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  Chapter 1 – Pact


  Crashing through a wall was not a pleasant experience. For most, it would put them out of the fight. It was one of those things that normal people didn’t handle well. Walls are built sturdy, meant to hold a building up. For a normal person, it would have been a finishing blow. Its a fact that many find comforting. If they were ever in a fight, and had the misfortune of being hit so hard they broke through a metal wall, at least the fight would be over. Not for Jin, who lamented this fact as he tore through the sturdy construction and landed on the far side, sliding a short distance on his back before coming to a stop.


  The surroundings were unfamiliar, but as he stood, Jin took the few seconds to assess. It appeared as if he had fallen into a bedroom, which made sense, since he was in a residential area. Multiple beds, bunks, so it was a large family. It had been clean, before he had littered it with debris. A boy in the corner. He was half dressed in a familiar uniform. Delivery boy. Gaping jaw. Hadn’t expected someone to burst through the wall. And time was up.


  A sharp black and purple tendril shot past Jin, and he deftly dodged to the side. It was the move that Jin had expected his opponent to make. The tendril lodged itself in the wall behind him, and it bought him time. He leaped through the hole and back out into the morning sun. The battle could continue.


  [That was a mistake.] A voice spoke to Jin from inside his head. He ignored it, the middle of combat was not the time to be lectured about his tactics. Instead, he once again appraised his opponent. The large brutish creature stood at least the height of the first story of the nearby buildings. It was wide enough to block passage down the street. It had oily black skin, with purple runic markings pulsing along its body, bio-luminescence. It was a mass of shadow, as if the night sky had taken form. The blackness of the creature stood in dark defiance to the bright white metals and colorful lights of the city around. A Thrall.


  Jin raised his spear and swiped at the tendril that had been extended in attack. A purple light barrier blocked the hit, but not the motion, and the tendril was jostled free from the wall. The monster retracted the tendril and let out its unnatural roar. The noise caused a ringing in Jin’s ears that threatened to make him sick.


  [You can’t kill it by yourself.] The voice spoke again, but it was condescending, not helpful. It wasn’t hard to ignore. Moving swiftly, his armor optimized to hasten him, Jin screamed as he dashed forward, his spear trailing behind him, striking blue sparks from the ground. As he leaped towards the monster, the sparks did not die, but strengthened and flowed towards it, as if they were alive.


  Now he fell from the air, his spear aimed downward, and the sparks sped menacingly at the Thrall from below. Hitting it from both sides should open it up for further attack.


  [A feat that could more easily be accomplished by fighting alongside another.] The voice was growling, guttural. In the middle of a fight, Jin found it comforting.


  The spear came down first, and the tip stuck into the creature’s purple barrier, but it didn’t penetrate all the way through. This allowed Jin to grip the spear and hang from it. Seconds later, the sparks grew to a flaming blast beneath the monster’s feet. Again, it was mostly protected by the purple barrier that seemed to cover its entirety, but the point of the spear that had caused a crack before was now working its way deeper.


  A tendril whipped out and attempted to wrap around Jin, likely hoping to throw him off. He swung his legs and, with another burst of energy from his boots, he swung around the spear, like a gymnast. The tendril was dodged, and the spear was starting to cut along the barrier, opening a crack, not an incision but more like broken glass.


  “Sure I can kill it by myself.” Jin said, his voice was deep and confident.


  [Maybe you can get it to run away.] The voice admitted. It added a growl at the end.


  Jin couldn’t help but grin. He performed another spin around the spear, hoping the momentum would help it to crack the shield. It had the added effect of dodging more of the rapidly appearing tendrils that the creature was creating. Time to back off. There were too many tendrils now jutting from the creature’s body to stay so close. But the spear was stuck. Jin swung a different way now, putting his boots onto the monster’s shield. It was a solid surface, enough to put his entire weight on. Gripping the spear as hard as he could, he kicked a boot down and released a pulse of energy to jump back. The spear came loose and Jin went flying, now his main priority was landing on his feet.


  He came to rest by the hole in the wall, where the half dressed delivery boy was now watching from the other side, staring, apparently lost in shock. He was young, in his teens, and was wearing the bottom half of a uniform for InCorp. His upper body was bare, and Jin found his frail figure to be amusing. Could have been the body of a young girl, instead of a boy. “Hey kid, find somewhere safer to stand. I’m dealing with this.”


  [Who is dumb enough to stand around and watch this?]


  “He’s a kid, and he’s scared. I’m just glad there aren’t more people around right now.”


  The tendrils were fast approaching now, in greater number this time. The Thrall lumbered forward slowly as it created tendrils out of its dark form to lash with. Jin lunged to the ground, all of them missing by a large margin, but this time they were pulled back before they got lodged in a wall. With a swift movement, Jin was back on his feet, spear in hand. It wasn’t an InCorp spear, with an Altered Energy blade, or Lightglass for that matter. It was steel. Very old fashioned, one of a kind.


  The purple barrier pulsed around the crack, and while the barrier normally vanished when not being touched, the crack glowed visibly. Small wisps of purple energy seemed to escape from the crack at a slow pace. It was the only blow of the fight worth mentioning. Getting hit through the wall had been dampened by his kinetic armor, so really only one blow had been struck. Jin had the upper hand.


  Still, the monster was learning, adapting to the fight. If Jin didn’t win soon, he wouldn’t win at all. It was learning that it needed more tendrils at a time to fend him off. More tendrils was bad, it meant more things to dodge.


  [It also means more surface area.] The voice suggested, and Jin nodded. It was risky, but it could work. Time for a good defense. With a swipe of his spear, a blue bolt of energy sped towards the monster, bouncing pathetically off the barrier. It was countered with another barrage of tendrils, which Jin danced around, putting all of his focus on dodging them. As he dodged them, the monster put more of its body into creating more tendrils, and they extended with pointed ends at Jin like a wall of spikes. As more of the hulking creature was stretched out over the tentacles, less of its main body remained, and so it grew shorter and less intimidating as it literally stretched itself thin.


  Jin was fast, his armor crafted and customized for quick movement and kinetic dampening. It would be useless in a fight with a swordsman, it wasn’t designed to fend off cuts. The metal was an alloy, light and thin. It was augmented with Altered Energy, to reduce kinetic effect. A blade would cut it to ribbons. Dodging these attacks, that was easy. As he danced, he made sure to move closer to the monster. Moving closer meant he had less time to dodge, and the tendrils started to come closer to him.


  [Watch it, you’re walking a thin line here.]


  As more tendrils were formed, there was more surface area for the barrier to cover. As a result, the part of the barrier near the creature’s head grew weaker, and the crack itself started to grow larger. Jin had a new problem now, however. Swimming in the sea of tendrils, there was no room to jump and attack the crack again. It was all he could do to dodge the constant attacks. Jin brought the tip of the spear down to the ground, and he spun in a circle, kicking up sparks in a ring around him. The sparks quickly grew and turned into a blaze of fire, rising up to surround him in a cyclone. The tendrils shied away from the fire, but not because it was damaging. It was just new. It hadn’t been adapted for yet.


  Jin took the opportunity to jump again, assisted by his boots, and brought his spear down on the crack. It hit dead center, and tore through the crack, lodging itself in the monster’s body. The crack now grew at a rapid pace, over the entire barrier. With a blinding flash, it shattered. For a moment, Jin thought the fight was won.


  The fight was over, and Jin had lost. He hung from his spear, lodged harmlessly in the monster’s head. Piercing his stomach, he felt a single black tendril, pulsing with purple lights. Looking slowly down at it, he wondered how it had happened. It must have been drawing him in to attack the crack. Maybe it had been letting him dodge as he got closer, ready to strike when he jumped. It didn’t matter, though. His body flinched as another tendril tore through his armor and appeared on the other side of his body. Feeling himself weakening, he let his hands fall free from the spear.


  [Jin…] The voice, it was the first time he had heard him sound worried. Not just worried, but sad. He knew, just as well as Jin, that the fight was over. Blood dripped to the ground in a pool beneath Jin as he hung from the tendrils.


  “I’m sorry.” He whispered, coughing, blood dripping from his mouth. “I never did get it for you.”


  [I don’t care. Jin. You’re dying.]


  “I can tell.” Jin laughed, between coughs. He came to this part of town to buy a bag of his favorite tea. Now he was dying. “It’s funny, you know.”


  [Not with my sense of humor.]


  “Maybe funny isn’t the right word.” He chuckled, and then he screamed in agony as one of the tendrils pulled loose, and the other flung him aside. Once again, he landed just by the hole in the bedroom of the house nearby.


  The boy thoughtlessly ran up to him. “Oh, shit.” He knelt down, and started putting pressure on Jin’s wounds. It wouldn’t do any good. The kid needed to run away, or he was going to die too.


  Just up the street, the monster was approaching. Without its barrier, it was mocking Jin. As it pulled its tendrils back into itself, it became larger once more. Jin had come so close. So few people could say they had bagged a Thrall alone. Jin wasn’t one of them.


  “Get out of here, kid. It’ll kill you.” He coughed, trying to keep his eyes open.


  “If I leave you, you’ll die.” He said, his voice cracked, it shuddered, he was scared.


  “I’m dead already.” Jin weakly raised his hand and put it on his chest, wrapping it around the boy’s. “No reason for us both to die. Get out of here.”


  [Sorry it had to end up like this. If I could do anything…]


  “Whoever you get next, have him find her. Make sure she’s okay.” Jin coughed, and the boy held pressure, hoping he could get help soon.


  [Easier said than done.]


  “You’re going to fight me on this, right now?”


  [She could be anywhere…Okay, I’ll try.]


  Jin looked up at the boy with glassy eyes, as the world grew dimmer. If he didn’t leave, the monster was going to kill him. He tried to yell at the boy, but he couldn’t work up more than a rasp now.


  [Jin.] was the last word he heard, echoing in his head, as the world went dark. Everything got colder. He felt the boy’s hand around his, slipping away. He wasn’t sure what was supposed to happen next.


  For a while, he sat in silence. Cold, and dark. The darkness around him was more nothingness than just darkness. Then there was a light, and a hand held out to him. Offering. He accepted, and then he was gone.


  * * *


  He was gone. The man was dead, and there was now a large monster rushing towards his house. Isaac wasn’t a fighter, he was a delivery boy. He carried things from one end of the city to the other. Thralls were something on the news, they didn’t happen to him. But the fact remained, there was a monster and it was going to attack him. Not just him, but his home. His family. Near the man’s body was a spear. The only weapon around.


  Through the hole in his wall, he could see the monster getting closer. Another Collar would show up soon, and they’d take care of it. They had to. That was their job, to protect people like him. The telltale band around the man’s neck proved he was a Collar, and so that meant another must be on his way. They wouldn’t let a monster rampage through the city like that.


  He reached a hand out towards the spear, but he paused. He didn’t know how to fight. If he grabbed the spear, he would die. His only choice was to run, but he was too scared to do even that. He was stuck where he was, his hands covered in blood. More blood than he had ever seen at once. Isaac wasn’t a fighter.


  His body was frail; he was built like a mouse. The middle child, he’d never been able to stand up to anyone. His older siblings were the strong ones, and his younger were the ones who needed the attention. His hands shook as the monster drew closer, its thick tendrils tearing through the street, rending the metal. It seemed to exist only to destroy.


  Isaac had never stood up for anything in his life. He didn’t exist for any purpose. He just was. His hand grew closer to the spear. If he could get a hit in, maybe he could scare it away before it got to his family. The deceased Collar before him had managed to destroy its barrier. Fighting was crazy. He was a delivery boy. He should have run away. The man in front of him was dead, and if he didn’t do anything now, his death would be for nothing. If he wasn’t fighting for his own purpose, then maybe he could fight for someone else’s.


  He grabbed the spear.


  Nothing quite went how he expected. In his head, he was going to grab the spear and run heroically towards the monster, impaling it. He would be a hero. You’re always a hero in your head. Instead, that didn’t happen at all. Instead, he found himself somewhere different. One moment, he was in his room, facing down the monster. The next, without so much as a blink, he was in a dark place. It was hard to focus on anything, but he appeared to be in a desert. It was night time. Everything had a strange blue tint to it, as if the air was filled with a blue smoke. Nothing looked perfectly solid, either, as if he could pass right through it. Yet his feet were planted on solid ground.


  It was quiet there; the monster was nowhere to be seen. The spear was still in his hands, but he dropped it, and it clattered on the ground noisily, breaking the silence. Isaac decided that it felt like he simply wasn’t entirely there. Half of him was back in his room, half of him was in this new place. That must be why everything looked so strange. Then he noticed the wolf.


  “What do you think you’re doing?” his deep voice practically snarled.


  Isaac turned forward, now noticing the large wolf-creature clearly. On four paws, he could have been a normal wolf, if he wasn’t so large. The animal stood almost equal to Isaac in height, and he could see the muscles even through the thick, gnarly fur. Eyes the color of a roaring flame flickered as he blinked, keeping his gaze on Isaac. Instead of answering, he fell back in surprise, and tried to crawl away. With a swift movement and a loud snarl, the wolf batted the spear away and advanced on Isaac. He caught him with ease and pressed his large forepaw to his chest, pinning him in place. The wolf growled deeply now, as he held the boy. How could he be so lucky? He had traded one monster for another. Fear pounded in his chest. He was unaware of the control the wolf was using to keep his claws from piercing bare flesh.


  “What gives you the right to touch that weapon? Its legendary, you’re…” The wolf looked up and down at the Isaac. Self-consciously, Isaac finally noticed that he was missing most of his uniform. All that remained were his form fitting underclothes. Disgust twisted the wolf’s muzzle, “…pathetic.”


  The spear. The warrior had been a Collared. This must be his Indicia. “I didn’t…I’m sorry. I was just trying to defend myself.” He tried to squirm under the heavy weight of the wolf, but that caused the claws to dig in more, so he sat still.


  The wolf laughed in Isaac’s face, his incredible teeth inches from the boy. His breath was hot, and not entirely pleasant. Isaac turned his head slightly away from the long muzzle and sharp fangs. “You couldn’t lift a twig from a tree, let alone a real weapon. Trying to fight a Thrall? You don’t have a pact.” The wolf used his free paw to force Isaac’s head to the side, inspecting his neck. “You’d have died if you fought that Thrall. Leave the fighting to the warriors.”


  Isaac leaned his head back further, away from the growling wolf. “I had to try. I couldn’t just run away.”


  “Running might have saved your life. Jin told you to run a couple of times. Why didn’t you?” The wolf leaned closer, not allowing Isaac to lean away.


  So the warrior’s name was Jin. He died trying to save Isaac and his family. “I was at home. The Thrall was coming my way. My family…my family! It could be killing them right now.” He struggled harder now, against the wolf, claws digging deeper into his skin now.


  The wolf had no trouble overpowering the kid, holding him still. He enjoyed exercising his power over the weaker boy, something he hadn’t gotten to do in awhile.


  “What were you going to do? Why do you keep trying to fight things that are so much stronger than you?”


  “I don’t know, I don’t usually fight. If it was just me, I would’ve run away.” Isaac’s speaking was more strained now as heavier pressure was applied.


  The wolf shook his head and sighed at the foolishness of youth. The boy wanted to be a hero, to prove himself when he had no skills to back it up. He didn’t even have muscle tone. Or pants. “Then look around. You’re alone now. Run. You can’t protect anyone.” The wolf said with some lingering anger, but a growing sense of sadness underlining his final words, growing with each until he finally lifted his bandaged paw off the boy’s chest.


  Standing up, the boy looked around. He wasn’t even sure how to go home. He took a step after the wolf. “Hey, are you okay?” For the first time, he noticed various bandages and wounds on the wolf. His Collar had just died, of course he wasn’t okay.


  “What is your problem? You got a death wish? I said run away, boy.” The wolf half-growled and half-sighed, nursing over a wounded forepaw. As he padded away, Isaac saw two rather large gashes on his back, unbandaged.


  “Do you know how to get back to where I came from? I don’t know how I got here…” Isaac took another hesitant step towards the wolf.


  “Nope. Not my problem. Just keep running. It’s all you’re good for.”


  The boy swallowed hard and stared down the wolf. “I’m not running out into the desert.” He tried to sound confident, and it almost worked. He approached the wolf now, arms falling to his side. It was hard to sound confident in his underwear. He blushed. He crossed his fingers, hoping the wolf wouldn’t tear him open when he got close.


  “You are if you want to live. Because you aren’t staying here.” The wolf growled at the continued approach of the foolish human child. Figuring he needed a bit more motivation, he reached over with his large paw, catching Isaac square in the chest, he pushed him back. Not hitting. Not striking. Not clawing. A push, with excellent restraint to keep from damaging the boy, probably the best possible outcome after approaching an injured wolf.


  Isaac was pushed back easily by the wolf. He stood, now, staring. He waited, quietly. Then he had an idea. He walked over instead to the discarded spear, and he picked it up. He had hoped it would return him home, but it hadn’t. It was just heavy, and cold, and empty.


  In a flash the downed wolf was up on his paws, smoke practically flaring from his nostrils as he jumped over to smack the improperly held weapon from the boy’s grip, snarling deeper than he ever had before. “I warned you, pup. Do not disgrace this legendary weapon with your pathetic, unworthy fingers. Touch it again. and I will kill you.”


  The boy stumbled back. “What makes me so unworthy? I was willing to fight. Isn’t that what it takes to be a warrior? I want to protect my family. I want to save them. If I don’t hurry, they’ll die. So help me. Please.”


  The wolf continued pressing forward, still angry about the boy touching Jin’s spear, “The will to fight? Great. It means nothing–” the wolf emphasized with another push, “If you don’t have the skill–” a shove, “or ability to use it. You’re weak.”, a push, “Useless.”, a jab, “I help warriors fight better. I don’t help children to be men.” The wolf stopped now, satisfied with the distance he’d guided the boy away. “Learn now while you still have the time. No matter how much you want to save the things you care about, you can’t protect them all.”


  At this, the boy felt something he had never felt before. A flash in his belly, something driving him on, something that made him make the next mistake in his current string of awful mistakes. Nothing had ever made him so angry. He struck out at the wolf, weak and uncoordinated, but he swung his arm out as hard as he could.


  The wolf blinked in surprise, caught off guard by the pipsqueak’s strike. Weak, yes. Uncoordinated, yes. Painful? No. But he did land a strike, which was something very few could claim. There was definitely a moment of confusion in the air, for both. Isaac wasn’t sure what would happen next as the wolf stared him down.


  In the end, fiery rage won out. “No. Like this.” It was the only warning Isaac had as his paw came up to give a real blow, completely intending to knock the boy right off his feet. Isaac didn’t have time to react.


  Isaac had never been struck before, not like that. He’d been on the losing side of a fight or two, in school. He’d fallen off his bike at speed. He’d been on the wrong side of an argument with his drunk of a father. He’d never been hit like this before. He was thrown into the air and fell back, crashing roughly to the ground, where he slid a short distance. He stayed where he landed, his entire body hurting, though he wasn’t sure how. Sprawled out on the ground, he couldn’t have known how pathetic he looked.


  Watching the boy go flying, the wolf especially loved the skid across the dirt. A tiny part of him concerned that he may have used too much force, even holding himself back, but the overwhelming feeling was the same as the satisfaction of swatting an irritating fly. He looked at the pathetic heap sprawled out on the ground and snorted. That should have been enough to teach the boy that running is always better if you can’t fight. He enjoyed the sight for a few more seconds before returning to his wounds, sure this time that the boy wouldn’t bother him again.


  Groaning, Isaac pressed his hands against the ground, forcing himself up. He ached now, he couldn’t take much more. But the wolf could make him strong. He couldn’t give up, he couldn’t run away. He pushed himself to a sitting position and watched after the wolf. Then, slowly, he carefully stood and approached the wolf once more. “I know you can make me strong. You’re an Indicia. You can give me strength. I’m not leaving.”


  Incredulously, the wolf turned his irritated eyes back to the boy. “I can, but I won’t. I don’t give strength. I amplify strength. You’ve got nothing to begin with. Bugger off, kid.”


  Looking now at the wounds on the wolf’s back, the boy stepped close enough to touch them. He reached out and hovered his hand close. The wolf was a warrior, he was used to injuries. But they still looked like they hurt. “Don’t you have anyone to help with these injuries? Anyone…” He looked at the spear on the ground, and he stopped talking. The wolf was hurting from more than physical wounds.


  The wolf tensed as Isaac’s hand grew close, ready to strike. But Isaac didn’t touch, so the wolf remained still as well. “No.” The wolf answered with a gruff, curt reply. It was a ‘no’ that meant ‘not anymore.’


  In an attempt to be comforting, Isaac placed his hand gently on the wolf’s back. Another mistake.


  The wolf snarled at the touch, wondering how the boy could be so stupid. Sweeping backwards with a hind leg, he knocked Isaac once again onto his ass.


  Once more, the boy forced himself to stand up. “I don’t know where to go. Right now, all I know is that you’re standing in front of me. If I go, you’ll be alone. Just you. And Jin’s death will mean nothing, because me and my family will still die.”


  Another loud grow, and the wolf turned around to deliver a hateful glare back at the boy. “Don’t talk about him. You’re not good enough to talk about him.” The wolf retorted, intentionally ignoring the truth of Isaac’s words.


  Without thinking, Isaac responded. “Not good enough? He’s dead. His blood is all over my bedroom. I can talk about him all I want.”


  This was possibly a poor choice of words. The wolf lunged at Isaac, actual flames dancing in his eyes as he tackled the boy once more, pinning the weak frame as a circle of fire burst forth around the pair, manifested rage roaring out in fiery anger.


  Convinced now that he had taunted the wolf too much, Isaac waited to die. The boy winced at the flames, they were spinning around them, a whirling firestorm. He wasn’t sure what else he could have expected, after taunting such a creature. So he waited to die.


  “Why do you want me to kill you, pup? For someone who cares so much about the loss of life that means nothing to them, you seem to care nothing about your own. Let a warrior rest in peace.” It was strange, glowing red eyes like burning coals, manifested rage consuming the wolf and anything nearby, yet it also seemed to provide a lucid moment for the lupine.


  “I don’t want you to kill me. I want you to see that I’ve got something to offer. I just need your help.” Isaac spoke slowly, confidently, in the face of the enraged creature.


  “How? You can’t fight. What do you expect me to do? Make a new pact so soon after my old one…To a kid who can barely lift a weapon. The Thrall can crush men and warriors who make the slightest mistake. I share power. I can’t grant miracles.” The wolf explained, still oddly calm for glowing eyes and circling flames that slowly encroached closer and closer, though the fire in his eyes seemed to be softening.


  Isaac had an idea. “If I die, you’ll be free again. If I don’t, then your friend’s death means something. I don’t see how you could lose here.”


  “Well, besides feeling the same pain as you, and feeling your death when you inevitably die.” The wolf went silent a moment, and then he leaned in close, locking eyes with Isaac. “You think you can do something useful? Fine, you get one chance. Prove you’re not as useless as you look. Roll over.” The wolf growled, lifting his paw just enough for Isaac to roll, but not to stand.


  Isaac didn’t move. “Roll over?”


  “Do you want the pact?” The wolf asked, waiting still for Isaac to obey.


  With a nod, the boy rolled himself over, so his belly was now in the dirt. Nervous now, his breathing picked up slightly. He couldn’t see the wolf anymore, but he felt the large creature standing above him. He flinched when he felt the wolf’s paw on his upper back, as he felt the claws slide down his spine menacingly, causing him to twitch all the way. Passing his waist, the claws caught on his underwear, and tore through the fabric, leaving Isaac completely nude as the tattered cloth fell to the ground.


  “Kneel.” The wolf commanded, stepping back to allow Isaac to move freely.


  Isaac felt exposed, more nervous than he had before, as he placed his hands on the ground and pushed himself up onto his knees, kneeling as he had been commanded.


  The wolf sat behind the boy, still looming over him, the flames kept them in a tight circle together. The wolf reached his paws around Isaac, and he was surprised that they were now more like hands. Holding his furry paws up in front of the boy, a collar materialized itself in between his open palms, having real weight once it was manifested.


  “Do you accept the pact, runt?” the wolf asked, hardly able to believe for himself that he was asking that question to such a human. “These bonds will connect us until you die.”


  “I accept. I accept the pact. “ Isaac said, nodding.


  The furry hands came down, locking the collar in place around the boy’s neck, letting it rest for just a moment before pressing down on the collar firmly. Pressure built, and it became painful, Isaac was sure he couldn’t breathe as the collar tightened around his neck. The collar seemed to then pass right through the skin, lodging itself inside his flesh with it’s blue color standing vibrantly out of the boy’s nude skin like a vivid tattoo.


  “It’s done.. And now, you must learn that even though we may share the same body at times, this collar proves you are mine.” Growling out the last word, the hefty paws grabbed Isaac’s shoulders and forced him face first into the ground. This left his kneeling ass higher up in the air, putting him in a submissive position. Isaac tried to struggle, but the paws were strong enough to hold him.


  The wolf held the boy down easily, enjoying the power he held quite thoroughly, especially when he pulled one hand away, sure that he could hold Isaac with a single hand. Flames danced nearby, as his free paw grasped at his exposed sheath. He caressed himself, coaxing his length from the sheath, enjoying the warmth and his control over the boy. First the vibrant red tip of the wolf’s length slipped free, and more emerged as he massaged himself.


  Even with his face in the dirt, the boy was able to put together what was happening. He struggled hopelessly, this wasn’t what he had agreed to. He could hardly move, the wolf was too strong.


  Once the wolf was fully erect, he moved forward, guiding his rigid member right up to the tailless hole, reveling in the warmth as bare flesh connected with bare flesh. His other paw came up to rejoin in holding Isaac’s face into the dirt. “Let’s see what you’re good for.” The wolf growled, leaning forward to press his dripping erection right against Isaac’s hole, not holding back, putting just enough pressure to penetrate.


  Isaac breathed frantically as he felt the wolf’s length in him, unaware that his squirming was merely encouraging. The wolf wasn’t used to one this young and tight, his tongue lolled out the side of his mouth as he gaped in pleasure, pressing deeper into the boy.


  The boy cried out into the dirt as the wolf entered him. He was a virgin, or had been, of both genders. He certainly never thought he’d end up like this. It had never crossed his mind. He howled as loud as he could, muffled by the dirt.


  The wolf growled in pleasure this time as the boy’s hot insides gripped tightly around his shaft. He continued to press deeper and deeper, not satisfied until he could bury himself all the way to the balls in the boy’s ass, taking his virginity by force and enjoying every second of it. “Not bad. Maybe you’re not completely useless after all.”


  Isaac’s face burned with embarrassment, his ass burned with splitting pain as the wolf took him.


  The boy wasn’t very talkative anymore, but that didn’t matter. He didn’t need to hear words to fuck the boy. He leaned forward further, dark frame encompassing the boy’s small body as his teeth bit down on the back of Isaac’s neck, not enough to pierce or kill, but holding him still face down in the dirt and freeing up his paws, finding the new position much more comfortable to begin thrusting. He gripped the boy’s thighs as he pushed in and out with a quick rhythm.


  Isaac squeaked when he felt the jaws on his neck. With his muscles tensed, they hurt, so he tried instead to relax. It wasn’t easy, given the situation, but he tried.


  The wolf’s cock throbbed deep inside the boy, moving faster when he heard Isaac squeal. The boy did finally learn to relax, and it made it easier for his thick shaft to thrust in. “Beg for it, boy. Beg for the pact you want so bad.” The wolf taunted, jaws drooling onto Isaac’s neck, wolf cock constantly rutting even as he felt his knot starting to form.


  Isaac struggled to speak with his face in the dirt. “Please…help me. Please…share your strength.” He managed to grunt through the earth.


  The wolf moaned in pleasure and power, shaft throbbing once more as the quick rutting thrusts gained renewed vigor, and he drilled himself over and over into that tailless tail hole. Finally working himself closer to the edge, he sacrificed the speed of his rhythm to begin thrusting harder. His plump knot was beginning to form inside Isaac, stretched the boy from the inside. His forceful thrusts rocked Isaac’s small frame as the knot grew larger. The wolf howled out as the intense pressure around his knot finally pushed him over the edge, and his balls drew up, cock quickly erupting in burst after burst of potent wolf cum, coating Isaac’s insides. The collar on Isaac’s neck began to glow brighter with a fiery white light, sealing the pact between them as they were tied together in both body and mind.


  Isaac yelled once more as the wolf tied him, trying his best to relax as he felt himself being filled by his Indicia’s cum. It was warm, almost hot, burning inside, though not painfully. The collar was warm around his neck as it glowed; reminding him if the power that now bonded them. He huffed as the wolf’s knot sat inside of him, as the wolf stopped rocking and now simply slumped atop him.


  Then they sat for a while, mostly in silence, broken only by the occasional huff from either the boy or the wolf. The wolf lay on top of Isaac’s body like a large furry blanket. Isaac sat patiently as the knot rested inside of him, and was surprised to find that the wolf’s fur was comfortable, a pleasant sensation to help offset the pain from his rear. The boy was most surprised to find a pool of cum below him. He didn’t remember coming to climax himself, but he was hard and dripping his seed on the ground. As they rested, the circling flames began to fade, and eventually they flickered away completely. Isaac didn’t want to end the silence. Speaking would acknowledge what had just happened. At the moment, he could simply sit, albeit at the wolf’s mercy, but it didn’t require any action on his part. That aspect of it, at least, was pleasant. He’d been used by the wolf, and now he could relax. But when they parted, and he had to turn around and face what had happened, that required doing.


  Eventually his thoughts drifted back to his family, and he almost flinched. He’d managed to forget about the danger they were in. He had meant to use his new power to save them, but there was no way he’d get there in time. He didn’t even know how to get home. Indicia lived in another world, he knew that much. If he wanted answer, he was going to have to question the wolf who was on top of him. He noticed the wolf’s arms draped over him, and glanced up. When he had first arrived, the wolf had been walking on four legs, much like a normal wolf, except much larger. Now he appeared to have changed shape, with longer arms and paws like hands.


  “What happens now?” Isaac asked quietly.


  The wolf took a moment to respond. “My name is Tyloki. You are now permanently bonded to me. Because of this bond, you can now share in my magic. Try it. Hold out your hand and think of the thing that enrages you the most.”


  Isaac hadn’t been enraged in quite some time. Rage wasn’t his favorite emotion; it wasn’t one he was used to feeling. So at first, he couldn’t think of anything that made him angry. First he thought of his father, but he skipped over the memory, it was more fear than rage. Then he recalled the Thrall attacking his home, and felt a spark of anger in his belly. It was a new sensation, and he suspected it was being amplified by his connection to the much more violent wolf. Nonetheless, as he held out his hand, a small candle flame flared up in his palm. It was easy to do, like he’d always known how to do it.


  “A flame.” Isaac said, carefully concentrating on the dancing red flame. “Doesn’t really suit me.”


  “I know, that part is me.” Tyloki placed his paw underneath Isaac’s hand, palm up, and the flame shot into the air in a swirling pillar. When Tyloki pulled his hand back, it died back down to a small flare. “You’re in my world, using my power. You’ll have to find how my magic interacts with your body and soul, back in your world.”


  “So I’ll be able to fight the Thrall, and save my family.” Isaac said, letting the fire die.


  “In theory.” Tyloki said, showing his lack of confidence in the boy.


  “So what are we waiting for?” The situation had clearly slipped Isaac’s mind.


  Tyloki lifted his hips up, letting the thick bulb of his knot pull on the boy, handling a large part of the explanation. The wolf growled in pleasure as he did, not minding the position he was in. ”If you really want me to pull out now, I can. But I don’t think you do.”


  Isaac’s face burned red, his sore rear hurting more as Tyloki pulled, but it did elicit a small twitch from his own cock. “No, I’ll wait. So, then, tell me more about being a…Collared.” He said the word as if it was a swear.


  Tyloki smirked at the boy’s embarrassment, his foolishness, and how quickly he decided to just wait it out. “You don’t know? You joined into a life pact with a creature from another world, and you didn’t even know how it worked? Don’t you humans have a Registry for this sort of thing?”


  “We do, but Collars aren’t the best at sharing. All I know are the rumors, and so far,” Isaac looked down at himself, naked, in the dirt, underneath the afterglow of a wolf creature, “they haven’t been very accurate.”


  “Oi, this was a mistake. You don’t know anything. Listen, pup.” Tyloki sighed, audibly. Isaac nodded, to confirm he was listening closely. “Now that we’re linked, I can join you in your world, and grant you the use of my power.


  “Your magic, it’s what lets Collars fight Thralls.” Isaac suddenly grinned from ear to ear. “So that makes you sort of like my pet.”


  Tyloki reached a paw over and smacked Isaac’s upside his head, not being careful or gentle about it. “Wrong way around, kid. You’re my pet. You wear my collar.” The wolf emphasized this point with another tug on his knot, which earned him a yelp from Isaac.


  Isaac whimpered, he hoped that the knot would be deflated soon, and he would be free. “What do you get out of this?”


  “Usually, a warrior’s body.” Tyloki said curtly.


  Isaac didn’t answer. He just leaned back against the wolf’s large frame It was true, he wasn’t a warrior. What the wolf had just gotten, that was all he was likely to get. If Tyloki was aware he had hurt Isaac’s feelings, he didn’t seem to care. Instead, the silence returned, and the waiting continued. Isaac thought it felt like the knot was starting to shrink, but he wasn’t sure. Without thinking, he dropped his hand to Tyloki’s furred leg, and he started to pet. It was like petting a dog, except it was much larger. Tyloki flinched when he felt the hand, and Isaac thought he might get hit again. Instead, Tyloki merely tensed, causing a throb in his length. Isaac tensed up at the throbbing knot, and suddenly, another important thought occurred to him.


  “Do all Indicia… do…uh…this?”


  Tyloki grinned now, showing off his incredible fangs. He enjoyed the squeezing caused by Isaac tensing. “Of course. If you want the pact to be strong, you need a strong physical connection.”


  “That’s not common knowledge.” Isaac said, musing about the Collars. It was no surprise that they kept something like this a secret. “Just once, though, right? The pact is formed.”


  Tyloki let out a laugh, so deep it could have turned into a howl. With that, his softening knot slipped from Isaac’s rear. He stood and dusted himself off unceremoniously, most of his softening cock still hanging lewdly between his legs. “Oh, yes. Your kind still finds the act to be embarrassing. Just once? For now.” Bending down, he placed his paws on Isaac’s shoulder and lifted the boy to his feet. “But you’re mine whenever I want you.”


  Isaac wobbled as he dusted himself off. His legs felt weak and he felt violated. “Do you have any clothes?”


  Tyloki blatantly ignored the question. With a flick of his wrist, a pillar of flame kicked Jin’s spear off the ground, and it swiftly flew to Tyloki’s paw. He held it out towards Isaac. “Can you even lift this?”


  Reaching out for it, Isaac thought he’d be fine. As Tyloki let it go into his grasp, he struggled to hold it still. He certainly couldn’t hold it like weapon. Tyloki quickly took the spear back from Isaac’s hands. He carefully put it on the ground, and then crossed his arms as he looked at Isaac.


  Isaac stood, uncomfortable, as the wolf looked him over. He knew he wasn’t much to look at, no muscle or fat. Just skin and bones. He winced when Tyloki sighed.


  Tyloki held out his paws, palms up. In his grasp, a small flame began to flicker into existence. It grew, becoming a respectable fire in his paws. It then began to swirl, like a tornado, forming a ring of fire. Isaac watched closely, the bright red flames adding a more natural light to the blue tint of the Indicia’s world. The fire spun, and sparked, and flickered. And then it flared up, brightly, before dying out completely. In Tyloki’s paws now rested what appeared to be a strip of leather.


  “Take this. It’s your protection.” He held out the leather.


  Isaac stepped closer and reached out timidly. It was a collar, just like one you’d put on a pet. A dark leather with a gold metal clasp. He stared at it for a moment, and then looked back to Tyloki. The gesture he received told him to put it around his neck, so he did. He fit it firmly, just tight enough to fit a few fingers underneath.


  “You can’t fight, so that will be better than a weapon.”


  Isaac nodded solemnly, and stepped once more, standing directly in front of Tyloki now. “I’m still going to die, most likely.”


  “Yeah.”


  “You’re probably the last…person…I’m going to see.” Isaac started to reach his hand up to touch Tyloki’s arm, but he let it fall instead.


  “Then why are you going?” Tyloki asked, as if it should be an obvious question.


  “I can’t stay here forever.” Isaac said, as though he knew he had to go fight. The truth was that he simply wanted to go back to how life was the day before. He couldn’t stay, because that would mean admitting his life was different now.


  “No, but at least you can live a few moments longer here.”


  “Being alive here doesn’t look much like living.” Isaac gestured around them to the arid blue desert.


  “You assume the entire world is like this. Ignorant child.” Tyloki shook his head. “When you get back, you’ll have to move quickly.”


  “How do I get back?” Isaac asked, finally ready to fight.


  “Just say the word.”


  “I’m ready.” Isaac said, and then the world was fire, and then the world was dark.


  * * *


  And then he was right back in his room, the monster was quickly approaching. The spear was still in his hand. His new collar was still around his neck, as was the blue band that marked him as a Collared. He also noted that his pants were back, a small blessing.


  [Go get ‘im, tiger.] Tyloki said mockingly, Isaac heard it in his head, as if it was something he thought.


  Isaac still wasn’t sure what to do. He stared the monster down. In a flash, a tendril flew past Isaac’s head, narrowly missing him. The next was better aimed, and it sped towards his chest. Before it could hit him, however, a blue light barrier appeared, and the tendril bounced off, ineffective. Another tendril, but it also proved unable to pierce the barrier. Isaac had thought that Tyloki’s power manifested as fire or sparks, but here it was as a protective barrier instead.


  [The blue light, that’s you. It’s how my power interacts with you.]


  “You know what I’m thinking?” Isaac thought, assuming Tyloki could hear him.


  [Of course I do. Every bit of it.]


  Isaac felt more empowered than he ever had. He was untouchable. The looming black monster was no match for his new magic. Something deep inside encouraged him to move, and it quelled his fear. It made him fight. The spear was heavy, a burden in his hands, but one he had chosen to take on. He held it up and felt his feet move forward.


  Time after time, the monster tried to pierce the barrier with its pointed tendrils, and each one bounced off uselessly. Isaac started walking, and then picked up his pace, fueled by a new fire in his belly. As he got closer, the monster became desperate, throwing as many tendrils as it could at him. Pointlessly resisting.


  [That collar will protect you.]


  Isaac nodded in agreement, picking up the pace as he stared to run, holding the spear out in front of him. He wasn’t sure why, but he started to shout. The only way to move now was forward. He knew things would be different from here on out, but he was alive. He could fight, he’d find a reason. His own reason was simply because he didn’t want to die.


  Now the monster changed tactics, crisscrossing its tendrils before itself, it created a makeshift shield. The tip of the spear hit the tendrils, and Isaac pressed harder. He wasn’t strong, he wasn’t sure he could force his way through the wall of flesh. On top of that, the monster’s purple barrier had already begun to reform. As Isaac pushed forward, shouting as loud as he could, the blue barrier that protected him began to form around the tip of the spear. No, it didn’t just do that on its own. He did it. He put the barrier on the spear. He pushed as hard as he could, and the monster pushed back.


  The tip of the spear began to bend, but Isaac didn’t give. He felt the fire in his belly build, anger towards the monster for threatening him and his family. Anger for the lost warrior nearby. The anger built to rage, and the energy on the spear grew stronger. The tip snapped, breaking under the strain of the magic. The shaft of the spear, however, remained, and with a blue flourish, it broke through the monster’s shield, impaling its upper body. Isaac pushed the energy through the shaft, into the creature, and it blasted through the back of the monster like a beam. The creature flailed and fell back, letting out an unnatural noise, a mixture between a roar and the screech of a machine. Isaac stood above it, victorious. The monster would surely die.


  Instead, the monster began to turn into a dark black smoke, drifting off into the air.


  [Thralls aren’t killed that easily. They just retreat, endlessly. You can’t stop it.]


  “There has to be a way.” Isaac pleaded, swinging the spear’s shaft at the smoke fruitlessly.


  [Give it up, kid. It’s gone.]


  Dropping the spear, Isaac backed up until he felt a wall behind him. Then he slid to the ground, his hands rising to the collar that was around his neck. His breath quickened, he could hardly control it. The bright sun above was almost blinding. What had he done? He’d given himself as a pet to a wolf who he didn’t know anything about.


  [No use regretting it now, kid. You did what you had to, and so will I. It’s about survival. We do what we have to, to stay alive.]


  “What’s that supposed to mean?” Isaac asked, but there was no reply. He heard shouting in the distance, and looked up to see another Collar approaching from down the street. Closing his eyes, he ignored the other mage, who ran past him to check on Jin’s body nearby. The rest of the day was a blur. He went through the motions, explaining what had happened to the Collar who had come to help. He was hardly aware of anything that was asked of him, all he heard was his agreement, over and over again.


  I accept.


  Two words that would change everything. He was Collared now.


  Chapter 2 – Morning


  Staring into the mirror, Isaac tried to keep his eyes off of the wolf with the flickering red eyes that stood behind him, looming. The boy was smaller than the wolf, with light blond hair in contrast to the wolf’s dark grays and blacks. His eyes were the color of the sky, without a hint of flame in them. Instead, they were pools of icy water, shimmering in the sun.


  [I know. They look just as weak as the rest of you.]


  Isaac ignored the wolf’s comment. He was sitting in front of the mirror, his work uniform hanging off a hook on the wall nearby. He leaned on the night stand, blinking at the image in the reflection. Tyloki was as large as two of him, and his muzzle seemed to be stuck in a perpetual scowl. Even with his mouth closed, Isaac could still see the frightening fangs it contained, at least in his mind’s eye. In some ways, Isaac thought, the wolf was more intimidating than the Thrall.


  [That scared already, boy?]


  “I’m not scared.” Isaac said, keeping his gaze fixed on Tyloki’s smoldering eyes.


  [Ah. I see. Just imagining me on your back again. Holding your pathetic body down by the scruff and taking what little worth your life might have to offer?]


  “No.”, was the boy’s curt reply, but he looked down, away from the wolf’s reflection. The truth was, he wasn’t sure what he thought about it.


  [It’s getting you hard right now just thinking about it.]


  The boy closed his eyes, swallowing hard as he tried not to think about what happened the day before.


  [Oh. Now you’re resisting. You couldn’t wait to give your ass up yesterday.]


  “It’s not going to happen again!” Isaac shouted defiantly, lifting his hand to strike at the mirror. He was angry, which he wasn’t used to. He wasn’t sure how to handle it. Catching himself before he hit the glass, he lowered his hand to the desk and took a deep breath, trying to calm himself.


  The wolf’s eyes glinted as the boy filled with rage, the ever-present scowl smirking as he prepared to strike, silently taunting him, daring Isaac to strike him in the reflective glass.


  “It was a one time thing. I had to do it. I wont let you do that again.” Isaac said, breathing slowly. He looked back up and once again locked eyes with Tyloki’s reflection.


  [How do you plan to stop me?] came the calm, confident, completely assured reply.


  To this, Isaac had no answer. He wanted to kick himself, despising his own helplessness, and for the dark corners of his mind that wanted the wolf to do it again.


  [That’s right. I can take you any time I please. You wear my collar, boy. Don’t forget how power works around here. Just learn your place. Accept what you’ve become. Accept your place in life. Remember how much you came last time. Just from being put in your place.]


  The boy reached up and gently touched the blue tattoo that marked his neck. My only options now are to fight or to run away. I can’t fight. “I’m in my place. And it’s not below you.” He said, though his voice failed to produce the confidence necessary to be convincing.


  [You don’t even believe that yourself.]


  The wolf mocked, actually laughing after that, clearly enjoying the boy’s weak mental struggles against his new place in life while demeaning laughter echoed in Isaac’s mind.


  Anger threatened to spark in Isaac’s belly once more. He shook his head, but he didn’t speak. He stared at Tyloki, still trying to convince himself that this all was real.


