uniform, Felix had him pegged as the local sheriff.

“Felix,” said the mayor. “These are hard times for North Spire.”

Felix opened his mouth to respond and then thought better of it. His exposed hand was beginning to feel the biting cold of the Alaskan north in throbbing detail.

“We’re going to take you inside,” said the mayor. “We’re going to look through your stuff. We have to make sure that you’re a… good person, before we can allow you to do anything.”

“Hurry up with it, Bart,” snapped the sheriff. “It doesn’t need explanation.”

Mayor Senhaji took a deep breath and then nodded. The sheriff stomped over to Felix and seized him roughly by the arm. The mayor took his bag, and started dragging it across the snow.

The area directly around the building’s entrance was clear of snow. A set of stairs led up to a metal set of double doors that looked more appropriate for a military installation than anything civilian. The sheriff heaved one open with a hard pull, and the mayor guided Felix inside.

He stood in what looked like the main lobby of an apartment complex, except much more comfortable and inviting. Several mismatched couches and chairs lined the walls, and the receptionist’s desk looked as though it had been overhauled into a minibar. Doors across the back led to stairways up and down, and there didn’t appear to be an elevator.

“Uh, there’s something you should know,” said Felix. “Something that I doubt either of you are going to like.”

The mayor’s features looked softer and more open in the light. He met Felix’s eye and nodded his head, inviting him to continue.

“The truck driver mentioned that an ice storm was on its way in when he dropped me off,” said Felix. “He said it would cost more for the ride back, enough that I’m essentially, uh, stranded.”

“You little shit!” The sheriff swung, hitting Felix in the back of the head with a rough, open palmed strike. He tumbled forward to the ground, his landing padded by his thick snow jacket and the carpet.

The door in the back of the room opened, and about a dozen people silently filed in. Felix pulled himself up into a sitting position, only to be greeted by a kick to the chest. He coughed hard and fell backward.

“Burke,” said Mayor Senhaji. “This is not helpful.”

“We don’t need another mouth to feed,” said the sheriff. “Especially not one we can’t trust. There’s no reason we have to let him inside.”

Felix was dazed, but still very much aware of the conversation.

“If you send me outside in this weather, it’s a death sentence,” he said.

The sheriff crouched down, putting his face across from Felix’s.

“I know that,” he said. The sheriff swung again, slapping Felix hard across the face. The pain burned harsh enough to bring tears to his eyes. Felix groaned and made an attempt at standing up, and reclaiming what little dignity he had left. He made it up to one knee.

“Enough.”

A woman stepped forward, her attention focused on the action. She had reddish blonde hair, and an attractive, slightly freckled face. Her eyes were like emerald gemstones against her pale skin, and the tight t-shirt and yoga pants she had on outlined the interesting curves of her body, large breasts and toned butt. She was of medium height, a little shorter than Felix, and her hips swayed from side to side with each step.

“This doesn’t concern you, witch!” snapped the sheriff.

The woman looked like she didn’t even hear him. She walked over to where Felix was on the ground and crouched down next to him.

“Can you stand?” she asked. Felix nodded.

“Stella,” said the mayor. “Are you taking responsibility for him?”

The woman nodded.

“Yes,” she said. “Dani and I will be his host family.”

The room was silent and tense. Felix sensed how much was going unsaid.

“If he does anything out of line,” said the sheriff. “I’ll throw him out.”

The woman smiled.

“No,” she said. “You won’t.”

She helped Felix to his feet and started walking. He picked up his bag, grimacing at its weight, and followed behind her.


CHAPTER 3

Felix walked behind her as the two of them made their way up three uniform flights of stairs. The woman pushed through the door on the landing there into a hallway with maroon red carpeting and white walls and finally slowed to a stop.

“Thank you,” said Felix. “Look, I didn’t come here to cause trouble, for myself or for you.”

“Too late.” The woman smiled at him, and then reached out her hand. “Stella.”

“Felix,” he said. “Does your town always greet travelers so brusquely?”

Stella shook her head.

“It’s not my town,” she said. “I’ve only been here for a few years.”

“Sorry.”

“But to answer your question, the way you were treated, the paranoia of the sheriff and mayor, that’s only been the case for the past few months.”

She started walking again, slowing to a stop in front of one of the many identical doors lining either side of the hallway.

“You can leave your stuff here, in my apartment,” said Stella.

“Thanks,” said Felix. Stella swung the door open, and he followed her through it.

The apartment was sparsely decorated and clean. A couch and flat screen TV sat in the center of the living room. A small kitchen and dining room area extended off one edge.

“It’s just me and my daughter here,” said Stella. “You shouldn’t have to worry about-“

“Mom?” One of the doors swung open, and a teenage girl stepped out from behind it. She had shoulder length brown hair, which was slicked back into a single wet lock. Her eyes were blue, and she was only wearing a towel, a towel which was on the small side.

“Uh, hi,” said Felix. The girl turned a deep shade of red.

“Mom!” She stormed off, glaring over her shoulder at Stella, who let out a chuckle.

“That’s my daughter, Danica,” she said. “I probably should have let her know that we had company.”

Felix frowned. He glanced around the apartment a second time. Other than the room the girl had just stepped out of, which was the bathroom, there were only two other doors.

“Where should I put my bag?” he asked. “And my winter stuff?”

“Leave it next to the couch,” said Stella.

Felix stripped out of his outerwear and dropped his bag in the spot she’d indicated, pausing to take his camera from his bag. He turned to face Stella again, only to find her watching him carefully.

“You’re a photographer?” she asked.

“Yup.”

“And you came to take a look at the crystal caves?”

Felix raised an eyebrow.

“Uh, no,” he said. “I don’t know anything about any caves.”

“The Modrin Crystal Caves.” Stella smiled in a mischievous way. “They’re within walking distance of the town, you know.”

Felix ran a hand through his hair. He’d planned on getting photos from inside the spire, and doing what he could to document the lives of the people of the town. But an undocumented cave could be an even better find, and potentially net him enough to get home in just a few shots.

“How long would it take to get there and back?” he asked.

“You could do it in a couple of hours” said Stella. “Certainly before nightfall, even with the limited amount of daylight we get here.”

“Alright,” he said. “And the sheriff won’t stop me, or attack me, when I head out? Or come back in?”

“I’ll make sure he doesn’t,” said Stella.

Felix nodded slowly.

“What’s the catch?” he asked. “There has to be a reason why you’re being so helpful.”

Stella’s smile spread into a full blown grin.

“There is,” she said. “I’m doing some… research. Part of it involves collecting samples from the nearby area at regular intervals. I need you to bring me a crystal from within the cave.”

Felix frowned.

“Maybe I should hold off for a little bit,” he said. “I mean, I just got here, and I…“

Felix trailed off, his eyes watching Stella as she began to move. She pulled something out of her pocket and stepped in close to Felix. Before he could react, she’d put a necklace over his head. He blinked at her wordlessly, feeling bewildered.

“For good luck,” said Stella. “The caves are due west from here.”

He looked down at the necklace and noticed that what he’d taken for a pendant was actually a small compass attached to a chain.

“Wait, hold on!”

Stella grabbed his jacket and snow pants and pushed them into his arms. Felix sputtered, trying to think of another objection as she guided him toward the door.

“I’m not used to the cold yet,” he said.

“You’ll get used to it.”

“What about… polar bears?”

“They’re uncommon.”

“Just, hold on a second!”

Stella shoved him into the hallway. She crossed her arms and looked at him flatly.

“I’ve stuck my neck out for you,” she said. “It’s your turn to repay the favor. And trust me, the photos you get from the cave will make the trip worthwhile.”

Felix sighed and massaged his temples.

“Alright, whatever.”


CHAPTER 4

Felix was in the process of pulling on his snow clothes in the hallway when the door to Stella’s apartment opened. He looked up, expecting to see his host there, offering another piece of dubious advice. Instead, the girl he’d seen in the towel, now dressed in sweatpants and a sleeveless blouse, stood smiling at him.

“Hi,” she said. “I’m Danica.”

“Felix.” He forced a smile onto his face, though he knew it probably looked as unenthusiastic as he felt.

“I’m sorry about my mom,” she said. “She can be a bit authoritative sometimes.”

Felix shrugged.

“Yeah, well, I appreciate the fact that she’s helping me, even if it comes at a cost.”