  [Not so loud once the truth sinks in, huh, runt?]


  Isaac looked down again, still unsure of what to say. He knew the conversation was over, and if anyone had won, it hadn’t been him.


  [You can sit here all day. I’m not going to go away.]


  “Fine, stay. I just need to figure out what to do with you while I’m at work.” Isaac replied, reaching down to grab a small ring shaped device from the counter in front of him. It was black, with small glowing white circuitry running along its length.


  [I certainly hope you’re better at your day job than at fighting.]


  “I’m very good at my job. I’ve got some of the fastest delivery times out of anyone at InCorp.” Isaac pressed a switch at the side of the ring, and the center of the ring lit up with a white display made of light. Pressing a few of the onscreen buttons, he searched for his work number.


  [When are you going to the Registry?]


  “I’m not going to register.” Isaac said, tapping the button to place a call.


  [What do you mean you’re not going to register? Be a full criminal AND live in this dump?]


  As the call rang through, Isaac spun around on his stool. Tyloki wasn’t behind him, he was only visible in the mirror. “It’s not a dump. And InCorp doesn’t like Collars. I can’t really keep both jobs. So I’m going to stick with the job I have.”


  [The job you have is as a Collared now.]


  Not if I can help it, Isaac thought.


  [Far too late. You’ve already made your choice.]


  “Hey, baby brother. What’s up?” The call was answered, and the screen flashed that the call was active.


  [Baby.] .


  Cause I’m younger than her, Isaac responded in thought, attempting to justify the term.


  [Don’t forget small and helpless.]


  Isaac ignored this. A small hinge on the side allowed him to flip the ring into a semi-circle, and the screen flickered out. Holding the semi-circle to his head, he spoke. “Oh, hey, Sera. I’m not feeling too well. I was hoping I could get the day off.”


  Sera responded with a chirpy, intoxicatingly upbeat tone of voice. “I’m not sure, bro. InCorp is taking care of the repairs to the house. Taking a day off now would look like you’re taking advantage of them.”


  “Taking advantage? A man died in my bedroom yesterday. That isn’t good for a day off?”


  “You had yesterday off. Is something wrong, Is?” Is. Pronounced like a long e, rhymed with fleece. She only called him Is when she felt sorry for him.


  “No. At least the house is getting repaired. I guess Mom dating again paid off, at least.” Isaac replied. Sera was strict, but at least she was family.


  “When are you going to tell me what really happened yesterday, Isaac?” She asked, her tone turning more serious.


  [Yeah. Tell her what you did.]


  “Be quiet.” Isaac snapped, thoughts from the day before once again flashing through his head. He wasn’t going to tell Sera that.


  “What? Isaac, if there is something you’re not telling me…”


  [There’s plenty.]


  “Stop.” Isaac sighed. Stop it, he thought, trying to keep the two conversations in order.


  [Or what?]


  I don’t know. Please, just quit it. Isaac tried to remember what he was saying to Sera. He wasn’t in the mood for an interrogation. Sera worked at InCorp, and if she knew he was Collared, she would be required to report him to HR and the Registry. Neither of which he wanted. “No, not you. I mean, I told you what happened already.”


  [What you told her doesn’t add up. You can’t hide this forever.]


  “I don’t believe you.” She said. After a moment of silence, she returned to her normal cheery self. “Tell you what, I’ll cover you for today. But you’ll have to work a double shift sometime to make up for it.”


  [She’s a sharp one.]


  Isaac sighed and nodded. “That won’t be a problem. Thanks, Sera.” He said goodbye and ended the call, dropping his LINK device on the counter again. The white circuits grew dim as the device went into standby.


  [After trying so hard to hide the truth from her. You don’t think she’ll see the brand?]


  Without speaking, Isaac reached up and tightened the collar around his neck into a choker. It covered the blue brand, but still looked conspicuous. “There, I’ll cover it up.”


  [Chokers a normal part of business attire?]


  “I’ll make it work.” Isaac said, checking the time on his LINK.


  [How appropriate for a wage slave.]


  “It pays the bills.” Isaac lied, he didn’t need the job or the money it provided. He just enjoyed it.


  [No it doesn’t. You can’t lie to me, runt. You enjoy being a slave. In every. Possible. Way.]


  Tyloki’s voice was confident, self-assured. It was annoying.


  “I just want to be normal.” Isaac snapped back, once again feeling that fire deep in his belly.


  [Give up your will, your body, your mind. Be a slave. Let everyone else make all the decisions. You’ll blend right in. Great choice.]


  The boy couldn’t help but give in to the anger now. He lashed out, slamming his fist down on the counter. “Shut up! You don’t know anything about me. I’m not a slave.”


  [I know everything about you Isaac.] The wolf began to smirk again as anger once more began to get the best of Isaac. [I know your secrets. I know your desires, and I know you’re a slave. Just look at your neck. That brand is permanent. Until the day you die. You are my slave. And whenever I wish it, my bitch.]


  “Then you know how much I hate you!” Isaac shouted, as the last words pushed him over the edge, and the fire that was building inside exploded, engulfing his fist as he swung it at the mirror, aiming at Tyloki’s smirking muzzle. The glass shattered, exploding outward and raining down in shards around him. He stood with his fist before him as the flame flickered out, blood dripping from cuts across his knuckles. Breathing slowly, he lowered his hand. He couldn’t see Tyloki anymore, and it appeared as if he was gone for the moment. Now he needed to wash up and get to work.


  He knew that Tyloki was a part of him. Or maybe it was more accurate that he was a part of Tyloki. The wolf was larger than him, more powerful, smarter. He eclipsed him in every way. Isaac was aware that he was useless, and that the words that Tyloki said were true. He was, essentially, a slave. And there was nothing he could do to keep from being the wolf’s…slave?…toy?…What made him angry was that it was the truth, and that he didn’t hate it as much as he wanted to. He felt a warm flash inside at the thought, and had to fight to push it down again.


  Stepping into the bathroom, he started up the shower, making sure the water was suitably warm. He slipped off his underwear and waited for the water to heat up. When it was ready, he climbed into the shower stall and let out a long sigh as the water washed down his body. He felt as if it was cleansing him, removing some dark curse that he had been afflicted with. The fresh cuts on his hand stung as the water rinsed the blood away, but he didn’t mind. It was quiet, just him and his breath and the running water. The first time he had been calm since the morning before.


  The calm didn’t last long, as the water began to quickly heat up. Isaac hadn’t touched the temperature control, but within seconds, the water was nearly scalding. He flinched, trying to step out of the stream and reach the temperature control to turn it down. The knob was in the same place Isaac had left it. He turned it down anyway, but the water remained at the same temperature.


  A grey furred paw came down on top of Isaac’s, gripping the knob, keeping the hand in place and digging its claws into the flesh as it began twisting the control all the way to maximum temperature, trying to heat the water well beyond the scalding point. Isaac tried to pull back, to get out of the hot water, but the hand on the knob was holding onto his hand tightly, keeping him directly in the stream. He wanted to scream, pulling as hard as he could, trying to get out before the water burned him too badly. Looking up, he saw Tyloki standing next to him in the tight confines of the shower stall, holding him under the water.


  “Let go! I’m gonna get burnt!” Isaac shouted, weakly punching Tyloki’s chest with his free hand.


  Tyloki laughed at the weak blow, splashing against his chest as the temperature of the water rose higher. “I like it hot.” The wolf replied calmly, still easily pinning Isaac’s hand against the knob, clearly not about to let him escape.


  Isaac continued to pull, striking Tyloki, until he got tired, letting his free hand fall to his side. He whimpered helplessly, grunting against the pain as the hot water washed over his body.


  “Quit whining.” The wolf growled. “It’s not even that hot. Is this as high as it can go?” He asked, more rhetorically in his disbelief of the pathetic hot water output.


  “Its burning me.” Isaac said, still weakly pulling on his pinned hand, trying to free it from the wolf.


  “No it’s not. You’re just whining.” The wolf states matter-of-factly


  Isaac took a second to think about what Tyloki was saying. When he considered it, he found that the water really wasn’t burning him. It was hot, much hotter than he normally would choose to use, but it wasn’t hurting him like it should be. “What?”


  “You done crying yet?” The wolf asks.


  “I wasn’t crying.” Isaac said, starting to get used to the water.


  “Those weren’t tears in your eyes when you were punching that mirror then?”


  Isaac shook his head, looking down at the floor. The water wasn’t calming anymore, it’s chatter was a reminder of Tyloki, and how weak he was in comparison. Turning away, he stepped out of the shower and grabbed a towel, wrapping it around himself. He heard the water shut off, at least Tyloki had the courtesy to that, and then the large wolf followed him out of the shower, standing behind him. He could feel Tyloki’s large presence behind him, could hear the water dripping to the floor. Everything was so clear, like his senses weren’t clouded anymore. Like he had lived his life in a haze until now.


  “Being a Collar has benefits beyond magic. You have a tougher body, greater resistance to injury, and heightened senses.” Tyloki said in response to Isaac’s thoughts.


  Drying off, the boy didn’t look at Tyloki as he exited the bathroom.


  “So what will you do? You’ve taken the day off of work. What will you do with your time? Hide in this room all day?” Tyloki asked, following the boy into the bedroom. He had his arms crossed over his broad chest.


  Isaac ignored him and got dressed in his work uniform. It was mainly black and white, with red trim and accents. The uniform was technically armor, optimized for swiftness and agility, helpful when delivering across the city. Red circuits pulsed along the uniform, signifying that the effect was active. Red, white, and black were InCorp’s colors, and as a result, most of the city was styled in bright white or gunmetal. “Will everyone be able to see you following me around?”


  “If I choose to be seen.” Tyloki responded, sounding increasingly impatient.


  “Then choose not to be seen, please.” Isaac instructed as he finished getting dressed. He reached a hand up and tousled his hair, perfecting his preferred look.


  When he turned around, Tyloki was gone. With a confident nod, he smiled and started out the door. While InCorp was repairing his house, they were putting him up in a hotel nearby. After the day he’d had before, it was nice not to have to deal with his younger siblings.


  [First you say you want to protect them, now you’re relieved that they’re not around.]


  “That’s how people work. Don’t you have anyone close to you? You can’t stand having someone around all the time.” Isaac thought, making his way to the ground floor and out onto the street.


  [Get used to it.]


  The city of Bastion was designed like a mountain, most of the roads were a gentle incline, ultimately leading up to the Registry at the top of the town. If you didn’t prefer to travel on foot, monorails could take you from the base of the city to the top, and a few stops in between. A crowd was gathered on the street outside the entrance to the hotel, which Isaac found strange. This was mostly a residential area. They were watching a street performer who was busking by performing magic.


  “I guess Collars have to make money somehow.” Isaac said, watching the performer.


  [Most Collars make money fighting Thralls. It’s what Jin did.]


  He had shaggy black hair and striking emerald eyes, and his skin was darkly tanned, giving him an exotic look. Even Isaac found it hard to take his eyes off of the performance. The Collar was currently performing a dance with water, matching the liquid’s movements to his own. The water floated in the air like a river, following obediently along as it was commanded. It reflected the sun, glowing, mesmerizing. Several of the audience pulled out coins to throw in the Collar’s jar. Isaac thought he might have, if he’d had any cash on him.


  It occurred to him now that Collars had been around his entire life, but he had never paid very much attention to them. He’d seen a few Indicia around the city, but he’d never been to the Registry, and so he didn’t know much about the Collars as a whole. They were a fact of life, something he’d never thought would mean much to him. Looking up at the performer, Isaac found their eyes meeting, and their gazes locked. The Collar was staring at him. The day before was a blur, but Isaac thought it might be possible that they had met at the Registry. Either way, he hoped it wasn’t more than a coincidence. Breaking free from the crowd, Isaac started the road, towards the lower half of the city. High above, the tower of the Registry loomed, reminding him of it’s constant presence. An eye at the top of the city, watching ceaselessly.


  The lower one traveled in the city, the closer they got to the city walls. From where he was walking, Isaac could see outside the walls. Nearby, just on the far side, was a blasted landscape. Battlegrounds, where Collars regularly defended the city from Thrall attacks. Beyond that, a forest stretched on until it was stalled by mountains, almost as high as Bastion itself. A single monorail track sped out into the distance, out of sight on the horizon. Isaac had never been outside of the city, he’d never had a reason. It was dangerous in the wilds, Thralls could wander there unimpeded. Most cities had walls to keep them out, at least that was what Isaac learned in school. Most major cities had a Collar Registry, and smaller towns were lucky if they could convince a Collar to move in. For most, the cities were prisons, even if they seemed like sanctuaries.


  As he walked, the sights around him changed, signifying his descent into the lower class area of the city. “It’s been awhile.” Isaac said, looking around the streets where he used to live.


  It wasn’t a bad place to live, it just wasn’t as well kept up as the mid-city. It wasn’t as bright. In some ways, though, it was more alive. The streets were slightly more narrow, and you got used to being close to those around you. More children played in the street, more vendors set up shop, more performers busking on the curb. Seeing a Collar performing on the street in the mid-city had been strange because most Collars would get run off for doing such a thing. Out of the corner of his eye, Isaac thought he glimpsed the exotic Collar again, still putting on a show. When he turned to look, he saw that it was someone else. He was just being paranoid.


  [You’re going to be running for the rest of your life, if you don’t register. And that’s if I don’t turn you in.]


  “I don’t think you will.” Isaac replied nervously, trying to enjoy the street performances as he walked.


  [And why is that?]


  “I figure if you were going to, you would have done it already. Besides, admit it, you want to see what I’m capable of.” The boy said, mentally patting himself on the back. With a plan in place, he felt better, more able to handle Tyloki.


  [I know what you’re worth, runt. It’s not much.]


  Turning down a side street, Isaac left the bustle of the lower-city behind and moved into the quiet calm of the back alleys. The back alleys were tiny streets and walkways connecting the major roads, with many stairs and ladders leading to entrances to homes in the various buildings. Getting around the lower city was quick and easy if you knew how to navigate the back alleys. A short trip brought him to a plain door, one he hadn’t seen in a long time. He knocked a few times, and waited.


  [You used to live here.]


  Once again, the wolf proved he had access to the boy’s memories. “Yeah, it’s where my family used to live.”


  The door opened, a door on hinges, old fashioned. It swung inward, and one the other side, a man stood. He was taller than Isaac, but shared his sandy blond hair and blue eyes. Standing out against his neck was a bright band, a light blue collar. The door was then immediately slammed shut.


  [Why didn’t I do that when you showed up?]


  You didn’t have a door, Isaac replied, smirking as he put his first point on the scoreboard.


  He knocked again. “Open up, Rufus.”


  The door cracked open. Rufus looked out from the shadows inside. “What do you want?” He sounded annoyed.


  “I need to talk to you about something.” Isaac said, as if the fact should be obvious.


  “You haven’t wanted to talk in years. Besides, I have to get ready for work. Unlike you, I didn’t get any of the money.” Rufus tried to close the door again, but Isaac jammed his foot in the way.


  “That’s because you left us. If you hadn’t abandoned us…” Isaac trailed off, and Rufus started to press the door against his foot, crushing it. He winced, “That’s not the point. Look.” He tilted his head to the side and lowered his collar, revealing the band on his neck.


  Rufus’ eyes widened, and he pulled the door open. Grabbing Isaac by the collar, he yanked him into the house. Inside, the lights were dim, but Isaac found his eyes adjust to the darkness faster than usual. His brother leaned against the wall, arms crossed, watching him with a serious expression. Under his brother’s gaze, even after all this time, he felt small. It was similar to the way that Tyloki made him feel. The older sibling was a more impressive specimen, with a larger build than the younger.


  [Now that’s someone I wouldn’t mind working with.]


  “What were you thinking?” Rufus asked, raising an eyebrow at his younger brother.


  “I didn’t really have time to think. Not like you. I had to make a decision. There was a monster. I had to protect them.” A spark of anger once again flickered alive in Isaac’s belly. “I had to do it because you weren’t there.”


  “Don’t try to blame this on me. When I became a Collar, I had to leave. I didn’t abandon you. That wasn’t my choice. Dad made me leave. Once he died, no one wanted me to come back.” Rufus said, as if it had been on his mind for a long time.


  Quelling his anger, Isaac returned to the issue at hand. “I don’t know what to do.”


  “Did you Register yet?” Rufus asked, waving for Isaac to follow him into the living room.


  Isaac followed, and sat on the couch, face buried in his hands. “No, I don’t think I’m going to.”


  “You have to, or else they’ll lock your Totem and put you in jail.” Rufus said, sitting down in a chair opposite Isaac, waving his hands in the air.


  “What if I don’t use any magic? How will they find me?” Isaac asked, glancing up at his brother.


  “There’s a team of Collars whose job it is to find Unregistered Vassals. It’s too dangerous, to have Collars running around without registration.”


  [And this one has more sense than you.]


  Isaac rolled his eyes, but otherwise ignored Tyloki. “What’s it like?”


  “Being Collared?” Rufus asked, putting his feet up on the table, crossing his legs. “It’s hard work, if you choose to fight. If not, then you just check in on a regular basis. Let them know where you are, what you’re doing. They wont make you fight.”


  Isaac nodded.


  [I will.]


  “And is your Indicia as much of a jerk as mine?” Isaac growled.


  Rufus shook his head, and behind him, Isaac saw that a tiger now stood, he appeared as fast as Tyloki came and went, in the blink of an eye. He was as tall as Tyloki, but didn’t overshadow Rufus nearly as much. “No, Nanook and I get along well.”


  Nanook was impressive, bright orange fur with stark black stripes, and he wore more clothes than Tyloki as well. Several metal bands on his upper arms, and a loin cloth fastened around his waist. His face looked kind, even with large fangs showing through his muzzle. “I’m pleased to meet you.” He said, nodding respectfully.


  “Your Inidicia is an ass?” Rufus asked.


  “His name is Tyloki.” Isaac responded. Before he could say any more, Rufus’ eyes widened and he slid his feet to the floor, leaning forward.


  “Tyloki the Flame? Did something happen to Jin?”


  “Yeah.” Isaac looked down. He was sure Tyloki would let him know if he was being disrespectful, so he chose his words carefully. “He died trying to protect the family. I picked up his spear to fight back, and found myself in front of Tyloki.”


  “How did you convince him to take you on as a Collar?” Rufus asked, suddenly sounding amused.


  “I basically told him that I would die anyway, so it didn’t matter.” Isaac said, shrugging. When he looked back up, Nanook was gone. “I didn’t die.”


  “Clearly. I bet he’s not too happy.” Rufus said, standing up. “I can’t believe Jin is dead.” He started to pace around the room. “That means his team is short a big player now. I wonder who will fill the gap.”


  Isaac followed Rufus with his eyes as he paced. “Rufus, we’re getting a bit off track here.” Tyloki was being unusually quiet. The boy assumed that the wolf simply didn’t appreciate the subject matter.


  “Not at all, we’re on track. If you’ve got Tyloki the Flame, there’s no excuse not to fight. I simply wont allow it.” Rufus said, stopping pacing and turning on Isaac.


  “I don’t want to fight, I don’t know how to fight.” He said, exasperated. He hoped that Rufus, of all people, would understand.


  “Tyloki’s power is incredible. You can’t waste it.” The older brother said, not believing what he was hearing.


  “I’m already wasting it. I’m not a fighter.” Isaac threw his hands up.


  “Then you can learn. The Registry has teachers.” Rufus wasn’t going to let this go easily.


  Isaac sighed. “I don’t want to learn. I just want to live my life the way it has been going for the past five years. Quiet, easy.”


  “Your life isn’t going anywhere. Do you have any sort of goal?” Rufus asked


  “All I want to do is make sure our younger siblings don’t have to live with what we lived with.” Isaac spat. “What you ran away from.”


  “Isaac, think about it–” Rufus started to speak


  Isaac cut him off, “I don’t want to think!” He shouted, “I don’t want to fight!”


  “Then what good are you?” Rufus raised his voice to meet Isaac’s.


  “Why do I have to be worth something? Why can’t I just be?” Isaac questioned, his face twisting into a scowl.


  “You chose to fight, and now you’re running away. You have to be worth something because that collar around your neck is a gift. One that shouldn’t be wasted.”


  “I chose to live, that shouldn’t condemn me to fighting for the rest of my life!”


  “If you wont fight, I’ll have to kill you myself.” Rufus rushed towards Isaac, hand held out, and brought his fingers to Isaac’s neck. He didn’t flinch, he wasn’t afraid. Rufus wouldn’t hurt him, of that he was confident. He glanced down at his brother’s fingers, and saw that they were claws, not fingers. His hand had changed into some sort of paw. So that must be his magic. The two sat in silence for a time, Rufus breathing heavily, Isaac glancing slightly away in defiance.


  “Would you stop that? I’m trying to figure out what I’m going to do. I don’t need death threats, especially from family members.” Isaac glared, crossing his arms.


  Rufus slowly pulled his arm back, and his hand returned to normal. “You’re right.” He stared at his hand, perhaps trying to understand why he just attacked his brother. “You’re my little brother, I should be helping to guide you through this difficult time.”


  “That’s right.” Isaac said, nodding. “You owe it to me, after running off like you did.”


  “I already told you, I didn’t run off!”


  “Whatever.”


  Rufus shook his head and sat on the table in front of his younger brother, leaning in close. “Isaac, I want you to listen to what I’m telling you.”


  “I’m listening.”


  “You need to register. Being unregistered is dangerous at best. You could end up dead.” Rufus spoke with care, he sounded worried.


  “Couldn’t I end up dead registered, as well?” Isaac asked, looking away.


  “At least if you’re registered, you’ll have allies you can count on.”


  “No one had Jin’s back.” Isaac snapped, and he felt a smack on the back of his head.


  [Jin fought on his own. It was a choice he made.]


  The wolf’s words made him sound unsure, they lacked his usual fiery confidence.


  Oh, you’re back. I thought you were finally gone.


  [As I said, we will be together from now on. It doesn’t mean I won’t be busy elsewhere from time to time.]


  “I don’t know the circumstances of Jin’s death, but I do know that registering is the best option for you right now.” Rufus stood up and walked towards the door. “I’ve got to get to the Registry. If we’re down a man, there will be plenty of work to go around. Do I need to bring you with me?” Rufus asked as Isaac joined him by the door.


  “I don’t need you to hold my hand, Rufus.”


  “I meant more like drag you by the collar.” Rufus grinned, making fun of his brother’s Totem.


  “Ha ha ha, like a dog. I get it. Very funny.” His word were bathed in sarcasm. Rolling his eyes, Isaac opened the door and stepped out into the alley.


  “Check back with me sometime, okay? I can’t come to the house, not if Sera and Mom are there. But I want to make sure you’re okay.” Rufus said, staring at Isaac in the alley.


  The younger boy didn’t say anything, he simply raised his hand in a wave as he walked away. Rufus shut the door slowly, and stood in the dark for a few moments. His brother was a Collar, and with Tyloki the Flame no less. Things were getting interesting, and that meant that Isaac wasn’t safe.


  * * *


  [I like him.]


  It was said in a way that made Isaac sort of uncomfortable. It wasn’t just admiration of a warrior. Isaac didn’t want to think of his brother like that. Still, he couldn’t help but imagine for a moment Rufus and Nanook together, forming a pact. The bestial tiger on top of his brother, so close together, performing such a primal rite…


  [Yeah, just like that.]


  He was shaken from the thought by his LINK vibrating lightly against his wrist. Holding his hand up, he flicked his wrist to answer the call. “Hello?”


  “Isaac Walker?” The voice on the other end asked. It was vaguely familiar, tinted with an unfamiliar foreign accent.


  “Yeah, this is him. Who is calling?”


  “We spoke briefly yesterday, after the incident at your home. My name is Riley, do you remember?”


  Isaac kept walking towards the main street as he talked. “Uh, not really. I was pretty out of it yesterday. I don’t remember much.”


  “That’s fine. I need to talk to you about registration.” Upon hearing that word, Isaac flicked his wrist and ended the call.


  [It’s rude to hang up like that.]


  “He wants me to register.” Isaac said, shrugging it off.


  [You’re ignoring your brother’s advice?]


  “What does he know? I haven’t even seen him in years.” The boy responded, speaking out loud even though Tyloki was in his head.


  [By the looks of him. Training and fighting. Seems he knows his job a lot better than you.]


  The LINK rang again, Isaac ignored it.


  [All you know how to do is run away, is that it, pipsqueak?]


  “I didn’t run yesterday.” He growled


  [And look where that got you. You fight when you should run, and you run when you should fight.]


  Isaac turned onto the main street, and found himself face to face with the dark skinned Collar from earlier. He had his hand held out politely, ready to shake. “Isaac Walker?”


  “No, I’m afraid you must have me confused with someone else.” Isaac said, moving to walk around the Collar.


  [Do you really believe that will work?]


  “I’m pretty sure I don’t. We met yesterday. And it’s rude to hang up on someone like that.” Riley said, sidestepping to block Isaac’s path.


  “You’ve been following me.” Isaac replied, “It’s rude to stalk people.”


  “I was keeping an eye on you. To protect you or whatever.” The Collar replied, smiling.


  Riley couldn’t have been much older than Isaac, but maybe he just had a young face. It was a face that inspired confidence, because he looked so sure of himself. His build was thin and agile, he handled himself with grace. The band around his neck was bright green. He smiled broadly. Isaac didn’t like it. That didn’t matter, the boy knew he didn’t have much chance of getting away now. The world felt like it was closing in on him, like he had nowhere left to run.


  [Always looking to run. Coward.]


  Perhaps Riley sensed how Isaac felt, because he reached his hand up and placed it on the boy’s shoulder. “Just come let me show you around. Afterwards, I’ll let you make your decision. If you don’t want to register, I’ll give you a head start before turning you in.” He tilted his head to the side, “What do you say?” He said brightly.


  Isaac felt more confident just looking at Riley. He was incredibly attractive by any standard, and he knew how to use his looks to get what he wanted. Before that day, Isaac wouldn’t have thought of him in terms of ‘attractive’ or ‘unattractive’. But things had changed, and he thought differently now.


  [You don’t have any other choice.]


  “Alright, it’s a deal.” Isaac said, holding out his hand to shake. Riley grasped it firmly.


  Chapter 3 – Registry


  “The Registry,” Riley said, brushing his shaggy black hair out of his eyes as he looked to Isaac, “is where Collars report their location and activities. Collars who are inclined to fight can find everything here they need to live.”


  Isaac looked up as they entered the lobby of the Registry tower, able to see all the way to the top of the main atrium. On the ground floor, and on the balconies skirting around the edge of the atrium, countless Collars and Indicia milled about, some mingling, some headed to more specific destinations. The Indicia were in various states of undress, from simple loin cloths to nothing at all.


  [You don’t deserve to stand even here.]


  And yet here I stand, the boy chided back.


  “Everything they need to live?” Isaac asked, wondering what sorts of facilities the building contained. It was massive, possibly larger than InCorp HQ, and it was populated almost entirely by Collars and their Indicia.


  [Indicia and their Collars]


  “The Registry provides food, dorms, training areas, entertainment, and a Collar can even net a paycheck if they’re willing to take on jobs and fight Thralls.” Riley pointed out, leading Isaac to the center of the ground floor, directly at the center of the atrium. He spoke like a tour guide, one who took pride in their work.


  “Yeah, my brother does that.” Isaac said, still in awe at the number of Collars, and the size of the building. More specifically, it wasn’t the size, but that he could see all the way to the top through the expansive atrium.


  “Each floor houses a different facility. Commoners, if they have a Collar to vouch for them, can only go as high as the third floor. Past there is off limits unless you’re a Collar or a Pre-Collar.”


  The noisy clatter of the crowd around Isaac threatened to drown out their conversation, though everything Tyloki said rang through loud and clear. Even alongside the cacophony of the atrium, when Tyloki was quiet, his mind seemed silent. Isaac glanced around rapidly, catching glimpses of Indicia of all different sorts. Almost any animal he had ever heard of seemed to be represented here.


  [Indicia are a more diverse sort than you humans.]


  “Is the Registry a company, like InCorp, or is it a branch of the government?” Isaac asked, silently wondering who footed the bill. He knew where InCorp’s money came from, but the Registry was an unknown.


  “Officially, the Registry is an unaffiliated with the government. It was instituted as a line of defense against the Thralls when the traditional military proved to be less than effective. I say unaffiliated because we can take the fall if there are any catastrophic Thrall attacks, and the government comes out blameless. Or as close to blameless as they can get. But the truth is more complicated than that. We operate as an individual entity, to keep it simple.” Riley spoke quickly, with few breaths interrupting him, this wasn’t his first tour.


  Isaac merely nodded in response, not entirely sure that his question had been properly answered.


  “So what do you want to see first?” Riley asked, stepping close and leaning in to Isaac’s ear so he wouldn’t have to shout.


  The boy shook his head. “I don’t know. It’s a bit overwhelming. Where do you think we should start?” He yelled, over the din of the room.


  Riley nodded. “I know, it can be a lot to take in. Lets go somewhere quiet first.” He grabbed Isaac’s hand and pulled him along.


  Isaac followed, surprised that Riley would be so forward. He led them to what looked like a security checkpoint, similar to the ones Isaac was used to at InCorp. A scanner that you walked through, similar to a metal detector, could scan your DNA and confirm identity in the time it took you to go through. Alternatively, if you were not authorized, the scanner could place a Lightglass barrier in your way, barring your progress. This security system appeared to be similar.


  In front of the scanner, however, was a podium, and atop the podium was a white light glass box. It spun slowly in the air, waiting to do its job, whatever that might be. Riley held onto Isaac’s hand and stopped in front of the podium. A large security officer sat behind a nearby desk, and Isaac swore he looked just like the security at InCorp. It must be the uniform, Isaac assumed.


  [That or all capable people look the same to you.]


  Riley waved with his free hand and smiled brightly. Isaac smiled nervously. “He’s with me.”


  After receiving a nod from the officer, Riley held his hand up towards the light glass box. Inside the box, a small sphere somewhat the size of a softball flickered alive. The sphere itself was see through, though it seemed to invert the color of anything that Isaac looked at through it. The light glass box blinked a few times, and then a chirping tone announced that they were cleared to enter.


  “The scanners here are tied to each Collar and Indicia pair’s specific magic signature.” Riley said, letting go of Isaac’s hand as they passed through the far end of the scanner. “That way, you can’t fake it, and no one can steal your ID.”


  “It sounds pretty secure.” Isaac said, glancing back at the scanners as Riley stopped in front of the elevators, pressing the up button a few times in rapid succession.


  “As far as I know, no one has ever broken in. Also, if you have your Totem sealed, you can’t use magic, so you can’t get in anymore. Since they store sealed Totems here, you can’t steal your own Totem back.” Riley pointed out, beaming as the elevator doors opened.


  [No one has broken in, I know that for a fact.]


  “What is your magic?” Isaac asked, boarding the elevator behind Riley.


  “That can wait til later.” Riley pressed a button to go up. “Floor 2 is a mezannine, usually used as a waiting area for non-Collars who are after a meeting with one of the higher ups. Floor 3 is restaurants and lounges. You can even bring non-Collars with you to hang out there, if you want to enjoy a night out without actually going out.”


  Isaac listened, but most of his attention was paid to the outside of the glass elevator, looking down on the atrium as they rose up. He was still fascinated by the number of Indicia walking around. The elevator stopped at the fourth floor, and Riley held out a hand, gesturing for Isaac to go first.


  Signs in the hallway pointed out that the floor contained various training rooms, exercise rooms, pools, and an arena of some sort. The hallway led in either direction, left or right. Isaac stood and pondered the sign, looking down both hallways. “So every floor has a balcony looking out over the atrium.”


  “Right. In the event of an attack, Collars could be positioned on the balconies of each floor, making a fight up, or down, a difficult one for someone to win.” Riley stood next to the boy, hands on his hips. “So this is the exercise floor. When a Collar wants to train for combat, this is where they come.” Riley started down one of the hallways, “Come on, I’ll show you.”


  Isaac nodded and followed close to Riley, not wanting to be left behind in an unfamiliar place. Turning a few corners, Riley led them to a large door, and then went through it. On the other side was a rather large room, at the center of the room was a square ring, cordoned off by light glass bars. A crowd of Collars and Indicia had gathered, apparently there was a sparring match going on. The crowd cheered, both sides of the fight getting equal support.


  One of the combatants was a tall man with dark hair who vaguely reminded Isaac of Rufus. He held a sword in his hand, and though it was a wooden sword, it looked to Isaac that he knew how to use it, but the boy wasn’t particularly knowledgeable on the subject. He didn’t have a shirt on, and Isaac could see the muscle definition in his chest. His pants looked loose and light, to allow for swift movements.


  [Archer is a master with his sword, and he is a worthy opponent for any foe.]


  “The one on the left is Archer, and that cat standing next to the ring is Alkaid, his Indicia.” Riley pointed to the tall man, and then to an Indicia nearby.


  The Indicia was around the same size as Isaac, making him one of the smallest he had seen. Setting him apart, as well, was the fact that he was wearing a cloak, with a the hood raised over his head. The hood had pockets sewn in for his large ears, and the bottom of the cloak ran to around the cats knees. With most Indicia going around naked, Isaac couldn’t help but have the one wearing clothes catch his eye. He had black and white fur, and otherwise resembled a normal house cat, albeit on two legs. The boy felt his heart flutter, as when he looked at a cute kitten. The cat watched the match intently, studying the moves of his Collar.


  [Alkaid is one of the strongest warriors I know. Don’t belittle him by thinking he’s cute.]


  But he is cute, Isaac thought, wondering if the cat would let him pet his head like a kitten.


  [You haven’t seen him fight. He can be vicious on the battlefield.]


  Archer’s opponent was a younger looking fellow, pale white skin and brooding facial features. Isaac didn’t see an Indicia standing around watching for him, like Alkaid was watching Archer. He also didn’t have a weapon, instead his hands seemed to be conduits for power, one hand holding a flame, the other crackling with electricity. He wore robes that Isaac though would look more in place in a fantasy novel.


  “That’s Dominic, he’s a powerful spell caster and a master of elemental magic.” Riley said. “He’s also relatively new here, so he’s eager to prove himself. I guess that’s how he ended up in a match against Archer.”


  “Can he win?” Isaac asked, watching the match. It had clearly already been going for quite some time, both warriors dripping sweat, even in the comfortably cool air of the arena.


  [No.]


  “Not likely.” Riley stated.


  In a flash, Archer had moved forward. Dominic pelted him with bolts of scorching fire and sizzling lightning, but the swordsman appeared to deflect them with his sword as he approached. When he neared Dominic, he swept his blade swiftly across the spell caster’s chest, stomach, and neck in three agile strikes. Dominic fell back, trying to avoid the strikes, and landed on his back. He coughed a few times, rubbing over his bruises gently as he remained on the ground, catching his breath. With the spell caster down, Archer had won the fight.


  Isaac turned to Riley. “That was impressive.” He admitted, having been surprised by the majesty of the magic that Dominic wielded, and the grace with which Archer used his sword.


  “You ain’t seen nothin’ yet.” Riley grinned, “Come on. I’ve got more to show you.”


  Isaac followed Riley obediently into the hallway.


  [Why can’t you listen to me that well?]


  “Because you’re insufferable, and Riley is nice.” Isaac whispered, smiling.


  [My mistake. I should have held your hand longer.]


  The next room they went to was considerably more high tech. The walls were lined with AE circuits, making a complex grid pattern that spanned the entire room. Stepping in, their footsteps echoed metalically.


  Riley held his arms out wide, “This is R&D’s latest pride and joy, ARTS.”


  “ARTS?” Isaac wondered, touching his figertips to the walls. He’d never seen such a complex series of AE circuits, even working at InCorp.


  “Augmented Reality Training Simulator. It’s powered by a super smart computer that can formulate scenarios, locations, situations, even AI controlled duplicates of real people or Indicia.” Riley grinned toothily, “Oh the things I could do in here.”


  “Is it safe?” Isaac asked, not picking up on Riley’s suggestive comment.


  [That’s your first question?]


  “Mostly. You might get a few scrapes or bruises, but otherwise, you’re safe. Though, during the simulation, wounds are likely to hurt as badly as they really would.” Looking down, Riley seemed slightly disappointed. “Though its never quite as intense as real life.”


  [He’s not talking about pain.]


  “This is incredible.” Isaac whispered.


  [I wonder if someone can break it by failing badly enough.]


  “I had no idea something like this existed.” Isaac said, turning to Riley. “Does the Registry have any more technology that I’ve never heard of?”


  “That’s a secret, if you’re not registered.” Riley smiled, patting Isaac on the shoulder as he exited the ARTS. The boy followed behind enthusiastically.


  As they walked back towards the elevators, they caught Dominic heading the other way. The mage looked disheveled, his long hair unkempt and wet, bangs covering his eyes. There was a towel wrapped around his shoulders, and his skin was glistening with sweat. He waved and stopped to chat with Riley. “Hey Riley. Where’s Rain?”


  Riley nodded back at Isaac. “I’ve got a new reg here, and I wanted to get him situated before I introduced him to Rain. He can be a handful.”


  “Oh, a new reg.” Dominic smiled, but even when he smiled, his face wasn’t bright. It was still gloomy, in a way that Isaac didn’t quite understand. He held out his hand to the boy, and Isaac shook it firmly. “Pleased to meet you, I’m Dominic. Call me Dom.”


  “I’m Isaac. I…uh…saw that duel in there. Tough break, huh?” Isaac attempted to make small talk.


  Dom shrugged, shaking his head. “In a fight against Archer, I’m surprised I lasted as long as I did. That guy is legendary.”


  Riley laughed in agreement. “Even I would think twice before taking Archer one on one.”


  “So your magic is elemental?” Isaac asked, thinking back to the fights. “Is it just fire and electricity, or?”


  “Fire, ice, stone, electricity. Whatever I need. That’s why I’m known as the Elemental.” Dominic half-smiled.


  [His flame is weak.]


  “No one calls him that. He is trying to make it his nickname, but I don’t see it sticking. Dominic the Elemental.” Riley explained with a roll of his eyes, to Dominic’s chagrin.


  “Oh, well, I don’t mind calling you that. I’ll help spread the word.” Isaac said, and he realized it was the first time he had been friendly to anyone in two days. He used to think of himself as a friendly person, but lately he felt infected by Tyloki’s flame.


  “I appreciate it. Alright, I’m going to go get showered. I’ll see you around, Riley. And Isaac? Welcome to the Registry.” Dom waved as he walked past them.


  Riley continued their journey to the elevator.


  “He was nicer than I thought he would be, his face was kind of mean looking.” Isaac said as they boarded.


  [Some people aren’t what they look like. You are. But some aren’t.]


  “Dom is a nice guy, most of the time. He can get pretty competitive, though. Watch out if he challenges you to a fight.” Riley pressed another button to head further upward.


  Isaac once again looked out over the atrium. “I don’t intend to get into any fights, really.”


  “That Indicia of yours is going to get pretty restless.” Riley warned, raising an eyebrow at the boy.


  [I already am.]


  “He already is.” Isaac said, “Is there any way to make them be quiet?” Once again, he felt a smack on the back of his head, this time hard enough to make him accidentally bite his tongue. In the glass of the elevator, he could see Tyloki glaring at him in the reflection.


  “Can a pet dog make their master stop talking? You signed up to belong to your Indicia, and you do. So there isn’t much you can make your Indicia do.” Riley said, “But have you tried asking nicely? Works for me.”


  “I have.” Isaac said, tasting the blood from his bit tongue.


  [Learn to obey me before you even think of making requests.]


  “Didn’t work.” Isaac added.


  “Didn’t figure it would, not with Tyloki the Flame.” Riley admitted, leaning on the side of the elevator. “To tell you the truth, kid, I think you’re stupid.”


  “Sorry?” Isaac asked, turning around to face Riley.


  “Tyloki is an incarnation of fire. Passion. Violence. You’re not, how can I put this politely, anything like that at all. He’s probably going to run you into the ground until you’re dead, or you want to be.”


  [That is the plan.]


  “How did Jin deal with this?” Isaac wondered aloud.


  [He wasn’t useless to begin with.]


  “Him and Tyloki got along pretty well.” Riley said with a shrug. “You’re not Ty’s type.”


  [And he could listen. Most of the time…]


  When Isaac didn’t respond,Riley continued the tour, as bright and energetic as he had been before. “Floors 5 and 6 are the library and cafeteria, respectively. The library has pretty much every book ever written, ever. And the cafeteria has some of the worst food ever made. But its free, for Collars, so you take what you can get.”


  The elevator stopped again, and the doors slid open to a quiet, comfortable hallway. “This is the first dorm floor, there’s a few of them. Half of this floor is for Pre-Collars, the rest is Collars. Every other dorm floor is all Collars. I live on this floor, and help keep an eye on the trainees.” Riley explained as he led Isaac down the hallway. The hallway in the exercise floor had been boring, white, like InCorp’s hallways. This floor was warmer, with carpet and a pleasantly patterned wallpaper instead of cold metal walls and floors.


  “Every few bedrooms share a single living space.” Riley said, walking through a door into a cozy little room with a sofa, several chairs, and a TV. Not a light glass display, an actual TV set. An antique.


  “Does that work?” Isaac asked, approaching the thin, flat screen device.


  “It sure does. It took me almost a year of requisition requests to get my hands on it.” Riley said, clearly proud of himself.


  Overall, the room reminded Isaac of the living room in his old house, the one Rufus owned now. It was a bit small, but comfortable. “You requisitioned a TV?” Isaac asked, “How did you justify that?”


  “I just kept writing ‘to improve combat effectiveness’. And eventually, they got tired of my requests and a TV showed up on my doorstep. It was like Christmas.” Riley laughed, and Isaac joined him.


  Riley sat on the couch and crossed his legs, relaxing. “So what do you think? Not too shabby, eh?”


  “No, it’s all really nice.” Isaac said, still looking around the room at all of the trinkets and trophies that lined the walls.


  [Look down.]


  Before he could say anything else, he felt a gentle brush along his pocket, and glanced down to see what it was. He was startled to see an arm disappearing into his pocket, and that arm was attached to body with a grinning muzzle that was now uncomfortably close to his face. The myriad whiskers tickled his cheeks as Isaac grabbed at the arm, trying to pull the paw out of his pocket. Surprised, he stumbled back, his legs catching on the couch, causing him to fall back onto the cushions.


  “Hi!” the muzzle said enthusiastically, grinning with large fangs at the side of his mouth.


  “Uh, hi.” Isaac said, slowly, still stunned. “Could you take your hand out of my pocket?”


  Riley howled in laughter from the couch. “Isaac! Meet Rain, my Indicia.”


  Rain was slightly taller than Isaac, and was arching his body down to meet him face to face on the couch. Stepping his large paws up on the couch, Rain climbed above Isaac on the couch, crouching above him, keeping his paw in Isaac’s pocket. He had a long body, with more torso than most, and squat, short legs. His feet paws were webbed, and he was wiggling his toes. He had a bright green loin cloth covering his waist (Thank goodness, Isaac thought), tied on top of rich, chocolate fur. Trailing on the floor behind him was a thick, muscular tail.


  “I think that’s the fastest you’ve ever gotten into anyone’s pants before, Rain.” Riley laughed, “Definitely a new record!”


  Rain wiggled his paw around inside Isaac’s pocket, winking at him. “I could. But I’m just being friendly.”


  “Nice to meet you, Rain.” Isaac gave a fake smile, hoping that being friendly would encourage the otter to remove his paw.


  Rain grinned, eyes glinting mischievously, and then he pulled his paw out, climbing off the boy.


  “Rain likes to have fun.” Riley said, “Sometimes a bit too much.”


  “Oh, sorry. Did you want this one all to yourself?” Rain asked, raising an eyebrow at Riley.


  “Want me all to yourself?” Isaac asked, crossing his arms.


  “That’s not it at all. I was merely giving the boy a tour of the Registry.” Riley stammered


  “Don’t lie to me.” Rain said, grinning.