He finished tying his boots and pulling the cuff of his snow pants over them, and then looked up at Danica. She looked almost nothing like Stella, but she was beautiful in her own right. Her body was slender, petite, and girlish.

“You don’t have any gloves?” she asked.

Felix blinked, remembering what had happened when the truck driver had dropped him off.

“Just the one,” he said, holding up what he had left.

“Wait here,” said Danica. She disappeared back into the apartment for a minute, and then returned, carrying a pair of bright pink mittens in her hands.

“Oh…” Felix forced another smile. “Thanks, Danica.”

“You can call me Dani,” she said. “And be careful. The snow is starting to pick up. Don’t be afraid to turn back if you have to. I’ll talk to my mom.”

“Thank you,” said Felix. “Seriously, thank you. I appreciate the help.”

Dani looked as though she was trying to contain a grin. She failed at it, and her face lit up, cute little dimples popping into visibility as the expression took hold on her face.

“No problem,” she said. She turned to leave.

“Hey,” said Felix. “What’s going on in this town?”

She looked over her shoulder at him.

“I don’t think you’d believe me if I told you,” she said. “Please, Felix. Be really careful.”

The hallway and stairwell were empty of people. Felix wondered what everyone in the spire did during the day as he made his way back into the front lobby. He expected to see the mayor or the sheriff waiting there, but they were both gone.

A strange sense of incongruity took hold of him as he pushed the front door open and stepped out into the snow. It felt as though he was leaving an apartment building or hotel, but there was almost nothing waiting for him outside. Two other buildings sat within a stone’s throw of the spire, but they looked empty, and at least for the moment, unused.

“How the fuck did I end up here?” he muttered to himself. Felix walked down the steps carefully. The wind was cold, and it drew his attention to the split lip the sheriff had given him with that heavy handed slap.

He wondered if there was some way he could take legal action, maybe secure himself a small settlement. It would take time, and he’d have to hang around for a while, if not in North Spire, than in some other nearby Alaskan village. And that, Felix realized, was not something that he was willing to do.

Ever since he’d reached the age of majority, he’d been a wanderer at heart. The longest he’d spent in a single city had been a little over a year, back before he’d bought the conversion camper van that was the closest thing to a home that he had.

He’d left the van in storage when he’d crossed from Canada into Alaska. Taking it with him seemed like a bad idea, and given what he’d seen of the weather, he was fairly confident he’d made the right choice. Getting stuck on the side of the road, or worse, sliding on the ice and ending up in a collision would be more than an inconvenience for him.

Felix stopped to check the compass. The snowfall had calmed down enough for him to see a decent way into the distance. North Spire, along with the mountains in the distance, could still be seen over his shoulder. Ahead of him, he could barely make out a small, jagged patch of shadow against one of the larger snow covered hills.

The falling snow did strange things as it approached the entrance of the cave, swirling into unnatural circular patterns. Felix stopped, pulling his camera out from under his jacket and carefully snapping a photo.

He continued forward, making out the cave in more detail as he approached. The opening was at an angle, and large icicles hung from the upper lip of it. There were no animal tracks outside, but with how heavily the snow had been falling, Felix wasn’t sure if that was a sign he could count on.

He slowed to a stop, crouching down on one knee as he came to the edge of the cave. Oddly enough, it wasn’t dark inside. Light somehow managed to find its way in, illuminating the first cave chamber well enough for him to see its details.

The walls sparkled a mixture of blue, purple and crystalline white. There was a thin layer of windblown snow across the ground, and it accentuated the smooth angles of the space. Crystals grew from almost every surface, extending outward in a variety of shapes and sizes.

“Wow…” Felix aimed his camera and started snapping more photos, a grin spreading across his face. It was more than he’d been hoping for.

He stepped down through the opening, entering the cave properly. As soon as he’d passed beyond the threshold, a strange tension settled over his shoulders. It felt like there was something in the air, something powerful and intoxicating.

Felix snapped more photos. In some spots, snowflakes fluttered in the air, neither rising nor descending, like motes of dust in a sunbeam. There were several other openings to his left and right. The cave was more than just one room.

He decided to go a little further in, following down the small passage to his right. It angled downward, and when it finally spilled out into another chamber, Felix found that it was twice the size as the first one had been. He laughed out loud and felt a strange mirth take hold in his chest. It suddenly felt as though he was drunk, maybe even along with something else.