  “Doesn’t Rain know everything you’re thinking?” Isaac asked


  “Yeah, that doesn’t mean he wont lie about it.” Riley snapped, and Rain stuck his tongue out at him in response.


  Isaac chuckled, feeling comfortable now. This place wasn’t foreign, he had friends here now. He liked Dom, and Riley, and Rain. It had only been a few hours, but already his outlook had changed.


  A faint chirping made Isaac turn his head to Riley. The LINK he wore around his wrist was ringing, so he raised his wrist and answered it. He gave a few nods, and gave a few non-commital responses. After a moment, he hung up the LINK. He looked at Isaac.


  “Sorry, but I’m going to have to cut the tour short.” He looked at Rain, next. “We’ve got a report of a Thrall in Mid-town. Fountain Square. Lets go check it out.”


  He jumped to his feet, and disappeared into his bedroom. When he returned, he had a leather band strapped around his thigh holding more small knives than Isaac could count. They were metal knives, with real blades. Did every Collar forego Lightglass bladed weapons for metal ones?


  Pointing at Isaac as he headed for the door, he spoke with a different tone than before. He was serious now, and the brightness in his eyes had settled. “Stay here, I’ll be back before you know it, and I’ll finish the tour.”


  Rain had already vanished, and with that, Riley disappeared through the door.


  Isaac sat alone in the quiet room, pondering how comfortable the couch was, and how nice a nap would be, before he sprang to his feet and followed after Riley.


  [You still don’t listen, even when the person is nice.]


  “Quiet.” Isaac growled as he clambered through the door.


  [You always run when you should fight, and fight when you should run.]


  Chapter 4 – Reason


  Crashing, screaming, the groan of metal being twisted, broken. Isaac could hear in the distance ahead, mixing with his own frantic breaths as he struggled to keep up with Riley. Somehow the other Collar had managed to lose him, so he had to make his own way. His feet hammered against the ground, mind attempting to discern the best route to Fountain Square. He knew the plaza well, and how to get there from his home, but the path from the Registry was unfamiliar.


  Isaac had a routine in the morning when he awoke. He would get out of bed, shower, change into his uniform, and make his way to InCorp’s headquarters in the city, located directly off of Fountain Plaza. Normally he went there to work, now he wasn’t sure what drove him. Why he kept moving forward, instead of staying back in Riley’s room at the Registry. Instead of stopping and staying away from the fight. There was something inside that pushed him forward, a compulsion for which he had no name.


  He knew he had no intention of fighting, he wasn’t trained and had no experience with magic outside of his first Thrall encounter. Instead, a nagging thought nipped at him, kept his feet moving. Riley might be in danger.


  Riley, the experienced and trained Collar. He knew the thought was baseless, and even if it wasn’t, his presence could do little to change the fact. Still, his stomach twisted when he thought about Riley fighting alone.


  [Already smitten with him?]


  “It’s not that.” Isaac said, the feeling bringing a memory rushing back to the forefront of his thoughts, “I just can’t let him go on his own.” He struggled to push down the memories that were surfacing. A blow to his face, the taste of blood, the feeling of the cold ground underneath him. That wasn’t what concerned him, that wasn’t the painful part of the memory. The painful parts were the cries of others.


  [No wonder you’re used to getting your ass kicked.]


  So he kept moving, chasing Riley to Fountain Square to…he’d figure out what the plan was later. The city was complex, difficult to navigate if you weren’t familiar with it. Luckily, most of the normal people he saw were running away, which helped to give him an idea of where to go. He realized suddenly the difference in perception, the ‘normal people’ were those running away. That made him something else. He wasn’t in the same group as Riley, either. He was in a group unique to him, all his own. Running towards nothing as fast as he could.


  His mind ran through all the terrible things he could imagine happening to Riley. Impaled on a Thrall’s piercing tendril, like Jin. Crushed, battered, broken. He knew the reality could be much worse. It was fear, not for himself, but for Riley, that moved him.


  [Killed. While people like you stand and watch, refusing to fight.]


  “That’s not our responsibility.” Isaac huffed out as he ran, “When you decide to fight, you take that responsibility. If you don’t agree to fight, then…” He trailed off, not entirely sure where he was going. But talking kept his mind on things besides his memories.


  [Then what good are you?]


  “There’s meaning to life outside of fighting.” The boy said between breaths, hoping he was coming near to the plaza.


  [Not if you’re helpless your whole life. Why even bother to go if you won’t fight and help. You’ll only make his job harder.]


  “My life was fine until you showed up. I wasn’t helpless, I was happy.” He said, turning the last corner, coming to a stop above a tall staircase which led into the heart of Fountain Square. He knew better than the argue with Tyloki, but his memories had put him in a bad mood.


  [You showed up in my home. Begging for help.]


  “When your Collar came crashing through my wall.”


  [I told you to leave. To run. You insisted, runt.]


  Fountain Square, at this time of day, was usually bustling with life, people going about their day, hoping not to be attacked by a monster. Those people had fled, leaving the plaza nearly empty. Isaac had a good view of it from above, but he was already familiar with its intricacies. A large circular plaza with an ornate fountain at the center, adorned with a statue of InCorp’s founder. Naturally, the plaza had been largely funded by the company. Looking past the statue granted the viewer with a glorious view of InCorp’s main building, a stunning pillar of glass that rivaled the Registry tower in magnificence.


  Riley had already engaged the Thrall, that much was clear. The creature looked far different from the one that had attacked Isaac. That one had been large, a monolith of oily shadow. This one also appeared to be a swirling mass of tar, coursing with glowing red runic markings like veins under its skin, but was instead much smaller. It had the vague shape of a human, but seemed to be shapeless, able to mold itself to meet its needs. Jutting violently out of the end of its arm was a narrow, curved blade, crafted of the same shadowy material as the Thrall. The shape reminded Isaac of Archer’s sword from earlier in the day. The sword was pointed at Riley, and a deafening screech assaulted Isaac’s ears, though the Thrall had no mouth from which to issue such a noise. It had no face on it’s head, only blackness and a pattern of runes.


  The Collar stood defiantly in the face of the Thrall, just as still as the monster. They were staring each other down, neither one moving a muscle. Riley’s hand hovered near the daggers attached to his thigh, ready to strike as lightning. He breathed slowly, and the look on his face was pure confidence. His entirety exuded confidence, Isaac could tell, even across the courtyard. He wasn’t afraid, even standing in front of such an inhuman monster. As the screech of the Thrall echoed away, the plaza itself stood in silence. The sound of the fountain seemed to have receded in deference to the events that were about to unfold.


  He isn’t doing anything. Isaac thought, not wanting to speak and break the stillness. Time itself had stopped, and he didn’t want to be the cause of its resuming.


  [Thralls can adapt to attacks over time. Fights with Thralls never last too long.]


  What do you mean adapt? Isaac thought back to the fight with Jin. The Thrall had a barrier, one that resembled Lightglass armor.


  [They have magical protection, one which must be broken before you can strike at their flesh. The barrier learns your magic signature as you attack.]


  Magic signature?


  [You’re all questions now.] The wolf sighed, [The magic signature is the specific wavelength of energy that is created by the two different magic streams of an Indicia and Collar.]


  Fire, and my shield. Isaac nodded. He’d seen Riley manipulate water earlier in the day, though the spell he’d used to get into the Registry was not water.


  [If the Collar has an affinity for one type of magic, and the Indicia another type, the signature is the type of magic that comes in combination.]


  And if the Thrall learns that signature, and guards against it… Isaac watched Riley closely for signs of movement. The Thrall was also being unnaturally still, a statue.


  [Then the fight is over. Your only recourse is retreat.]


  Riley broke the tension first. Isaac hardly saw his hand move when he drew and threw the dagger in one fluid motion. The blade sliced the air, aimed at the Thrall’s midsection. The creature was swift, dodging to the side with a simple sidestep. Hitting a wall behind the Thrall, the dagger clattered to the ground and came to rest far out of Riley’s reach. Isaac didn’t know how many daggers he carried with him, but starting the fight minus one couldn’t be ideal.


  The Thrall responded with a lunge, barreling towards Riley with blade extended outward. He dodged to the side, rolling to avoid being sliced, but scrambled to his feet. He was still out of the Thrall’s immediate range, and getting any closer seemed to be a death sentence. Riley whipped another dagger towards the Thrall, grazing it’s side, once again coming to a stop on the ground far behind.


  Why doesn’t he use magic? Isaac wondered, finding the dagger strategy to be ineffective.


  [He’s trying to discern the Thrall’s weakness. This one is swift, and hard to hit. He’s developing a strategy accordingly.]


  Isaac nodded, keeping his attention on the fight.


  As Riley threw each dagger, most of which missed, except one which bounced pathetically off of the Thrall’s glowing crimson barrier, the creature responded with a lunging slash. Riley threw himself to the side, just out of range. Riley circled to the left, towards the fountain, eyes locked on the thrall who waited patiently for an opening. The collar came to a stop next to the side of the fountain.


  Riley’s reached out slowly, eyes on the thrall, and touched the surface of the water. Suddenly, without losing sight of the Thrall, he plunged his hand deep into the water. An abrupt jerking motion wrenched a shimmering icicle from the water and he threw it straight at the thrall’s chest. Faster than thought the creature ducked, sinking into itself like soft putty. The ice flew harmlessly past it while the creature threw itself forward at the collared in a blur of shadow. Riley rolled backwards into the fountain, still staying just out of reach of the creature’s black slashing blade.


  The Thrall leaped into the fountain, reaching further with each slash, seeking blood. Riley backed further, and the Thrall suddenly screeched in rage as it slashed at him, but did not pursue further.


  “Why–” Isaac started.


  [Look closely.]


  Examining the Thrall’s feet, or the part of it that resembled feet, Isaac saw that the water surrounding them had been frozen into a block of ice.


  [One of Riley’s main abilities is control of water. Ice is a form of water.]


  So Isaac hadn’t been confused when he saw Riley dancing with water earlier. The Thrall screeched again, swinging it’s blade wildly in the air, but Riley was safely out of range. He snapped his fingers, and a torrent of water rushed upwards around the Thrall, obscuring Isaac’s view of it. As the water rained down and settled, he could see that it wasn’t merely water that Riley had raised. A number of long, thin spears of ice protruded from the water’s surface, directly beneath the Thrall, jutting upwards towards it. Riley crossed his arms in satisfaction.


  The satisfaction didn’t last long. As he inspected it closer, he found that none of the spears had even touched the Thrall. The closest spear had merely grazed the Thrall’s barrier, illuminating a tiny part of the red shield. It’s small build apparently wasn’t merely to allow nimble movement. It had twisted it’s body, shifted it’s shape so it could avoid the ice. The once humanoid creature now looked far more alien. It let out another deafening screech, Isaac raised his hands to cover his ears. Riley held out his hand, snapping his finger again and again. Each time he snapped, another spear of ice would shoot from the water, and each time the Thrall would stretch or shrink to avoid it.


  The Thrall swept it’s blade arm down, cutting through the chunks of ice that held it in place. The creature seemed almost fluid, slipping out from the thatch of ice spikes that Riley had created. As the Collar snapped, aiming spear after spear at the creature, his expression changed from satisfaction to a more serious demeanor.


  [We might need to intervene.]


  I don’t know what I’d do. Isaac said, though he was starting to worry about Riley. And that was why he had come, wasn’t it?


  The Thrall retreated from the fountain, dripping water as it returned to dry land. Riley stopped summoning spikes, but he stayed in the water, waiting to see the Thrall’s next move. It started to slowly circle the fountain, seemingly aware that it had Riley trapped. It was looking for a chance to strike the Collar. Riley drew a dagger from it’s sheath and threw it, but not at the Thrall. Instead, it was thrown in the opposite direction, landing at the bottom of the stairs that Isaac stood atop.


  “What?” Isaac asked, looking at the dagger. Was he supposed to use the dagger to fight?


  [If we don’t do something soon, he might not make it.]


  Shouldn’t more Collars be on the way? Isaac questioned, recalling that it was supposedly suicide to fight a Thrall alone.


  [If Riley told anyone else, most likely. But we’re here, right now.]


  Isaac stood still, still watching Riley. He didn’t move, his feet wouldn’t move. If he tried to help, it wouldn’t change the outcome. Besides, Riley hadn’t lost yet.


  Though he had apparently lost his mind. Throw after throw, Riley was lobbing his daggers in the wrong direction, not aiming a single one at the Thrall. With each throw, the plaza became littered with blades, for what purpose, Isaac wasn’t aware.


  The Thrall took notice of Riley’s erratic actions, it seemed, and decided to change it’s strategy. Leaping forward, it perched for a moment of the side of the fountain, and then kicked off of it, jumping towards the statue. Blade outstretched, it sliced through the stone statue, hurtling debris towards Riley. The Collar leaped back, out of the fountain, away from the rocks. The Thrall landed on the far side of the fountain, from which he started running around the side, towards Riley.


  “It’s avoiding the water.” Isaac whispered, watching as Riley drew another dagger to defend himself as the Thrall approached.


  [Without water, and low on weapons. This Thrall is more clever than it first appeared.]


  The Thrall quickly closed with Riley and stabbed downwards towards him. Riley parried the strike with his dagger, but his dagger was struck from his hand and the blow threw him to the ground. He struggled to backpedal on the ground, crawling away. The Thrall strode towards him, blade raised for a killing blow.


  Riley sat up and started to stand, but the Thrall jumped, landing on top of him. Isaac could hear Riley’s shriek from where he stood.


  [Help him, now!] The wolf commanded.


  The boy stood, staring at the scene below. He had come to help Riley, but instead he was watching him die. His foot shifted on the ground, his heart was beating out of his chest. There was a dagger at the bottom of the stairs. He could get it, but then what? Riley couldn’t hit the Thrall with any of his attacks. Isaac knew he wouldn’t fare much better.


  [Now!]


  The boy took a step forward, but something stopped him. Riley was up to something. He was laughing. Eyes closed, he raised his hands. The discarded daggers that Riley had (mis)thrown during the fight were surrounded by a small spheres of light, the same spell that Riley had used to enter the Registry. The daggers leaped into the air, flying backwards, each hurtling to the point from which it had been thrown.


  The blades hurtled towards the Thrall, from all sides. When it shifted to dodge one, it found itself in the path of another. Blade after blade dug into the Thrall’s barrier, and as each hacked against the glass-like shield, it would fly back and strike again, rapidly chipping away at the Thrall’s barrier. The Thrall thrashed about, trying desperately to avoid the blows, but there were too many daggers coming from too many directions. Suddenly, with a blinding red flash, the barrier shattered, leaving the Thrall with no defenses. As one, the daggers dove inwards, sinking to their hilts in the screaming Thrall.


  Riley rolled out from under the creature as it’s movements slowed, and its oily flesh seemed to harden. For a brief moment, the Thrall was a statue, before it crumbled to a pile of ashes on the ground. Riley caught his breath before standing up. Isaac started quickly down the steps, relieved. He hadn’t needed to help, and Riley was still alive. Even if things had gotten close towards the end. The boy stopped in front of Riley, and the two stood for a moment, catching their breath together.


  “He almost had me there for a second!” Riley panted, waving at Isaac. He was smiling, which threw Isaac off. After such a close fight, he would personally have been in a worse mood. “But didn’t I tell you to stay in my room?”


  “You did say that, but the boy never listens.” Tyloki growled, stepping up next to Isaac, startling him as he materialized.


  “I know what you said, but I thought the Thrall might be the one that killed Jin.” Isaac shuffled his boot on the ground, looking away. He had to lie about why he followed Riley, because to say the truth out loud would be admitting something that had been ignored for too long. He expected the wolf to call him on the lie, but Tyloki said nothing.


  “It was an impressive fight, Riley.” The wolf spat, and he leaned in close, baring his fangs at the Collar. “But we lost Jin yesterday because he was foolish enough to fight a Thrall on his own.”


  Fear absent during the fight showed now on Riley’s face. “Archer was on his way. Which reminds me.” Riley turned around and raised his wrist to his mouth, making a call on his LINK. “Archer? Yeah, I got it. I know, I should have waited for you. It was no problem. Gotcha. See you back at the Reg.” Hanging up, he turned back to Isaac and Tyloki with a sheepish grin. “Besides, it was a small fry.” He shrugged it off.


  “Nevertheless.” Tyloki said, and closed his muzzle, sheathing the fangs.


  “Isaac, we get a few small Thrall attacks a day, when we’re busy. The Thrall that killed Jin, he was a big one, been plaguing us for awhile. Maybe on a good day, we don’t hear about any attacks.” Riley crossed his arms and fixed a glare on Isaac, his tone shifting rather suddenly. “Besides, what if it was the same Thrall? You don’t know how to fight. What happened yesterday was a fluke. If you try to fight now, you’re likely to die.”


  “That’s what I’m hoping for.” Tyloki grinned, most likely enjoying the verbal lashing that Isaac had earned himself.


  “So what do you have to say for yourself? You’re as bad as those Pre-Collars at the Registry. No, you’re worse. You say you don’t want to fight.” Riley took a step towards Isaac, who leaned back. “You say you don’t want to fight, but what you mean is that you don’t want to listen.”


  Riley’s mention of the Pre-Collars tipped Isaac off, he was getting a lecture from an upper classman. He found it strangely endearing, another quality he liked about Riley. “That’s–”


  “Quiet, I’m not done yet.” Evidently, the question had been rhetorical. Riley was upset, there was nothing to do but listen to his rant. “There’s a reason the Registry exists to help train Collars. Thralls are deadly, they’re scary, they don’t care about anything more than killing and destroying. If you refuse to learn how to fight, then at least stay off the battlefield.” Riley’s voice rose with each word. “You’re wasting Tyloki, that I can forgive, you’re wasting an incredible power. But don’t dangle it in front of my face and mock me with it. Jin was better than that. Jin was…” He stopped, jaw hanging open, eyes red. He looked surprised, as if the emotions had come upon him suddenly, without his being aware.


  Tyloki’s paw came to rest on his shoulder, and tugged him lightly back, away from Isaac. That was all the consolation the wolf was likely to give, Isaac thought, but it was more than he had expected.


  “Jin was a warrior, in every part of his life.” Tyloki said. “You shouldn’t waste your breath on this boy, Riley. He’ll be gone soon.”


  Riley turned on Tyloki, giving him the same lecture glare he had given Isaac. “And you. Don’t you dare let Isaac get killed. A Collar’s job is to protect innocent people, and just because he doesn’t want to fight, that doesn’t mean he doesn’t deserve protection. If I sit back and watch you let him die, that’s as bad as letting a Thrall kill someone.”


  “If I was going to kill him myself, I would have. Getting himself killed is out of my paws.” Tyloki said, holding his hands in the air.


  “I’m sorry.” Isaac said, interrupting, intentionally ignoring the fact that they were talking about him as if he wasn’t there. “I shouldn’t have come, I don’t know how to fight. You were both right.” He followed because he was afraid of letting Riley go alone, but that was foolish. Riley was capable of handling himself. Isaac wasn’t capable of helping at all.


  “Isaac?” A familiar voice chimed in Isaac’s ears, and his heart sank. The voice came from behind him, towards the InCorp building.


  He spun on the spot, and as he did, he saw Tyloki blink away, disappearing back into his head. Sera was standing a few feet away, just outside the entrance to InCorp. No surprise, she worked there with him. He wasn’t sure why he was so shocked to see her. She had golden hair, more radiant than his own sandy blond, and her sapphire eyes were alive, the night sky filled with stars. They were dressed similarly, both in InCorp uniforms, and her InCorp ID tag was clipped to her chest.


  “Isaac?” She repeated, her hand on her hip, looking at her brother in disbelief. Condescending in the way only an older sister can be.


  “Oh, Sera. Hi.” Isaac waved at his sister with a smile, scratching the back of his head, scrambling for an excuse.


  [All out of excuses. It’s time to come clean.]


  “What’s this?” She asked, and Riley waved with a charming smile from behind him.


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about?” Isaac said, the statement turning into a question at the last minute.


  “Who’s your friend?” Isaac knew Sera, he knew she was already on to him. She would give him a chance to put his foot in his mouth, though.


  “His name is Riley. He’s, uh, a Collar. I met him yesterday, after all the commotion.” Isaac stammered, and he glanced back at Riley, hoping for help. Riley shook his head.


  Sera looked at the ground, and Isaac saw the faint glimmer of tears fall from her eyes. “You went and did it, didn’t you? I thought yesterday was strange. It makes sense now, though. You’re like Rufus.”


  “I’m not like Rufus!” He shouted back


  [Clearly you’re not.]


  “Yes, you are. All the men in this family are deadbeats.” She sniffed, trying to hide her tears. “I thought we agreed to stick together.”


  It had been awhile since Isaac had seen her cry. Another memory he wished he didn’t have. Tears were painful, especially when they came from someone else. “I’m not going to disappear just because I’m C…” The word caught in Isaac’s throat.


  “So it’s true!” Sera looked up, beaming. There was no hint of sadness on her face. Isaac had been drawn in by her fake tears once again. “You admitted it, or at least you almost did.”


  “No! I didn’t finish. I was going to say…uh…uh…I’ve got nothing.” Isaac shook his head with a sigh.


  Sera approached, and he put up his arms, hoping to keep her away. Reaching out, she grabbed the collar around his neck and started to yank, forcing him to follow. Leading him by the collar, she headed for the InCorp building. “Bye, nice to meet you!” She called back to Riley as they went inside.


  [Baby brother indeed.] The wolf chuckled inside.


  Isaac thought it was fitting that they ended up in the security room, where InCorp security officers would take suspicious individuals for interrogations. It was a small room, a bland metal table with chairs on either side. The defining feature of the room was the immense video surveillance system. On the far wall, a set of Lightglass monitors stood, 24 in total, flickering constantly between the numerous video feeds from the security camera’s throughout the building. A small Lightglass console could be called up in front of the screens to switch through feeds, allowing a single security officer to scan the entire building in seconds.


  Sera practically threw Isaac into the chair, and he sat with his hands on the table, close together, feeling like a criminal on a TV show. She sat on the far end across from him, crossing her arms as she leaned forward.


  “So, tell me everything.” She smiled, and the chirpy tone of voice she spoke with drew him in. She was his sister, of course he had to tell her.


  “The Collar who was fighting the Thrall at our house yesterday, he died. I had to become one to fight the monster, or else there wouldn’t have been anyone to stop it.” Isaac said, keeping his eyes on the table. “So I did. I’m a Collar now.”


  “Do you think…” Sera asked, glancing around the room, “that you’ll be cool enough to find a girlfriend now?”


  Isaac slammed a fist on the table, looking up at his sister. “This is serious! And I could have a girlfriend if I wanted, I just haven’t wanted.”


  “Yeah, so you say. And yet if you don’t try, who’s to say you’re right?”


  “That really isn’t important right now!” Isaac growled.


  “I guess not. So what was it like? Do you feel powerful now? I never got to talk to Rufus after he left.” Sera sounded curious, likely attempting to fill the gap that Rufus left so long ago.


  “I agreed to the pact, and the Indicia granted me power. That’s all there was to it.” Isaac blushed, hoping she couldn’t see in the dim lighting. “And he gave me this collar that I’m wearing, it’s called a Totem. It’s how I use magic, basically.”


  [Oh, she asked you to tell her everything.] Isaac could feel the wolf grinning lewdly inside his head.


  “Right, magic. Collars have all sorts of different magic. What’s yours like?” At least she seemed to genuinely care, even if it was about the less important aspects.


  “My magic is like a shield, I guess. It isn’t much different from the Lightglass barriers and AE circuits in the armor InCorp makes.” Isaac didn’t sound enthusiastic about his power, instead finding it a bit redundant. Their armor already provided a shield. “That and fire.”


  “Fire and shield. That’s cool, I guess.” She didn’t sound impressed. Instead, she quickly moved the conversation forward. “What are you going to do?”


  “I don’t want anything to change. I don’t want to fight, I just want to keep working here. The same as always.”


  “Can you do that? Not fight?” Sera asked, and she looked like she was thinking very hard over someting. “I don’t know, everything I’ve learned about Collars comes from romance novels.”


  “You can. It’s not ideal, but they don’t make you fight.” Isaac said, half expecting another smack on the back of his head from Tyloki, but none came.


  “You do know that I have to tell InCorp, right?” Sera said with disappointment.


  “Couldn’t we just keep it our secret?” Isaac asked, lacing his fingers together in front of him.


  “Is, you’re on the security camera talking to that Riley guy anyway. If I don’t turn you in now, we’ll both get canned.”


  “I guess you’re right.” Isaac said, defeated. He hadn’t wanted to deal with InCorp. They were his routine, changing that meant changing his entire life. But she was right, there was no way around it anymore. He kicked himself for not staying at the Registry.


  “I need to get back to Riley. We were sort of in the middle of something.” Isaac said, standing.


  Sera stood as well, and she held the door open for him as they exited. When he walked past, she whispered to him, “Isaac, there’s something I’ve been dying to know.”


  Isaac stopped in the threshold. “What is it?”


  “Don’t freak out, but I’m going to embarrass you. Is it true that you guys have sex with your Indicia?” She whispered.


  “No! God, where did you hear that?” Isaac shouted, and subsequently lowered his voice when several employees in the hallway turned their heads. Isaac shot them a look that told them it was none of their business. When he turned back to Sera, he found Tyloki materialized in front of them. The hallways at InCorp were spacious enough, and yet Tyloki chose to stand uncomfortably close to the siblings, practically in the doorway with them. As usual, he wasn’t wearing any clothes, and Isaac could see the tip of his length nestled in his sheath. The boy rolled his eyes.


  Sera stared at the wolf in awe, and she didn’t flinch away. In fact, she leaned closer, studying his form.


  Here we go, he thought. Don’t you do it.


  “He’s lying. I bent him over, I fucked him raw, and I tied him like a bitch.” Tyloki gloated, speaking slowly and savoring each delicious word.


  There you go, you did it. Isaac sighed internally and stared forward at the wall in front of him. He didn’t even glance over at Sera.


  They stood in silence. Sera didn’t say anything, Isaac had nothing to say, and Tyloki was clearly enjoying himself. The moment was awkward, Isaac pondered that this might be what Hell was.


  It was Sera who rescued them from damnation. “He’s kind of an asshole…isn’t he?” She said bluntly, to Tyloki’s face.


  “You have no idea.” Isaac responded with an audible sigh.


  Sera glanced up and down at the hulking wolf, inspecting him. “And damn. He is seriously hung. How did you–”


  “I’m leaving!” Isaac shouted, holding his hand up to shush Sera as he started walking steadfastly down the hallway, towards the entrance of the building.


  “He’s actually quite flexible.” Tyloki asserted, and he vanished.


  * * *


  As Isaac rushed through the door, eager to get away from Sera and Tyloki, he found Riley sitting on a piece of stone that used to belong to the fountain statue. He was waiting patiently, watching the water, entranced. When Isaac walked up, he turned to greet him, but it seemed as if the water still had his attention.


  “I didn’t expect you to wait around for me.” Isaac said, stopping in front of the rock.


  “Girlfriend? Ex-girlfriend?” Riley asked, standing up. “And I haven’t finished convincing you to register yet. So I couldn’t just leave you on your own here.”


  “She’s my sister.” Isaac admitted, following Riley as they started the trek back to the Registry. “She’s a year older than me, and we’ve always been pretty close.”


  “How’d she take the Collar thing?” Riley asked, leading the way at a casual pace.


  “Better than I expected. Even if Tyloki tried to give her the wrong idea.” Isaac said grumpily.


  [I did nothing other than tell her the truth.] Tyloki snarled.


  “She didn’t need to hear it!” Isaac balled his hand into a fist, anger welling up inside him again.


  “You’re an InCorp employee. The relationship between InCorp and the Registry is a bit…tense, these days.” Riley moved on, Isaac was glad, he didn’t want to talk about it anymore.


  “I wouldn’t really know. I just deliver packages. It’s quiet, and its easy.” The streets were calmer now than they had been, as people started to return to their daily lives.


  It’s almost like they don’t notice the Thrall after it’s gone. Like it was never there. Even the people at InCorp were just going about their day, right after a huge fight outside. Isaac thought, watching the people closely. He wondered if he had been like them, two days ago. Taking the Collars for granted so, that he didn’t even notice they were there.


  [You notice the strangest things. Jin never thought about that.]


  What did Jin think about, then? Isaac asked. Out loud, he continued to talk to Riley. “I like it, though. I like the quiet, the easy.”


  “I’ve never really known quiet, but Thralls, they’re easy.” Riley flashed a boisterous grin.


  [Strategy and tactics.]


  “Do you have any family?” Isaac asked suddenly, not even sure where the question came from himself. He just wanted to know more about Riley.


  “Nope, it was just me. That’s how it was. Til Rain came along.” Riley said, and his smile seemed a little less genuine. His eyes a little less bright.


  “So Rain is your family?” Isaac pursued, admittedly intrigued by the prospect.


  “More or less.” Riley shrugged, “Someday, Tyloki will be yours.”


  [That’s unlikely.]


  “That’s probably not going to happen.” Isaac echoed, and he followed behind Riley as they turned a corner.


  * * *


  The pair continued to chat, with occasional remarks from Tyloki, as they walked back to the Registry. Inside, it was every bit as busy as it had been earlier in the day. Various animal calls echoed through the lobby, and Isaac entertained himself by trying to identify the animal they came from. Riley checked them in again, and they took the elevator back to the dorm.


  Isaac sat on the couch, feeling thoroughly exhausted.


  [You didn’t do anything. How can you be exhausted?]


  I ran really fast, didn’t I?


  [Don’t take pride in what you did today. It was a disgrace.]


  Isaac rolled his mind’s eye. I won’t be doing it again.


  [You won’t be stupid again? That I do not believe.]


  No, I won’t go where I don’t belong. It’s not my job. Isaac thought. I made a mistake earlier. Part of me wanted to help, and it made me ignore the part that knows I can’t.


  Riley didn’t sit. He pressed his hands to his lower back and stretched. “I need to go shower and hand in my report. Can you actually stay here this time, or will you be following me into the shower? Because if you’re interested…” Riley trailed off, smiling lecherously at Isaac.


  “No, thanks!” Isaac chuckled uncomfortably. After Rain’s comments about ‘wanting him all to himself’, Isaac felt it was necessary to set the record straight. “I’m not really into that.”


  “I’ll give it a week.” Riley said, walking to the door. “But seriously, stay here this time. I’ll be back before you know it.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?” Isaac shouted after him, but Riley was gone. The boy expected a comment from Tyloki, but instead was treated to silence. Enjoying the apparent privacy, he leaned back on the couch and closed his eyes, resting. Riley had been so cool, fighting that Thrall. Calm and collected, setting up his plan meticulously. Isaac had never given Collars much thought before, but now he found a certain admiration for what they did. There was a time when Isaac had wanted to protect others, but he was different now.


  The room was quiet, soothing. There were several bedrooms attached to the living space, but no one seemed to be around. Maybe Riley had the room to himself. Good, Isaac thought, I’ll just take a nap. Sleep was an enticing prospect, somewhere that Tyloki couldn’t reach him. So far, sleep had proven to be solitary, safe. At least his dreams were still his own. Dreams weren’t what he got. Instead, sharp claws dug into the skin of his neck, wrapping around the collar. The paw pulled upward, lifting Isaac into the air by his neck. His eyes shot open, and he choked, hands scratching frantically at the collar, trying to undo the clasp. As he struggled, he was lifted easily off and over the the couch, and was carried into one of the apparently empty bedrooms.


  “You constantly disobey me.” Tyloki’s voice snarled violently into his ear, though Isaac wasn’t listening. He was putting more of his effort into not strangling to death. He heard the door slam shut behind them. “You argue with me, you don’t listen to what I say. I knew that you would be useless in a fight when I took you.” The wolf let go of the collar, dropping Isaac into a heap on the floor.


  The boy gasped for breath, quickly undoing the collar as he coughed and wheezed. He looked up at Tyloki. The wolf’s eyes were ablaze, muzzle twisted into a vicious snarl. From the ground, the already large wolf seemed mammoth, looming over Isaac like a predator.


  “The least I expect in return is a bit of obedience. The slightest bit of deference to someone who is far superior to you.” The beast watched the boy on the ground. “Yet at every turn, you ignore me. You bicker with me, you offend me. Even when I tell you to do something that would keep you alive, you don’t listen. It’s not simply that you’re afraid to fight, you revel in disobeying. Why? I’ve already proven that you enjoy being a slave. Do you feel such a need to disprove that, that you’re willing to die? Stand up.”


  Isaac coughed a few more times, rubbing his neck. Planting his palms on the ground, he pushed himself up and climbed to his feet, standing face to face with Tyloki. The wolf’s breath was fire, it was warm and scented of ash, his eyes were a pool of lava. Isaac met those eyes with his own icy pools.


  “Why won’t you fight?” Tyloki growled, purposefully snapping his fangs in Isaac’s face.


  The boy didn’t flinch back. “I don’t want to.”


  “How have you not learned that you can’t lie to me? I can see why. But you haven’t once admitted it.”


  “I want to live quietly. I don’t want to fight, and you can’t make me.” Isaac said, neck still sore from being lifted by his collar.


  “I can’t?” Tyloki raised a paw, wreathed in flames, and struck at Isaac’s chest.


  He caught Isaac off his guard, and the boy didn’t have time to block the hit. The hit wasn’t as hard as Tyloki could muster, instead meant to push Isaac back, which it did. He stumbled back, and fell onto the ground. The wolf waited for the boy to stand up again. Isaac thought he could hear the faint sound of crying as his memories clawed at him again. In an instant, he was a kid again. Looking up, he saw another predator looming, not Tyloki. Worse. His sisters huddled in a dark corner, tears pooling on the floor. Blood on his lip, head throbbing. Heart beating heavily. The predator looked down on him in disgust. Tyloki looked at him the same way.


  The smell of alcohol. “What good are you?” He had been told, then and now. Wiping the blood off of his lip, he stood again. “What are you going to do?”


  “Why won’t you fight?” Tyloki asked again as Isaac stood.


  “I’m not a fighter.” Isaac said, still staring the wolf in the eyes.


  Tyloki kicked now, and Isaac made no attempt to dodge or block the strike. Again, the wolf held back, merely knocking the boy down.


  One the ground again, Isaac looked up at his sisters. He couldn’t leave them alone. Rufus had left, it was just him now. He was all they had. He hurt in so many places, so many ways. But their cries were the worst, they cut him deeply. And no matter how many times he stood, there was nothing he could do. He couldn’t protect them.


  The crash of a bottle breaking on the wall, the stain on the ground from the puddle underneath. Crying, not from him. From his sisters. Even in the face of a monster, Isaac couldn’t bring himself to cry, not in front of the girls. They needed him. The depended on him.


  The wolf was on top of him now, strong paws pinning his arms to the ground, legs straddling his waist. Large fangs in his face. “Why?” Tyloki shouted at Isaac, who stared up defiantly, not at the face of a wolf but at the face of a monster.


  It was a face he had spent so long forgetting. Not the muzzle of a wolf but that of a man. Another hit to his face, more blood. “You never listen.” He was told, and he knew it was true. He hadn’t listened, and that was why he was getting hit. The monster told him to stay on the ground, but he disobeyed. He had stood up. So he got hit again. Every time he stood, he would learn his lesson just a little bit more.


  “Why won’t you fight?” Tyloki asked again, holding Isaac still on the ground.


  “I learned back then fighting doesn’t change. A. THING!” He shouted, and then fell back, as if something had been torn from him by the admission.


  The hits would continue until he stayed down, until he learned his lesson. And when he did, the monster would turn his attention to the girls. He tried to get up, but he couldn’t. He struggled under the weight of exhaustion, but it was no use. So much fighting, so much pain, and the outcome was the same.


  Tyloki loosened his grip, but still pinned the boy down. “That was different.” He said, as comfortingly as he could with his rough voice.


  “Not as far as I’m concerned. I wanted to help Riley, but in the end, I couldn’t move.” Isaac said, giving up struggling against Tyloki. It was something he had avoided talking about for years. It wasn’t that he was running away, he was simply trying to live a different life than the one he’d been born into.


  In the back of his head, there was a dull pressure, it had been there since Tyloki had joined him. Every thought he had, Tyloki was a part of. Even his memories felt different, as if the wolf was digging them out of his mind.


  The life he had been living before was over, and no matter how desperately he tried to hold onto it, it had already slipped away. The only thing he could do now was move forward. “You’re right, things are different now. I can’t just keep living the same life I’ve been living.”


  “So what will you do?” The wolf asked, standing up above Isaac.


  “I’ll register, and I’ll stop acting like I’m not a Collar. But I still can’t fight.” Isaac sat up, and Tyloki was gone. He would move forward, but it would be on his terms. He would build a new life, one he would be happy living. “I still won’t fight.”


  [One step at a time.] The wolf mused as Isaac stood, retrieving his collar from the floor, returning it to his neck.


  Isaac walked slowly back into the living space, stalked by the shadow of a wolf and the shadow of a monster. The memory weighed on him, the face of the monster was so close to his own.


  When Riley returned, he would ask him to help him register. And he would need to talk to InCorp about a sponsor, a non-Collar employee who could vouch for his absence in the event of Registry duties.


  Like the bond that tied him to Tyloki, or the laws that tied him to the Registry, it was simply another leash.


  Chapter 5 – Stand…


  [Wake up.]


  Isaac’s head rang as his alarm went off. He didn’t want to get up, it was too early. That, and he felt hung over.


  “Too early.” He groaned, “My head…ugh…”


  Rolling over with an outstretched arm, he searched for his LINK, hoping to turn off the alarm. His hand found a cold metal bar, something that shouldn’t have been near his bed, and he opened his eyes to find out what it was. His vision took a moment to adjust. He was on the ground, and the alarm wasn’t an alarm clock. It was a siren, accompanied by a bright, flashing red warning light. The siren’s drone was deep and long, and it agitated Isaac’s throbbing head. The metal bar Isaac held in his hand was the leg of a chair. Using the chair to pull himself up, Isaac realized his body was sore and exhausted, unwilling to move as he wanted.


  The boy held his hand to his head, trying to think through the pain. Where am I?


  [We’ve been attacked.]


  Isaac stood warily, using the chair for support. The chair was one of many, lined up before a lavishly polished wooden table, but knocked over on their sides. Directly on the other side of the table, Isaac could see a wall of glass. Walking slowly, trying to keep his balance, he went around the side of the long table and towards the glass. It was hard to hear much with the siren blaring, but each time it died down, he thought he could make out a faint chattering noise. A quick glance around the room provided no explanation.


  As he got closer to the glass, he could hear the shrieking of heavy winds. Pressing his fingertips against the glass, leaning close to the windows, he found he could see through them. Windows. Windows near the top of a tall building, and far below, in the plaza, a broken statue and fountain. InCorp. Outside, it was twilight, and the sun was nearly gone. It would be night soon. One of the panes of glass was shattered, shards littering the carpet. That was why the wind was so loud. But still no explanation for the chattering noise.


  How’d I get here? Isaac wondered, memories swirling in a void, just outside of his grasp. Thinking was still hard, in between the throbbing in his head.


  [You don’t remember?]


  Isaac stumbled away from the window, leaning on the table. I don’t. Why am I so exhausted?


  [While you were unconscious, I had to protect you.]


  And that exhausts me?


  [If I use your energy, it does. Hurry, we need to get moving.]


  Where? Isaac asked, looking behind him. The alarm light lit the dark hallway every few seconds. The building was a war zone. Shattered glass, broken machines, chairs and tables overturned. He heard the chattering noise again.


  [We have to get out of this building.]


  Its not safe here? Isaac tried to take his weight off the table, and he wobbled. Finding his balance, he stood now of his own volition. The room seemed safe enough, there was nothing immediately dangerous. The broken glass was a concern, but it was broken in, not out. Something entered through it, not the other way around.


  [No, it isn’t. If you’re not willing to fight, then we need to get somewhere safe.]


  Alright, then we need to go down. I take it the elevators aren’t moving. Isaac mused as he stumbled into the hallway. The automatic door behind him didn’t close on its own. All of the doors in the hallway, which would normally be closed, stood open. The building must have an evacuation protocol. Most of the doors led to offices, but Isaac didn’t see anyone inside of them. He crept down the hall, wincing each time the red alarm flashed bright light in his eyes. It was hard enough just dragging his body along, his legs felt like they would give out any moment now.


  “Hello?” He called out as he went, not expecting a response. Everyone else had already evacuated, it would seem.


  [Be quiet. You don’t want to draw attention to yourself.]


  As expected, no one answered the call. There was a turn at the end of the hallway, leading to the elevator lobby and stairway access. They were high up, and Isaac wasn’t looking forward to walking down all the stairs to the ground floor, but it beat staying. Making slow progress, Isaac rounded the corner and saw the doors leading to the stairwell. They were open, waiting for him, welcoming. Passing through them, into the stairwell, Isaac was reminded of the Registry tower. Looking between the stairs, you could see all the way to the top, or to the bottom. Except he couldn’t see all the way down. Something was obscuring his vision. It was dark, so he didn’t expect to see the ground unimpeded, but there was something solid there.


  It was too far away, and too dimly lit, to be able to be able to see anything helpful. Isaac started the slog down the stairs. As he walked, he realized he hadn’t tried to seek outside help. His LINK was securely attached to his wrist. Slipping it off, he switched it on and went to place a call. Except he couldn’t. The screen flickered and flashed, and the input was not responsive. With a hefty sigh, he replaced it to his wrist.


  Maybe it broke in all the commotion. He thought, a faint shudder in his voice. He swallowed and took a deep breath.


  Signs on the wall indicated that he was on the 40th floor, executive offices. What had he been doing there? Using the guardrail for support, he took each step carefully, afraid that he might fall if he stopped paying attention. It was a long way down.


  The journey down the stairs took longer than Isaac wanted, but it didn’t take all the way down before he knew it had been pointless. When he finally reached the obstruction, he bent down and rapped on it with his knuckles. A blast door had closed the stairwell off horizontally, blocking any travel up or down the building.


  What the…? The metal gave a solid response, it was a thick blockade.


  [We won’t be going this way.]


  Can’t we…burn it down…or something?


  [If you feel like you’ve got the energy to pull off something like that. You can barely walk, and you want to set a blaze hot enough to melt metal?]


  Isaac sighed, kicking his heel on the floor. The door made the floor he was on, the 25th, according to a nearby sign, essentially ground floor. What other way out?


  [Climb down the elevator shaft, climb down the outside of the building…]


  “What sort of security is this, anyway?” Isaac asked, arms crossed. “Did everyone else make it out already?”


  [I doubt it. If this barrier is a security measure, then I think it would have been closed when the alarm started going off. The alarm started going off when the Thrall broke through the window.]


  “The Thrall broke through the window?” Isaac thought back to the meeting room. The glass had been broken inward, it made sense that a Thrall had broken in. A blurry image of the creature smashing into the building clicked in his head. He thought hard around the image, holding on to it, despite his headache. The monster had been large, and as it crashed through the glass, Isaac ducked under the table. As he ducked, the rest of the people in the meeting dove for safety as well. Three others.


  “There was Harland Sharp. He’s on the board of directors.” He said, speaking aloud to break the chilly silence.


  [I know, because you know. You like Sharp, he’s the face of the company. Charming, smooth, attractive.]


  “Hush, I’m trying to remember what happened.” Isaac continued to focus on his memory. “Harland was across from me. Next to me was,” He closed his eyes, going back to the meeting room. He turned to his right, saw a face in his mind’s eye. “Roy!” If the others from the meeting hadn’t made it out, that meant they were still in danger.


  [Roy is your mother’s husband. You disrespect him by not calling him father.]


  “I don’t like ‘Dad’. Bad memories.” Isaac said. The old familiar pain twisted his gut as he pushed down his unpleasant memories. “So I didn’t want to call Roy that, when he came around. Anyway, that doesn’t matter right now.” He glanced up, back towards the 40th floor. “If he didn’t make it out, I have to find him.”


  [You’re going to have enough trouble getting yourself out of here.]


  “As if I hadn’t figured that out.” The boy spat back, kicking the blast door beneath his feet. “But if Sharp and Roy are still in the building, I won’t leave without them.”


  [How do you intend to find them?]


  “I don’t know. I don’t even know him I’m going to get out of the building. I guess I’m going to improvise.” Isaac looked around. The stairwell was a dead end, and the elevators were surely not operational. Anyone who tried to walk down to the ground floor would have ended up on the 25th, where he was. It was as good a place to look as any.


  Startling Isaac, a voice echoed through the stairwell. “Gathered data indicates that Harland Sharp is inside the lockdown zone.”


  The boy nearly jumped, looking around. He checked up the stairs, but didn’t see anyone else around. The voice continued, it was distinctly female and had a metallic edge. “The lockdown zone consists of the 25th floor to the rooftop.”


  “Who’s there?” Isaac called out.


  “This is the automated emergency response intelligence.” The voice replied, monotone and cool.


  “You’re an artificial intelligence?”


  “That is an accurate description.”


  “And you control the building.” Isaac looked around as he spoke, not sure where to address.


  “Also accurate, in the event of an emergency. It is more accurate to say that I follow a specific set of protocols in response to emergency situations.”


  “Can you open the door?” The boy inquired, “Please?”


  “I am unable to release lockdown while a hostile element remains within the building.”


  “A hostile element. The Thrall.”


  “As long as the hostile element remains, the lockdown can not be released.”


  [Looks like you’re going to have to fight.]


  Or find another way out. There’s windows, so it’s not like we’re completely trapped.


  [Eventually, you’ll find yourself in a situation where there is no other way.]


  “So if the Thrall is killed, you can open the doors.” Isaac asked for clarification.


  “If the hostile element is removed, the lockdown will be lifted, and the automated emergency response will return to standby mode.”


  [So what’s it going to be? Find daddy or fight the Thrall?]


  I think you know my answer to that already. Isaac started for the door leading to the 25th floor offices. “Besides, you heard the woman. If the Thrall is removed, the lockdown is lifted. I don’t have to kill it. All I have to do is kick it out a window. That’s hardly what I’d call fighting.”


  [It might prove to be more difficult than that.]


  Oh yeah, and why might that– Isaac’s thought was cut off as he heard the distinctive sound of gun shots reporting from somewhere on the 25th floor. His exhaustion forgotten, he felt his usual urge to run towards trouble, even when he knew he wouldn’t be any help. Forcing his legs to work at his pace, he jogged down the hallway, trying to listen for where the bullets were being fired.


  The sounds echoed, desperate to keep Isaac from locating their source. Each hallway seemed to bring the gunshots from both directions, and Isaac found himself guessing more often than not. He called out, hoping the owner of the gun would respond and make it easier to find them. He didn’t get a response, so he kept looking. Glancing in offices, around corners, he searched as frantically as his tired body would allow. It wasn’t long before the gunshots stopped ringing out, and his hope of location the source started to fade.


  The building didn’t become completely silent. As his ears stopped ringing from the noise of the gun, Isaac was able to pick up on another sound. The same unnatural chattering he had heard on the 40th floor. It was warped, like it was being heard through a narrow tube, and it reminded him of the rattling of a snake. The volume was faint, but seemed to be coming from a nearby bathroom. Isaac tiptoed towards the bathroom door. It was the men’s room, familiar territory. Familiar until there’s a Thrall inside that might be a rattlesnake.


  As he sneaked forward, he noticed that his hands felt ineffably empty. In most situations like this, in movies, the character would have a weapon in their hand. Even if they weren’t a warrior, they’d find a pipe or a lamp or a stapler. Anything to make them feel like they could fight if they had to. Isaac had magic, that was true, but it wasn’t tangible. It didn’t fill him with confidence the way a real weapon would have. When he wielded the spear against the Thrall that had killed Jin, he had felt, for a brief moment, powerful. He longed now for the spear, though he couldn’t recall what had become of it after the fight.


  Nearby him was a potted plant, just outside the entrance to the bathroom. He spent several thoughts on the possibilities of turning a potted plant into a weapon, but came up empty. Glancing around, he searched for a weapon close by, trying to keep composure even as the chattering noise gnawed at him. There was nothing that seemed useful, but perhaps it was simply a failure of imagination. Trying to move quietly and avoid alerting the Thrall to his presence, but still quickly enough to save whoever was firing the gun if they needed help, Isaac crept up to the bathroom door and pressed his back to the wall just outside.


  Now Isaac could hear the Thrall was moving around inside the bathroom, though pinpointing its location was difficult thanks to the room’s acoustics. It would have been better if Isaac knew for sure there was someone trapped inside, and that he wasn’t simply accosting a Thrall for the sake of it. Certainty that it was for someone else made the act of heroically leaping to the rescue seem sensible. If no one was in the bathroom, or if they were already dead, then it was pointless.


  Fire, I can light the damn thing on fire.


  [I could light it on fire. You could light it candles for a romantic dinner.]


  Same thing. You are me, remember? Isaac thought snidely, looking at his hands. He had produced fire from them before. Not in a tense situation though; he hadn’t even practiced using magic in private. It had been a busy few days, but it dawned on Isaac now that he had magic. Something that he should have been playing with, if only for personal entertainment. Thinking about the fire before had frightened him, when it should have excited him.


  [I own you. Learn the difference runt.]


  With a determined shout, he wheeled around the corner and held his hands out, ready to scorch whatever was unfortunate enough to get in the way. As he tried to enter, the Thrall was on its way out. The monster jumped, a blur of shadow that smashed heavily into his chest. Forced him back, onto the floor of the hallway. The warped rattling was unbearably loud as the creature landed atop him. Frantically, Isaac tried to grab it as if it were a dog, pathetic sparks of fire popping and crackling in his palms, but not enough to do anything worthwhile. He caught a glimpse of luminescent green as they struggled.


  The familiar report of a gunshot rang out, and the Thrall was forced off of his chest. It bounced against the wall, landed with a thud. It clambered to its feet and chattered loudly, filling the hallway with an otherworldly noise. Isaac sat up, saw the gunman in the bathroom doorway. They took aim again, Isaac ducked to the side. The Thrall jumped again. Another gunshot, driving the creature back against the wall. None of the bullets were doing any lasting damage, only slowing the monster down.


  Why isn’t it working? Isaac asked, in regards to the lack of fire in his hands.


  [You’re weak and empty. I used your magic to protect you earlier.]


  So I can’t make fire at all?


  [Not as inexperienced as you are.]


  Then why did you tell me to fight! Isaac shouted inwardly, crawling on the floor towards the man with the gun. Each time the Thrall regained its composure, he would fire another shot, buying them more time.


  [You have to learn sooner or later. Besides, if you die, I start fresh tomorrow.]


  What a comforting thought.


  “I’m almost out of bullets.” The gunner said, with a husky but certainly female voice. Isaac realized that the gunman was actually a woman. She reached her free hand down to help Isaac up.


  Isaac took it, and was grateful for the help. As exhausted as he was, even standing up would have been a chore.


  [Calm yourself.]


  Kind of difficult, Isaac thought as he was pulled to his feet.


  [Do it anyway.]


  Turning to face the advancing Thrall, Isaac took a deep breath and held it, trying his best to steady himself. The gun clicked, and the chamber locked. The monster stood up again. It jumped. The boy raised his hands. He willed the fire to come to him. The pathetic sparks from before caught in the air as if it was a flammable gas, swirling into a ball of fire that fit comfortably in Isaac’s palm. The ball shot forward, crashing into the Thrall head on. The small monster’s barrier shattered, raining slowly to the ground like crystal dust. The scorching fireball continued past, engulfing the black creature entirely. It’s unnatural chattering noise filled the hallway, until it stopped, and the fire died down, leaving behind an ashen silhouette of the Thrall.


  “That was a lot easier than I was expecting.” Isaac said, looking to his palm with a raised brow.


  “I must’ve weakened it while I was shooting it.” The gunner said, watching as the ashes fell to a pile on the floor.


  “So, is that it?” The boy asked, looking around. “Was that the Thrall?”


  [I can’t believe you just asked that.]


  It’s a legitimate question.


  The gunner didn’t respond, instead she kept focused, on the lookout for more enemies.


  Isaac recognized the woman with the gun, but they’d never spoken before. “You’re Alissa Avery, right?”


  The gun clicked as she placed it into her shoulder holster. Her armor was high tech, as good as money could buy. Manufactured, of course, by InCorp. Circuitry ran along the armor in a chaotic pattern, giving off a bright luminescence in the darkness. Though they worked at the same company, Alissa’s line of work afforded her much nicer equipment than Isaac’s bargain bin delivery uniform.


  “You got it. So what are you doing out here, kid?” She asked, crossing his arms on her chest.


  “I heard gunshots.” He said, gesturing to Alissa’s holstered weapon. “So I came to help.”


  “I can’t complain, I was cornered there for a second.” Alissa said with a shrug. “You’re a rare sight,” She pointed out, noticing Isaac’s blue brand. “A Collar that works for InCorp.”


  Isaac chuckled nervously. “Yeah, I was in a meeting about a sponsor when we were attacked.” He surprised himself as he spoke, he hadn’t even realized he remembered that much. But it was true. He had been at the meeting with Harland and Roy, talking about the conditions to keep his job. He wished he could remember if it had been going well.


  “InCorp doesn’t like to share. But I’m glad you showed up, fighting a Thrall with a gun isn’t a fun game.”


  [Someone glad to see you? This is new.]


  “You’re part of the security team, right? You don’t happen to know a way out of the building, do you?” Isaac asked, hoping she knew of a secret back door.


  “We shouldn’t talk here. Follow me.” Alissa said, gesturing towards Isaac as she started to walk away.


  He stared after her for a second. Where could she be going?


  [Don’t you like following people without clear motivations?]


  Good point, Isaac agreed, following after Alissa. He still wasn’t entirely sure what was going on, and the security officer would definitely know more than he did.


  “I know every way in and out of this building.” Alissa whispered to Isaac as she led him around a corner. “But this lockdown that’s been initiated, I’m not familiar with it. I mean, I knew we had lockdown protocols, but I didn’t know they were run by an AI.”


  “You didn’t know about it? Isn’t that your job?”


  “Oh, I’m sorry.” She rolled her eyes, “Technically, yes. But this AI isn’t mentioned anywhere in the current security logs. I think it’s a secret on purpose. Like it’s only supposed to activate during the worst kind of emergency.”


  “So what’s its purpose, if that’s the case?” Isaac wondered, looking around as if the walls could hear him speak.


  “You got me.” She said with a shrug. “But the AI insists that we can’t leave the building until the Thrall is dealt with.”


  “For the protection of the executives. The AI knew that Harland was inside the lockdown, so it’s keeping tabs on him, at least. If the AI wants to protect the highest ranking executives, it makes sense that they would at least know it existed.”


  “That makes sense.” Alissa stopped suddenly, hand in the air to halt Isaac, other hand on her gun. Isaac stopped and waited. He didn’t hear anything, and apparently neither did she. When she started walking again, he started following again. “So what?”


  “If Sharp knows about the AI, maybe he knows a way to turn it off, or at least a way out of the building.”


  [Too bad we have no idea where he is.]


  “That is a good point. But if the AI is a secret, what makes you think Sharp will tell us just because we say please?”


  “If his life is on the line, he might be willing to talk.” The boy shrugged, it was as good an idea as he could come up with.


  “Alright, then it’s too bad we don’t know where he ended up.” Alissa sighed.


  “That AI told us that he is somewhere in the lockdown. So that’s between the 25th and 40th floors. That reminds me, where is everyone? 15 floors is a lot of room for a lot of employees.”


  “That’s where we’re going. We’re almost there.” Alissa eventually stopped in front of a large doorway that was blocked entirely by stacked tables, chairs, whatever was around. At the bottom of the blockade, a metal plate blocked a narrow tunnel. The security officer kicked the metal a few times, and Isaac could hear people scurrying around on the other side. There was a short argument about whether or not they should open it, but it was mostly one sided. Before long, the metal plate slid to the side, opening the way.


  Alissa pointed at the hole and waited for Isaac to move. He dropped onto his hands and knees and started crawling through.


  [Now that’s a position you do well in.]


  On the far side of the tunnel was the cafeteria. It was a large room, normally full of tables and chairs, though they were all currently occupied blocking the doorway. The room was full of InCorp employees, and a few civilians, all sitting around in various states of worry. As Isaac emerged through the hole, he found several guns trained on him, all by lower ranking security personnel.


  “Whoa, hey, don’t shoot. I’m one of you.” He said, holding his hands in the air. They gestured with their guns for him to move out of the way, and when he did, Alissa entered behind him. They kept their guns ready until Alissa was inside the room, and the blockade was closed again.


  As Isaac stood up and took a look around the room, futilely searching for Harland Sharp, Alissa instead went straight for her superior officer. It was another of the security officers that Isaac recognized, but wasn’t personally familiar with. The head of InCorp security, everyone called him Mr. Parker, or ‘Sir’, so Isaac didn’t know his first name. He wanted to eavesdrop, listen to what Alissa and Parker were talking about, but before he could, he was grabbed from behind.


  “Isaac!” His shoulder was grabbed, and he turned to see who it was. “Isaac, I’m glad you’re okay. When the Thrall attacked, everything went crazy. I wasn’t sure where you’d ended up.”


  It was Roy. Mother’s husband, technically step-father. “Roy, you left me on the floor of the board room. What did you think was going to happen to me?” The man was tall and thin, similar to Isaac, but had dark black hair that couldn’t occur naturally in Isaac’s bloodline. The dark black hair that Roy had was the same as Riley’s, indicating a foreign bloodline, but Roy was otherwise native. The dark hair had entered his genes at some point far in the past. He had a kind face, not the sort of look you’d expect to see in a high standing InCorp employee, and he was averagely attractive. All in all, he was nothing special, but he made Mom happy.


  “I didn’t know you were stuck there. If I had, you know I wouldn’t have just left you there.” Roy said, showing the hurt he felt plainly on his face.


  “I’m sure you wouldn’t have. Anyway, I guess I’m glad you got away safely.” Isaac brushed Roy’s hand off of his shoulder.


  Roy sighed. “Yeah, Harland and I were together, but he disappeared. I still don’t know what happened to him.”


  [Probably some secret executive panic room.]


  “That’s not good. Have you all talked to the AI running the show?” Isaac asked, looking around.


  “Mr. Parker did, he’s being pretty controlling, taking charge of everything. Why, what did it say?” Roy wondered, giving Parker a distrusting glance.


  “No one can leave the building as long as both Sharp and the Thrall are inside. I killed one in the hallway, but it didn’t seem to help.” Isaac walked over to a nearby bench and sat down, the weight of his exhaustion returning to him.


  “You killed one?” Roy asked, taking a seat next to him. “One down…” He grabbed a bottle of water off of the table and forced it into Isaac’s hands.


  “How many are there?” Isaac asked, relatively sure he could kill a couple more. He didn’t complain about the water, instead he drank as much as he could.


  [I fended off a couple dozen.]


  “Hundreds, if everyone here is to be believed. I don’t know where they all came from. How they got past security in the first place.” Roy threw his hands in the air.


  “At least one came crashing straight into our meeting, right?”


  “Yeah, it came out of nowhere, crashed through the window. But the building has barriers, security, all sorts of protection to keep that from happening.”


  “So, what, that was all turned off for some reason?” Isaac watched Alissa and Parker talking on the far side of the room. “And we have an AI running suicidal lockdown protocols. We can’t get Sharp out until Sharp is out of the building.”


  [Kicking Sharp out of a window seems like an obvious solution.]


  “And until we find Sharp, no one can get in or out.” Roy leaned on the table behind him. “This is a fine mess.”


  Isaac turned around and rested his head on the table with a heavy sigh. Roy patted his back. “Are you okay, though, Isaac? We haven’t had much of a chance to talk about it yet…”


  “I’m fine.” Isaac said curtly, hoping to end the conversation there.


  “Because I said I’d sponsor you for a reason. I want to be there for you.”


  Roy agreed to be his sponsor? That part of his memory was still a bit blurry. “How thoughtful of you. I don’t need anyone to be there for me, Roy. I got by just fine on my own before.”


  [What definition are you using for fine?]


  “Isaac, just because your father treated you badly doesn’t mean I’m the same way.” Roy said, noticeably annoyed now.


  Isaac sat up, turning on Roy. “My father beat me and my sisters until we couldn’t move, and those were his good days. I know you’re not like him. What I don’t need is a replacement for him. I don’t mind if you are married to Mom, but don’t act like you’re my father. You’re just…Roy.”


  “You don’t have anyone in your life, Isaac. You spend most days alone, you just get out for work. Everyone needs someone to stand by them. Especially someone like you.” He swallowed, speaking the following as if it were taboo. “Collars.”


  “I need you as my sponsor so I can keep my job, not to hold my hand.” Isaac said, wincing at the way Roy spoke the word, ‘Collars’.


  “Isaac…”


  “Not right now, Roy. Please.” Isaac pleaded, and when Roy took a deep breath and nodded, the boy returned his head to the table.


  From the table, Isaac could watch Alissa and Parker talking. They were arguing, it looked like. He was so tired, his eyes were heavy. It would be a struggle to stand up again, much less find and rescue Sharp. But at least Roy was safe. That was a small comfort, and in that comfort, Isaac found sleep.


  He wasn’t sure how long he’d slept. As he sat up, he groaned in pain at how sore his body was. Looking around, he saw that a lot of the InCorp employees were asleep as well. If he had slept for long enough, it wouldn’t be long until the Registry sent in Collars to help, or at least that is what he believed. Roy was still next to him, also asleep on the table.


  [Good, you’re done being lazy.]


  Give me a break, you’re the one who used all my energy. What do you want?


  [Many things. But right now you need to find Harland Sharp and get out of the building.]


  I don’t even know where to start looking.


  [So look everywhere.]


  “Good plan.” Isaac rolled his eyes, stretching his arms high in the air. Glancing around, he saw Alissa sitting across from Parker, though they weren’t talking anymore. This was their job, not his. He wanted to sit and wait to be rescued.


  [But you know that might not happen.]


  How could it not?


  [You can’t leave everything up to others. If there is something you want, you have to just do it.]


  He did want to sit and wait to be rescued, but he couldn’t. Pushing himself begrudgingly to his feet, he walked over and took a seat next to Alissa. Both of the security officers turned to him. “Can we help you?” They both asked.


  “What’s the plan?” He asked, as if he were a part of the security team.


  Parker scowled. “The plan for you is to go sit quietly in the corner.”


  Isaac looked around. “Oh, I’m sorry. You haven’t noticed yet, I’m the only Collar here.”


  [You called yourself a Collar.]


  Don’t get used to it, I’m just being a smart-ass.


  “What you are is a child.” Parker spat, crossing his arms. “So go try not to get killed.”


  “You’re more likely to die here than I am.” Isaac said, keeping his gaze fixed stoically on Parker. The Walkers had a good poker face, if nothing else.


  “If a Collar is offering their help, I say we take it.” Alissa said, and Parker turned to her with a look on his face that conveyed disgust. “It’d be suicide to turn him down.”


  “If we wait here, an army of Collars is sure to come to the rescue.” Parker replied.


  “Maybe. We didn’t know about this AI before. Maybe the Collars wont be able to get in, just like we can’t get out.” Alissa glanced at Isaac, and Isaac thought it felt nice to have an ally.


  “And if Harland Sharp is still alive, he might not be for long. I want everyone to get out of here alive, not just us.” Isaac added.


  Parker stared at the two, incredulously. “So what then? What do you propose we do?”


  “We go out there, and we find Harland Sharp. And then we ask him about the AI, and how to turn it off, so everyone can get out of the building.”


  The head of security stared at him as if he was insane, but to Isaac, it seemed like the only thing to do now.


  “There is no way we’re going to be able to kill all of those Thralls. So if Harland knows another way out, and he dies before he tells us…” Alissa said, stoking the fire that Isaac was trying to light.


  “Then maybe we’re stuck in here until those monsters get to us.” Isaac finished off Alissa’s thought.


  “Fine, if you want to go get yourselves killed, be my guest. If you find Sharp, bring him back here. If not, I’ll assume you’re dead.”


  “Yes, sir.” Alissa said. She stood and grabbed some ammo from a stockpile of supplies in the corner. Then she tossed Isaac a spare handgun. It was heavy, and felt awkward in his hands, but he thought it would be a comfort to have anyway. Even if they were up against monsters that thought bullets were BBs. “Shall we?” She asked, giving him a cocksure grin.


  [You know that down this path lies fighting?]


  Yeah, we’ll burn that bridge when we come to it. Isaac nodded. “Lets go.”


  Slipping out through the tunnel they crawled in through, Isaac felt isolated as the passage closed behind them. He also felt a pang of guilt for leaving without saying anything to Roy. The man tried his best to be there for Isaac and his siblings since their father died. Some of them took to him better than others. Isaac fell in the middle, not hating him the way Rufus did, but not treating him as a parent, like Sera.


  Alissa took the lead, but Isaac realized he wasn’t sure where they were going. “Where should we start looking?”


  “Where else? Sharp’s office.” She said, heading for the stairwell.


  [What are the chances he’s sipping scotch?]


  Isaac nodded, it made sense. As they walked, they kept fairly quiet. They didn’t have much to talk about, and talking made noise that might mask the telltale chattering of the Thralls. Still, from time to time, Isaac was sure he heard the chittering noise closing in on them, but when he turned to look, nothing was there.


  Then they heard the noise in front of them. Alissa pressed her back against the wall, peeking around the corner. She nodded at Isaac, and he took a place next to her.


  “Same as before.” She said, and she drew her gun.


  Same as before. Isaac thought, looking down at his hands.


  [Same as before.]


  Alissa bolted, moving all the way to the far wall. She fired down the hallway. Isaac spun around the corner, scanning quickly for the Thrall. It was standing in the middle of the corridor, until it got blasted by a bullet. It bounced back against the floor. Standing up, it screeched and charged. Isaac held up his hands, willing fire to spark. Fire sizzled in his palm, swirling with the air to form a sphere. Sleeping had restored some of his energy, and he felt proud of the fact that he could create fire with relative ease, compared to before. He hurled the fireball, it exploded on the Thrall. The green barrier flicked, but didn’t break. Another bullet, the monster was knocked back again.


  [Another fireball, bigger this time.]


  “Again!” Alissa ordered, keeping her gun ready.


  Isaac rolled his eyes, not even entirely sure how to make a bigger fireball. He tried the same as before, but thought of a larger flame. For a second, he thought he felt Tyloki’s paw on the back of his hand. The fireball didn’t flicker to life, it erupted into his hands. The Thrall was already leaping again. It crashed into Isaac’s hands, he grabbed it. Instead of falling backwards, he felt Alissa behind him, holding him up. The Thrall gnashed its glowing fangs in his face as he kept the flame ablaze in his palms, not letting go. The barrier glowed, and then shattered. Isaac held his ground as the fire burned the Thrall’s flesh, causing its oily shadow to harden into ash. Then Isaac was holding a statue, which he dropped on the ground, letting it break into a pathetic pile on the floor.


  Alissa clapped his back. “Good job. But don’t get cocky, that was one. There’s still a lot more.”


  Isaac kicked at the ashen pile.


  [These ones are weaker, because they’re so small.]


  Did you do that? Isaac asked, about the fireball.


  [I can help, if I choose to. Just another way of showing that I’m in charge.]


  “Well, thanks.” Isaac said, glancing at Alissa, but talking to both.


  Alissa walked slowly towards the entrance to the stairs. She kept her eyes peeled for more Thralls. Chattering. Like a warped rattlesnake. A lot of chattering, like a lot of snakes. “Do you hear that?” Isaac asked, cocking his head to the side.


  “Yes. Yes I do.” Alissa said, looking around.


  Isaac took a step back and glanced back down the hallway from which they had come. It was swarming with luminescent green fangs amidst a sea of blackened flesh.


  [Now you’re wishing you knew how to fight.]


  Not right now, Tyloki. Now is not the time. Isaac swallowed hard, staring at the tide of approaching creatures for only a second. “Run.” He sprinted forward, past Alissa into the stairwell.


  Alissa didn’t ask questions, she followed without hesitation. The creatures let out an otherworldly wail as they surged down the hallway. They must have heard the commotion of the fight and come to check it out. Now that they had a target in mind, they were moving with a singular purpose. Isaac hit the stairs and climbed them two at a time until he remembered how exhausted he was. Alissa quickly overtook him as his legs refused to work.


  “Where is Sharp’s office?!” Isaac called after her, wondering how high they would have to go. But he knew the answer already.


  “40th floor, where else?” She called down, already almost an entire flight above him.


  On the 25th floor, the creatures tumbled through the door and started to flow up the stairs like a river of darkness.


  “Damn it!” Isaac cursed as he forced himself up the stairs.


  [You really can’t blame anyone else.]


  I could blame you. Using the handrail to steady himself, the boy scurried up the stairs. Alissa was getting too far ahead. He heard gunshots, and figured she must be trying to buy him time by shooting at the mass of creatures. It wouldn’t do much good, there were too many. Isaac had the gun in the waistband of his uniform, but it would be even less helpful than Alissa’s. So he kept his legs moving, he kept climbing.


  [I’ll keep your gratitude in mind the next time I’m saving your life.]


  The creatures were agile, able to climb the stairs faster than Isaac, and they moved in unison, ensuring they didn’t slow each other down. They seemed unfazed by Alissa’s shooting.


  [Try a bit of fire.]


  Isaac listened, and he started hurling small fireballs behind him. They bounced down the stairs, landing on top of the swarm of Thralls, stunning them. Each fireball that hit them slowed them down for just a second. He didn’t dare throw too many, he felt himself weakening with each toss. But they were helping. Eventually, he found Alissa waiting by the door to the 40th floor. At least she hadn’t left him.


  Then he noticed that the reason she had waited might not have been for him. Instead, it was because she couldn’t go any further. The door to the 40th floor had been shut.


  “What the hell?” Isaac shouted, slamming his palm against the door.


  “Harland Sharp has been located on the 40th floor. The hostile element is approaching, security protocols require the floor be sealed off.” The AI chimed in, voice echoing in the stairwell, similar to the warped chattering of the Thralls.


  “What about us?” Alissa asked, glancing down at the rapidly climbing monsters.


  “You are not considered primary personnel. Your safety is not dictated by emergency protocols.”


  “If we don’t die, I quit!” Isaac kicked the door, but only hurt his own foot.


  Alissa took a more effective action. Stepping up to the security console to the side of the door, she started typing frantically.


  “What are you doing?” Isaac asked, looking at her.


  “I’m the Vice Head of Security. I think I can hack into my own building.” She sneered, waving a hand to shush Isaac. “You need to hold them off.”


  “How?” Isaac asked, but Alissa just swatted a hand at him again. She needed to concentrate.


  “You are not primary personnel. Please cease your actions. They are endangering primary personnel.” The AI commanded, but Alissa ignored it.


  Got any ideas? Isaac asked. He wasn’t strong enough to do anything more than toss small fireballs.


  [Fire isn’t all you can do.]


  “Yeah, what good is a shield going to do me?” Isaac bent over the railing, the Thralls were only a few floors away. He winced at the horrible noise they were making.


  [You can do more than just shield yourself.]


  Looking at the door that blocked their way, Isaac had an idea. He balled his hand into a fist, and placed it in his palm. Pressing his hands against his chest, he focused on the floor directly below them. Blue lights shined and flashed, swirling in the air, coalescing into a Lightglass barrier. It filled the stairwell, just like the security doors. When the tide of Thralls reached it, they smashed against it like a tsunami. Several of them fell off the stairs, plummeting to the floors below. Others stumbled back, down the stairs, into their constituents. As the front of the pack fell back, the ones behind moved forward, a relentless torrent against the shield. Isaac thought he could feel them, their aggression not against the barrier but directly inside of him.


  Alissa was still typing, her fingers a blur against the Lightglass monitor. She bit her tongue as she worked. Isaac hoped she got it soon. He wasn’t sure how much longer he could hold out. Each group of Thralls that attacked the barriers made him feel like he was going to fall down.


  “Get ready to move!” Alissa shouted, still working.


  Isaac backed up slowly, towards the door. He tried to keep the barrier up, but he knew he only had a few seconds left. He felt the shattering inside, like a piece of him had broken, as the barrier was sundered, raining crystal dust on the monsters below. The boy shouted, though it wasn’t exactly pain he felt. The door slid open. The tide of monsters reached the plateau of the 40th floor. Alissa shoved Isaac through the doorway, and he fell back. She jumped through, landing next to him, as the door slammed shut again.


  “I could only get control of the door for a few seconds.” She explained, catching her breath as she stood up.


  Isaac remained on the floor, breathing heavily. The door shuddered as the monsters slammed against it from the stairwell.


  “Those doors are tough, they probably wont get through any time soon.” Alissa said, grabbing Isaac’s hand, pulling him forcibly into a sitting position.


  [That was exciting.]


  Exciting? We nearly died.


  [That’s when what you do matters the most.]


  I don’t know about that. Isaac thought, but he let the issue go. They were on the 40th floor now, but they still hadn’t found Sharp. He needed Alissa’s help to stand, and his legs hardly had feeling in them anymore. The security officer hugged her gun now, not returning it to it’s holster.


  “That was…fun.” She said, glaring at the door behind them.


  [What about that wasn’t enjoyable?]


  Any of it? Isaac asked, looking around, wondering where Sharp’s office was. “Which way?”


  Alissa waved for him to follow, and started down the hallway. Isaac recognized it as the same one he had been in early in the day. As they turned down the corner and found the board room where he had awoken, he could see by the moonlight that it was nighttime now. They passed by the meeting room, and Isaac stopped Alissa for a moment. He went in and juked around the table, carefully approaching the windows. Far below, in Fountain Plaza, Isaac could see flashing lights, emergency vehicles, and people scurrying around like ants. The building entrance appeared to be cordoned off by a Lightglass tape.


  “I wonder how long it will be before they find a way in.” Isaac wondered, shivering at the chill created by the heavy winds.


  “If the building is locked down, they probably wont force it open until they know its safe. When they decide to do that, it’ll take hours to cut through the security doors. They could fly a VTOL up to rescue us, but they don’t know where everyone is. Without knowing where to go, or what exactly caused the lockdown, they’re going to be slow to act. We might not have enough time to wait for them.” Alissa said, pressing her gloved hand against the glass.


  Isaac looked over at her, wondering suddenly what her story was. “Why do you work for InCorp?”


  “They pay the best.” She said, staring at the stars in the sky longingly.


  “But why do you work in security?” He continued, looking at the same stars as her.


  “Because it pays the best.” She said, looking to Isaac with a crooked smile. “Ask me that again someday, and when I figure out the answer, I’ll let you know.”


  “Alright.” He pressed his hand to the cool glass in the same way. He wanted nothing more than to crawl under the table and sleep. To wait for someone else to do it. But here was something only he could do, he couldn’t wait for someone else to do it. If he wanted to save anyone at all, he had to keep going. And he had to save them, because…he still wasn’t sure where his need came from. He just knew it drove him forward, forced him to act. He knew the day was coming soon when he wouldn’t be able to ignore it anymore.


  “Lets get moving.” Alissa said, stepping back from the window. “We might not have much time.”


  The hallway was conspicuously quiet as they traveled to Sharp’s office. The building was a mess, it was going to cost a fortune to replace all of the computers and furniture that had been destroyed. Isaac grinned, secure in the knowledge that his small piece of the InCorp fortune was safe from that responsibility.


  Harland Sharp’s office had a large reception room, with a waiting area and a desk for his secretary. The entire waiting room could be seen from the hallway, as the wall as made of glass. And here, it was easy to see why the floor had been so quiet. Every Thrall on the floor appeared to have amassed outside of Sharp’s office, and they were taking turns throwing themselves against the door.


  “They can’t break through, right?” Isaac whispered as they observed from a safe distance.


  “The door looks like they’ve been beating on it for awhile now.” She was right, the metal door seemed to have been severely dented, and was in danger of breaking free from it’s frame. They didn’t have much time left.


  “Do you think he’s in there?”


  “If they want in that badly, someone or something is in there.” Alissa said, pointing her gun at the monsters.


  “Hold on, we can’t fight all of them.” Isaac said, placing his hand on top of her gun.


  “Do you have any better ideas?” She asked, apparently annoyed that he touched her gun.


  Isaac stared at the waiting room. It was glass all the way to the outside. The windows in the waiting room were the same as those in the meeting room. Thick glass panels.


  All I have to do is kick it out a window…


  “Yeah, I have an idea. When I say go, shoot out all the windows.” Isaac commanded confidently.


  The same as before, Isaac balled his hand into a fist and placed it in his other hand, against his chest.


  [This should be interesting.]


  Blue lights flashed, and just inside the waiting room, a vertical wall of Lightglass formed. Isaac took a step forward, and as he did, the shield shifted forward. Another step, and the shield moved further. The Thralls took notice. They turned their attention to Isaac and Alissa. Together, they started to slam against the barrier, but as Isaac stepped slowly forward, they were pushed back. He moved his hands in front of him, palms open. They pressed against the waiting room window. The Thralls were being pressed against the exterior windows, wailing and thrashing wildly.


  “Now!” Isaac shouted, and Alissa pulled the trigger. Once for each pane of glass. The bullets easily pierced the interior windows. They passed unimpeded through the Lightglass, and finally shattered the exterior windows. Isaac stumbled forward, throwing the Thralls out of the building with his barrier. They wailed as they fell, their cries filling the city with a noise Isaac was sure he wouldn’t forget for some time to come.


  “That was awesome.” Alissa said as she jogged over to Isaac, who was just regaining his balance.


  Before Isaac could answer her, the door to Sharp’s office opened. The inside of the office was dimly lit, but Isaac could clearly see someone was sitting in the chair behind the desk. They were holding a rocks glass, shimmering with an amber liquid.


  [He is sipping scotch.]


  The office was decorated eclectically, with various styles of design, both local and foreign, given equal prominence. Isaac and Alissa stepped up to the door and entered together. The desk was single board, carved all together from a single tree. The occupant had his feet propped up on it, despite its apparent cost. His shoes glinted brightly in their polish. The room was surreal, in the midst of such chaos, it had remained untouched. Isaac stepped inside.


  Harland Sharp was slick, he kept calm in the face of whatever was before him. That was the reason he was the face of InCorp. He had the ability to never become flustered, to never trip up, even when he was being attacked by the media or a disgruntled customer. Similarly, he showed almost no notice of the Thrall siege on the building. He sipped his scotch. He had meticulously styled hair, spiked instead of parted. Instead of wearing a suit, he was wearing more casual clothes, something Isaac thought he might wear on a day off. Harland Sharp was an easy guy to like, because he didn’t take himself or anything too seriously.


  Now, Sharp put his feet on the floor and leaned forward, placing his glass on the desk. “That was cool.” He said with a friendly grin, not just with his lips but also with his eyes. “That was very cool.”


  Isaac was stunned, though he wasn’t quite sure why. He had expected to run in and save a flustered executive who was afraid for his life. Instead, they found Sharp waiting patiently for rescue. Isaac shook his head, there were things they needed to do. He had questions to ask. And they still needed to get out of the building. The night loomed outside, and Isaac wasn’t sure how much longer it would last, but he felt sure the day had yet to show all it’s cards.


  Chapter 6 – …Fight


  “Mr. Sharp, we’ve come to…rescue you.” Alissa said, sounding unsure if a rescue was actually necessary.


  “Ah, yes, I had expected that would happen sooner or later.” The young executive stood, and finished off his scotch with a final swig. “Lead the way.”


  [What kind of scotch is that?]


  “Ah, well, that’s the thing. We’re not sure how to get out of here.” Isaac said, glancing around the room in awe.


  “What do you mean, you’re not sure how to get out?” Harland asked, and he sounded genuinely confused.


  “There’s an AI program running, it’s locked us in the building.” Alissa answered.


  “Isn’t that your job?” Harland returned, though his face didn’t reveal any malicious intent to the words.


  “Normally, yes. But we didn’t know about the AI until it activated. Since the AI seems to be acting in your best interests, we thought maybe you would know more about it.” The security officer fixed a stern gaze on Harland, but he was unaffected.


  “An AI program that is acting in my best interests?” Harland glanced skyward, thinking it over. “No. Well, maybe.”


  “Is it no, or maybe?” Alyssa tapped her foot impatiently.


  “President Shaw mentioned a security system before, one that wasn’t exactly…on the surface.” The executive shrugged.


  “The president knew about this, and he let it happen? Come to think of it, why wasn’t Shaw in the building when all this started?” Alissa wondered, looking out the window.


  It was a good point. They weren’t sure how the Thralls had been able to breach the building security, but anyone who wasn’t in the building at the time, anyone who should’ve been, was possibly suspect.


  [You don’t know anything yet and blame is useless.]


  I’m not trying to blame anyone. But figuring out how this happened might help us figure a way out of it.


  [We do know how to get out of here. And if Shaw knows something, you need to get out of here to ask him.]


  “Shaw was out at a business meeting today, InCorp is in the middle of finalizing a major acquisition. I don’t think we should start pointing fingers here, I doubt anyone at InCorp is to blame. Not on purpose, anyway.” Harland tried to redirect the conversation.


  “If Shaw knew about this AI program, and he let this happen, he is to blame.” Isaac said, still looking to place the blame.


  “What Shaw told me is that there was an old security project, an automated system, that they scrapped years ago. It wasn’t working out. If anything, this is a mistake, the thing wasn’t supposed to turn on.” Sharp certainly wasn’t going to accept responsibility on behalf of the company. Instead he rattled off his explanation as if it were practiced.


  “So the AI turned on by accident, and all of the building defenses turned off by accident. This is getting hard to believe.” Alissa said, standing next to Isaac. “But you’re right. There’s no reason to blame anyone now. We can figure out who is at fault later, when the people downstairs are safe. Right, Isaac?”


  [You say you want to protect people. Now is your chance.]


  “Alright. We’ll figure out what happened later. But we still don’t know how to get past the AI. It has half the doors in the building locked, and we have no other way to get out.” Isaac looked at the broken windows in the waiting room. “Except jumping out the window.”


  “I can’t fly, can you?” Alissa asked, looking at Harland.


  He raised his hands in the air. “I don’t feel like trying to learn tonight.”


  Isaac turned and leaned on the edge of the desk, with his hands flat behind him. “And we don’t know how many more Thralls there are, where they are, or how long until they get to us. I’m getting tired, and I don’t think I can fight many more.”


  “It could be worse.” Harland said, pouring himself more scotch. “If you think about it, the AI might be trapping us in, but it’s also the only thing keeping us safe.”


  [Scotch.]


  “If being in a maze with a viper is what you call safe.” Alissa snarked, walking to check and make sure the hallway was still clear.


  “Those monsters might have overrun us by now if it wasn’t for the lockdown.” Sharp drank the entire glass of scotch in a single gulp.


  “You, maybe. But the rest of the people that didn’t get out of the building, they’re locked in with the monsters.” Isaac said, rolling his eyes as Sharp tried to rationalize the situation.


  “Unfortunate, yes. But if the glass is half-empty, maybe we should just take a dive out the window.” Harland looked at Isaac, and the boy looked back. The executive’s face was stern, and for the first time, Isaac got the feeling that Harland was aware of what was going on.


  “It looks like the door to the stairwell won’t hold up much longer. Unless you want to fight an army, I suggest we find a way to get out of here soon.” Alissa said as she returned to the office.


  “What about up? Is there anything on the roof that can help us.” Isaac wondered with an upward glance.


  “Not likely. The rescue teams might fly a VTOL up there when they decide to come in, but if they don’t get to us in time, we’ll have nowhere to go. And we’d still need to use the stairs to get there.” Alissa sighed, crossing her arms.


  “And there’s no way to climb down the side of the building.” Isaac sighed with Alissa.


  [You’d think they would require emergency access for just such an occasion.]


  Yeah, I’ll drop that in the comment box on our way out.


  “What about the elevators?” Harland suggested.


  “You really think the elevators are on right now?” Isaac raised an eyebrow.


  “No, but the elevator shafts are like the stairwells. They lead right down to the ground floor.” The executive added as he set his glass on the desk.


  “Actually, that might work.” Alissa chimed in, “The elevator shafts have maintenance access ladders. We might be able to climb all the way down to the ground floor.”


  “Wouldn’t the shafts have the same blast doors as the stairwell?” Isaac asked.


  [You’re just trying to find a problem because it wasn’t your idea.]


  You think I’d waste time being petty right now?


  [Yes.]


  “No, I don’t think they would. The doors to the shafts themselves lock, but they probably don’t lock down, since the elevators are turned off during a lockdown. You wouldn’t be able to move any invading force up the shaft, so they’re less of a security concern.” Alissa said, though she wasn’t certain. “Still, it’s a gamble.”


  “It’d be a risk, but so is staying here.” Sharp added.


  “We also don’t know if we can get into the elevators shafts to begin with. You said it yourself, Alissa, the doors are locked.”


  [You’re so negative.]


  I’m just thinking it through. I know, it’s different than just barging right through, like you’re used to.


  [If you were stronger, we could burn our way out of here without a problem. You only need to think because you’re weak.]


  “I can probably get us through the doors.” Harland said, and he started walking without waiting for the other two.


  Alissa and Isaac glanced at each other before following quickly on his heels.


  “Excuse me?” Alissa asked as they caught up, following him into the waiting room.


  “High level security access codes. It’ll probably open the doors to the elevators.” Sharp said, heading for the elevator hall.


  “Why would you think that? The AI has the entire building on security lockdown. None of my codes work, why would yours?” Alissa glanced at the door to the stairwell as they passed by.


  Thunderous noises echoed through the hallway as the mass of creatures slammed themselves relentlessly on the far side. Visible dents were starting to become clear in the thick sheet of metal.


  “Call it a…hunch?” Sharp said as he stopped in front of the elevators.


  “Excuse me if I don’t find that reassuring.” Isaac said, keeping his eyes on the weakening stairwell door.


  “You need to be more positive.” Harland started to type on the security console, situated to the side of the locked doors. “You might find that things tend to work themselves out.”


  “I’m with Isaac, this is kind of a crappy situation.” Alissa shook her head as she waited for Harland.


  Harland held out his hands towards the elevator doors, and they slid open mockingly. “I was right, it worked.”


  “I don’t know how you did that, Sharp.” Alissa pointed her finger in the executive’s face, “But if you’re hiding something that could have gotten us out of here sooner…”


  “You’ll what?” Sharp asked, unaffected.


  Alissa grunted and pointed towards the elevator shaft. “Get climbing.”


  Isaac leaned over the edge and scanned down the shaft. It was dark, and he couldn’t see far. “It sounds clear, but there might be Thralls in the shaft. We should be careful.”


  “Ladies first.” Harland deferred to Alissa.


  “Alright, I’ll go first. Sharp, you’re right behind me. Isaac, take up the rear.” Alissa holstered her gun and stepped up to the ledge.


  The maintenance ladder was on the adjacent side of the shaft, and it was a small shimmy around a narrow ledge to reach it. She carefully slipped her foot onto the ledge, and held tightly onto the side of the door as she swung herself out towards the ladder. When she was firmly situated, she motioned for Harland to follow.


  Just as carefully, Harland started to climb around the inside of the elevator shaft, towards the ladder. Alissa started her descent, to give room for Harland to climb onto the ladder. As Harland climbed, Isaac turned his attention to the noise echoing through the hall. The sound of the Thralls slamming themselves against the stairwell doors was getting louder. The worse part was that it wasn’t random anymore. It was methodical, like a hammer swinging on a nail. Clang. Clang. CLANG.


  And then the sound stopped. There was the sound of metal wrenching, which was beginning to become familiar to Isaac, and his heart stopped. Eyes wide, he watched as the door tore open, and Thralls stormed through the hole. Alissa and Harland were already on the ladder, it was too late to run anywhere else.


  [This is where fighting would be useful.]