“This is amazing!” he shouted, hearing his voice echo across the walls, into the distance.

The crystals jutted from the floor and walls at strange angles, most of them bigger than the ones he’d seen originally. Felix remembered the promise he’d made to Stella and found one small enough to be pocketed. It was firmly attached to the ground, and regardless of how hard he pulled, it wouldn’t budge.

“I’ll… find one on my way out,” he muttered.

He turned in a slow circle, looking through his camera for another shot, and instantly froze in place. There was someone else in the caves with him.


CHAPTER 5

Felix stood totally still, as if by not moving, he could make himself invisible. Across from him, on the side of the chamber he hadn’t made it to yet, stood a beautiful woman coated from head to toe in crystals of ice.

She wasn’t moving either. Her body was a mixture of large, buoyant breasts, a butt that curled out and then down into luscious thighs, and lips that spoke of perfection without ever saying a word. Felix thought that she was a statue, assumed that nothing that looked like her could be a product of anything other than hours of hard work and design. The woman smiled at him.

“What…?” Felix flinched back, shaking his head. “What the fuck?”

The woman took a step toward him. Her eyes glowed a deep, silvery ice blue. Her hips swayed as she moved, and snowflakes fell from the long strands of her frozen hair.

Felix wanted to run, but found himself unable to look away from her. So he did the next best thing, slowly lifting his camera back up, and attempting to get the woman into frame. She started moving, slowly gyrating her hips, and he forgot what he was trying to do.

The woman glowed bright blue for a moment, and sections of the ice that covered her crackled away, leaving only her breasts and crotch covered in crystalline underwear. The ice broke free of her face and hair. She had a flirtatious smile on her face, and her hair was light blonde, almost white.

Her lips were naturally red. Her eyes were naturally blue. And she was dancing for him, slowly swinging her hips and chest around in overtly sexual circles. Felix sank into a sitting position, his arms extended behind him to keep him upright.

He hadn’t noticed it before, but the ground in the large chamber was almost warm, and made of interwoven crystals and rock. Felix only noticed it because all he could think of was stripping off his winter clothes, stripping off all his clothes, and joining the woman, dancing up against her, and letting their bodies mash together.

The woman had drawn even closer to him, standing only a few steps away. She ran a finger along either side of her ice bra, melting more of it away and exposing the most tantalizing curves Felix had ever seen. He pulled his snow pants off and set them beside him, hurrying to unbuckle his belt and jean zipper.

A voice in the back of his head screamed for him to run. He pushed it aside, instead reaching his hands out to the woman as she finally came within reach. She straddled Felix, slowly lowering herself down while licking her lips. The rest of her bra melted away as his hands touched her breasts. They were warm, and tipped with nipples that pointed outward in anticipation.

“What… are you?” whispered Felix. The woman ran a hand over her ice panties, dissolving them into steam. Her pussy was clean shaven, or rather, devoid of any potential for hair. Felix rushed to pull his jeans down and get his cock out. The woman lowered herself down.

She leaned in, letting her lips meet his, and enough pleasure blasted through Felix’s body to make him shiver. He let his hands, still wearing Dani’s ridiculous pink mittens, grab her waist, and pulled her down onto his cock.

He slipped inside her, feeling the lips of her pussy part for his cock easily. It almost felt as though she was sucking him in, her cunt lubricated with something magical, or demonic. Felix tried to think clearly about what was happening, but he couldn’t.

All he could do was kiss the woman, grope at her breasts, and spear up into her. He was under her spell, and the knowledge of it wasn’t enough to save him. He wasn’t sure if he wanted saving, if he wanted anything other than to slam his cock into her, to blow his seed deep into her cunt, to do what came naturally and give her what she clearly needed.

He was rough, but not out of anger. Each thrust sent a burst of pleasure through his body, a tiny pulse that promised more, if only he’d go faster, and fuck her harder. The woman was smiling at him, the expression dripping with smug condescension. It made Felix hate her, but her body made him love her, made him want nothing more than for the moment to continue for as long as it could.

The woman pushed her breasts into Felix’s face. He kissed one nipple, and gently bit the other. She writhed with pleasure and pushed his shoulders back, forcing him down flat on the ground. She bounced her hips up and down, fucking him with passionate need.