  Ignoring the wolf in his head, Isaac leapt towards the elevator doors. “Go, climb, now!”


  Alissa was already on her way down, and Harland was beginning his trip as well. Isaac stepped out onto the narrow ledge, and reached out to find something to hold onto, something to help balance. His hands didn’t find anything, and he teetered towards the edge. For a second, he thought he would fall. A furred paw grabbed his shirt and held on, giving him time to steady himself. Shimmying around, he climbed onto the ladder just above Harland and started to climb down.


  Above him, in the doorway, he could see several Thralls already leaning over the edge, looming. Their eyes glowed in the darkness, partially illuminating the shaft in green. They were out of reach, which made Isaac feel safe. They wouldn’t just throw themselves down the shaft, that’d be suicidal.


  [The first thing you need to learn about Thralls is that they will do anything to cause destruction and pain. We might not know where they come from, but we know what their purpose is. Don’t feel safe all of a sudden.]


  You’re kidding. Isaac glanced up at the creatures again, waiting to see if they would jump at them. It’d be a long drop, but they would probably be able to take him, Alissa, and Harland with them. “Climb faster!” He shouted down.


  “Unless you want to jump, I’m going as fast as I can!” Alissa shouted back, more than a little annoyed.


  “They’re coming!” Isaac accidentally kicked Harland in the head, but he didn’t feel too bad about it.


  “Watch it! You’re gonna knock me off!” Harland complained.


  “I do not care right now.” Isaac said, climbing as fast as he could, regardless of Alissa and Harland’s speed. It was a long way down still. He had no idea how long it would take to climb all the way to the ground floor.


  When it happened, he couldn’t believe it at first. The Thralls that were hanging over the edge climbed down and threw themselves into the shaft. Isaac had seen the Thralls attack and destroy the city before, but he hadn’t known the extent they would go to in order to do so. One of the Thralls whipped past him, just narrowly missing the group. Isaac felt a slight burn on his shoulder, and found it hurt to climb now.


  [Looks like it winged you with its claws.]


  Perfect. Isaac grunted, struggling to hold onto the rungs of the ladder as they climbed down into the darkness. The second Thrall missed the group by a large margin, and illuminated the shaft on its way down. It took several seconds for them to hear the thud of the creatures hitting ground. It would only take one lucky jump to take them all out. Isaac climbed down frantically.


  [Did you forget you have magic?]


  “How exactly am I going to fight them while I climb?” Isaac asked, staring up at the approaching horde.


  [No, not to fight them. To hold them off, like you did before.]


  Isaac wasn’t sure if he could manage magic and climb at the same time, but it was worth a try. Like in the elevator shaft, he focused his energy, building a blue energy barrier above them. He tried to make it the size of the shaft, but couldn’t get it large enough. It covered just enough to block any Thralls from jumping straight down on top of them. Good enough for now. He found climbing while holding the field up to be incredibly draining.


  The Thralls continued to throw themselves into the shaft. Those that came close enough to hit the group instead came to a halt on top of Isaac’s barrier. The first time one hit the barrier, he felt light headed. The creature bounced off the energy wall and fell limp down the rest of the shaft. The next one that hit the barrier made Isaac feel like he was going to pass out. His hand felt like it was going to slip from the ladder, but he felt a paw on top of his hand again, steadying him.


  The three climbed as fast as they could, even as Thralls rained down on top of them. The ones that missed, Isaac hoped, were dying at the bottom of the long fall. The ones that hit the barrier bounced off and did the same. But he could only take a few more hits. He knew he wouldn’t be able to keep it up much longer.


  Down below, they could see the glowing coming from the dead Thralls as they landed, before they faded into clouds of dust. They were almost there. Isaac was so tired, he thought about how nice it would be to get to sleep after they got out. The elevator shaft practically spun around him, and he felt his eyes close as he fell back. His hands slipped off of the rungs, and he knew he was going to die at the bottom of the elevator shaft with the rest of the Thralls.


  He opened his eyes to find Alissa pulling him to his feet. It was hard to keep awake, but he stood with her help. The door to the elevator shaft was open already, and he could see Harland climbing out. On the outside of the shaft, he could see the ground floor and main lobby. They made it. He wondered how far he had fallen, but it couldn’t have been far. He was sore all over, but he thought it was more from the magic than the fall. With Alissa’s help, the two climbed out of the shaft behind Harland. Thralls were still raining down from the darkness, and they made an uncomfortable screeching noise as they hit the ground.


  Alissa propped Isaac up with his arm draped over her shoulder. They walked together, as quickly as they could, towards the exit. Harland walked leisurely along with them. Isaac wondered how the executive could be so calm. They passed the security room, Isaac could see the security cameras inside were still working, displaying almost the entire building. The cameras were still on, during the lockdown. The rescue teams should have been able to see where everyone was.


  Thinking made his head hurt, so he let it go for now. The flaring lights of the rescue vehicles outside filled his vision as the trio burst through the front doors of the building. A horde of personnel, that reminded Isaac morbidly of the Thralls, approached them. Both InCorp employees, Registry Collars, and standard emergency rescue. Someone helped Isaac stand, and Alissa moved away. He tried to see where she went, but between keeping his eyes open and walking, it was too much effort to keep track of her. He was led to an ambulance, where he was set gently down at the back.


  He wanted to go to sleep, but a doctor was standing by.


  “Stay with me.” She said, and Isaac tried to look at her. He took a deep breath and regained himself. “Are you hurt?” The doctor asked, shining a light in his eyes.


  He winced at the brightness. “I got a little scratch, and I’m tired. But there’s tons of people still inside. We need to get them.”


  “Someone else will handle that. You need to focus on yourself for a bit now.” The doctor said, and she attached some sort of device to Isaac’s arm. The pain in his shoulder faded slightly.


  “I’m fine.” Isaac said, brushing the doctor away. She didn’t leave, but she did give him space.


  “Let me decide that, it’s my job.” She said, looking closer at his shoulder. “This might get infected. You should let me close it up.”


  “Alright, fine, but I need to talk to someone in charge.” Isaac said, not resisting as the doctor cut his shirt off.


  “I might be able to help you there.” A tall man approached Isaac and stood imposingly above him. He spoke with a thick accent, different from Riley or Roy’s, but still exotic. He had circuit armor on, but it wasn’t InCorp issue. His dark hair was neatly combed, and he had a dark tattoo around his neck. “I’m Canaan. Weiss. Director of the Registry.”


  Beside the Director, Isaac saw a kangaroo. It was almost comical enough to laugh, standing in the midst of such chaos. “And I’m Chase.” The kangaroo said, “I’d shake your hand, but I don’t want to impose.”


  “What took you so long?” Isaac asked, focusing on Canaan as the doctor tended to his wound.


  “It is a delicate situation. We had to proceed carefully.” Canaan said calmly.


  “There are people in there.” Isaac said.


  Canaan was holding a LINK in his hand, and his attention appeared divided between Isaac and the screen.


  “Did you hear me?” The boy asked.


  “I did.” Canaan said, typing something on the LINK screen.


  Isaac looked up at the Director. He looked familiar. He racked his brain, trying to remember if he had seen him before. “So what is more important than that?”


  “The AI that is in control of the building. It is still in control, even with Mr. Sharp safely outside.” Canaan replied.


  At the meeting, earlier in the day. Isaac had been meeting with Harland, and Roy. But there had been someone else there. He closed his eyes, he was at the meeting again. Across the table, Harland. Next to him, Roy. And next to Roy was Canaan. “You were there…why were you there?”


  “What do you mean?” Chase asked, leaning back on his tail. “Are you having trouble remembering things?”


  “No, I remember fine. You were there at the meeting with me.” Isaac pointed at Canaan.


  Before the Director could respond, a voice filled the plaza. It was being sounded from speakers on the InCorp building. It echoed with a cold intensity. “All essential personnel evacuated safely.”


  “There’s the AI now. We need to find a way to take the building back under our control before we can rescue the rest of the people inside.” Canaan said, ignoring Isaac’s comments.


  “Beginning purge sequence.” The words rang out, filling Isaac’s ears. The chaos around him died out. He couldn’t hear them anymore. The words just filled his head. Purge sequence.


  “What is the purge sequence?” He asked, looking to Canaan for answers.


  The Director looked at his LINK screen again. “It would seem the AI is enabling a cleansing of the building.”


  “Cleansing? Purge? There are people in there. It can’t purge the building when there are still people inside!” Isaac shouted.


  “Believe me, I’d stop it if I knew how.” Canaan said, typing on his LINK screen. “Its main goal seems to be to clear the building of Thralls.”


  [Too bad you can’t fight. You would be able to save the people trapped inside.]


  Shut up! I can’t stand you right now. Those people are going to die. We have to do something.


  [You’re too weak. Sometimes you have to let someone else take care of things. You can’t always save the day, especially if you’re not willing to fight.]


  “What do you think the purge is?” Isaac asked


  “I’d imagine it’s some sort of energy burn. It would negate the Thrall’s shields and burn their bodies.” Chase said nonchalantly.


  “An energy burn?” Adrenaline pumped into Isaac’s veins as he thought about the purge. He felt newly awake, energized, even through his exhaustion.


  “It’d be the most efficient way to clear the building of Thralls.”


  “And people.” Isaac said, wincing as the doctor applied a gel to his wound.


  “At this point, there is nothing we can do. As long as there are Thralls in the building, the AI is going to purge them.” Canaan warned.


  “No, we can’t let that happen.” Isaac struggled to stand up, but the doctor held him still.


  [You heard him. There is nothing we can do.]


  “Roy is in there. Not just Roy, but tons of other people. They’re going to die.” Isaac pleaded, though he wasn’t sure who he was pleading to.


  “There’s nothing we can do for them now.” Chase said, trying to calm Isaac down.


  Isaac wasn’t listening. He pushed the doctor away, and she held up her hands. “If you don’t let me close that wound, it could get an AE infection!”


  Standing up, Isaac looked around, covered his eyes from the bright lights of the rescue vehicles. He found the InCorp building. It wasn’t far away. He could make it back inside. Fight the Thralls.


  [There are too many. You’re nearly dead now. You’re going to get yourself killed.]


  So stop me. Isaac thought, and he pushed, forced himself to move forward, towards the building.


  [I don’t care if you die. All I care about is the pain I feel when you do. So try not to die in a painful way.]


  You make me want it to be painful, just to spite you. Around Isaac, voiced yelled, people moved to stop him. No one had expected him to run towards the building, so he had a head start. No one could catch him.


  [Do you even know how long until the AI purges the building?]


  No, I don’t care. I have to try. If I don’t try, then we didn’t do everything we could to save them.


  [Why do you care so much about saving them? Even if it means you’ll die. Ever since I met you, you’ve been willing to throw your life away to save others. But you’re not strong enough to do even that.]


  Because I have to. I have to be better than him. Isaac saw his father’s face in his head. It’s not about the pain he caused. It’s about the good he could’ve done. He was strong, and he only cared about himself.


  [You’re not strong. Getting yourself killed in the name of someone else is no better than wasting power.]


  I have this power now, and I’m ready to use it. Isaac burst through the front doors of InCorp. It was dark inside, but the glass exterior of the building allowed all of the light from the rescue vehicles inside.


  He couldn’t go back up the elevator shaft, the stairs were locked. There was no way to get to the people he needed to save. The alarm lights of the building had gone off. The AI was silent, a constant buzzing noise had replaced the voice. Looking around, he searched frantically for something to do. He saw the security cameras in the security room. They showed the entire building.


  [I know what you’re thinking. Don’t even think about it.]


  Tyloki knew what Isaac was planning before the plan had even been put together. I need fire. A lot of fire. If the AI is going to purge the building, I just have to do it first.


  [You’ll die. No, we’ll both die. We can’t do that right now. You’re too tired.]


  You can help me. I know you can, you helped me before. Help me save those people!


  Isaac stood before the camera console. He started to flip through the camera views. Nearly every inch of the building could be shown remotely. Every Thrall, every person. He knew where they all were. Tyloki stood next to him.


  “You’re not going to do this. Indicia can die, and this is one of the ways. I’m not sacrificing my life for a runt like you, and your stupid martyr complex.” Tyloki grabbed Isaac’s hands in his paws, held them in the air.


  “Let go.” Isaac struggled, but couldn’t break his hands free. “I need to do this.”


  “You can leave the building right now, or the AI will purge you along with the Thralls.” The wolf growled, not offering any other options.


  “You wanted me to fight, here I am.” Isaac said, locking his eyes with the wolf. “I’m not running away.”


  “This isn’t fighting, its suicide.” Tyloki shouted at the boy, who didn’t flinch.


  “You’ll have to drag me out of here if you want me to leave.” Isaac pulled on his hands, but the wolf held tight.


  “What is wrong with you? You always do the opposite of what you’re told. You fight when you should run, and you run when you should fight.” Tyloki let go of Isaac’s hands.


  “I just do things differently than everyone else.” Isaac said, pulling his hands back slowly. “If I’m going to die eventually, let me die doing something great.”


  “This isn’t you doing anything great. You want me to kill us both.”


  “What was it you wanted to do when you were fighting with Jin? What would Jin have done? He died, doing this. He died fighting.”


  A paw smacked the boy upside the head, a loud snarl echoed ferociously in the oddly empty room. “I told you runt, you’re not worthy to mention the name of a real warrior like that.”


  Isaac stood his ground when he was smacked, quickly turned back to the wolf. “I know. I know I’m not as good as him. I know I’m weak. But you want me to fight, like he would have. This is me trying. Even if he was weak, he would fight to the end, wouldn’t he?”


  The wolf growled with his breath, paw tensed, clearly wanting to strike Isaac once more. “You care that much? You want to die. Swallow your pride then, beg me. Show me just once you understand what it takes to be a Collared.”


  “We don’t have time for this.” Isaac shouted, wondering how much time was actually left.


  “You’ll die, just as you want. With the others, too. But I’ll be fine. Why should I throw my life away for some fucking runt of a useless Collared who still hasn’t learned his place, even moments before his death.”


  Isaac dropped his hands to his sides, balling them into fists. This wasn’t the time to be arguing about whether he was useless or not. It was time to do something. “Please–”, he started.


  “–On your knees.” The wolf interrupted harshly, clearly upset at the prospect and not giving the boy any leniency.


  Biting his tongue, screaming inside his head, Isaac dropped to his knees in front of the wolf. Looking up at the looming figure, he continued. “Please help me. Please help me save these people.”


  “–I didn’t hear a single ‘please master’” The wolf cut in again, arms crossed, irritated face glaring down at the human boy.


  “Please, master! Please save these people!” The boy shouted as loud as he could, frustrated by the wolf.


  Tyloki exhaled with a huff through his nose, clearly not impressed.


  The boy threw himself forward in desperation, beating his fists feebly on Tyloki’s belly. “I’m yours. I need you to do this. Please.”


  Tyloki snorted as those weak hands pounded lightly on his stomach. “I knew it was a bad idea to take you.” The wolf shook his head, grabbed the boy by the shoulders and spun him around. “You want to be a part of something great? Fine. This is what real power is.”


  The large wolf knelt behind the boy, took hold of his hands, easily dwarfing Isaac in every way, “Hold your hands out and push. Push with all your might, but watch that screen. Focus harder than your feeble mind has ever focused on anything before. Save those people. Protect them. No matter how much it hurts, or how tired you get. Push with all your might. Scream with all your mind. Protect them. Falter once, and everyone dies.” His voice was clear, and commanding, but for once it held something different, less harsh.


  Isaac fixed his eyes on the camera screens. Tyloki wrapped his arms around Isaac’s shoulders, leaning in close, pressing his chest against the boy’s back. Around them, a circle of flame burst to life, swirling as a tornado. It reached from the floor to the ceiling, engulfing them in a pillar of fire. Isaac kept his eyes on the cameras, searched the floors for survivors.


  “Thank you for helping me save my family.” Isaac whispered, as he caught a glimpse of the wolf’s reflection in a window across the room. His powerful body, wrapped around him, his eyes blazed a deep inferno, paws wreathed in flames holding tight just under his neck, warm but not scalding to the touch, squeezing at his collar as it burned brighter and brighter.


  Concentrating, he tried projecting a barrier in one of the security feeds. The wall of energy sprung to life, and he could see it on the camera. Flipping through the rest of the camera feeds, he started placing barriers all around the building, whenever he saw a lone survivor. When the screens showed the cafeteria, he made sure to block the room off safely.


  Tyloki said nothing, but he snarled. The pillar of flame around them exploded, and fire began to flood through the lobby, up the elevator shaft. It found its way into the maze-like hallways of the building’s upper floors. All over the building, infernos burst into existence, tore through, incinerating everything they touched. As the fires found the survivors holed up in the building, blue barriers of energy raised to protect them. Isaac dripped sweat onto the console as he worked, trying to make sure he didn’t miss anyone. It must have been the heat of the fire. It was so hot in that room. The screens were cutting out as the fires destroyed the cameras. Isaac had to hold up his barriers, he couldn’t let a single one go.


  Thralls cried out in unison, calling their wicked cry as their barriers were burned into nothing, and their flesh was burned to ash. The ones that could manage tried to flee from the conflagration by running away, but they didn’t stand a chance. The fires were overtaking the building. Isaac wondered if the building looked like a swirling firestorm from outside, like the one he was inside right now. One by one, the cameras went out, leaving Isaac feeling alone in the security room. He had a second to think that he was glad that he had someone there with him, holding him, as the fires burned out. Falling to the ground, he kept his eyes on the blank screens even as the world went to black.


  The world was dark, but he didn’t think he was asleep. He could look around, but all he saw was blackness. It was a complete blackness, as if his eyes were closed, though they weren’t. And it was quiet, and cold. Above him, a golden light appeared. Out of the light, a hand was offered. He stared at the hand, wondered who it belonged to. He reached out to take it.


  * * *


  “The AI worked as we planned, president Shaw.” Chief Security Officer Parker said.


  “Yes. It did it’s job quite well. I wish there hadn’t been so much…spectacle.” The president said, his voice gravelly and rough.


  “An unfortunate turn of events, sir. What should I do about Alissa?” Parker asked. He stood behind Shaw, and they both were facing a large metal door. It was different from the other doors in the building, more resembling a vault.


  “Nothing. What does she know? No. Nothing yet, unless she starts asking questions.” Shaw said, taking a long drag on the cigarette in his mouth. He blew the smoke towards the vault door.


  “Sir, if she were to compromise Nova.” Parker said, “I really believe we should transfer her.”


  “Enough. I don’t want to hear about your personal issues with the woman. She is a good officer, and I won’t have her removed because of a one night stand.” Shaw barked, dropping the issue.


  “Yes sir. And about the boy.” Parker moved on, as he was told.


  “What became of him?” Shaw asked, though it wasn’t a personal interest. Purely professional.


  “The Registry is in possession of him, currently. We could bargain for him, if we wanted. Nova would benefit, I’m sure.” Parker said, speaking as if he were talking about a piece of equipment.


  “No, let them have him for now, as well. If we took him, it would draw more attention. Nova is not ready for attention. What’s important is that no one in the building knows what the AI was truly protecting.” Shaw dropped his cigarette on the ground.


  Parker picked up the discarded cigarette and disposed of it in a nearby bin. “That is something I am certain of, sir. Even Director Canaan is unaware that Nova even exists.”


  “And what about the outer security? What happened?” Shaw asked impatiently.


  “I don’t know. The security systems all turned off at the same time. It’s like someone threw that Thrall at us. They just didn’t count on the AI being in place.” Parker admitted.


  “Find out who attacked us. I want them dealt with.” Shaw said, walking towards the vault door. He placed a gloved hand on the cool metal. “I want to know how this all happened.”


  “One more thing, President.” Parker said, standing his ground, several yards from the vault. “Harland. How should he handle this, publicly?”


  Shaw turned to look at Parker now. He ran his hand through his snow white hair. “The boy at the registry is a hero. The AI was an old project, a mistake. Keep the eyes off of us. Make the boy the center of it. Make him a hero.”


  “Yes sir.” Parker said, and he turned to walk away.


  “Find out who did this, Parker. I want to know who did this.” Shaw’s words were laced with an unspoken threat, and it sent a chill down Parker’s spine.


  The head of security shuddered as he walked away.


  * * *


  With a hefty sigh, Director Canaan slumped back into his chair. His office was nicely decorated, but in an old style. Instead of bright whites and cool metals, the office was designed in a wood style, like an old study. The walls were lined with bookshelves, packed with books. On his desk, a lone file folder sat open.


  [What a day.]


  “You’re telling me.” Canaan sighed, crossing his arms as he stared at the file on the desk.


  “What’s coming?” Chase asked, materializing next to the chair.


  “I’ll tell you when I know.” Canaan replied.


  The file folder contained a picture of Isaac. “Isaac Edgar Walker. Formerly, Isaac Edgar Cross. Brother of Rufus Cross. Name Edgar comes from his father, who died working for InCorp several years ago.” Canaan read aloud, shaking his head.


  “InCorp took care of Isaac and his family, financially. Their settlement was enough to live on, and they gave them all jobs. Mother met Roy Walker at InCorp. So they’re a family again.” Chase said, nodding.


  “Not quite. The family fell apart after Edgar died. Rufus, he’s one of ours. Doesn’t see his family much, though my little mole tells me that Isaac and Rufus met earlier this week.” Canaan added.


  “So why isn’t Rufus involved?” Chase wondered aloud, knowing Canaan didn’t have an answer.


  “Whatever is happening, it has to do with InCorp. And Isaac is involved. So we keep our eyes on them. Rufus isn’t involved, so we let him go for now. The less people that know, the better. We don’t want word getting around.” Canaan leaned forward and closed Isaac’s file.


  “We’re going to have to make a statement about what happened at the InCorp building. That Thrall went completely under our radar.” Chase said as he disappeared.


  “It was a mistake, and it was handled poorly. But we won’t let one of ours be thrown to the wolves for it. InCorp has more security than we do, it was turned off. They’re too blame. We need to keep the heat off of us. Keep everyone thinking about InCorp.” Canaan stood up and walked to the window behind his desk.


  Outside, he had a view of the entire city. It was a crystal landscape, glowing brightly with Lightglass constructs as far as he could see. The buildings gleamed like jewels in the night. The only dark spot was the InCorp building, almost dark enough to vanish in the night sky.


  [We could make the boy into a hero. Spin it to be all about him.]


  “That might backfire. Someone needs to give him hell for what he did. We don’t allow burnouts at the Registry.” Canaan looked over the city, remembering why he loved his job. It was the view from the top of the Registry tower.


  [So we approach it from both angles. He’s a hero and a fool. I can work that.]


  “Good.” Canaan said, as there was a knock at the door. It wasn’t a real knock, but Canaan preferred the sound of a nice wooden door to alert him to visitors. “Come in.” He called, and the door to his office opened.


  Riley walked in, shoes making loud noises on the wood floors. “You wanted to see me, Director.”


  “Yes, thank you for coming. I was wondering if you had an update on that file I had you looking into.” Canaan asked, pouring Riley a drink.


  Not one to turn down a drink, Riley stepped forward to accept it graciously. “There’s been no sign of them, sir. Completely gone. I’m beginning to wonder if you have me running in circles.”


  “Not circles, no. That you found nothing is perhaps more telling.” The Director picked up Isaac’s file from his desk. He held it out towards Riley, who took it in his free hand.


  “What’s this?” He asked, flipping it open.


  “Your next task. I need you to be friends with him. Keep him close.”


  “Sir?” Riley asked, hoping for an explanation.


  “It’s important that we keep an eye on him. There is something going on, but I’m not quite sure yet.” Canaan said, and that was all he intended to say. “And Riley, don’t let him know you’re watching him. Don’t spook him.”


  “You don’t think he’s involved in anything with the Vassals, do you? He was only Collared a few days ago.” Riley said, sipping his drink.


  “I don’t know what to think, anymore. Not after tonight.” Canaan turned back to the window.


  “You need more friends, Canaan.” Riley said, putting his glass on the desk, still half full.


  “No time for friends, Riley. Besides, you’re my friend, aren’t you?” The Director rubbed his temple and forehead, hoping to knead out the headache that was forming.


  “Of course, sir. Just like I’m Isaac’s.” Riley turned to leave, and headed for the door. “The disappearances, you really don’t know any more?”


  Canaan didn’t answer. He walked over to the window and pressed his hand to the glass. After a moment, Riley let himself out.


  [He’s right. You need more friends.]


  * * *


  Isaac reached out to grab the hand that was being offered, but a paw latched onto his wrist, stopped him. He pulled his hand back, and the golden light dimmed. The darkness faded, and he saw the sky above him. It was the ethereal blue sky of the Indicia’s world. The ground beneath him was cold, and for that, he was grateful. He felt like he had a ridiculous fever.


  On his back, laying next to him, he saw Tyloki. Tilting his head to the side, he looked at the wolf.


  “We didn’t die.” He said with a grin.


  The wolf didn’t grin back. Something was different about him. The confidence, the fire in his eyes was gone. “Just barely.”


  Isaac was too tired to even move. He was too tired to close his eyes. He just stared at the sky, tried to focus his eyes on it, but they wouldn’t focus. They never would focus completely on anything in the Indicia’s world. Tyloki appeared the same way. Content to stare at the sky, happy that he didn’t need to move.


  “What happened? I wonder if we saved everyone.”


  “We tried. That’s what you wanted.” Tyloki growled, the wince in his voice practically tangible.


  “What’s wrong?” Isaac turned his head a bit more to look at the wolf. His eyes looked empty, cold.


  “We should be dead.”


  “Oh.” Isaac said, wiggling a few of his fingers just to see if he could.


  “There will be more people that need saving.”


  “I know.” The boy said, taking a deep breath. It was time to make a decision. Something had to change.


  “What will you do?” The wolf asked, though he already knew the answer.


  “I’ll protect them.”


  “How will you protect them?”


  “I’ll…fight.” Isaac said, and his hand brushing against the side of Tyloki’s paw was the only contact they were making. For now, that was enough.


  Chapter 7 – Sidelines


  The medical facilities at the Registry were a sight to behold. The most advanced technology available was neatly ordered about, even some devices that Isaac didn’t recognize. In the dark, the machines glowed with enough colored lights that Isaac would normally have had trouble sleeping. He slept enough that he thought the doctors were giving him a sedative, even if they insisted they weren’t.


  He slept enough that he didn’t want to sleep anymore, but he didn’t think the doctors would let him leave anytime soon. So he waited in bed, and slept when he can. There was a window nearby, and the view of the city it provided was breathtaking. He would normally have been excited about the view, but being nearly dead took away a lot of his enthusiasm.


  The only other entertainment he had was shooing away the occasional onlookers who dropped by to ogle him. It seemed he was the talk of the town, and everyone at the Registry wanted to catch a glimpse of the Collar who was dumb enough to torch the entire InCorp building.


  Presently, a group of young pre-Collars stood peering meekly through the door. Isaac’s room was private, a small blessing (though privacy for a Collar was a figure of speech), and he didn’t much care for the unwelcome visitors. Still, the teenagers would peek just enough to see Isaac, and then duck back, apparently thinking that he hadn’t noticed them. Isaac was about to tell them to shove off when the doctor dropped by for a check in.


  “I thought I told you rascals to go do your homework.” She sang to them as she waved them off. They scurried away down the hallway, still trying to catch a glimpse of Isaac as they ran past the door. The doctor giggled at them as they went, and then joined Isaac in his room. With a wave of her hand, she closed the door behind her. She had flowing golden hair which draped on her shoulders like a silk veil.


  “This place needs better security.” Isaac said, stretching his arms above his head as he sat up.


  The doctor walked over to the bed and moved his pillow up behind him, helping make him comfortable. “Yeah, we should get security like InCorp has.” She remarked, pulling out her LINK to check on Isaac’s information.


  “Ha ha.” Isaac added flatly. “A doctor and a comedian. Or is it comedienne?”


  “Depends on how politically correct you want to be.” She said absentmindedly as she typed on her LINK screen.


  “That depends on how long I’m going to be in this bed.” Isaac admitted, gently moving his right arm around in the air. The shoulder was still sore from the wound.


  “And that depends on how close to being dead you actually got, daredevil.” The doctor looked up at him from her LINK. “And it seems the answer to that is ‘very’.”


  “What can I say? I live life on the edge.” Talking to the doctors was one of Isaac’s last bastions of entertainment. He felt that his wit was being sharpened, with all the time he had to make quips at the staff.


  “Literally the edge.” She said, hanging her LINK around her wrist. “And that scratch you let get infected is going to make recovery take a lot longer.”


  Isaac looked at his right shoulder. The wound was bandaged, but his veins could be seen through the bandage, glowing the same green as the Thralls from before, around the actual wound site. His shoulder was tender, and his arm was weak, and moved slower than normal. “But it will heal, right?”


  “You’re a Collar. It’ll heal. It just might not be the same. Energy infections are serious, and you should have let me treat you the other night, instead of running off to kill yourself.” She sniped, crossing her arms.


  Indeed, she was the same doctor who had been treating him outside the InCorp building, and she would not let it go that he ran off in the middle of treatment. “If I was planning on dying, then letting you treat me would have been a waste of time.”


  “So I shouldn’t be annoyed with you, because you didn’t think you’d be around for me to be annoyed at?” Letting her arms drop to her sides, she walked over beside his bed and motioned for him to lean forward.


  Isaac obeyed, leaning forward and turning just slightly, so she could reach his bandage. “No, I didn’t plan on dying when I ran off. I didn’t have a plan.”


  “That was so clearly evident.” She said as she tenderly pulled the bandage away from his skin. He winced. “Sorry.”


  “So what do you mean ‘might not be the same’?” Isaac gritted his teeth at the pain as the doctor poked at his infected shoulder.


  She leaned in close, inspecting his shoulder in detail. “The infection doesn’t appear to be spreading. But it still hasn’t gone down. I can’t let you leave until the coloration fades at least a little bit. Energy infections are contagious through blood transfer, so it’s important to keep an eye on you until you’re not contagious anymore.”


  “Any idea how long that will take?” He asked as she removed the bandage entirely and started to apply a new one.


  “It differs from person to person, and from Collar to Collar. It would heal faster if Tyloki was around.” Her name tag read Dr. Ross. He wondered what her first name was, but she would never tell him. She just said it wouldn’t be professional, but he figured she was actually trying to get under his skin.


  “Speaking of Tyloki, I haven’t heard from him in awhile. Did I kill him?” Isaac gently brushed his fingertips over the tattoo on his neck.


  “Hardly.” She laughed, stepped away as she finished the bandage. Isaac sat back. “What you did is called a Burnout. It’s very against the rules.”


  “A burnout? Does not sound good.” He shook his head.


  “A burnout is when a Collar and an Indicia spend all of their energy on magic all at once. It can be used to create miracles, but when you’re out of energy, you’re dead. And someone killing themselves is never a miracle.” The last words were heavy, and Isaac wondered if they were personal.


  “So what exactly did I do to Tyloki?” He asked, moving the conversation on for Ross’ sake.


  Dr. Ross chewed on the question for a minute, trying to figure out the best way to answer. Isaac was glad that Tyloki was still being silent, a question like that would usually get him a smack upside the head. “For a Collar, the type of magic you control is based on your personality. If you’re an aggressive person, you can expect an aggressive magic. The same goes for Indicia. They’re what you could call spirits of emotion. Tyloki is known as the embodiment of fire. And you lit a big match the other day. There’s only so much fire in him, so the simplest way to explain it is you put out the fire.”


  “No offense, but how exactly do you know that?” Isaac hadn’t heard from Tyloki since the burnout, he doubted the wolf had made an appearance to explain the situation.


  “You know how your magic carries a specific wavelength? The Registry developed machines that can measure the frequency of that wavelength, not just for a Collar, but for an Indicia, too. Tyloki’s wave isn’t gone completely, but it’s reading flat.”


  “Will he get it back?” Isaac wondered, trying to imagine a Tyloki that didn’t embody fire.


  “That depends. A burnout can be a traumatic experience, the sort of thing that can really change someone. If his personality has shifted enough, he might not represent fire anymore. There’s no way to know, not until he gets his powers back.” Dr. Ross started to fiddle with a machine next to the bed, which was dripping IV fluids into a tube connected to Isaac’s arm.


  “I extinguished Tyloki the Flame?” Isaac wasn’t sure if he should be proud or ashamed.


  “For now. Though I wouldn’t say that too much, or he’ll probably have you as barbecue when and if he gets his fire back.” Dr. Ross warned.


  “What about me?” He asked, wondering about his own powers.


  “Your magic seems to be fine, according to our tests. Though we weren’t able to detect a Signature, which might be a result of the burnout. Do you know what your Signature was before?”


  Isaac looked away, embarrassed, though he wasn’t sure why. “We…uh…didn’t have one. We don’t get along that well.”


  Dr. Ross giggled. “That’s a first. I’ve never met such a pathetic pair that they didn’t have a Signature.”


  “Should you be making fun of your patient?” Isaac spat, and crossed his arms. He moved his right arm too fast, and winced as his shoulder ached.


  “You don’t want to be my patient, so I figure that gives me some wiggle room.” She smiled. Her smile was bright and friendly, it was comforting.


  “Such a professional.”


  “Always, Mr. Walker.” Dr. Ross waved as she walked towards the door. “I’ll be back to check on you again soon.”


  “Send someone else, they’d be better company.” Isaac joked, sliding back down in the bed. He pulled the blankets over his bare upper body.


  “And miss out on your charming personality? Mr. Walker, I’m a professional, not a bore.” Dr. Ross laughed one more time before stepping out of the room.


  The laugh stayed with Isaac as he slipped off to sleep once more.


  In his sleep, he found himself face to face with a snarling wolf. He stumbled backwards, fell onto his ass, and scrambled back away from the advancing teeth. He couldn’t look away from the eyes above the fangs. Eyes that once burned like flames, now cold and empty. The darkness in them was inhuman, frightening. They reminded him of a Thrall. As quickly as he crawled, he couldn’t get away, the wolf was too fast. His arm was sore, and it hurt to move. The teeth caught up with him, and then the world around him was on fire. He woke in a pool of sweat, fists clenched tightly around the blankets. The room was dark, it was night outside the window. Rolling onto his side, Isaac breathed slowly. He wiped the sweat from his brow and stared out the window. For the first time, he feared Tyloki’s return. The wolf had been silent for days, even if his presence was still there. He knew he wouldn’t stay quiet for much longer. Isaac didn’t want to go back to sleep, so he decided he would try to stay away until morning.


  He woke again as the sun rose brightly outside. With a groan, he moved to cover his eyes with his arm. So much for staying awake all night, but at least the nightmares didn’t keep up. At least, he didn’t remember them keeping up. He rolled onto his back, careful to keep weight off of his right shoulder. He wondered if it had healed at all yet. To the side of the bed, he saw someone sitting in a chair across the room.


  “I was waiting for you to wake up.” They said, and Isaac turned his head to see who it was. He hoped for Dr. Ross, but had no such luck. Still, it wasn’t too bad. Riley waved from across the room.


  “I’m not awake yet. I’m still asleep. Go away.” Isaac swatted at Riley, and rolled over.


  Riley stood up and walked around the bed. At least now he was blocking the sun from the window. “Aw, come on. I just wanted to make sure you were okay.” Riley still spoke as smooth as ever, and Isaac couldn’t help but like him.


  “You and everyone else at the Registry. It’s like I’m a zoo exhibit.”


  “Better than being a museum exhibit, which you would be if you died.” Riley said, looking at Isaac’s bandage. The veins were still showing through it with a luminescent green glow. Riley twisted his face uncomfortably.


  “But I didn’t. And that’s all anyone keeps telling me. I could’ve died.” Isaac sat up, and Riley helped him get the pillow behind him.


  “You could’ve. You should’ve. I honestly can’t believe Tyloki let you do that.”


  “And yet here I am, not dead.” Isaac shrugged his left shoulder.


  “Clearly not dead.” Riley moved around and looked at Isaac’s face. “I’m going to have to say something different in front of everyone else, but listen. What you did was incredible. Most people wouldn’t be willing to give their life to save someone else. Even if that’s what we’re here to do.”


  Isaac searched Riley’s eyes, and couldn’t find any reason to distrust his words. “Thanks.”


  “But officially, the Registry doesn’t permit burnouts. So we’ll have to condemn that. Personally, I think you’re a hero. Things might be rough, for awhile. Don’t forget, I’ll be around, if you need to talk.”


  “I’m not a hero. I just don’t think my life is worth as much as the rest of the people in that building. So if I was lost to save them, there wouldn’t be much lost.” Isaac said, though he wasn’t sure why he admitted it to Riley. He really didn’t know him that well.


  “You’re worth every bit as much as anyone else.” Riley said. Before he could say anything else, Rain interrupted from the other side of the bed.


  The otter stood over Isaac, beaming. “That was awesome!” He squealed, holding his paws out towards Isaac, but not touching him. “So romantic.”


  Isaac rolled over towards the otter. “What’s romantic about it?”


  “What isn’t?” The otter asked, wiggling his fingers above Isaac. He clearly wanted to touch, but knew better. “You put your life on the line to save countless others. It’s textbook heroism.”


  “Rain is a classic romantic.” Riley added.


  Isaac shrugged his left shoulder again. “It was kind of cool.” He said with a grin. He glanced at Riley, who was smiling too.


  “Don’t get too full of yourself.” Riley warned humorously.


  “You can get full of me if you want.” Rain added lewdly, grinning at Isaac.


  “I’m not exactly in the best place for that, Rain.” Isaac said, nodding towards his bandaged shoulder. Well, that and the fact that he wasn’t gay.


  “What about when you get better?” The otter asked hopefully, leaning his muzzle in close to Isaac’s face.


  The whiskers tickled, and Isaac leaned away to escape them. “Still a no.”


  “Aww.” The otter pouted, placing a quick kiss on Isaac’s cheek before stepping back. “One of these days.”


  “None of these days.” Isaac corrected.


  “Have you heard from Tyloki?” Riley asked.


  “Not since the burnout.” Isaac said.


  “I can check on him if you want.” Rain offered.


  “Really, that’s not necessary. The longer he’s gone, the better.” Isaac said. “I need time to recover before I deal with him. He’s going to be pissed.”


  “He can’t be too mad. He was the one who let you burnout.” Riley mused.


  “He’ll blame me for it anyway, I’m sure.” Isaac sighed. “But at least if I start learning to fight, he’ll have less to complain about.”


  Riley’s face lit up. “So you’ve decided to fight?”


  “Yeah. I want to help people, but I can’t do it how I am now. So I decided I need to learn to fight.”


  “That’s awesome. What do you think you’re going to choose to fight with?” Riley drew one of his daggers and held it in front of him. The sun glinted off the metal, reflected on his face.


  “I have no idea. Jin used the spear. So there’s absolutely no way I’ll choose that. Maybe the sword.” Isaac suggested, hoping for input on the idea.


  “A sword doesn’t suit you.” Rain said, looking at Isaac’s body. He licked his lips lasciviously. “Well, it doesn’t suit your personality.”


  Isaac could feel the otter objectifying him. He pulled the blankets up to cover his belly and chest. “I’m really not sure what the options are.”


  “There’s so many. We’ll have to visit the armory when you get out of here. I’ll help you pick one out.” Riley replaced the dagger to its sheath.


  Knowing he would have help when he got out put him at ease. He wouldn’t be alone. He relaxed back into the pillows. Closing his eyes, he felt tired again already. He was still sure they were sedating him.


  “Alright, Riley. I need to check on Isaac, and I don’t think he wants you in here while I do.” Dr. Ross said as she walked in.


  Rain vanished, and Riley waved at the doctor. “Yes, ma’am. I’ll get going. I just wanted to make sure my friend was okay, and it seems you’re taking very good care of him.” He started for the door.


  “Despite his best efforts otherwise.” Dr. Ross replied with a grin.


  “Isaac, when you get out of here, lets grab a drink together. So get well soon, okay?” Riley said, and disappeared through the door before Isaac could respond.


  “Are you going to do more than poke at my shoulder, doctor?” Isaac asked as Dr. Ross approached the bed. He leaned forward for her.


  She removed the bandage gingerly again. Isaac tried to glance over it as she performed her inspection. The glowing color had faded slightly, and the skin around the scars was a lighter color. This made Dr. Ross nod approvingly, and she took a step back. “I think it’s time to get you up on your feet.”


  “You mean I can finally get out of here?” Isaac was hopeful, he had been conscious for three days, and that wasn’t counting however long he was asleep after the burnout.


  “Not quite. I just want to see how your entire body is recuperating.” She said, pulling the blankets down to the foot of the bed, freeing Isaac’s lower body. He was wearing his usual form fitting gray boxer-briefs. It was easier to check on his bandaged shoulder without the hospital gown on, so he chose not to wear it, rather than remove it every time he got a check-up.


  His legs felt shaky as he lifted them up, so he used his hands to help shift them towards the side of the bed. He sat on the side of the bed with his feet on the ground. As he put weight on them and tried to lift himself up into a standing position, he felt worse than shaky. They felt like they were going to give out. He steadied himself with a hand on the side of the bed. Dr. Ross watched from nearby, concerned that he might fall.


  “Take it easy.” She warned, ready to move if he had any trouble.


  “I’m fine.” He insisted, carefully removing his hand from the bed. He stood now, for the first time in days. It hurt more than he expected, and his legs were shaking.


  Dr. Ross walked around him, looking his body up and down. “I’m checking to make sure the infection didn’t move to another part of your body.” After inspecting his legs and upper body, front and back, she nodded. “It looks fine. The infection in your shoulder has started to die down. You should be fine in a couple of days.”


  Isaac smiled, the prospect of leaving the hospital was an exciting one. Even if it meant he had to start on a new life. And waiting a few days wasn’t what he wanted to hear. Tentatively, he took a step forward. At first, he thought the weight would be fine on his leg. As he tried to shift all of his weight to the foot, his knee gave out, and he fell forward. Dr. Ross saw it happening before Isaac did, and was there to catch him before he hit the ground. As she helped him back up, Isaac tried not to hold onto any part of her that she might find offensive.


  “Alright, daredevil. That’s enough for now. Lets get you back in bed.” She helped to guide him back on step, and sit on the edge of the bed. He insisted on pulling his legs back into the bed himself. And since he didn’t want to sit in front of such a beautiful doctor in his underwear, he pulled the blankets back up to their rightful position.


  “The burnout got to me more than I thought.” Isaac whispered, surprised at how weak he’d become.


  “They do that. I don’t know why you survived, but you did. So now it’s a fight to get back to normal.” Dr. Ross turned to check on the IV machine.


  “Fight. That’s a word I’ve heard a lot lately.” Isaac said, thinking of Tyloki. What would the wolf say right now? Pathetic runt. Can’t even walk on his own.


  At least I still have magic, would be his comeback.


  And you’ll still find a way to be less useful than I will without it.


  Isaac shook his head. He didn’t need to imagine what Tyloki would say, since the wolf would be all too willing to berate him as soon as he came back. Came back from where? Maybe, Isaac thought, he should have Rain check on him.


  “It’s kind of your own fault, isn’t it? You put yourself in the situation.” Dr. Ross suggested.


  “I didn’t really have much of a choice, actually. It was ‘be a collar or die’.” Isaac remembered his first meeting with Tyloki, it had only been about two weeks. It seemed like an eternity.


  “I meant the burnout. You were safe outside, and you went back inside.” She said, looking over to see Isaac’s reaction.


  “I have a problem.” Isaac said as if it were a joke. Make light of a serious topic, keep things from getting too grim. “I can’t help but stay when I should be running.”


  “Maybe you should just always do the opposite of what you want to do.” Dr. Ross suggested with a smile.


  “Then I wouldn’t be living my life anymore, would I?” Isaac wondered.


  “Are you living your life anyway?” She said, and quickly raised her hand to cover her mouth. “I’m sorry, I hardly know you. I shouldn’t have said that.”


  Isaac waved it off, though he was a bit offended. He decided to bite his tongue. “I’m actually not sure what my life is anymore.” He gestured to the room they were in. “I’ve just been kind of going with it, the past few weeks. It wasn’t until after the burnout that I actually decided to do something about it. But that doesn’t mean I have any idea what’s going on.”


  “It’s simple.” Dr. Ross said, “You’re in the hospital, but you’ll be out in a few days. Once you get out, you just take it one step at a time.”


  “I’ve got a lot I need to do. I’ll need to find someone to train me to fight, I’ll have to pick a weapon, not to mention figuring out what is going on with my job at InCorp.” Isaac stammered.


  “No.” She held up a finger to quiet him. “You’ve got one thing to do. Whatever you do first, that’s all you have to do. One step at a time.”


  Isaac thought it over for a minute. “Alright, first I need to get better so I can get out of here. It’s incredibly boring here.”


  “Have you thought about reading a book?” She asked, pointing to Isaac’s LINK on the nightstand.


  “I can never read when I have a lot on my mind.” He shrugged.


  “And you blame us for your boredom.” She said with a ‘tsk’. “I’m going to have you start working on physical therapy daily. I want you up and walking by the end of the week.”


  “What day is it? How long until the end of the week?” Isaac asked as Dr. Ross headed for the door. He’d lost track of time over the past few days.


  “It’s either Monday, or Thursday.” She bit her lip and pointed a finger at her chin. “Oh well, you’ll just have to work extra hard to make sure you’re ready.” And with that, she took her leave.


  The rest of the day was uneventful. Isaac forced down the hospital food, though his lack of appetite had more to do with his infection than the food’s quality. It was actually reasonably well prepared, and he wished he was more hungry, it would’ve been nice to eat more of it. He also wished for more visitors, but as the day waned, and sun set outside, he knew visiting hours were over, and no one else would be by to help pass the time. In particular, he wished Riley and Rain could have stayed longer. They were the closest thing he’d had to friends in years. Maybe they could come back tomorrow. As he mused, he didn’t notice himself start to fall asleep.


  There was something on the ground in front of him. Whatever it was, it was massive, slumped over on its side. Thickly covered in dark fur. He took a step towards it hesitantly. It wasn’t moving, and it didn’t seem to react to him. He stepped closer. Now he was close enough to touch it. He reached down, felt how cold it was. It felt dead. With a little effort, he flipped it onto its back. Tyloki’s face stared up at him lifelessly. Gone was his harsh snarl, and his glowing eyes. Even his once sharp fangs seemed dull and harmless. “Tyloki?” Isaac asked, and his voice echoed endlessly into the distance.


  “What do you want? Are you trying to get me killed again?” Tyloki’s voice echoed back, though his muzzle didn’t move.


  “No, I don’t want to get you killed.” Isaac replied, looking up to see where the voice was coming from.


  “Are you sure? You seem to be trying every chance you get.” The voice came from below now. Isaac snapped his attention down. Tyloki’s eyes remained devoid of life, but his muzzle spoke. “If you want to kill yourself, go ahead. Don’t drag me down with you.”


  Isaac backed up, horrified by the sight. As he stepped away, the body slowly started to stand, its movements jerky and uncoordinated. No matter how far back he walked, he was the same distance from the wolf’s moving corpse. He started to run as fast as he could, without taking his eyes off of Tyloki. The wolf turned slowly, fixed his cold eyes on Isaac, his tongue hanging loosely from his muzzle. As he started to walk towards the boy, Isaac spun and started to run forward. He looked up, and was face to face with that lifeless muzzle again. He screamed, and sat up in bed.


  There were hands on him, all of a sudden, which did little to calm him. He screamed again, trying to get the hands off of him. They struggled to hold him still, and he started to calm as the dream gave way to reality.


  “Isaac! Calm down, it’s okay. You were just having a nightmare.” It was a familiar voice. Isaac looked at the owner of the hands. Rufus.


  Breathing heavily, trying to calm down, he took a look around the room. The sun was up already. He slept through the whole night. “What are you doing here?” He asked, gently shoving his brother away.


  “I came to check on you. They let me in this morning, you were still asleep, so I waited. Then you just woke up screaming.” Rufus stepped back from Isaac’s bed.


  “You came to check on me? I’ve been here for, what, six days?” Isaac asked, not even looking up at Rufus.


  “I came once when you were still in a coma. I haven’t had a chance to make it back until now.” Rufus defended himself.


  “I guess I’m surprised you came at all. I’m a Collar now, and suddenly we’re brothers again.” Isaac growled.


  “This again? Come on, Isaac. We’ve been over this. I came to see you because you nearly died. I can’t get a straight answer out of anyone about what happened.” Rufus stepped closer to the bed again.


  “I burned out in the InCorp building, and I should be dead. That’s it.” Isaac said, as if it was nothing interesting.


  “You what?!” Rufus leaned forward, over his younger brother. “Are you crazy?”


  “I didn’t really think about it at the time. I just did it. I didn’t know what I was doing.” Isaac lied, but it was okay to lie just a little. He had fully expected to die.


  “I can’t believe you. That’s the most reckless thing I’ve ever heard.” Rufus turned around, threw his arms up in the air.


  “I’m sorry?” Isaac said with a raised brow.


  “What were you thinking? What would Mom or Sera think if you died in there?” He asked as he started to pace around the room.


  “What would they say if you died? How is what I did any different from your way of life?” Isaac attempted to derail the conversation with an accusation.


  “I’m different. They don’t expect to see me again. You, they still want you. You can’t just die, that’s not a choice you get to make.” Rufus walked back and forth angrily from the wall to the bed.


  “I wasn’t aware you got to choose what I did with my life.” Isaac spat sarcastically.


  “I’m not the one choosing. You’ve got responsibilities, you can’t just abandon them on a whim.” Rufus stopped pacing and stood by the bed.


  “Okay, well, I didn’t die. So drop it.” Isaac rolled his eyes.


  Rufus huffed a heavy sigh. “Isaac, I didn’t come here to fight. I came to make sure you were okay. Are you okay?”


  “Yes. I am okay. Alright? I’m fine.” It came out more curtly than Isaac intended.


  “Oh, man. Look at that.” Rufus gasped as he saw the bandage on Isaac’s shoulder. The glow could still be seen through the bandage. “Is that an AE infection?”


  “I had a busy night.” Isaac admitted.


  “Clearly. InCorp isn’t saying much about what happened, but their building is completely trashed. Knowing them, it’ll be back to normal by next week. But if you did that, I’m a little impressed. Still angry, but a little impressed.” Rufus moved to take a closer look at the infection.


  Isaac turned so that Rufus couldn’t see. “It’s getting better. There’s no reason to look at it. And honestly, I’m tired of people looking at me like that.”


  “Sorry.” Rufus nodded and let it go. “How are you, other than that?”


  “I’m..weak.” Isaac reluctantly said. “But I’m starting physical therapy to get me on my feet again. I should be out of here by the end of the week.”


  “You’re not weak. I’m sure you’re as strong as me. We’ve got good genes.” Rufus clapped a large hand on Isaac’s uninjured shoulder.


  “I disagree there. But thanks for the sentiment.” Isaac didn’t react to Rufus’ touch.


  “What does Tyloki have to say about all of this?” Rufus asked as he pulled his hand back.


  “Nothing, apparently. I haven’t heard from him since the burnout.” Isaac looked at his totem sitting on the nightstand next to his LINK.


  “That’s strange. Do you want Nanook to check on him?” Rufus offered.


  “No, thanks. If he’s off in a hole, I don’t want to poke him with a stick.” Though he was starting to get curious about why the wolf wasn’t around pestering him.


  “Let me know if you change your mind.” Rufus said, and he picked up Isaac’s LINK. “I’ll add my info here.”


  “I probably won’t need it.” Isaac said, and once again regretted how cold it sounded.


  Rufus shrugged and put the LINK down after he was done. “Just in case.”


  “Oh, I apologize. I didn’t know anyone was here.” Isaac and Rufus turned to the far side of the room, where a kangaroo now stood.


  He was silhouetted by the sun through the window, but Isaac could still see him better than when they had first met. He had been about to pass out at that point, after all. The kangaroo had creamy fur, and was stockily built. His tail was thick enough for him to lean on, and his feet and legs looked powerful. The next most noticeable thing was between his legs, where his balls hung over his generous sheath. Isaac wondered why he was noticing that at all, told himself it was because what else would you notice on a creature like that, and then moved his gaze upward. The kangaroo’s muzzle was a smirk, and his eyes were full of confidence. Isaac’s first inspection hadn’t gone unnoticed.


  “Chase!” Rufus straightened up as noticed the kangaroo. “Not at all, sir. No need to apologize. Was there something you needed?”


  “I just need to have a chat with Isaac” Chase gestured towards the bed.


  “With me?” Isaac wondered what the Director’s Indicia could want with him.


  “I was just leaving.” Rufus gave a slight nod. “If that’s alright, sir.”


  “I wouldn’t want ya to leave on my account, but if you’re already on your way out.” Chase waved a large paw at Rufus.


  “Give me a call, Isaac.” Rufus said, and he left.


  “Sir?” Isaac asked, turning to the kangaroo after watching Rufus leave.


  “Do you know how long the Registry has been around?” Chase leaned back on his tail, watching Isaac from across the room.


  “Uh, no.” He knew it was a long time, but he wasn’t sure on an exact number.


  “Almost as long as I have.” The kangaroo’s voice was loud, powerful, and his voice had an exotic twinge that Isaac couldn’t quite place. “So you can imagine me buggered when I see you run back into that building and light it up like a…a what…a bonfire. A burnout!”


  “I didn’t really know what I was doing.” Isaac tried to imagine where Chase was going with this. He didn’t think he was going to like it.


  “Become a Collar and burnout within a week.” He shook his head disapprovingly. “Burnouts are against the rules, of course.” The kangaroo took a few steps closer to the bed, and leaned on his tail once more. Leaning back on his tail like that, Isaac found him less threatening than if he was standing up straight. The kangaroo looked so laid back, even if he spoke with authority.


  “So I’ve heard. But I didn’t know, at the time.” The boy tried to defend himself.


  “Not knowing doesn’t make it any less against the rules. And when you break the rules, there have to be consequences.”


  “I’ve been in the hospital for a week. Can’t that be consequence enough?” Isaac tried his best to sound vulnerable.


  “If it were up to me, that’d be plenty. But what you did was very…public. Visible. So we need a visible consequence. Something so that Collars don’t start to get it in their heads that burnouts are okay.”


  “What did you have in mind?” Though his voice showed his worry, he kept his gaze solidly on the kangaroo. Then he gave another involuntary glance at the kangaroo’s groin. Closer now, not back lit by the sun, Isaac could see the roo better than before.


  Chase grinned, but otherwise ignored Isaac’s glance. “Normally, we’d put your totem in a lockbox, probably lock you up for a little awhile. Do you know what a lockbox is?”


  Isaac shook his head.


  “It’s a horrible little thing you humans invented. Indicia are only able to be in this world through the use of our totems. The lockbox cuts that link right down the middle. The Collar loses his Indicia, and the Indicia is stuck on the other side. Until the totem is removed from the box, that is. It’s a right awful time.” Chase spoke slowly, giving time for the words to sink in.


  Isaac had a decidedly different response than most Collars. “That’s possible?” He asked brightly.


  “It is. Why do you sound excited about that?” Chase raised a brow at the boy.


  “Tyloki is an asshole. You’d be doing me a favor.” Isaac smiled pointedly at the kangaroo.


  “I remember hearing you had a less than friendly relationship with Tyloki, but I didn’t think it was that bad.” Chase sounded genuinely surprised.


  “It’s not good.” For Isaac, it was the first way out that he had seen since first meeting Tyloki. “I don’t think I’d mind that punishment.”


  “Then that won’t do. You don’t have to make this so hard for me, ya’know.” Chase crossed his arms over his chest and tilted his head to the side as he considered Isaac.


  Isaac waited for the kangaroo to decide what to do.


  “I don’t want to lock you up, and putting your totem in a lockbox is no good either. Instead, we’ll just have to keep you close. You are not to leave the Registry until you get my say so.” Chase stated with a nod.


  “But the doctor said I should be out of hospital in a few days.”


  “Good on ya. I still can’t have you going around town yet. The Registry has everything you need to live.” Chase leaned off his tail and stood directly next to Isaac’s bed.


  “What about my family? They’re going to want to know if I’m okay.” Isaac hoped he had found a hole in Chase’s plan. Spending the next who-knows-how-long in the Registry was not a part of his plan.


  “They can visit on the lower levels.” Chase said as a matter of fact.


  “And I’ll need a place to sleep.” Isaac added.


  “I hear you’ve decided to come work the Registry. We’ll find you a dorm.” Chase smiled, though Isaac wondered how he had heard so quickly. So far, he had only told Tyloki and Riley.


  With a sigh, Isaac decided it wasn’t the worst possible punishment. “Alright.” He agreed.


  “Ripper!” Chase shouted. “Glad to hear it.”


  “I don’t really have much other choice, do I?”


  “Not at all.” The kangaroo grinned and clapped Isaac on the shoulder with his large paw. “But it’s much easier if we both agree.”


  Isaac smiled reluctantly and waited for Chase to take his paw back. During the long silence, he looked down, and found his eyes once again drawn inexplicably to Chase’s equipment.


  “Is there something down there you’re interested in?” Chase asked, his paw still on Isaac’s shoulder.


  “N…no. No.” Isaac stammered, looking up quickly. His face flushed, and he turned to look away from the kangaroo entirely.


  Chase couldn’t help but chuckle to himself as he took a few steps back. “I’ll be around, mate.” Isaac looked over, and the kangaroo gave him a wink before vanishing in a small eddy of dust.


  Isaac buried his face in the pillow as soon as he was alone. He allowed himself to give a small groan. What was wrong with him? Chase’s groin should have been one of the few things he was specifically not interested in. And yet he found himself looking at it three times. He decided being in the hospital was driving him crazy. He would need to get out soon. It wasn’t long after Chase’s departure that he fell asleep again.


  Opening his eyes, he found himself looking in a mirror. He was looking at his own face, but it wasn’t his face. It was twisted wildly, eyes blazing with malicious intent, mouth bent in a psychotic grin. It was enough to make him recoil back, away from his reflection. Then he found that it wasn’t a reflection in a mirror, he was looking at himself. Or another version of himself. The twisted Isaac followed him as he moved away.


  He felt sluggish, his body wouldn’t move how he wanted it to. Looking down, he could easily see why. He wasn’t in his own body. He was larger than he usually was, and covered in gray black fur. No clothes, hefty paws. He was Tyloki. His breathing was ragged and rough, his throat practically produced growls on its own. At the top of his vision, he could see the twisted Isaac approaching slowly. As fast as he moved back, Isaac was always the same distance away.


  It was time to turn and run. Twisted Isaac started to cackle as he spun around and got used to running in Tyloki’s body. It was large, unwieldy, but also powerful in a way he had never felt before. He could turn around and knock Isaac over in a single swipe. Or eviscerate him with his claws. But that wasn’t how he thought. He didn’t solve problems with violence, if he could avoid. He glanced back, he hadn’t put any distance between Isaac and himself. Isaac was walking, how was he not gaining any ground?


  He turned forward again, and halted as quickly as he could, to avoid tumbling head first over the cliff in front of him. The edge of the cliff ran as far as he could see in both directions, leaving him nowhere else to run. The drop over the edge went further than he could see, too, so jumping wasn’t an option. Turning around, Isaac was standing right in front of him, face broken and repulsive.


  “Stay away, or I’ll throw you over the cliff.” He said, trying to sound like Tyloki, trying to scare himself away.


  “You think you can just push people around, get whatever you want, whenever you want it.” Isaac said, showing off the fangs that filled his mouth.


  “If I’m strong enough to earn it, I deserve to have it.” Tyloki said, standing strong in front of Isaac.


  “You mean if you’re strong enough to take it.” Isaac held out his hand, looked at it in the air in front of him. He made a grabbing motion at nothing.


  “Quiet, runt.” Tyloki growled, the urge to throw Isaac over the cliff was building.


  “Or what? You’ll kill me. But you promised you wouldn’t.” Isaac giggled, and he took a step closer to Tyloki.


  “One more step and you’re done for.” The wolf warned.


  Isaac looked pointedly down at his own feet, and took a step forward.


  Tyloki swung his fist at Isaac, but the boy raised a hand and grabbed the wolf’s wrist, stopping the strike before it could connect.


  “The only thing worse than being weak,” Isaac placed his free hand on Tyloki’s chest, “is having power, and not using it to make things better.” Isaac pushed forward on Tyloki’s chest, and on his wrist, shoving him back and over the edge of the cliff.


  As he fell, he looked up at his own face, laughing hysterically. He hit the ground, and landed in his hospital bed. Relieved that he wasn’t Tyloki any longer, relieved to be awake, Isaac was more sure than ever that it was time to get out of the hospital.


  In an effort to get out as quickly as possible, he put every effort into his physical therapy. Each day, a nurse would come and help him out of bed. He was only supposed to walk across the room a few times. He found himself pushing harder than that, wanting to regain his normal strength as soon as possible. Even as the nurses insisted he get back in bed, he would always go for one more walk. From the bed to the wall, and back again. He would walk until his legs wouldn’t hold him up anymore. When he eventually started the fall, the nurses would help him back into bed. The days passed with little fanfare, the only notable events consisting of Dr. Ross’ visits, which Isaac was beginning to really enjoy, and his physical therapy.


  As physical therapy was the only thing for him to focus on, Isaac made rapid progress. Between his effort and Collar healing, it was only a few days before he thought he’d be able to walk around like normal. Dr. Ross still wasn’t convinced. The infection in his shoulder was still glowing green, albeit very dimly. Isaac insisted it wasn’t a big deal, his shoulder hardly hurt anymore. But Dr. Ross was a good doctor, and she didn’t want him to leave until he was fully healed, or so she said.


  Tyloki was still missing, though as the infection receded, Isaac’s morbid nightmares about the wolf did as well. The boy wasn’t too worried about where Tyloki might be, as there was still a pressure at the corner of his mind that felt like Tyloki hanging around. He just wasn’t saying anything. He did consider calling Riley or Rufus to check on Tyloki, though he admittedly wasn’t sure how that worked exactly. Did the Indicia know how to find each other in the spirit world? He would have to ask that sometime.


  “Admit it, you just don’t want me to leave because you’d miss me.” Isaac joked as he stood up for Dr. Ross.


  “If you leave, we have to give the room to someone else. It’s more of a devil you know situation.” She smiled, though, and brushed her hair back over her ear.


  “Are most Collars jerks?” Isaac wondered, stretching his right arm out straight to prove that he could.


  “Let’s just say they’re not all as quick as you are.” She looked over his arm and shoulder.


  “Doctor, be careful, that was almost a compliment.” He levered his arm up and down, and she watched the muscles move as he did.


  “Walk over there for me?” She asked, and pointed to the far wall.


  Easy. Isaac had made that walk plenty of times since he started his physical therapy. With a careful stride, he walked to the wall and turned around triumphantly. He never thought he’d be proud just to be able to walk. He thought Dr. Ross looked proud, too, but he couldn’t be sure.


  “Very good!” She clapped, as if he were a child walking for the first time.


  “You see? I’m ready to go.” He said as he walked back to the bed.


  “I agree.” She said.


  “Why not?” Isaac started, not hearing her at first. Then his brain managed to put together what she said. “Wait, really?”


  “Yeah. You’re ready to get out of here.” She typed a few things on her LINK. “I’ll have someone bring you some clothes, and we’ll get you checked out by lunch.”


  Isaac sat back down on the bed. Remembering he was still in his underwear, he pulled the blankets over his lap. “That’s great. But doctor, I can’t leave yet.” He sounded disappointed.


  “Why not? It’s all you’ve wanted for a week now.” She put her hands on her hips indignantly.


  “I still don’t know your name.” He grinned at her hopefully.


  She sighed back at him and shook her head. “Miria.”


  “Doctor Miria Ross.” He said, and nodded. “I like it. And how old are-?”


  “Not a chance.” She snapped, shutting him down.


  “I’ll just have to get injured so I can come see you again soon.” He said with a shrug.


  “Please don’t.” She pleaded genuinely, she really didn’t want him to get hurt again.


  “Alright. I’ll do my best. Thanks, doctor.” He said, and they smiled at each other.


  “I’m just doing my job. Like I said, I’m a professional.” Miria said.


  Shortly after Miria left, one of the nurses brought Isaac a change of clothes. They were boring, not the sort of thing he would usually wear, but clothes were clothes. It was more than the nothing he had been wearing the past week or so. He slipped into them quickly and clipped his LINK around his wrist. Wearing clothes again, it made him start to feel somewhat normal. It had been awhile since he had felt anything even resembling normal, so it was a feeling he was glad to have.


  Picking up his collar off the nightstand, he stared at it for a moment. Now that he was out of the hospital, he would have to carry through with his plan to fight. Tyloki wouldn’t let him back out now. Worse yet, he wasn’t sure he wanted to back out anymore. He couldn’t see a future with InCorp anymore. He couldn’t see a future without his collar, anymore. So he fastened it snugly around his neck.


  “Oh, I’m glad I caught you before you left. Though I’m not sure where you’d go.” Isaac turned around quickly to see Director Canaan at the door.


  “Did you need something?” Isaac asked, annoyed at his escape from the hospital being held up any longer.


  “I was waiting until you got better to ask, but I was wondering if you would be willing to meet me in my office sometime. I need to ask you a few questions about what happened that night in the InCorp building. We’ve gotten accounts from anyone who is willing to talk, but by far, you seem to have been the most pivotal piece.” Canaan took his glasses off and wiped them on his shirt.


  “What more do you need to know?” Canaan was blocking Isaac’s exit from the room, so he couldn’t leave until Canaan did.


  “I just have a few questions, that’s all. If you could drop by sometime soon, that would be excellent.” The Director’s smile seemed manipulative instead of friendly.


  “It’s not like I’ve got anywhere else I can go. Sure, I’ll tell you everything I remember. But on one condition.” Isaac didn’t trust Canaan, but he wasn’t sure why. Chase was his Indicia, and he seemed far more trustworthy.


  “What would that be?” Canaan asked with a chuckle.


  “You’ll have to tell me what you were doing there, before the attack.” Isaac said, a challenging tone in his voice.


  “I’m sure I still don’t know what you’re talking about.” The Director said, with a small shake of his head.


  Isaac closed his eyes, remembered the meeting before the attack. Harland, Roy, and Canaan. They were all there. He just couldn’t remember the afternoon leading up to the attack. Nothing about the day seemed to add up. InCorp security being off, the AI being on, Canaan being at the meeting, and the fact that the rescue teams didn’t move in until after the burnout. None of it made sense, but Isaac knew he didn’t have the pieces he needed to put it together. “You were there.” He stood his ground, not backing down.


  “Maybe if you come talk to me about what happened, we can figure out why you think I was there. I’m sure there is an explanation for everything, and that’s what I’m trying to do. I’m trying to figure out what happened that day, so it won’t happen again.” Canaan turned around and stood in the threshold to the hallway. He was still trying to sound friendly, but it wasn’t working.


  Without saying anything, Canaan held out his finger and pointed down the hall. Immediately following, several of the young Pre-Collars who had come to spy on Isaac scrambled down the hall and out of sight.


  “You were there. And I’m going to figure out why. It’ll be a lot easier if you just tell me.” Isaac walked towards Canaan.


  “You’d do well to remember your place.” The Director said, taking a stern tone to remind Isaac that he was in charge, after all.


  “I’ll be going now.” Isaac moved to walk past Canaan, into the hallway.


  “Where are you going?” Canaan asked.


  “What do you mean?”


  “I mean just what I asked. Where are you going? You still need a place to stay, if I recall correctly.” His tone had changed back to being friendly now.


  He had a point. Isaac still didn’t have a dorm to go to, and he couldn’t leave the Registry yet. He yearned to go home, back to his room at the house, but he couldn’t do that yet. He figured if he did, they really would arrest him and lock him up. “I don’t…know.” He admitted with a huff.


  “I took the liberty of setting up your accommodations.” Canaan turned back to Isaac, with a keycard in his hand. He held it out to the boy.


  Isaac stared at it before taking it, looking it over. “Thanks, I guess.”


  “You’ll find find your room on the 7th floor. I trust you know where the rest of the facilities are?”


  “Yeah, I can get around. I got the tour. Are we done?” Isaac asked impatiently.


  “We are done. Don’t forget to set up an appointment with my secretary.” Canaan smiled, and waved over his shoulder as he walked away.


  Isaac shook his head. He did not like that guy. Something about him seemed less than genuine, but he couldn’t put his finger on it. “Wait, the 7th floor. That doesn’t tell me which room is mine. Canaan!” He called out, looking down the hallway for the Director, but he was already gone. With a sigh, he headed for the elevators. At the very least, he was glad to say goodbye to the hospital as the elevator took him away to the 7th floor.


  He looked over the key, checking to see if it had a room number on it. No such luck. Getting off the elevator, he recognized the hallway, at least. It was where Riley had taken him on the tour. That gave him an idea. Retracing his steps from before, he came to Riley’s dorm. Somewhat confident that it was the correct door, he knocked several times.


  At first, there was no response. He knocked again, and heard a muffled noise from inside. Tapping his foot, he waited for Riley to come to the door. When the door opened, it opened just a crack. Riley stood on the other side, but he was naked. His lower body was hidden by the door, and he peered out through the small crack.


  “Oh, Isaac! I was expecting you.” He said, and looked down at himself. “I mean, not like this. I was expecting you at some point. Rain and I were just, you know…” He coughed. “Let me get dressed.”


  The door shut, and Isaac waited once more. When it opened again, Riley had a towel wrapped around his waist. Rain was sitting on the couch with a pillow in his lap. He waved enthusiastically at Isaac.


  “You were expecting me?” Isaac asked.


  “Yeah, you’re our new roommate. Isn’t that why you’re here?” Riley asked, walking to the couch, he sat nonchalantly next to Rain.


  “I guess it is.” Isaac said, stepping into the common room, which had 4 other doors, leading to individual bedrooms. “Which one is mine?”


  “Pick any of those.” Riley said, pointing at two of the rooms to the left, and one room to the right. “That one is next door to mine.”


  “Why not?” Isaac said, walking to the door adjacent to Riley’s room. Ignoring what was going on on the couch, he opened the door to his new room and walked inside. He closed the door behind him, to give Riley and Rain privacy as they moved towards each other, presumably picking up where they left off. Or maybe it was for his own privacy.


  The room was sparsely decorated. A bed, desk, chair, and dresser. He would need to get his clothes delivered from the house. And maybe some Lightglass fixtures for the walls, the white was boring. The desk appeared to be stocked with the usual tools, paper and pens and the like. Walking over to the bed, he sat down on the side. Now he wasn’t sure what to do. He had just gotten out of the hospital, where he was stuck in bed all day. No way he wanted to sit in his room any more than he had to. But Riley was busy, and he didn’t want to just wander the Registry halls. And the quiet in his head was starting to get to him. It had been a week since he had heard Tyloki’s scathing voice in his head.


  He leaned back, and expected to fall back to sprawl on the bed. Instead, he hit something and stayed in a sitting position. Whatever he was leaning on was warm and furry. He looked over his shoulder to find Tyloki sitting on the opposite side of the bed, leaning so they were back to back.


  [Runt.]


  Tyloki. Isaac thought, almost glad to have the voice back in his head.


  He had wanted to get out of the hospital more than anything. Now that things were back to normal, he was excited to get started on his new life. He noticed that he thought of being a Collar as normal now. It didn’t scare him, not anymore. But it wouldn’t be long before he realized that his time in the hospital had been a vacation. One that he would long for, soon enough.


  Chapter 8 – Sidetrack


  “It was a success, sir. Considering how poorly previous incursions on InCorp have gone, of course.” The room was dark. Rooms where conspiracies are hatched are always dark, with flickering lights and a wealth of shadows. It was understandable, though, no one wants to plan subversion in a brightly lit room. The ambiance would be wrong, and the atmosphere wouldn’t support the development of ideas. In a dark room, it’s easy to stay gloomy, remember what you’re fighting for. Make your plans in a brightly lit room and you run the risk of becoming accustomed to the status quo.


  The primary reason that the room was dark, though he was certain that it should be the secondary reason (ambiance is crucial), was because they didn’t want it to be inviting. The room in question was, at one point in time, designed to be a bedroom. It occasionally served that purpose now, as exhausted Vassals would crash after a long assignment. To that end, the corner of the room was furnished with several cots. The rest of the room was all business. A wall of computers in the back, whose Lightglass monitors provided the majority of the light. A long table in the center, good for making plans on or holding meetings. Twelve chairs lined the table, though the meetings often hosted a packed room.


  A man at the end of the table, he sat with his hands on his forehead. The darkness of the room prevented his face from being seen, but his black hair with a silver streak was visible. He sighed audibly. “I have a headache, Jensen.” He spoke slowly, rubbing his head gently. His voice, a friendly, if commanding, presence. “And I don’t feel like reading your report. So if you could fill me in on the details of the operation, that would be splendid.”


  Jensen, for whom ambiance was essential, got a kick out of simply being in the room. It was a thrill, to play hide and seek every day. He got a rush not just during assignments, but also while planning them. He took a seat at the far end of the table, folded his hands in front of him.


  [You’re too into the chase.]


  I’m sure I won’t find the chase as enticing once I finally get caught, Jensen thought, as he put the details he was about to relay in order.


  [I’m not certain we’ll ever get caught.]


  Sooner or later, Jensen mused. “Early last night, we delivered a special package to InCorp HQ. A Thrall whose particular ability was division. We…uh…launched it into one of the upper floor windows. Normally, the building’s automated defenses would have prevented the Thrall from approaching the building.”


  “I see our contacts came through for us.” The man in the shadows said.


  “Absolutely. They warned us about the defensive AI, the illegal defensive AI. Which is now being disassembled. If the AI had activated during the actual operation, it would’ve been a massacre. If the building’s security had been activated, the Thrall wouldn’t have been able to get in, and the AI wouldn’t have been revealed. As I said, the night was a success.” Jensen was proud of the operation. After all, it was his project.


  “And we can count on the regular security system being deactivated during our next operation?”


  “Yes sir, it will be just the same as yesterday. The only threat we will actually have to worry about is InCorp’s security staff, and the Collars from the Registry.” Jensen hated speaking of the Registry, and he despised the word Collar. Pact makers were Vassals, not Collars. ‘Collar’ was demeaning.


  [If you bring down the Registry, no one will chase you anymore.]


  I can live with that. Freedom trumps adrenaline. Jensen placed his fingers on the purple band around his neck.


  “People are far more manageable than machines, so that will do nicely.” The man in the shadows leaned back, and Jensen hoped he looked pleased.


  “There is another thing, sir. The lockdown triggered by the AI trapped a large number of civilians. I know that some amount of collateral damage is acceptable, but it is better if we’re not seen as terrorists.” Jensen added, though he wished he had not.


  “InCorp employees are not collateral damage, Jensen, they are enemies.” The man corrected.


  “Yes sir.” Jensen begrudgingly agreed.


  “You sound uncertain. Why did you make a pact, Jensen?”


  “I became a Vassal for the freedom that it allows.”


  “And if we allow the Registry to continue imprisoning our kind, whether subtly or overtly, then what freedom do we have?”


  “None, sir. Which is why I fight.” Jensen nodded his head in agreement.


  [That, and the thrill of the hunt.]


  True, but it’s easier just to agree with the Old Man. Otherwise I’m stuck here for an hour long lecture on what the Vassals are all about. Jensen didn’t need a refresher course. He knew what they were fighting for.


  “You mustn’t forget that, Jensen. Now, what became of the InCorp employees?” The man in the shadows crossed his hands on his lap, waiting for the rest of the story.


  The dim light thrown off by the computers were not bright enough to lift the blanket of shadows from the far side of the room where the man was sitting. There was no secret the shadows were hiding, the man had no desire to hide his face, he just preferred the darkness over the light. It was a sentiment Jensen agreed with.


  “A young Collar,” he stuck out his tongue as if he had tasted something foul, “from the Registry took care of the problem. The AI was designed to lock the building down under the pretense that it was protecting senior staff members. So the kid did a burnout and…just destroyed our Thrall. Every bit of it.”


  “Knowing InCorp,” The man leaned forward again, apparently thinking hard now despite his headache, “the AI wasn’t protecting people. It was protecting…investments. Money.”


  “Which means that whatever it was guarding is worth more than every piece of equipment in that building, and every person that works there. What do you think it could be?” Jensen wondered aloud.


  [They’re a weapons developer. What do you think it is?]


  A weapon, obviously. But what kind?


  “I won’t begin to speculate. It is unimportant as of now. What is important is that whatever it is, is important to InCorp above all else. So we can expect them to redouble their efforts to protect it. We must be sure the security systems can be deactivated during the next operation. You must speak to our contact at InCorp. Convince them it is time to make a move.”


  “Yes sir.” Another thing to do, but Jensen didn’t mind. Putting the pieces of a grand plan together was as exciting as executing the plan itself. In fact, he already had the perfect move in mind. And because it was in his mind, his Indicia was able to see it as well.


  [Do you think they’re up for that?]


  They’re ambitious, I think it won’t be a problem at all. Jensen thought, and he tucked the idea away for later.


  “And what became of the boy?” The man in the shadows asked, not liking leaving threads loose.


  “The boy? Oh, the Collar who burned out. I haven’t been able to get much yet. All I know is that he’s not dead, somehow. I’ve got a meeting later today with a contact from the Registry. They’ll be providing me with more information. I’ll send you a report as soon as I find out.” Jensen looked at the clock displayed on one of the Lightglass screens. “I should be going soon.”


  “Jensen, please, call. You know I dislike reading, I’d much rather you call or tell me in person.” The man waved his hands to let Jensen know he was free to leave.


  Jensen nodded and stood. “Yes sir. I’ll call when I learn something.” He turned and headed for the door. He opened it just a crack, to prevent the bright light from the other side from storming in. Slipping out, he made his way through the rest of the well lit household, through the mansion’s grandiose wooden doorway, and out into the world at large.


  As he went, he considered that there may come a time when his mentor didn’t fit the plan anymore, and would have to be dealt with the same way as the Registry and InCorp. For now, the best place to be was right where he was. Sometimes, problems sorted themselves out, and with any luck, he wouldn’t have to act at all. At the very least, if something went wrong, he wouldn’t be the one to take a fall. The poor hated the rich already, and it was likely that the man in the shadows would someday become just another casualty of the cause. Acceptable collateral damage. He chuckled to himself as mischief danced in his eyes.


  His lunch meeting with his Registry contact was at an outdoor cafe across the street from the window of his apartment. This served several useful purposes. He could wait in his apartment until the contact arrived, preventing him from having to wait and worry that he could be caught if the mole was discovered. It also kept him from having to travel too far for any given meeting, which was nice, because he disliked conventional travel. He found it to be dull. He wished he could use his magic more often, but that would risk being caught by the Registry, and then it was straight to lock up. No more freedom, no more magic, and no more Sev.


  [That’s so sweet.]


  Jensen rolled his eyes. I just meant your body. He joked as he approached the door to his apartment.


  He didn’t have a key, he wasn’t entirely sure if the door still opened. Luckily, that meant he didn’t have to worry about bringing anyone home. It kept people at a distance, which was useful when you lived every day on the run from an evil registration organization.


  He pressed his hand flat against the door and closed his eyes. Always closed his eyes. He knew better than to try and keep them open. As he focused, it felt as if the door was liquid, and he was able to force his way through it. His hand, his arm, then his upper body. He stepped through with little resistance. He didn’t open his eyes until he was sure he was completely through. The apartment on the far side matched Jensen’s sensibilities. Lightly decorated, dimly lit. A single room apartment with a small bathroom and a view of a cafe across the street.


  A wall sized dresser, faux wood, stood in for a closet and held all of his clothes. His favorite article of clothing, of which he had purchased as many were available when he discovered it, was a black and silver jacket with a high collar that easily blocked view of his Vassal brand. Walking around with the brand showing wasn’t too dangerous, but it might cause people to ask about the Registry, and he knew he wouldn’t be able to fake it well enough. That, and the random ID checks. Come up short, and it’s straight to jail. So it was easier to hide the brand with the jacket.


  He opened the dressed to retrieve a jacket for lunch, and instead of a jacket, he found a rabbit with fur the color of a chestnut. The short creature pounced out at him, and as he stood almost a foot shorter than Jensen, the Vassal was able to catch him with relative ease. It was the rabbit’s favored form, small enough to be picked up by Jensen, though it wasn’t his only one. His long ears extended well past Jensen’s head, though. Jensen’s arms gripped under the rabbit’s thighs, bringing them muzzle to face, chests pressed together.


  Without speaking, the rabbit pressed his muzzle against Jensen’s lips, and Jensen returned the kiss without resistance. His mouth opened, and the rabbit’s tongue entered. It had been awhile since they’d been intimate, Jensen had been busy with work, and so the tongue tingled deliciously against the inside of his mouth. He inhaled deeply against the rabbit’s scent, otherworldly, of grass and wind and sun. His own tongue tasted the same inside the rabbit’s muzzle. They stood transfixed in each other for a matter of moments, tasting and smelling and feeling and being together.


  Jensen felt a familiar hardness forming against his belly, from between the rabbit’s legs. He stumbled back and his legs found the bed. Toppling over, he found the wickedly grinning rabbit atop him on the mattress. A glance down revealed the rabbit’s intentions, his sheath showing more than a bit of pink.


  The rabbit leaned down and the kissing continued, with no complaint from Jensen. The Vassal ran his hands through the rabbit’s auburn fur, so soft, and he longed to press his whole body against it. Pulling the rabbit in close and holding their bodies together was one of the best ways to pass the time, a bliss that he was sure only he was aware of. For now, he settled for just his fingertips. The rabbit’s claws raked gently over his exposed skin on his arms and neck. Most human lovers, male or female, failed to live up to Sev, lacking his fur and claws. Jensen had never been with another Indicia, however, and he often wondered if they provided the same transcendent experience.


  “Hey, no thinking about other Indicia right now.” Sev said as he pulled back from the kiss.


  “I can’t help it sometimes. There’s so much variety in Indicia, it makes humans all seem so similar.” Jensen admitted, and he tried to go back to kissing, but the rabbit leaned away.


  “Then I should just set you up with one of my friends sometime.” Sev said, pouting, as he started to climb off Jensen.


  Not willing to let the rabbit go just yet, the Vassal pulled the rabbit forcibly back down to continue kissing. Sev put up no resistance. They smiled into each other, felt each other, became a sort of unique single being that could only be when a human and an Indicia joined. And joining was certainly on Sev’s mind. His cock was still rigid, pressing against Jensen’s belly, dripping a shiny stain onto the dark shirt. A paw wandered down Jensen’s chest and belly, heading towards his belt.


  Jensen grabbed the paw, kept it from undoing the buckle. “You know I don’t have time, don’t act like you don’t know.”


  “I’m hoping to tempt you anyway.” Sev grinned, rubbing his slick length against Jensen’s shirt. Now he’d have to change clothes regardless.


  “I have to keep an eye on the cafe. If you’re in the middle of mounting me,” Jensen smiled as the rabbit screwed up his face with pleasure at the thought, “or I’m mounting you, and the contact shows up, I won’t have time to clean off.” The rabbit’s tongue lolled from the side of his muzzle as Jensen finished talking.


  “I promise it’ll be quick?” Sev pleaded, slipping his paws under Jensen’s shirt, to feel his sleek body without fabric in the way.


  Jensen sighed and enjoyed the paws on his skin, but had to intervene again when the paws made another move for his belt. “How about something else?” He said, and he placed his hands under Sev’s armpits. Rather easily, he lifted Sev off of him and placed his aside on the bed.


  The rabbit smiled, and leaned back against the pillows, already grabbing the sheets in his paws before anything was happening. Jensen rolled over and looked over the rabbit, looming over the smaller creature. He thought of Sev’s other form, completely different, but appealing in its own way. Between the rabbit’s legs, just above his puffy cotton tail, a modest sheath from which an alluring pink shaft stood. Here and now, he wasn’t sure which form he preferred intimacy with.


  He deliberately positioned himself so that he could see out the window as he worked. No sign of the contact at the cafe yet. He licked his lips and leaned down, looking up at the rabbit, loving the expressiveness of his muzzle as he twisted it with pleasure. First he simply nuzzled the rabbit’s groin, brushing his face against the rabbit’s thighs, his balls, and his sheath. He took in the rabbit’s scent, which was stronger and smelled more male here than elsewhere. Sev closed his eyes and made faces which Jensen thought were funny, but were the result of the rabbit’s enjoyment.


  Before Jensen met Sev, he’d never been with a man before. Had no idea how to please a male, no idea that he’d want to. It had been girls all the time. And he was good at girls. From time to time, he wished there were female Indicia, but Sev was usually enough. When he formed his pact with Sev, everything changed. He’d realized that freedom could be enjoyed in almost any form. Pleasure, sex, wasn’t about gender. It wasn’t about what you were doing, or even who you were doing it with. It was about the experience. Since then, men and women were fair game, as long as the experience was enticing. But most humans fell short of Sev.


  Jensen pressed his tongue against Sev’s balls, he was used to getting a mouthful of fur by now, and licked slowly, sensually, magnificently upward from the balls, along the slick pink shaft, and up to the tip. Sev cooed as Jensen went, ending with a moan as his tongue passed over the most sensitive spot near the top. The taste was strong, and it covered the rabbit’s shaft, rather than a human where it merely dripped from the tip. Not to say it didn’t drip from the tip, however, and Jensen found more than a bit of the rabbit’s pre on his tongue. He rolled it around and then went back down for more. He spent a while teasing the rabbit, licking and nuzzling, instead of sucking. He knew how to get Sev worked up, ready to get off, and he was trying to do it the most efficient way possible.


  Another glance at the window, and the cafe was starting to get busier for lunch. He didn’t see the contact yet. The rabbit was squirming around the bed pathetically, nearly whimpering for more. Jensen’s hands played with the rabbit’s balls as his tongue tortured the tip. And that’s when he saw the contact sitting down at the cafe. Without hesitation, he opened his mouth and engulfed Sev’s length in its warmth. Given the teasing before hand, he knew it wouldn’t be long until Sev was satisfied. He worked the rabbit’s balls in his hand, maybe harder than he should’ve, but that only made the rabbit hotter, and wrapped his tongue around the cock as he moved his head up and down swiftly.


  Sev was twitching now, legs kicking out harmlessly into the air, hands desperately holding onto the bed sheets. He groaned, eyes closed, and Jensen looked up again to take in the rabbit’s visage. It made Jensen happy to see someone so free, enjoying pleasure so base and primal, so natural. It was everything that Jensen was fighting for. He felt the rabbit’s length twitch a few times in his mouth, and he plunged it as deep into his throat as he could. The rabbit cried out as he came, his seed jetting into the back of Jensen’s mouth, who swallowed it quickly, eagerly. His enthusiasm mostly had to do with getting to the cafe meeting on time. Otherwise, he would have let it go on longer, he would’ve let the rabbit cum in his mouth, and then they would’ve kissed again for awhile until one of them got frisky enough to mount the other, or they fell asleep in each other’s arms.


  Jensen licked his lips and grinned at the rabbit lost in bliss. He left the creature to his afterglow as he changed his shirt and grabbed his jacket from the dresser. He glanced at Sev, still practically writhing on the bed, and decided it would be safe to leave him on his own. When he was done enjoying himself here, he would certainly rejoin Jensen in his head. With only the slightest regret that he was still hard, and wouldn’t have time to get off, Jensen phased easily through his apartment door, and headed for the cafe.


  Jensen and his contact were not friends. Though he assumed they shared similar ideals, they couldn’t be friends, as a matter of necessity. In a different life, Jensen thought he could be friends with the Registry Collar. But the fact remained that they were on different sides of a war, officially. He admired the Collar, brave enough to stand up to the Registry, and deliver information and intel to the Vassals. But they were not friends.