Felix rolled, flipping her underneath him. He kissed her neck and pumped his cock into her, watching the expression on her face shift. She looked amused, as though entertained by his spirited efforts.

She felt hot underneath him, and Felix realized that he felt cold, colder than the room’s ambient temperature. He kept thrusting, dimly aware of the sound of their bodies slapping together echoing off the walls of the room. The woman was deadly silent, as she’d been from the start.

“Why?” whispered Felix. A flash of lucidity came over him, just long enough for him to know that what he was doing would likely end badly for him. He was still thrusting into her, grabbing at her breasts in a horny frenzy. He mustered every ounce of his willpower and forced himself back.

The woman let out a pained cry. She threw herself back toward Felix, walking across the ground on all fours even as he scrambled backward. Felix was in the middle of getting one of the legs of his jeans on when she tackled him, knocking him to the ground.

He winced, and then let out a moan of intense pleasure. The woman had her lips tightly wrapped around his cock, like she intended to hold him there with her mouth alone. It felt ten times more pleasurable than the sex had, as though there was even more magic in her lips than in her cunt.

It felt good enough to make moving into an impossibility. Felix didn’t want to escape anymore, even though he knew that staying would very likely mean his death. The woman turned her head to the side each time she brought her mouth forward, spiraling her lips along his hard shaft.

“Oh man…” moaned Felix. “Oh… wow.”

He set his hand on the back of her head, letting his fingers lace through her impossibly soft blonde hair. She slowed for a moment, letting her lips and mouth suck on just the tip of his cock. Her lips seemed to throb in time with his member, pulsing against it.

Felix gripped her hair tightly and pulled down, sliding her mouth further onto his cock. He kept sliding until all of his shaft was buried into her mouth and throat. The woman didn’t seem to mind, and her eyes flicked up at him with that same amused expression he’d seen before.

Her tongue moved wildly against his cock, rubbing, caressing, acting as an agent of sensuality. She was going to get him off. Felix knew that it was inevitable, and both loved and loathed her for it. He was going to cum, and somehow, he knew that it meant certain death.

He summoned his will and tried to focus. If he could just calm down, let himself relax, he could still escape. She had him by the cock, but if he could somehow make the situation less erotic, and go soft on her, she would have to let him go.

The woman ran her lips up the length of his cock again, and Felix wanted to cry from the pleasure. He tried to focus on safe, nonsexual things, whatever came to mind that would kill his boner. The woman flicked her tongue across the head of his cock and then pulled back, letting it press against her cheek before rubbing her lips along the shaft again.

Felix couldn’t make himself close his eyes. He reached for his camera, in a desperate bid to use his work to take the eroticism out of the moment. He looked through it, lining up the shot as the woman sucked with impossible sensuality. His finger wouldn’t click the button at first, but finally it did.

Unfortunately, it only amplified the sexual overtones of what was happening. The mystery woman of ice, impossibly beautiful, and he was taking photos of her sucking his cock. The woman began to suck faster, as though realizing that his mistake had left her with an opportunity.

“No!” shouted Felix. “I won’t! I… can’t.”

She sucked faster, and faster, as though trying to assure him that it was okay for him to cum, using only her soft sucking mouth. It felt really, really good, in the way that only sexual things in the path of an imminent orgasm can. Felix focused on his breathing, unable to look away from the siren of ice as she licked and kissed his erect, achingly hard cock.

She shifted again, pulling her mouth back and flashing a taunting smile at him. She was winning and she knew it. Felix was seconds away from cumming, almost at the point where he could do it without any stimulation. The woman’s breasts bounced in front of Felix’s face, hypnotizing him even during the absence of her touch on his cock.

The woman brought her tongue to the base of his shaft and slowly licked upward, as though enjoying a fast melting popsicle, and trying to get a complete taste of it. Felix groaned and felt a part of him give up. She put her mouth back over his cock and bounced her lips across it once, twice…

Several things happened at once. Felix let out a defeated shout as his cock began to explode in a glorious, long awaited orgasm. The woman pulled back, the ice reforming around her as though in a rush to cover herself up. And four white wolves landed on the ground around them, each one barring its fangs and snarling.
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