  And as they were not friends, they didn’t use their real names. If one or the other got caught, they wouldn’t be able to point fingers if they didn’t know real names. With the age of information bringing so much data to their fingertips with computers and LINK devices, they could probably have searched for and found real information on each other simply by looking for it. But neither one wanted to, as it risked messing up what was a beautiful set up.


  What could be a more beautiful setup than trading money for information? Jensen placed a small card on the table as he sat down. “I’ll pay for lunch.” He offered amicably, “Order whatever you’d like.”


  “I’m not feeling too hungry.” The contact admitted, though he did look at the menu.


  “I hope everything is okay.” Jensen said, though he didn’t hope everything was okay at the Registry.


  “Just this whole burnout fiasco.” The contact said with a sigh. He was large, golden hair and sapphire eyes with a piercing gaze. Quite different from Jensen’s sleek build, brown hair, brown eyes.


  “It must be a complete mess.” Jensen nodded, trying to speak in things that were true, rather than fake sympathy.


  “I know you did what you had to do, but I wish I knew why. The burnout…it was…” He shook his head and trailed off. “Here.” He handed Jensen a small memory card, and then pulled a folded envelope out of his jacket pocket.


  Jensen tilted his head at the envelope. “What’s this? Normally everything you give me is digital.”


  “I don’t know exactly what it is. But it’s from Director Canaan’s office, so I figured you’d want it.” He handed it to Jensen. The Vassal took it and put it away for later.


  “Is there anything else you can tell me?” Jensen asked a few minute later, after they ordered drinks. “Anything going on in your personal life?”


  The contact laughed and shook his head. “Just me and the ol’ Indicia. Not many people want to date at Collar. But I still get enough action, anyway.” He grinned and winked.


  “As do I, my friend.” Jensen smiled and thought of Sev, probably still on the bed across the street. “Come to think of it, what is your Indicia?”


  “You know I can’t tell you that. Too much personal information is dangerous, ‘Jack’.” The contact used Jensen’s fake name to prove a point.


  For a second, Jensen had considered asking the contact if he could have a quick romp with his Indicia, since he was still interested in what it would be like. But the contact was right. He didn’t tell him about Sev, and he had no right to ask after the same information from the other. Maybe another time.


  For the rest of the meal, they chatted about mundane things, trivialities, things that weren’t pieces in Jensen’s grand puzzle. It was enough to pass the time, but hardly interesting. They needed to stay for a whole meal, to avoid drawing attention. As the meeting came to a close, Jensen slid his card across the table to the contact. “As I said, lunch is on me.”


  The contact took the card and smiled. “I’ll pay, if you want to get going.”


  “Of course, I’ve got places to be.” Jensen said, standing up, leaving the contact with far more money than was needed to pay for a cafe lunch.


  The InCorp building was one of the city’s landmarks, alongside the Registry tower. Jensen disliked them both, but he found the InCorp building the less off putting of the two. Both the Registry and InCorp needed constant surveillance. Running the network of Vassals was more work than just planning subversive operations. There were plenty of Vassals who didn’t want to be a part of the fight, and they all needed somewhere to go. Most families would ship a teenager to the Registry to moment they became a Collar, desperate to avoid the possible penalties for being caught housing an unregistered individual.


  Most Vassals weren’t like Jensen, they wanted to keep quiet. The idea of reporting their everyday lives to a government run organization wasn’t their idea of a good time, but that didn’t mean they were up for revolution. The Vassals were a community that needed to stick together, and this comprised the majority of Jensen’s responsibilities. Operations against InCorp or the Registry were uncommon. If they ran too many, it was possible they would turn the ire of both organizations against them. The main purpose of most of their missions was to keep InCorp and the Registry at each other’s throats.


  The most common work Jensen did was to help hide Vassals. He didn’t just help them find a place to live, he also gave them a place to relax. A nondescript metal door in an alley only two blocks from the InCorp building led into an establishment with no official name. It was affectionately called The Pub. An intercom hidden by the door would prompt visitors for a password, but Jensen was uniquely able to ignore this. He made sure no one was around, and phased quickly through the door.


  Stairs on the other side led down, into a dark room that was modeled after an old fashioned pub. Jensen called out to announce his presence, otherwise he might have gotten shot by the bartender. Patrons of the Pub were jumpy, the last thing they wanted was a Registry raid, and Jensen was the only person who could get in without using the intercom. Jensen received an unintelligible and none too polite reply, and knew it was safe to descend the stairs.


  The mood inside was relaxed, but bordered in brooding. The bar had no windows, being in the basement, but Lightglass fixtures were set up to mimic natural light. Thick smoke swirled and danced, following the whim of the room. Jensen took a deep breath and held it in for a moment before letting it go. He scanned the room for whoever was smoking, but it was almost everyone. In the back, a large Vassal was playing billiards with a massive brown bear. Nearby, another Vassal and some sort of weasel were playing darts. Jensen sat at the bar and waved at the other Vassals as they nodded at him.


  He ordered a drink and sipped it slowly. The intel he had gotten from his contact sat safely in his pocket, and though he said he would send a report as soon as possible, he wanted to relax first. He took his drink over to a corner booth and slid all the way in.


  “Hey, Pudge.” He called to the Vassal playing pool.


  The large man carefully took his shot before stomping over to Jensen’s table. He took a seat on the edge of the booth. “What is it, boss?”


  “Any sign of new runaways or NRs?” NRs, or non-registers, were people who had come into their Indicia through unusual means. The most common were Registry runaways, who didn’t realize what they were getting into when they signed up. There were other ways to become a Vassal, however. Finding an inactive totem, or simply falling through the cracks. His ability to walk through walls had given Jensen an awareness of the fragility of the world. Sometimes, there were just cracks. If you end up in the spirit world against your own will, the only way home is by making a pact with an Indicia. Should someone be forced to live the rest of their life under the watchful eye of the Registry for that?


  But by far the most common were runaways. Runaways had to be treated with care, as they might be spies sent by the Registry to infiltrate the community. It had happened before, but it wasn’t common. It was Jensen’s job to make sure that Vassals, runaways included, didn’t get caught, and help them to settle into their new lives.


  Jensen watched Pudge’s billiards opponent, the bear, cheat by moving the cue ball behind Pudge’s back. He said nothing.


  “Nothing since the kid last week, and you know the Registry got to him before us.” Pudge said with a shrug. “What can ya do?”


  “I wish we could have gotten to him sooner.” Jensen mused.


  [Win some, lose some.]


  Ah, you’ve returned. Had a nice nap? Jensen teased the rabbit.


  [Would’ve been nicer if I wasn’t by myself…]


  The sacrifices we make to save the world. He laughed inwardly, shaking his head at the rabbit. “Keep an eye out, Pudge. Ever vigilant. Everyone we miss is another piece on the opponent’s board.”


  “You know me, Jensen. I don’t miss a thing.” Pudge smiled, unaware of the cheating bear behind his back.


  “No, you certainly don’t.” Jensen patted Pudge on the shoulder and let the large Vassal return to his game, one which he would now surely lose.


  If you take your eyes off the board, you’re giving your opponent the right to cheat.


  [That’s not fair.]


  Fair hasn’t got a thing to do with it, Sev. Jensen watched as the pair resumed playing.


  Sev materialized next to Jensen, grabbed his drink and polished it off. “So you should cheat first, before your enemy has a chance to.”


  “If they give you the chance.” Jensen scowled at his empty cup, glanced pointedly at the rabbit, and ordered two more drinks.


  “Speaking of cheating, you sure are letting your mind wander today…” Sev trailed off as the new drinks arrived.


  “What are you talking about?” Jensen feigned ignorance, but he knew what Sev was about to say.


  “You’ve been thinking about other Indicia all day. First at lunch, and now that bear over there.” The rabbit narrowed his eyes jealously at the ursine.


  Jensen couldn’t argue, it was true. He grinned sheepishly and shrugged his shoulders. “I’m just curious. Besides, I took care of you, didn’t I?” He ruffled the rabbit’s ears.


  “If you want me to set you up with someone,” Sev started, leaning over to brush his whiskers against Jensen’s ear, “just say the word. If it’ll end your curiosity, I don’t mind.”


  Jensen mulled it over, and he didn’t have to answer. Sev knew what the response would be, perhaps even before Jensen did. They sat together with their drinks, watching a one sided game of pool, comfortable in each other’s company.


  Back in his apartment, it was time to get to work on his newly acquired intel. Sitting on the bed, Jensen slipped his LINK off his wrist and scanned the memory card into its database. Then he placed the memory card on the ground, and he closed his eyes as he pressed his finger tip against it. Slowly, the memory card started to phase through the floor, but before his finger touched the ground, he pulled back, leaving the memory card lost in a frightening limbo, the world unsure of how to make the floor and the card coexist. Thinking about it sent a chill down Jensen’s back, and so he pushed it from his mind.


  The information on the memory card, now on Jensen’s LINK, was important and helpful, and he would have to go through it in depth later. But first, the envelope called out to him from his jacket pocket. He slipped out and looked at it, as if trying to discern its contents without opening it. Eventually he gave in and unfolded it, sliding the folder it contained out. The label on the folder made his heart skip a beat, and the day suddenly took a turn he hadn’t expected.


  The label on the envelope read ‘Jensen Stills’. If his contact had given him the envelope because he knew it concerned him, then that means they knew who he was. He was quickly tore the folder open, eager to see what it contained. A photograph, he wasn’t sure where they had taken it, it looked like a mugshot or a Registry ID photo. He’d never registered, so that was impossible. Worse yet, a complete biography of his life so far. Where he was born, who his parents were, his current address, Sev…They knew everything.


  He wasn’t sure how they could’ve known, but the only thing he could think of was there was a leak in the Vassals. This made sense. There was a leak in InCorp, there was a leak in the Registry, naturally there could be a leak in the Vassals. But to have a complete biography of his life, the person would have had to have followed him around on a daily basis, stalking him. They would’ve had to live inside his head. He stopped. He felt cold. No, that was impossible. Sev couldn’t be the problem. It was some other Vassal. Someone spying on him, reporting to the Registry.


  He urgently needed to talk to his mentor. He could get his apartment relocated, change his name, this could still be saved. He didn’t like to think that the grand plan was falling apart around him, that he would have to start from scratch. He did know that the next few days would be crucial. It eventually dawned on him that they hadn’t arrested him yet, even though they knew exactly where he would be at any given time. This helped to calm him down. It was possible that the intel hadn’t been looked over before it was stolen by his contact. Or maybe they were biding their time, waiting to tie him to a bigger scheme than the petty terrorism he was already guilty of.


  “This isn’t good.” Sev said as he materialized next to Jensen. Naturally, he already had a full understanding of everything that Jensen had just looked at. No explanation necessary. “But it’s a good point, they haven’t arrested you yet.”


  “There has to be a reason. Maybe I should get in touch with the contact again. I need to ask him more about this.” Jensen stared at the folder, trying to pretend that he didn’t spend a second considering that it was Sev who betrayed him.


  Sev apparently didn’t mind. He picked up the folder and looked closer at its contents. “It’s missing a lot of important details, though. Half of the jobs you’ve worked aren’t even on here.” The rabbit pointed out, scanning the biography, which was laid out in a timeline. “And there is a lot of unimportant stuff, too.”


  “Like what?” Jensen asked, leaning over to look at the timeline.


  “Stuff about your life before you were a Vassal. Hobbies, what you got for your birthdays when you were a kid. Stuff that hasn’t been relevant in decades.” Sev handed the folder to Jensen.


  The rabbit was right, for a Registry bio on him, it was far from complete, and it seemed to lack focus. It wasn’t about his crimes. It was just about him. Who he was, from the day he was born until today. This creeped him out, but did soothe his more immediate worry. “They’ve been studying me. That’s the only explanation.”


  “But who would bother? And why? For this much information, they’d have to have been studying you since you were a child.” Sev shuddered visibly, and then dematerialized.


  “I don’t know. Maybe the Old Man knows more.” Jensen looked at his LINK device on his wrist. The Old Man had never been one to share information, only take it. If he called to report about the meeting, and instead asked about this, would he be able to get anything out of him?


  But if I am compromised, he’ll take away my assignments. I have to be careful. If he takes me off the InCorp Op, then my plan is done for. Jensen sat down on the bed, he stared at the folder.


  [So you can take the chance and ask. He might not tell you, or he might not know anything. Either way, you’d be giving up on everything on a gamble.]


  I should put together a report on the kid who burned out. I need time to think about this. I can’t start acting crazy because of one scare. I’ll just get caught.


  He put the folder down next to him and slipped his LINK off of his wrist. Trying to push the folder from his mind, he set to work on organizing the data on the burnout into a usable report. It was a lot of information, not all of it useful. The kid was named Isaac Walker, and somehow, he wasn’t dead. He survived the burnout, but he was still in a coma. The doctors weren’t sure if he’d make it. It had only been a day, too early to tell. He was an InCorp employee, interesting but not entirely useful. Some other stuff about his family, a settlement from InCorp for wrongful death. Jensen couldn’t find anything particularly useful in the data. The kid was a hero, sure, but it would probably be his last heroic act. Either he’d die the next time he tried to pull off a stunt like this, or he would fade into obscurity like every other hero of the moment.


  Jensen tossed the LINK onto the bed and looked over at his own folder again. He couldn’t really keep his mind off it. Who would be able to? He wanted desperately to know where they had gotten the information. He sighed and shook his head. It wouldn’t do any good to sit and wonder. He called the Old Man to report on Isaac. He refrained from mentioning the folder. It was too risky.


  After the call, he found Sev sitting on the bed next to him. “You know, there is a way to find out more about that folder.”


  “I know.” Jensen nodded, “But it could be just as risky as asking the Old Man.”


  The rabbit wrapped his arms around Jensen. “It’s less risky if you’re in control.”


  Jensen smiled, knowing Sev was right. They both knew the only place they were likely to find more about the folder from the Registry was from the Registry itself. Not satisfied with his LINK’s database, Jensen decided he needed a better computer. He hid the folder under his mattress and phased through the door.


  The Old Man’s mansion, the Vassal’s main base of operations, was located on the outskirts of town, one of the few homes bordering the great wall that surrounded the city. It was a great place to run a secret organization, because most people didn’t like to go that close to the wall. Jensen also appreciated being as far from the gaudy centerpiece of the city, the Registry tower, as possible. There were rumors in the Vassals that there was even a secret passage from the mansion to the other side of the wall, but that was unlikely. The wall was there for a reason.


  From time to time, Jensen liked to ride the monorail up towards the center of the city, just to get the view over the wall. Mountains and forests in the distance, concealing a hidden threat. Beautiful in their serenity, as long as they were viewed from a distance. To live outside the wall was nearly impossible, thanks to the Thralls. Jensen had a theory that Thralls were created by the Registry to keep the organization necessary, but he had no proof.


  The Old Man lived in the mansion alone, though a large operational staff was needed to keep it in running order. Jensen didn’t know if the staff was aware of what happened in the dim room where the Vassals worked, but if they weren’t, he didn’t know how they were kept from asking questions. A sufficiently large paycheck, he assumed. The man valued his anonymity, so he must be willing to pay for it. Even most Vassals were unaware of his real name, and thus used his code name, Old Man.


  The Vassal’s HQ was empty, which Jensen found accommodating. It would be a hassle to have to shoo someone away, but he needed access to a database that was on the Vassal intranet, and he needed to use this computer to do that. The computer was on when he got there, so he took a seat before it and stared at it for a minute, contemplating his options. Would it be worth it?


  [Go for it. The worst that happens is you get a good chase out of it.]


  If they catch me, my plans don’t mean anything. My life doesn’t mean anything.


  [That’s not true. You mean something to me.]


  Jensen had been working for too long, had set up too much to lose it now. What he was about to do was a desperate measure, but he needed to do it. For himself, and for the cause of the Vassals. Pulling up the database of registered Collars, he started to scan through each ID photo. He was looking for his contact. If he could figure out his real name, he could track him down, find out more about the folder.


  For what seemed like hours, he scanned through photos, and none seemed to match his contact. He wondered why the photos weren’t sorted alphabetically, and was about to give up, when he came face to face with his contact. He looked the same in his photo as he had earlier that day. Largely built, with piercing blue eyes and blond hair. It was him, no question. Jensen sent the page to his LINK and powered down the database.


  Now he had his contact’s real name and address. He lived in a small house in lowtown. It was convenient that he didn’t live in the Registry tower. Jensen planned to head there right away, and wait until he came home. It didn’t matter how long it was. He made sure the computer was off before making his way out of the mansion.


  The contact’s name was Rufus Cross, and his Indicia was a tiger named Nanook. Jensen’s interest was piqued, he wondered what it would be like with a tiger, instead of a rabbit.


  [If the opportunity comes up, don’t let me hold you back.]


  He moved as quickly through the streets as he could, but for someone unfamiliar with Lowtown, getting around could take awhile. The alleys were lined with stairs leading to doors and rooftops, and it could take years to learn the proper routes through the buildings. LINK devices were only so much help with the ever shifting pathways made by the inhabitants of Lowtown. As the sun started to fall from the sky, he made it to Lowtown, but before he reached Rufus’ house, he was brought to a stop. He turned a corner into an alley, following a map on his LINK. He looked up from the map to confirm the direction, and instead of seeing the alleyway, he saw a bat.


  CRACK!


  He didn’t have time or focus to phase through it, and it smashed into his face with incredible force. Without knowing who had attacked him or why, his head snapped back and he fell to the ground. The world around him was spinning and his head was throbbing so hard he thought he was still being hit with the bat. He felt hands on him, wasn’t sure what they were doing. Something warm running down his face, the metallic taste on his lips was revolting.


  None of this was part of the grand plan. Everything was wrong. Someone else must have a plan, one he was a part of. He was in Sev’s arms as the world around him faded away, along with the pain. Maybe he was just acceptable collateral damage, just a piece of someone else’s puzzle, a pawn in someone else’s game.


  Chapter 9 – Advance


  Sera had never been to the Registry before. She’d had her reasons, but now, as she made her way into the grandiose lobby, they didn’t seem so convincing. The Registry was designed with more elegance than an InCorp building, and frankly reminded her of a high priced hotel. She tried to remember why she was there, and though her attempts to keep her eyes from flicking around at all the Collars and their Indicia failed, she made her way through the crowd. Occasionally, she felt the urge to reach out and touch some furred thing or another. The creatures were fascinating, and no two looked alike. A fox with russet colored fur, a bird with feathers of blue and green, a massive bear, a miniature squirrel. She longed to know what they felt like. But she resisted. She didn’t want to be rude, no matter how curious she was.


  So she kept her hands firmly on her purse as she slipped through the people and their furry companions. At the back of the lobby, she saw a security station, and just beyond, elevators. Without looking, she pulled a small ID out of her purse as she approached security. Apparently not used to seeing women in the tower, the security guard eyed her suspiciously.


  “I’m here to visit my brother.” Sera said confidently, brushing some of her hair out of her face.


  The guard reached out and took the ID, scanned it. “Name?” He asked flatly.


  “I’m Sera Walker, I’m visiting Isaac Walker. Or he might be Isaac Cross. I’m not sure if you people use official names or not.” She stood still with her eyes on the guard, but she admired the Indicia in her peripherals.


  The security guard typed for a quick moment, and then the light on the security checkpoint flashed green. “Looks like he’s expecting you. I’ll hold onto your ID until you leave. And keep it to the first three floors.”


  Sera nodded and scurried through the scanner and towards the elevators. It had been months since she had seen Isaac, and she was looking forward to learning how he was doing. It was the longest they’d been apart since they were born. Isaac was a bit dependant on her, he hadn’t really ever had any friends of his own.


  On board the elevator, Sera pressed herself against the back wall to allow maximum occupancy. She was surprised to find that the elevator car packed with Collars and Indicia didn’t smell like a zoo. Instead, it had exotic and otherworldly fragrances. A fox squeezed in next to her, and when his arm brushed against hers, she blushed as her heart fluttered.


  The rest of the ride was uneventful, and when the elevator stopped on the third floor, she had to slip out through the full elevator. It wasn’t that she had planned it that way, but she didn’t mind the close quarters. It dawned on her as she made her way off the elevator that she needed a boyfriend. This thought was forgotten quickly as she stopped in her tracks and marveled at the third floor of the Registry.


  If the lobby was like a hotel, the third floor was the finest shopping mall she had ever seen. Restaurants, lounges, and stores, each decorated differently but exquisitely. It was early in the day, so the floor was largely empty, but Sera could simply glance over the balcony, down at the lobby, if she desired eye candy. Her urge to browse the shops was also a strong one, but once again, she resisted. She was here for a reason.


  It didn’t take her long to find the restaurant they agreed to meet at. It was a simple diner, with cheap prices but what Isaac insisted was decent food. Her baby brother was seated at a both in the back, drinking a soda and reading his LINK. He didn’t notice her until she was seated across from him. She put her purse on the side of the table and leaned forward, holding her hands out towards Isaac.


  He put his LINK around his wrist and smiled at her. He leaned forward and they hugged across the table. That was when Sera realized that Isaac wasn’t her baby brother anymore. His skin was more tan, and his short blond hair had grown to a wavy medium length. She could feel the muscles he had added over the months in their hug, he was much stronger now than he had been before.


  “You look so different.” Sera looked over her brother, trying to find more changes.


  Several new scars were found on his forearms, he had dark circles under his eyes, but his hair was combed and he was clean shaven. Exhausted, but not unkempt. He was wearing a blue buttoned shirt that brought out the vibrancy of his sapphire eyes. The top of an old fashioned lighter was sticking out of his breast pocket.


  “You better not have started smoking!” She pointed at the lighter. “I will throw you over that balcony.”


  “What?” Isaac raised an eyebrow. “First of all, if I want to start smoking, I will, and you won’t stop me.” He stuck his tongue out at her, and she crossed her arms in response.


  “And second?”


  “It’s sort of a joke. I didn’t start smoking. I did start drinking though.” He glanced away, biting his lip.


  Sera shrugged, “That’s okay.”


  Isaac turned back to her and smiled. “I’m glad to see you. It’s been awhile. I think I forgot what it looks like outside.”


  “Cloudy, with a chance of rain.” The weather lately had been unpleasant, and work at InCorp had been hectic ever since the Thrall attack. And Sera hadn’t seen Isaac since that same day. She couldn’t hold back anymore. “Alright, spill it. I want to know everything that’s happened to you since we last saw each other.”


  “Everything? Sera, that’s a really long story.” Isaac groaned, leaning back pitifully.


  “Don’t leave out a single detail. You’ve changed, and I need to know how!” She commanded, jamming her finger into the table for emphasis.


  “I haven’t changed that much. But alright.” He sighed and closed his eyes, wondering where to start.


  * * *


  It had been a long few months. The last time Isaac had seen Sera, it was the day of the burnout. He had talked to her on his LINK, but he hadn’t had time to meet up with her, and he still hadn’t been able to leave the Registry. Chase’s orders. The day after he had gotten out of the hospital, that was when he learned how Tyloki had changed. The wolf had been missing for the better part of a week, and then Isaac was back to back with the wolf in his new bedroom. Right away, Isaac could tell something was different. He felt different, in an intangible way, deep inside Isaac’s head.


  “About the burnout,” Isaac started, but the wolf cut him off with a growl.


  “Don’t. It’s not worth talking about.” He said, and Isaac could feel the rumble inside the wolf through his back.


  “I think we need to talk about it.” Isaac persisted, and he remained silent for a moment as the wolf refused to respond. “You thought we were going to die. Both of us.”


  Still the wolf didn’t answer.


  “But we didn’t. And I need to know why you let me do it.” Isaac whispered. It was one thing to try and kill himself, Tyloki would appreciate that. But why would the wolf put his own life on the line?


  “I didn’t let you do anything.” Tyloki corrected, “Whose power do you think that was? You were well worn out by the time we got outside the building.” The wolf’s words were still spiced with growls, but he no longer snarled each and every word. “What I did was save the innocent people in that building, using my power.”


  “I wanted to save those people, too.” Isaac felt slight indignation at the wolf’s correction. He had to agree to the burnout for it to happen, and he wanted part of the credit.


  “And yet you did nothing to that end. You were useless, I saved those people, and as usual, you were powerless. All of the desire in the world won’t save people without the ability to back it up.” Tyloki spoke breathlessly, as if it had been something he had been planning to say for quite some time. “You think that any random human on the street doesn’t want to save the innocent, the victimized? They want to, but they can’t, because they’re nobody. You like to pretend that the worst thing you can do is have power and not use it for good. I say the worst thing you can do is desire to help but do nothing to gain the power necessary. That’s why we Indicia exist, to grant willing humans the power to change the world. The worst thing you can do is ignore that power when it is in your grasp.” Tyloki turned around now, sitting being Isaac on the bed. He leaned his muzzle in close to Isaac’s ear and whispered, “The worst thing you can do is be you.”


  “Not anymore.” Isaac said, turning around himself, face to muzzle with the wolf. Days ago, he would have argued that the wolf was wrong, that it wasn’t true. The fact was, it didn’t matter who was right when it came to words. All he could do was prove it through action. He wanted to save the people at InCorp, so he did, with Tyloki’s help. They would disagree forever on who saved the people, but the people were saved, that was what mattered. Now he was ready to take hold of the power that Tyloki talked about. He wouldn’t be able to convince Tyloki he was worth his time by arguing with him. Instead, he would show him. “I’m ready to fight.”


  “Those are easy words to say, runt. I can see the truth, you’re still too scared to pick up a weapon. You’re too scared to even move in the face of an adversary.” Tyloki kept his eyes locked with Isaac.


  “That isn’t true. I made it through the night at InCorp, and I had to fight. I wasn’t too afraid then, I won’t be in the future.” Isaac was determined to finally not end an argument with the wolf looking pathetic.


  “That was the same as when you pacted with me. You had no other choice, you were forced into action. Will you be able to do the same willingly? Will you put yourself in danger to protect someone if you don’t have to? You followed Riley to his fight with a Thrall, foolishly, without the will to fight yourself. When he needed you, you remained still, frozen in fear. That is the truth of you, putting your life on the line only when you have no other choice, and hoping people will applaud you for your selflessness.” Isaac could not see the fire he was used to in Tyloki’s eyes, but they still chilled him to the core. They were the same lifeless eyes he had seen in his nightmares. He gave no outward indication of his fear, but he knew the wolf was aware.


  Winning an argument was nearly impossible with his thoughts working against him, without the ability to lie. The only argument he could possibly make were choices he hadn’t made yet. If he was afraid, if he believed the wolf had made a good point, if he knew he was wrong, the wolf also knew. It allowed Tyloki to crush him mentally and emotionally, anytime he wanted. Isaac wished he could also see into Tyloki’s thoughts, to learn his motivations, his desires, his fears.


  Isaac did know one thing that Tyloki was sensitive about, but mentioning it was likely to get him a beating. He avoided thinking the name, but he doubted even Tyloki could punish him simply for thinking of something. Jin. Tyloki had been broken when Jin died, and moments later, he had pacted with Isaac. Every since then, Isaac had been on a ride, going with whatever happened, never able to plan far ahead. Then Isaac realized that Tyloki had been going non-stop since Jin died, too. Come to think of it, Riley had said he worked with Jin, but no one ever mentioned a funeral.


  Isaac had been so caught up in his own problems, he never thought to ask. He never considered that he wasn’t just useless to Tyloki, but to everyone at the Registry, he was likely a living reminder of the fact that Jin was gone. He survived the impossible, and Jin had died on a routine mission. It wasn’t survivors guilt, Isaac knew his survival and Jin’s death were unrelated, but Isaac felt a sickening feeling building in his stomach. He wanted to get out of his own skin as he was wracked by nausea.


  Isaac braced himself, fully prepared to get smacked just for mentioning the name. “Jin. Did he have a funeral?”


  “While you were out.” Tyloki chuffed, and though he didn’t raise his paw to strike Isaac, the boy could see the desire in the wolf’s eyes.


  Jin’s funeral had been while Isaac was in a coma. It wasn’t just the burnout that had changed in Tyloki. The burnout had been before Tyloki had a chance to make peace. It hadn’t been to save those people. It was a suicide attempt. The fact that they were alive was the only problem. Had the funeral helped to mellow Tyloki out? Isaac’s stomach was still twisting, but it wasn’t just his stomach, it was his entire body. Every part of him wanted to be someone else. His inability to see inside Tyloki’s head had made him forget to use the usual method. Not to mention his limited experience dealing with people at all. Isaac was supposed to be dead, and Tyloki wanted to be right there alongside him. They were both supposed to be dead. They would have to find a way to keep living, together. One thing at a time.


  Feeling his insides on their way out, Isaac looked around for a trash bin, but didn’t see one in the room. He scrambled to his feet and opened the door to the common room. Riley and Rain were still on the couch, writhing together, but Isaac couldn’t see much more over the back of the sofa. Scurrying past to the hallway, he tried not to look at what the two were up to. But he couldn’t resist. They were laying together along the length of the couch, the otter on top, resting between Riley’s legs. His thick tail blocked the view of what was going on between them, but Isaac could see them kissing passionately.


  As he hit the hallway, he glanced back and forth, trying to remember which way the bathrooms were. He gambled and turned right, towards the elevators, flying past common room doors, hoping he could find the restroom rather than vomit in the hallway. In luck, he nearly ran past the bathroom door and had to stumble back slightly to enter. He found the nearest toilet and kneeled in front of it. He heaved and gagged, and as the bile left him, the twisted guilt that filled his body left with it. As he coughed and sputtered the last bit, he stayed over the bowl, making sure there was no more to follow.


  The bathroom was quiet, Isaac guessed there was no one else around. He listened to the sound of his own breathing, stared at the metal wall, his own reflection. The wolf’s reflection next to his. Both sets of eyes were cold, frozen. Both lacked fire. Isaac was ready to say something to Tyloki when he was interrupted. He saw someone else reflected in the metal, and turned to greet them.


  “You…okay, bro?” It was Dominic, the raven haired elementalist who Isaac had seen lose in a fight against the warrior Archer on his first day at the Registry. Dom the Elemental. “Isaac, right?” Dom held out his hand to help Isaac up.


  Isaac took the aid and stood, wiping his mouth with the back of his head. “I’m fine.” He said, wiping the back of his hand on his shirt. It wasn’t his shirt anyway. “It’s just been an overwhelming few weeks.”


  Dom gave Isaac a pat on the shoulder, his bandaged right shoulder, and Isaac winced. Dom pulled his hand back, concerned. “Sorry, left handed, it’s a habit. Listen, I saw that pyre you set at InCorp. It was breathtaking.”


  “I’m glad you could appreciate it.” Isaac chuckled, the pain in his infected arm taking its time to fade.


  “Of course I could appreciate it. Fire is one of my four specialties, but I can’t say I’ve ever lit a flame that big.” Dom looked past Isaac, eyes glazed over, presumably imagining the InCorp building in flames.


  “It’s a record for me, too. But I don’t recommend it.” He smirked at Dom, who laughed.


  “No, I don’t think I’ll be trying. It’s a hell of a party trick, though. Oh, the things I would do, if I had that kind of power.” Dom said wistfully.


  “Is Tyloki really that powerful?” Isaac asked, and he felt a smack up the back of his head.


  That again?


  [Don’t ask stupid questions.]


  “One of the most powerful. Compared to Basel,” Isaac raised an eyebrow, and Dom nodded, “Right, you haven’t met Basel yet. He’s my Indicia.”


  “What is he?” Isaac asked, curious.


  [Pathetic, that’s what he is.]


  Be nice.


  Isaac blinked, and in an instant, the creature he presumed was Basel was standing next to Dom. Incredibly tall and lanky, covered in thick black, white, and russet colored fur. His muzzle came to a narrow tip, with beady eyes and small ears. The black stripe across his eyes looked like a mask. His tail trailed on the ground like a paintbrush. He held out his paw to shake, and Isaac did so.


  [Make sure you wash your hands.]


  The paw was soft and the handshake felt friendly. There’s nothing wrong with him.


  “A ferret.” Isaac said with a smile. Ferrets had always been a favorite of his. He wished for a second that his Indicia could’ve been a ferret, but he perished the thought, afraid of another smack on the head. “Crafty and energetic.”


  Basel took his paw back and vanished again. “He doesn’t talk much.” Dom admitted, “But at least you got to meet him.” They stood together for a moment of silence. Isaac wasn’t sure what else to talk about.


  “Oh, I heard you are going to be learning to fight. I know,” Dom held up his hand when Isaac started to ask how he knew already, “word travels fast around here. I think it’s great.”


  “Yeah, I want to learn. But I’m not sure where to get started, exactly.” Isaac admitted.


  “Tyloki ought to be able to help you with that.”


  “Not likely, getting him to help me with something is pulling teeth.” Isaac scratched the back of his head. “Everyone has a weapon or special skill they use. I’ve never really used a weapon before, though.”


  “Picking a weapon is easy.” Dom smiled, and held his hands up. “Well, I don’t really use a weapon, so I’m one to talk. But the Registry has a whole armory. You can try out all sorts of different weapons there. I’d say it’s a good place to start.”


  “Oh, okay. And…where is that?” Isaac asked, still not familiar with the layout of the tower.


  Dom chewed on his lip for a minute, then nodded resolutely. “It’s a part of the training facility on the fourth floor. Meet me there tomorrow morning, say around 6?”


  “6?” Isaac laughed, but his smile faded when Dominic nodded. “Yeah, 6. Sounds good. I’ll meet you on the fourth floor tomorrow at 6.” Working at InCorp, Isaac couldn’t make deliveries until shipments came in, so there was no reason to come in early. So he wouldn’t forget, he set an alarm on his LINK.


  [Tomorrow at 6.]


  Will you help?


  [Something like that.]


  Dom and Isaac parted ways and Isaac headed back to Riley’s…no, to his room. Slipping the key into the door, he covered his eyes with his hands as he entered. Riley and Rain had moved somewhere else. He listened closely as he walked in, and heard noises coming from Riley’s bedroom. At least the common space was clear now.


  He sat down on the couch. Now he had a plan. He would meet with Dom tomorrow, and he would pick a weapon. One thing at a time. That was one thing. It helped him to relax. As he reached for the TV remote, it was the first time he had a chance to watch TV since he met Tyloki, his hand stopped. He couldn’t relax quite yet.


  Tyloki.


  “What?” The wolf was sitting on the couch next to him, he took up nearly two cushions.


  “Is that how you feel about me?” He asked, referring to his sudden trip to the bathroom.


  “All the time.” Tyloki growled without looking at Isaac.


  “Because of Jin?” Isaac pressed.


  Tyloki growled in response.


  “I’m going to find the Thrall, and I’m going to kill it. Then maybe you’ll see what it is I’ve got to offer. I don’t know if Thralls feel pain, but I’ll do my best to teach it how to suffer. Is that what you want to hear?”


  “It’s not your words that I hate. It’s your mind.” Tyloki sighed, and shook his head. “You still don’t understand.”


  “I’m willing to fight now, and I’m determined to learn. What am I still doing wrong?” Isaac pleaded.


  “You might be able to find the Thrall that killed Jin, but you wouldn’t be able to kill it.”


  “How do you know that? Once I learn to fight…”


  “It’s easier to just show you.” The wolf cut Isaac off, and turned on him. He placed his hefty paw on Isaac’s chest, let the claws dig in just enough to get a grip.


  Isaac pulled back, but there was no couch underneath him anymore. He fell a few inches, and grunted as he landed his ass on hard ground. He scraped his hands on the stone beneath him. He was outside now, but the world had the strange blue tint to it, like his last time in the spirit world. This time, however, there seemed to be a darkness that stretched on as far as the eye could see. He wasn’t in the Indicia’s world, he could feel that he was somewhere else.


  “This is your mind.” Tyloki said, standing with his arms crossed against his chest. He waited for Isaac to stand up.


  “If this is my own mind, why can’t I wear clothes?” Isaac complained, noticing that he was in his underwear, like the last time he had been in the spirit world.


  “Because I don’t like them.” Tyloki said as a matter of fact.


  Isaac stood and looked around. “We’re inside my head?”


  “That is what I said.” Tyloki said impatiently.


  “And?” Isaac asked, looking around. It was a desolate landscape, an ethereal blue desert. They were standing at the top of a hill, and as far as Isaac could see was nothing.


  “Exactly. There’s nothing here. You’re blank. You can’t forge a weapon with no supplies.” The wolf let Isaac get a good look at the emptiness of the place.


  “So I’ll fill it with stuff.” Isaac said simply.


  “It’s not just that.” Tyloki snarled, and he stepped to the side, revealing something that he had purposely been standing in front of.


  A small orb floated in place, bobbing up and down with nothing apparent to keep it in the air. Small flecks of light swarmed it like fireflies, and it gave off a faint luminescent glow, more like the moon than the sun. It appeared to be made of glass, though Isaac knew better, and it had a cerulean color that matched the color of the barriers Isaac could create. The specks of light that orbited it chaotically were at once every color and no color, there and yet not. Inside the orb was a blackness that went on forever, an empty void that Isaac wanted to hide in forever.


  “What is it?” Isaac asked, but he had an idea.


  “For lack of a better word, this is your soul. It’s your magic.” Tyloki said.


  “It’s beautiful.” Isaac was transfixed by the orb.


  “Souls tend to be.” Tyloki agreed, “But it’s also weak and pathetic, as you would expect.”


  The boy leaned closer to his soul, afraid to touch it. He reached his hand out, but dared not make contact. “How can you tell?”


  “It’s dim. A true soul should burn as brightly as a star. Yours is dim and worthless. You see, no matter how much you train to fight, as long as you are weak inside, you will never be able to kill the Thrall that killed Jin.”


  “Then I’ll make it brighter!” Isaac declared.


  The wolf laughed at the boy’s declaration. “You would have to change yourself completely. Reinvent yourself. And I can see that you’re not willing to do that.”


  “Then I’ll train until I change against my will. I’ll become brighter, and stronger, I’ll kill the Thrall that killed Jin. I’ve had enough of you telling me what I can’t do. I’m going to show you what I can.”


  “Is that a promise?” Tyloki perked up, and Isaac wondered what had the wolf so excited.


  “That I’ll kill the Thrall that killed Jin? Yes.”


  “And you won’t run away, you won’t let it get away, no matter the cost? No matter the circumstances?” The wolf asked, a strange look in his eyes, but Isaac nodded. “Say you promise.”


  “I promise.” Isaac said resolutely.


  Tyloki reached a claw out and gently ran it along a length of the blue band around Isaac’s neck. The touch tingled as it slid along his neck, and Isaac was worried the wolf would apply more pressure and draw blood. As the claw slid, the band lit up, glowed like when it was first created.


  “A Geas, then.” Tyloki said as he pulled his paw back. “If you should ever break that promise, our bond will be severed, and you will lose everything.”


  “What do you mean everything?” Isaac questioned, worried now. It was the first he had heard about a ‘Geas’. “What is that?”


  “Think of it as a compulsion. It’s what we Indicia get out of the bargain. I tell you to do something, and you absolutely have to do it.” Tyloki growled, seemingly pleased with himself. “If you disobey this order, you’ve broken the pact.”


  “What will I lose?” Isaac asked again.


  “I’d rather let you find that out on your own.” Tyloki flashed his fangs, and they were on the couch again.


  Isaac’s neck felt warm, and he rubbed at it gently. He had made a promise that he would hunt and kill the Thrall that killed Jin. He intended to do just that, but what would happen if he failed?


  * * *


  “And?” Sera asked, practically bouncing in her seat. “Did you find out what happens?”


  “No, I haven’t found out yet. I haven’t been able to leave the Registry, and I’m still training to fight, so I can’t exactly go hunting for Thralls yet.” Isaac said as if it should be obvious.


  “Why don’t you ask someone?” Sera followed up quickly, eager to learn as much as she could.


  “I… why didn’t I ask someone?” Isaac blushed, and Sera guessed he felt pretty stupid. That’s what she was there for, after all. Big sisters are supposed to make baby brothers feel stupid. “Anyway, that was the first day out of the hospital. I moved in with Riley, made a promise to Tyloki, and made friends with Dominic.”


  “Friends?” Sera gasped, as if it were a shocking revelation. “You haven’t had friends in a decade.”


  “That’s not true. Not entirely.” Isaac shook his head. “That’s not the point. Yes I have friends now. Dominic, Riley, and Archer. They’re…my friends.” It sounded as much a revelation to Isaac as it did to Sera.


  “You mentioned Dominic and Riley, but who is Archer?”


  “I’m getting to that.” Isaac said, waving his hand at his sister. “It’s my story, let me tell it how I want.”


  “Your way is boring, bro. Tell it the way I want.” She grinned, smacking his hand out of the air. “Who is Archer?”


  “Jeez, calm down. You’re like a giddy fangirl. It’s embarrassing. Archer is…I can’t just jump ahead. I have to tell the story in the right order. I’ll get to it, I promise.” He rolled his eyes as Sera drooped her shoulders.


  “Just get on with it.” She said.


  “I met Dominic the next day, to start training. I don’t know what I was expecting, but things didn’t exactly go as I thought they would.”


  * * *


  Isaac was a delivery boy, which was a line of work that didn’t often deal directly with weapons. Even working for InCorp, a weapon and technology engineering corporation, he was used to delivering nondescript packages. His experience with different sorts of weapons was slim to nil. Furthermore, InCorp specialized in guns and Lightglass bladed melee weapons. The armory at the Registry was a fully stocked war room equipped with every weapon any Collar could desire, and the weapons were all real metal, not Lightglass. Isaac had no chance of feeling comfortable as he followed Dominic into the armory.


  They passed through a rather large training room into a storage room that resembled a stock room at InCorp. Rows upon rows of weapon racks were stacked to the brim with weapons, ranging from shining and new to worn and scarred. There were weapons Isaac recognized, like swords and spears, axes, even crossbows and one rack that held several models of handguns and rifles. Then there were the racks that held the strange weapons, things Isaac had never seen before, and had no clue as to how they would be used to fight.


  Jin used the spear. Isaac thought as he saw some spears of various lengths nearby. He followed Dominic through the racks. “There’s a lot of weapons.”


  “Like I said, anything you could think of.” Dominic said, appraising weapons as they walked past, seemingly trying to decide what would suit Isaac.


  “And some I couldn’t.” Isaac leaned in to get a better look at a peculiar set of crescent shaped blades joined by a chain.


  “If a Collar uses a weapon, we keep a copy here as a sort of database. So we have a few oddities, things that were made up by one Collar, maybe it worked well with his power or whatever. But they’re usually not suited to anyone else. Either way, we keep a copy, just in case.” Dominic explained. “If you pick a weapon, we’ll leave the copy here and get you one made for your own use.”


  [Better not use a spear. You’ll cut your own eye out.]


  Your confidence in me is overwhelming, Isaac thought, focusing on Dominic.


  “So I’m looking at you, and you’re kind of small.” Dom glanced back at Isaac as they meandered through the weapons.


  “Not that small.” Isaac defended, looking at himself. Dom was about the same size, but maybe with a bit more fat.


  “Small compared to some of the guys around here. You’re not the hammer or axe type, ya know?” Dominic continued. “So you want to use a weapon that takes advantage of your skills. What is it you do for a living?”


  Isaac ran his finger tip over the blade of a nearby axe, to test the sharpness. He winced and pulled back as it drew a drop of blood. “I was a delivery boy. Probably not anymore. I’d deliver packages all over the city, on foot or by bike.”


  “On foot, eh? Can you climb?” Dom asked, out of curiosity.


  “A little bit. I’m no free runner, but I can get from one end of Lowtown to the other in less than 30 minutes.” Isaac tried to feel proud of himself, even if for such a small achievement.


  Dom answered with an impressed whistle. “Take off your shirt.” He said, stopping and turning around.


  Isaac spent a second considering a suitably snarky response, but came up short. With a shrug, he lifted his shirt over his head and held it in his hand. His right shoulder was still bandaged, and the veins under the bandages glowed faintly. He had a sleek body, little fat and an athletic build, the kind reserved for swimmers and runners. Dominic looked at him for a few minutes, and Isaac hoped he wouldn’t ask him to take off his pants. Just as Isaac started to get uncomfortable, Dominic nodded and Isaac slipped his shirt back on.


  “Something quick, light, easy to handle.” Dom mused, looking around the armory. Without another word, he started grabbing weapons off the racks. Occasionally, he would hand one to Isaac to hold.


  “Why are they all real metal? Most blades are Lightglass these days.” Isaac asked as their arms filled with different weapons.


  “The energy that makes Lightglass is technically the same as the energy used in a Thrall’s barrier. I’d wager your barriers are the same. Anyway, AE energy has a frequency, you know that much, right?” Dom asked in return.


  “Yeah, AE energy can be changed in color and strength by running it at different frequencies.” Everyone knew the basics of Lightglass and AE energy, it was taught in school after all. Few went on to learn the intricacies of the energy itself.


  “A Lightglass blade of one frequency wouldn’t be able to put a dent in a barrier of a significantly different frequency. Using a Lightglass weapon against a Thrall would require that you constantly be adjusting the frequency until you found just the right one.” Satisfied with his weapon choices, Dom started for the door to the training room.


  Isaac followed, arms growing tired under the weight of the weapons. “But what if you could find the correct frequency? The exact same one?”


  “If you could manage that, it’d be like there was no barrier at all. Unfortunately, AE tuning of that specificity is done to the thousandth decimal. Calibrating it on the fly would be nearly impossible. Add to that the fact that most Thralls actively modulate their frequency, and you start to realize that Lightglass isn’t the way to go when fighting them.”


  That sounded reasonable to Isaac, so he nodded and let it go. As they emerged from the armory, Dominic dropped the weapons unceremoniously on the floor. Isaac followed suit, dropping his weapons nearby. “Oh, the others are here.” Dominic said, waving across the room.


  “Others?” Isaac asked, turning to see who Dominic was waving to.


  I thought you said you’d be training me.


  [I said ‘something like that’. I arranged someone to take care of it for me. No reason for me to waste my time on you.]


  I don’t want someone else to train me. We’re going to be fighting together, we should train together.


  Riley and Alkaid, a cat Isaac recognized from his first day, were approaching with mischievous smiles in their eyes. Isaac waved back, but stayed quiet as they made their way over.


  “I believe this is the first time we’ve met. Allow me to introduce myself, I’m Alkaid.” The cat said, holding out a paw to Isaac. He was short, and he looked to be slim in build, but the large hooded cloak he was wearing was hiding most of his body. The hood even had small pockets sewn into the top for his ears. Isaac had thought he was cute before, and that had not changed.


  “Isaac.” The boy said as he shook Alkaid’s paw and shook it before waving to Riley with a smile.


  “Indeed. Tyloki has tasked me with seeing to it that you be properly trained in the ways of combat and other Collarly things.” Alkaid said, his gaze wandering over to the pile of weapons. “Excellent, you’ve already made preliminary selections. That will move things along considerably.”


  “Wait,” Isaac cut in, “why are you training me, and not Tyloki?”


  “I believe he said something about you not being worth the time…” Alkaid mumbled, “But that’s no matter.”


  “Isaac, Alkaid is one of the best fighters we have. You should be honored to train with him.” Riley said, walking over to lean on the wall at the side of the room. Apparently he had come to spectate.


  RIley’s words reassured Isaac, they made him feel better about the situation. Suddenly it seemed like a good idea to train with Alkaid. He would probably be less harsh than Tyloki, there would be less pain involved.


  “I did have one condition for training you. It is a favor, after all.” Alkaid said with a smirk, “During your time with me, Tyloki is to leave us alone. I simply won’t train you if someone will be butting in every few moments. So while we are training, please consider me your Indicia.”


  Isaac already liked Alkaid better than Tyloki, so he decided to go along with it. No way training with the cat could be worse than the wolf, and the wolf was neutered right now anyway.


  [Say neutered one more time.]


  “Shall we get started?” Alkaid stood with his arms crossed casually across his chest.


  “I guess. What should we do?” Before Isaac had finished speaking, the cat moved forward. There was a blur, Alkaid gone, pressure on his neck. Isaac looked down to see the cat’s claws on his throat, and he felt the cat standing close behind him now.


  “Oh dear, you didn’t even know that was an attack, did you?” Alkaid muttered as he let Isaac go. “We are going to have to start at the very beginning.”


  Stunned by Alkaid’s incredible speed, Isaac went over the short moment in his head over and over, trying to figure out how the cat had gotten behind him without his noticing. “The very beginning works for me.”


  “You look athletic enough as it is.” Alkaid scratched his chin, looking over Isaac. He stepped closer to the boy and ran his paw down Isaac’s chest. “So while we will still working on building up muscles, we can also get started on technique. Don’t you have any clothes that are more appropriate for training?”


  The only clothes Isaac had so far was the outfit that had been delivered to him in the hospital. “No, this is all I’ve got.”


  “Take them off.” Alkaid instructed, and he turned to start looking over the pile of weapons.


  Isaac looked at Dominic, and then over to Riley, who gave him a thumbs up with an enthusiastic nod.


  “Those pants will restrict your movement, and that shirt will chafe. I believe you’ll be much more comfortable without them on.” Alkaid said in response to Isaac’s hesitation.


  “Yeah, but I am also uncomfortable with having no clothes on.” If it was just Alkaid and him, it wouldn’t be as big a deal. Riley and Dominic were watching, too, and with Riley came Rain, who seemed to have a lecherous obsession with Isaac. He also didn’t know who might come in during the course of the day.


  “That is something you will need to get over quite quickly, Isaac.” Alkaid turned to look at him with piercing eyes. “Surely you’ve noticed that Indicia are not partial to clothing, and many of the Collars around the Registry follow suit. We’re a close group, privacy is not something you can really expect.”


  “Take it off!” Riley hollered, whistling.


  “It’s nothing we haven’t seen before!” Dominic added with a chuckle.


  Isaac rolled his eyes at the peanut gallery and slipped his shirt off as before. He kicked his pants off over his shoes and threw them to the side. Dominic retrieved them from the floor and folded them neatly. Isaac stood next to Alkaid now, in just his shoes and boxer briefs. He crossed his arms uncomfortably. He noticed now how chilly the room was. The cat stood motionless, waiting. For a second, Isaac wondered if he was supposed to take off even his underwear. Alkaid coughed and pointed at his feet. Understanding now, Isaac kicked off his shoes and put them with the rest of his clothes.


  Without warning, Alkaid picked up a sword and tossed it at Isaac.


  The boy slid one foot back, pivoting his body out of the way of the sword, and then he held his hands up at Alkaid. The cat was smiling devilishly. Maybe he would be as bad as Tyloki. Isaac walked over to pick up the sword from the ground. It was heavier than it looked, and it took a bit of a heft to raise fully. It strained his arms to hold up, and was heavy not just in weight but in concept. It was a weapon, designed for combat. It might be Isaac’s tool now. But Alkaid shook his head and took the sword from Isaac’s hands.


  Over the course of the next few minutes, this pattern repeated. Alkaid would stare at the pile of weapons, pick one up and toss it at Isaac, who would dodge it and then pick it up off the ground. He wasn’t stupid enough to try and catch a bladed weapon out of the air. Each time, Alkaid would shake his head disappointedly and take the weapon, whereupon Dominic would return the weapon to the armory.


  Several different swords, Isaac recognized a rapier, a short sword, a cutlass, were all removed and returned to the armory. There were a few non-bladed weapons that Isaac tried to catch, but they hit his hands hard and he dropped them with a loud clatter on the floor and a whimper as he shook the pain away. Slowly, they made their way through all of the weapons that Dominic had picked out, and Isaac wasn’t sure they would ever pick one. A tonfa, nunchaku, a club, a small hammer, and a baton, all failed.


  Isaac was already becoming exhausted, and they hadn’t even done anything yet. He knew it was going to be tough to change, to learn to fight for a living, but he wasn’t even an hour into the first day yet. He thought back to his night at InCorp, and realized that though he felt exhausted, he had been able to keep going for hours on energy he didn’t realize he had. That would have to keep him going now, too.


  Alkaid threw another weapon, a long wooden stick with no blades. Isaac snapped back to the present, hands up, and he caught the staff. It was as long as he was, and he caught it long ways, with his hands about a foot apart. The wood was smooth, cool to the touch, and it felt dense, powerful. He moved the ends around, felt how the weight of the staff changed as he moved where his hands were position. It felt less like a weapon and more like an extension, an addition to his arms. It felt natural.


  He looked hopefully up at Alkaid, who was smiling. The cat nodded. “You seem to like that one.”


  “It feels better than the others.” Isaac said.


  It also feels familiar. He thought of the day when he had met Tyloki. He had picked up Jin’s spear to use, and as he was attacking, the blade had broken off, leaving him with a weapon of similar shape and size.


  [I think its best you don’t use a bladed weapon.]


  “But can a blunt weapon be used against Thralls?” Isaac understood how you could bludgeon a human with a stick, but Thralls were magic creatures, with energy barriers and tough flesh.


  “Certainly. Lightglass barriers resemble glass in more ways than one. It costs more energy to cover a larger surface area, you see.” Alkaid explained, walking around Isaac, looking him over. “So a blunt weapon can cause a barrier to crack and shatter just as easily as a blade, maybe easier, depending on the Thrall you’re up against.”


  “A pinpoint strike is easier to guard against, because it’s a small surface area.” Isaac guesses.


  “Maybe not easier, but it takes less energy. The more attacks you launch at a Thrall at once, the thinner it’s barrier will be. A point on a spear would require considerable force to pierce a barrier on its own, because the Thrall could concentrate its barrier against the tip of the weapon.” Alkaid continued.


  “I guess that makes sense.” Isaac said, weighing the staff in his grasp. The thick stick could spread out force over a relatively large area, compared to a blade. It also felt less ugly to hold than a sword.


  “I think that suits you.” Alkaid said, and he looked to Dominic and Riley for agreement.


  Riley gave another thumbs up, and Dominic nodded. “Looks about right!” He shouted from the sidelines.


  Isaac glanced over and saw Rain standing next to Riley, and he felt a flush in his cheeks. The last thing he needed was Rain objectifying him while he trained. He would have to go and buy new clothes the first chance he got.


  Alkaid misunderstood Isaac’s gaze at Rain. “This is no time to be ogling the otter, Isaac. It’s time to begin.”


  * * *


  “So Tyloki didn’t want to train you?” Sera took a sip of the drink she had ordered, and she ate a bite of the food. Otherwise, she was more interested in the story than the meal. It was already cold anyway.


  “You already know he’s a jerk. No surprise there. And Alkaid ended up being a good teacher.” Isaac held up his arm, flexed his muscles. “See?”


  “So you can fight now?” Sera asked, trying to hide the worry from her voice. She didn’t want her brother fighting, she didn’t want him to be in danger.


  “I’m still training, pretty much every day. But I’m almost able to take on Alkaid in a fight now. It’s incredibly one sided, but at least I’m not getting knocked out in seconds.”


  “I hope they’re not hurting you too much.” Sera was referring to Isaac’s new scars.


  “Not too much. And I don’t mind. When I get hurt, I get to go to the infirmary, and then I get to see Dr. Ross.” Isaac said, and his eyes glazed over as he stared off into the distance.


  Sera practically spit out the drink she had been taking. “Who?”


  “Dr. Ross, oh, Miria. I met her when I was in the hospital the first time.” Isaac said as he came back to reality.


  “You didn’t mention her before.” Sera said, looking closely at her brother’s face. “You didn’t mention her before because you like her. You met a girl!”


  Isaac shook his head, turned it to the side to hide his blush. “It’s not like that.”


  Looking at his clothes, now Sera had an idea as to why Isaac was dressed up. “You’re going on a date with her, aren’t you?”


  “I’ll get to that later.” Isaac tried to change the subject, but Sera wouldn’t hear it.


  “No, you get to her part now.” She demanded.


  “It’s nothing. Where do you get this all from? She’s just a doctor.” Isaac was on the defensive, Sera knew she had hit her mark.


  “I’m your sister, you can’t hide anything from me.”


  “I did ask her for her number, but she’s playing hard to get.” Isaac said.


  Sera snatched Isaac’s LINK from the side of the table and leaned back as she flicked through the numbers. Isaac reached out for it, but she kept it just out of his grasp. She searched through the numbers, and she smiled when she came across Miria in the contact list. Placing the LINK on the table, and slid it over to Isaac with a grin. “And she gave you her number. So spill it.”


  “That part of the story starts a bit earlier. It was a few weeks into training, and I hit my head.” Isaac said, but Sera got the feeling he was glossing over something.


  “You hit your head?” She inquired.


  “I hit my head.” He repeated.


  “How?” She asked.


  “Training.” He said.


  There was a part of the story that he was trying to trick her into letting him skip. Not a chance. “I know you’re hiding something.”


  He shook his head. “Not a thing.”


  “You just hit your head?”


  “Its a hazard of fighting.” Isaac still wasn’t making eye contact with her.


  His reluctance to tell her made her need to know grow stronger. She glared at him, and waited until he was forced to look at her. With their eyes locked, she spoke slowly and clearly. “Isaac Edgar Cross, you tell me whatever it is you’re hiding, right now.”


  Over the years, Sera had worked carefully to wrap Isaac around her finger. There was nothing he could hide from her. Isaac crumpled under the weight of her influence and his face flushed a bright color. She knew whatever the story was, it was going to be worth it. It was going to be good. “Alright, but you don’t tell anyone this story. Not ever.”


  “Is it embarrassing?” She wondered aloud.


  “It’s embarrassing.” He admitted. “Like I said, it was a few weeks into training, and I hit my head.”


  * * *


  Isaac was committed to learning how to fight. His plan now was to take things one step at a time. He didn’t plan what would happen any day after the current one. He would wake early in the morning, and he would meet Alkaid for training. One day they would practice with weapons, the next they would work on building up Isaac’s body, another they would practice magic. In the first few weeks, Isaac learned his limits, and he understood just how weak he truly was. He would be wiped out before getting halfway through a day, but he had no choice but to keep going. It wasn’t like he could leave the Registry, anyway, so there was nowhere else to go.


  At first, everything hurt all the time. Isaac was used to feeling pain, but this was a new sort of pain, a constant soreness in mind, body, and soul. Whenever his body was too exhausted, they would move on to working his mind, or his magic. Alkaid was a ruthless teacher, never letting Isaac have even a moment more rest than he needed. Even through this, Isaac couldn’t bring himself to blame Alkaid for it. It was necessary. He needed it. As a bonus, Tyloki kept true to his word and left him alone while he was with Alkaid. He did wonder what Tyloki thought of his progress, but it honestly didn’t matter. He was going to show the wolf how strong he could become. That was why he couldn’t give up. One thing at a time.


  Panting heavily, he leaned on the wall, clothes clinging tightly to his body, covered in sweat. He wiped some of the sweat off of his brow, to keep it from stinging his eyes, and then looked over to the cat for guidance. It had been a long day so far, and he never had any idea how long they would train. Alkaid insisted that training for the same length of time each day would cause the body to fall into a rhythm, and it was better to keep it guessing. Isaac suspected that the cat simply liked toying with him.


  Alkaid seemed to know what Isaac was hoping for, and so he simply stared back without saying anything. His arms were crossed over his chest, and he showed no signs of the exhaustion that dominated Isaac. Being one of the smallest Indicia Isaac had seen, he was always surprised by how much power and control Alkaid possessed. He thought it was possible that Alkaid could go head to head with Tyloki, and that was without magic. Isaac was curious about Alkaid’s magic, because as much as they trained his own barriers, the cat never used magic of his own.


  He had asked Alkaid once what his ability was. The cat had simply chuckled and responded, “Please.”


  With no signal to quit yet, Isaac pushed off of the wall and shambled back to the center of the floor where he and Alkaid had been training. He started to prepare for the drill they had been running. He would make a barrier and try to alter its shape on the fly. Before, his barriers had been flat rectangles and squares. He had learned from Alkaid that it was possible to change that shape. He also learned that there were more resistant patterns of armor than just a flat barrier. A chain of interlocking shapes would make a stronger barrier. So he worked on making different shapes. So far he could only change the shape of barriers approximately the size of his fist.


  “That’ll do for today.” Alkaid cut off Isaac as he was starting to make a new barrier.


  Isaac sighed with relief and let his body sag. He wasn’t sure he had it in him to make any more magic that day.


  “That was a good day, but I expect more tomorrow. I want to move on to sparring soon. Don’t worry, it’ll be simple enough. But you’ll need to be able to fight with your staff and your magic at the same time.” The cat warned.


  Isaac dreaded the start of sparring. Real fighting was far removed from the practice and drills they had been working on. He wondered who he would be sparring against, certainly not Alkaid. He wouldn’t stand a chance. He hardly noticed when the cat walked around the room. Maybe he would go easy on him.


  Isaac bowed his head at Alkaid, something the cat insisted upon, before turning to head for a much needed shower.


  “Hold on, Isaac. I was wondering how things are between you and Tyloki.” Alkaid asked, following just behind Isaac.


  Isaac took a few moments to think of an answer under the guise of catching his breath. He stopped and glanced back at Alkaid. “They’re fine.”


  “They’re fine? I was worried that there might be some unresolved animosity.” Alkaid explained as he stopped just behind Isaac.


  “No. I mean, we don’t interact much. When I’m training with you, he leaves me alone. Other than that, he doesn’t want much to do with me. I think he’s waiting for me to get stronger.” Isaac said, leaving out most of the truth.


  “And he doesn’t blame you for the burnout?” The cat questioned.


  “How could he? To blame me would be to admit that I had a hand in it, something he refuses to do.” Isaac didn’t feel like talking about Tyloki right now. He just wanted to get showered off.


  “And the physical relationship?” Alkaid asked next, which elicited a laugh from Isaac.


  “No, there’s no physical relationship. I’m not…you know.” Isaac turned and shook his hands in front of him. “Yeah, no.”


  “Oh. I see.” Alkaid smiled and shook his head. “I’m sorry for assuming. Most Collars have some sort of physical relationship with their Indicia. Even if they’re not…you know.”


  “I don’t.” The boy snapped. Isaac’s first time with Tyloki would hopefully be the last. It was necessary to form the pact, but it wasn’t something he wanted to do again. Though he couldn’t deny where his eyes had been wandering lately, it didn’t mean he was interested in sex. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to be rude. I’m just exhausted.”


  “It’s quite alright. Go ahead and get cleaned up. I’ll see you here first thing in the morning.” Alkaid shooed Isaac off, and he was glad to be done.


  They had started training in the early morning, and now it was sometime in the late afternoon. As he entered the locker room, Isaac listened for anyone else in the showers. He didn’t hear any water running, and the room sounded empty save for him. That was good. He liked taking showers alone. He could shower at the same time as other Collars, he had to most days, but a short amount of privacy was a rare treasure. He peeled his sweaty clothes off his body and stretched his arms high above his head, arching his back, trying to work out some of his soreness. He’d need plenty of hot water to feel better, and he longed for a hot bath. The registry only offered showers.


  The room was chilly and the cool air tingled against his wet skin as he walked past the lockers and into the showers. The shower room itself was built to accommodate a large number of Collars at once, with shower heads placed along the wall with just enough room between them to keep the Collars from touching while washing. Several dividing walls cut the room into different halls, and provided even more spaces to shower. Isaac carried his towel in front of him, hanging low enough to block view of him if anyone were to be inside. He didn’t see any of the showers running in any of the halls.


  Just because it was empty now didn’t mean it would still be empty for long. Isaac marched quickly to the back of one of the halls, hung his towel on a hook nearby, and started up the water. He listened to the hiss as it started to run, imagined how nice the hot water would be. He had the particular distinction of being able to simply turn the water to its highest heat without worry. Even without Tyloki’s fire, his resistance to heat remained. He intended to enjoy it as long as he could.


  Stepping under the falling water, Isaac hung his shoulders and melted in the heat, feeling relaxation take him over. The shower at the end of the day was one of the things that helped him get through the tougher parts of training. He would stay that way for as long as he could, but if the showers were crowded enough, there was less comfort in a lengthy wash. He would finish and leave as quickly as he could. Today, he closed his eyes and waited, devoid of thoughts as he basked in the hot water and steam, as he washed the day away.


  He was snapped back to reality as he felt a presence behind him. He was sure he hadn’t heard anyone enter, and no one had been there when he came in. If anyone had walked in, he would have heard them, unless they moved as silently as Alkaid. He opened his eyes, but he didn’t move, he didn’t want to move until he knew who it was and what they wanted. Probably just some Collar playing a prank. Seconds passed like minutes as he tried to decide what to do. His body was still training, his muscles wanted to use what he was learning to defend himself. His brain told him that he probably wasn’t in danger, but his gut still felt the worry.


  He would turn around. That was the only thing he could do. To glance back would leave his rear open, and make it harder to defend himself if he needed to. So he would turn around swiftly, ready to act if he had to. With a simple pivot, he turned on the spot and came face to face with a barrage of whiskers. He leaned back slightly to escape the tickling sensation they caused on his face, and his hands shot down to cover his groin as his eyes gathered what was going on. Brown fur, whiskers galore, and a stupid grin.


  Of course it was Rain. Though he looked different than usual. Instead of his usual tall self, which stood at equal height with Riley, he seemed shorter now. His muzzle came up to Isaac’s neck, instead of his face, and the otter had to stand on his toes to make direct eye contact. Naturally he was naked, Rain was always unclad, but Isaac once again caught himself giving a quick glance down. He mentally kicked himself. His legs were short, and his torso was long, more closely resembling a normal otter than his taller form.


  “Hi.” The otter said, though it dripped with a complex intent that, coupled with his deviant grin, set Isaac on edge. He knew the otter had a thing for him, a thing he didn’t reciprocate.


  “Rain, I’m sort of busy right now. And don’t sneak up on me like that.” Isaac said, trying to be diplomatic. He was exhausted, he didn’t feel like fending off the otter, but he would give him the benefit of the doubt.


  “Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you.” Rain said, and his grin grew as he leaned forward, brushing his whiskers against Isaac’s face again.


  Isaac took a step back, and how he was against the wall, nowhere else to go. “What do you want?” Isaac asked, not wanting to hold his hands up to push the otter away, as it would leave him unguarded.


  Rain stepped closer, effectively trapping Isaac against the wall. He licked his chops and flashed his fangs. With a quick movement, he leaned forward again and placed a quick kiss on Isaac’s lips. Apparently he would rather show what he wanted, than explain it. Isaac turned his head to the side after the otter pulled away. It wasn’t the first time the otter had kissed him, but this time he was naked, so he couldn’t help but take it more personally. Either way, he had no intention of letting it happen again.


  “What are you doing?” He asked, raising one hand now to press against the otter’s chest, keeping him at a small length.


  “You seem so stressed all the time. You deserve to relax, so I’m just trying to help.” Rain winked, placing his paws on Isaac’s hand.


  “I don’t need help relaxing, thanks. And look, I’m not into guys, so its never going to happen, Rain.” Isaac explained, not budging his hand from the otter’s chest.


  “You might not be into guys, but you’re a Collar. It makes you flexible by definition.” The otter said with a smile. He glanced down at Isaac’s body, and Isaac was glad he kept a hand covering himself.


  “What do you mean, ‘flexible by definition’?”


  “You don’t know? Well surely you’ve felt it, at least.” Rain looked disappointed but still hopeful.


  “Felt what?” Isaac wondered what the otter was talking about, but he had a feeling he wouldn’t like it.


  “That you want this.” Rain said, and he pushed on Isaac’s hand, trying to move closer.


  Isaac was still exhausted from training, and he tried to convince himself that was why he let his arm fall to his side. He didn’t want to believe what Rain was saying. He didn’t want it. But he had been looking at things he shouldn’t have. His eyes had strayed against his will, frequently examining what different Indicia were carrying between their legs. Another whiskery kiss was placed on his lips. It tickled his face all over, but he didn’t pull his head away this time. Nor did he return the kiss. He simply let it happen.


  He felt Rain’s stocky paws placed on his chest, the fur and the claws causing a strange sensation. Tyloki had never touched him sensually before. No one had. Another kiss. The paws pressed against him, and he slid back completely against the wall. The whiskers tingled against his cheeks. The otter was kissing with his lips, Isaac didn’t feel any tongue yet. A paw slid down slightly, muscles twitched. He wondered where the paw was heading, he knew the answer. The other paw grasped his wrist lightly, tugged at it. Isaac held his hand cupped over his groin, not wanting to let the otter in. Another tug. Another kiss. A warm paw on his waist, more tingling, more twitching.


  The paws felt so strong, as strong as Tyloki’s, but there was no threat in them like in the wolf’s. They were just large and warm. A raspy tongue slipped from the otter’s muzzle, brushed against Isaac’s lips. This wasn’t right. Isaac wasn’t interested in guys, he didn’t want to do this with Rain. So why wasn’t he leaving? He was just letting it happen. The tongue brushed his lips again, otter’s muzzle pressed firmly against his.


  The paw on his waist moved down to his thigh. Slid across the skin, fur and claws. Light touches. It felt good. The other paw tugged on his arm, moved it aside. He let both arms fall to his sides, and he was finally defenseless. Pressed against the wall by the otter’s paws, lips pressed against the otter’s own, both without clothes. Maybe the otter was right. Maybe he wanted it.


  Rain was still just kissing his lips. Even though Isaac’s hand was moved, the otter hadn’t moved his paws to the boy’s groin yet. It was like he was waiting for permission. Rain smelled earthy, pleasantly like dirt and fresh water and air. Not musky in the way he’d expect an otter to smell. His fur was slick, and his claws were sharper than he expected. He felt like they could pierce his skin without a second thought, if Rain wanted to. So that was what the otter smelled and felt like.


  Then he wondered what the otter tasted like.


  Isaac thought it would be difficult, but it was easy. He kissed the otter’s lips. They were right there, anyway, already kissing him. All he had to do was return the slightest amount of pressure. Rough tongue, on his lips again. He pressed his lips against the tongue. Parted ever so slightly. The tongue slipped inside, and the paws pressed tighter against his body, forcing him against the wall more. With the otter’s tongue in his mouth, he didn’t wonder what he tasted like anymore. Tongue wrapped around tongue, lips pressed to muzzle. It was so simple. The otter tasted as earthy as he smelled, every bit as pleasant.


  With a gasp, warmth enveloped his length as the otter wrapped his paw around the boy’s length. It wasn’t hard yet, despite their kissing. The paw moved forward and back firmly, trying to coax the length to attention. Isaac’s arms remained at his side, mind lost in the sensations of the otter, the feel and the smell and the taste. His own tongue followed the otter’s back into his muzzle. Slid over dangerously sharp fangs. He hardly even noticed the paw on his groin.


  Returning the kiss had given the otter the permission he had wanted to move forward, and his paw now was working hard at getting Isaac erect. After several minutes of heavy kissing and a warm paw, the otter got what he was after as the boy grew hard. Muzzle pulled away and the kiss was broken. Isaac leaned his head back against the cold tile. The otter slid down, out of view. A glance showed Rain now on his knees. Those many whiskers now tickled Isaac’s crotch. Hot breath warmed his length. The otter beamed with accomplishment, he finally had before him something he had been after for weeks.


  And it had been weeks since Isaac had gotten off. The last time he remembered was when he had a large wolf on his back. And inside him. Something he never wanted to happen again. And here he was, about to let another guy service him. There was a twist in his stomach as he snapped back to reality. The smell and taste of Rain didn’t matter anymore. It wasn’t what he wanted. Rain was a very…active creature. This sort of thing was normal for him, but not for Isaac. He didn’t want it.


  “No.” He said as he slipped his hand between the otter’s muzzle and his own length. He felt hot, he knew his face was flushed completely red. He couldn’t believe he had let that happen, and he wasn’t going to let anything more happen. Not sure he had ever felt this embarrassed, he slid to the side, escaping the vice that the otter had trapped him in. His hands were shaking, he was having trouble keeping track of his thoughts. He thought of the wolf on top of him, the pain and the fear, the humiliation. He thought of standing above Jin’s lifeless body. He felt the sickness of how Tyloki felt about him. Everything that had led to this moment was wrong.


  Rain stood, held his paw out to Isaac, trying to think of what to say. “I’m sorry, is everything alright?”


  Isaac couldn’t turn, couldn’t look at the otter. He waved a hand back behind him, shook his head, kept his eyes closed. He just wanted to be somewhere else, anywhere else. “I don’t want this.”


  He heard the otter’s footsteps behind him as Rain gave chase. He walked fasted, leaving his towel hanging on the wall. He would just get his clothes and go find somewhere to hide from the otter. From everyone. His feet were still wet from the shower. He was walking too fast, placed a foot wrong. Tried to recover as his foot slipped out from under him. The other foot slipped too. There was no chance. He held his arms out to catch his fall, but it didn’t matter. His head cracked against the tile wall, and he didn’t even know if he hit the ground.


  Isaac woke up looking into the eyes of his favorite person, and the last person he wanted to see right now. He felt like everyone knew what had happened, even though no one else had been there. Dr. Ross was shining a light into his eyes, and he winced against the brightness. Rain must have gotten him help after he fell, so maybe everyone did know what had happened.


  “Slipped in the shower? You’re really trying to go for broke with this whole Collar thing.” Miria said as she noticed he was awake.


  “Wet tile is a tough one.” Isaac joked, even though his head was pounding. “How did I get here?”


  “I don’t know what you’re asking. Either by losing a fight with the floor or by being carried in by a particular otter. Which are you wondering?” She asked, writing something on her LINK.


  “The latter. Uh, when I came in, was I…?” Isaac asked, but Miria didn’t have to answer. She just gestured at him. He was on a small bed in a large room that resembled an emergency room, wearing a thin hospital gown like during his previous stay. Though this time, it was all he was wearing.


  “So I was…” Isaac swallowed hard, trying not to blush but failing.


  Dr. Ross stifled a giggle as she glanced up at him from her LINK. “You shouldn’t be embarrassed. I’m a doctor, I’ve seen it all.”


  “Doesn’t mean I want you to. Oh, what did Rain say happened exactly?” Isaac asked, pulling down on the bottom of his gown to cover as much as he could.


  “He said you slipped in the shower. Oh. Oh.” Miria bit her lip. “But I think I have an idea of what happened now.”


  Isaac shook his head earnestly. “No, I mean, I was trying to make sure you didn’t get the wrong idea. That…nothing… it wasn’t. I was just exhausted, I slipped and fell.”


  Miria nodded slowly. “Alright, I believe you. But it’s nothing to be ashamed of. Pretty much everyone here is used to that sort of thing.” She held back another giggle. “Besides, I respect a guy who is comfortable with himself.”


  “What, you dont respect me?” Isaac pressed, though he realized there wasn’t much to respect. He felt worse than pathetic.


  “I guess that depends on how you really hit your head.” Miria smiled at him. “Though that doesn’t affect the diagnosis, just my curiosity. You should be fine, in case you were wondering.”


  Ignoring the diagnosis, Isaac was more worried about what Miria thought of him. If he handled it wrong, she wouldn’t want to get to know him. He knew he had hooked her attention during his first stay at the hospital. He didn’t want to ruin it now by being pathetic enough to fall in the shower. “I wasn’t, I mean, strictly speaking, just taking a shower.” Isaac stammered, trying to think of a good way to explain himself.


  Miria laughed and held up her hands to stop him. “No, I’m kidding, what you do in the showers is your own business.”


  Isaac crossed his arms over his chest. This wasn’t really going his way. “I just…”


  “Isaac, don’t worry about it. You’re not the first person who has ended up in here like this.” Dr. Ross said, but her attempts to comfort him made him feel even more pathetic.


  “I’m not gay, Miria. Whatever happened in the shower, that wasn’t me.” Isaac scrambled, trying to get control of the situation, though he wasn’t really sure what he was saying anymore.


  The doctor raised her eyebrow at him. “Most Collars aren’t gay. That doesn’t stop there from being a lot of that, anyway.”


  “I’m really not gay. I…” Isaac sighed, shook his head. This wasn’t working. Time to go for it. “Let me take you out sometime. I’ll prove it.”


  Miria once again tried not to laugh. After she managed to keep a serious face, she realized Isaac wasn’t joking. “You want to go on a date with me to prove you’re not gay.”


  “I guess that sums it up.” Isaac thought it sounded weirder when she said it.


  “Who are you proving it to? Me or you?” She asked with an eyebrow cocked.


  “That depends. Do you think I’m gay?” Isaac asked.


  “I think you’re a Collar, Isaac. And I don’t date Collars. It’s a rule.” She said with a practiced perfection, trying to let him down easy.


  “Why not?” Isaac asked, as if it were a problem he could solve.


  “For starters, you’re already ‘in a relationship’. With an animal, no less. I know, they’re from a different world. That doesn’t mean you don’t have a commitment to him. It doesn’t matter if you’re gay or straight. You’re bonded to him.” She said, looking down now, not joking anymore.


  “I’m not your typical Collar. I’m not like everyone else.”


  “That’s a fair point, but it doesn’t really make a difference.” Miria brushed her hair behind her ear.


  “What else? If I didn’t have a commitment to Tyloki, what then?” Isaac asked.


  Miria looked up at Isaac and grinned viciously, he knew he wasn’t going to like what she was about to say. “I think you’re gay.”


  “I’m not.” He growled. “I’ve…okay, I haven’t dated anyone before, really. But I like you. I think we get along well together. I want to take you on a date.”


  “I can’t date you. You’re going to be my patient too often for that. And I’m joking. If you say you’re not gay, you’re not gay.” Miria said, and Isaac was starting to feel like it was a losing battle. “Besides, we hardly know each other. You’re not the first patient I’ve had who has fallen for me, Isaac.”


  “And how many of them have you given a chance?”


  “None.” She laughed, shaking her head. “You’re persistent, but it’s still going to be a no.”


  That was it, then. Isaac felt a sinking feeling in his stomach. The first time he had ever gone for it, and he had gotten rejected. It wasn’t like he was madly in love with her. He just wanted to get to know her. “What about friends, then?”


  “Friends?” She asked with interest, tilting her head to the side.


  “I can’t leave the Registry, I’m under house arrest still for the burnout. I get pretty bored when I’m not training. I could use some friends to help show me what’s fun around here.”


  Miria sighed. “Alright, you win. We can hang out.” She pulled a piece of paper out of her pocket and quickly scribbled something on it. “This is my LINK number. Call me sometime when you want to hang out. Not just me, though. It can’t be just the two of us, that would be a date. Bring someone else.”


  As she placed the paper on Isaac’s lap, she started to walk away. “Who should I bring?” Isaac asked, looking at the number on the paper.


  “I don’t know. What about that otter friend of yours?” She asked, and she winked as she walked away.


  “Wait. Damn it. I still don’t have any clothes.” Isaac told no one as Miria slipped out of view. At least he had her number now. It wasn’t time to give up yet.


  * * *


  Sera was drawing the attention of the rest of the cafe patrons with her riotous laughter. She simply couldn’t hold it in. “You made out with Riley’s Indicia, and then you slipped and hit your head? You’re right. That is embarrassing.”


  Isaac’s face was red, and he didn’t look happy. “I don’t know why I told you that.”


  “Because you can’t hide anything from me, baby bro.” Sera said between bouts of laughter. When she finally regained control of herself, she leaned forward. “But really, are you gay?”


  Somehow, Isaac’s face shifted to look even angrier. “No!” He nearly shouted at her.


  “So then you are going on a date with Miria.” Sera assumed.


  “No, like I said, we’re just hanging out as friends. She doesn’t want to date me. But I’m not gay. I do want to date her.” Isaac grumbled.


  “I’m sure she’ll fall for you if you just hang out with her. As long as you can resist making out with any more animals.” Sera said with a grin, leaning back to avoid her brother’s wrath.


  He swatted an arm at her, with no intention of hitting her. “Trust me, that won’t be a problem.”


  “What was it like? I’ve thought about it before, you know? And I’ve read about it in books. But now you’re living one of those books. So come on, it wasn’t that bad, was it?” Sera wondered, partly wishing it was her that got to make out with the otter. It was an exciting thought. She had been raised to hate Collars and Indicia, but it didn’t work. She had always wanted to learn more, but to do so would put her closer to Rufus, who she wanted nothing to do with.


  Isaac shook his head. “No, it was, I mean, nothing. It was just…” He stammered, which brought a smile to Sera’s face. She would have to get him drunk sometime to get all the details.


  Not wanting to upset him enough to make him leave, Sera decided to let Isaac move on. “You never explained the lighter.” She pointed at his pocket, giving him an excuse to change the subject. “You said it was a joke.”


  “It was sort of a joke. I mean, it was a gift.”


  * * *


  The box was intricately wrapped, cleanly folded black paper tied with a shiny red ribbon. Isaac eyed it suspiciously, glanced up at the rest of the table, and back to the box. They were at a bar in the Registry, sitting in a booth towards the back. It had been a few weeks since the incident with Rain, and besides training, nothing else had happened. He had managed to avoid Rain for the entirety of the few weeks since the shower. Across from Isaac sat Dominic and Riley, and next to him was Miria. It was the first time they had all gotten together to hang out as a group, but it wouldn’t be the last. In a chair at the end of the booth was Archer, a Collar who Isaac was familiar with but hadn’t had the chance to meet yet.


  On his first visit to the Registry, Archer had beaten Dominic in a sparring match with ease. From what he understood, Archer was a quiet sort who didn’t get out much besides working on his various weapon styles. Weapon master, that was what everyone called him. He was on the same squad as Dom and Riley. Isaac was starting to feel a part of that squad too, even if he wasn’t officially a part of it. Dominic and Riley had done their best to help Isaac settle in during his stay at the Registry.


  Aside from being a great fighter, Archer was also Alkaid’s Collar, which made it all the more surprising that Isaac didn’t see Archer around more. The only other pair of Collar and Indicia that he had seen apart so frequently was Canaan and Chase


  Dominic gestured at the box and smiled. “Go on, open it.”


  Isaac just started at the box. “What is it?”


  “That’s the point. You’re not supposed to know yet. Not until you open it.” Riley said, gesturing at it as well.


  Riley had a point, so Isaac grabbed the ribbon and pulled on the loose end until it was untied. He found a corner where it was taped and started to open it slowly. Riley yawned exaggeratedly, and Dominic leaned forward impatiently. “Just tear it open.”


  “At least let me open it how I want.” Isaac said, hoping that it wouldn’t explode in his hands somehow when he opened it. He didn’t want to look like any more of an idiot to Miria.


  “If you’re too scared, I’ll open it.” Miria suggested, holding out her hand.


  Isaac pulled the box closer to himself defensively. “No, I’ll get it.”


  Archer watched quietly from the side of the table, but the other three leaned forward expectantly as Isaac tore into the paper. Inside was a cardboard box. The three leaned even closer as he opened the box. Inside the box was a small, old fashioned oil lighter. It was plain metal, and had a cap that flipped off to the side to reveal the striker. Oil for that sort of lighter was hard to find, so they were rarely used anymore. Isaac pulled it out and inspected it more closely.


  “A lighter?” He asked.


  “Yeah, get it? To make fire with.” Dominic said, holding back laughter.


  Isaac smiled, he did get it. Tyloki wouldn’t be happy, but he did get it. He tried not to laugh, better not to incur Tyloki’s wrath. He flicked it open and tried to light it. The fire popped up easily with a click and a crack. He let it go and put the light on the table.


  “Just a gift to welcome you to the Registry.” Riley smiled, as Miria balled up the wrapping paper and ribbon, placing them in the cardboard box.


  “Thank you.” Isaac said, staring at the lighter on the table. It had been so long since he had made friends. He didn’t know what else to say besides ‘thank you’.


  “You’ll pay for it later.” Archer said, smirking. “Tyloki won’t let you hear the end of it if you keep that.”


  Isaac looked over at Archer, surprised to hear him join the conversation. With a laugh, he said, “I can handle Tyloki.”


  [Is that so?]


  Yeah.


  [You think that’s funny?]


  I do. Isaac thought, still smiling, as he stuck the lighter in his pocket. It’ll help me make a fire if I need one while you’re still neutered.


  Isaac grinned, expecting what would come next. The instant the word ‘neutered’ crossed his mind, and possibly an instant before, he felt the strong thud of Tyloki’s paw against his head. His head whipped to the side, and he lost his balance, fell sides, and landed on the floor next to the booth. He reached up to grab his neck, rubbing it gently. “Ow.” He whimpered.


  [I warned you.]


  Miria leaned over the side of the booth, already reaching down to help him up. He heard Dom laughing. He grabbed Miria’s hand, it was as soft as he remembered, and she helped pull him back into the booth.


  “Jeez, are you okay?” Riley asked, looking as concerned as Miria.


  Dominic was still laughing, but he put his hand over his mouth to try and stop.


  “It’s good to see you’re back in form, Tyloki.” Archer said casually.


  “I’m fine.” Isaac said, still rubbing at his neck. It was the first time that Tyloki had hit him and anyone had paid attention. That alone made him feel better.


  “You really should try not to piss that wolf off so much.” Miria warned, “I don’t want to have to keep treating you.”


  “If I promise never to get hurt again, will you go on a date with me?” Isaac asked, looking hopefully to his side.


  “No, still no.” Miria smiled at Isaac and then looked across the table. “Will one of you find him a girlfriend so he can leave me alone?”


  Riley held his hands up defensively. “I don’t do ‘friends.’ Just the girl or boy part. Only one person for me, and he isn’t a person.”


  Dom nodded at Riley. “I can’t help find someone else a date until I find myself one, and I’m not as picky as Isaac is.” He turned to look at Isaac. “If you’re dead set on getting a girlfriend, try looking in a city where there aren’t any Collars. Because you’re not going to have any luck here.”


  Isaac shook his head. “I don’t want some other girl.”


  “…Some other guy then?” Riley asked with a grin, and he threw his hands up to protect himself as Isaac lobbed the cardboard box at him.


  “If not Miria than nobody, yet. I’m not out looking. I’m too busy to be on the market anyway.” Isaac said, dodging the return throw of the box from Riley. “And don’t forget, there’s a kangaroo that says I can’t go into the city anyway.”


  “So I’m just the best thing on your plate right now.” Miria said with a smirk. “What if you weren’t trapped here?”


  “That isn’t what I meant.” Isaac gave a sarcastic sneer.


  “I think you should focus on your training.” Archer said calmly. “The battlefield is my mistress.” He said with a blank expression before breaking into a smirk.


  “Training is all well and good, but you can’t watch a movie with training at the end of the day.” Riley said, but Isaac knew what ‘watch a movie’ meant.


  “I’m training enough with Alkaid, and I don’t need to date him.” Isaac said, leaning on the table.


  “He’s a very good companion. I have first hand experience.” Archer replied with a shrug.


  “Ugh, can I just remind everyone I’m not gay?” Isaac reiterated, slamming his fist lightly on the table.


  “Neither are most Collars.” Miria said.


  “I don’t know what you mean by that. It really seems like most of them are.” Isaac said, looking at Dominic, then Riley, then Archer. Well, he didn’t know about Archer, but he knew that Riley must be gay.


  “I’m not gay. I enjoy the freedom.” Riley pointed out. “Doesn’t much matter to me.”


  Isaac rolled his eyes. “Same thing.”


  “I’m the same way, I guess. I don’t think much about gender.” Dominic glanced upwards contemplatively.


  “Okay, then can I remind everyone that I am straight?” Isaac said, exasperated.


  The four others at the table tried to hold back their laughter, but none did a very good job. Isaac’s face warmed, and he crossed his arms, leaning back into the seat cushion. He wasn’t gay, he had never been attracted to a guy before. Miria may have been one of the few girls he had been attracted to, but his list of attractive guys was a firm zero.


  “Then what were you doing with Rain?” Miria asked, but after she did, she stopped laughing and quickly covered her mouth with her hand. “Oh no, I shouldn’t have said that. Doctor patient confiden–”


  “What were you doing with Rain?” Riley asked, leaning forward with a broad grin. “He didn’t mention anything to me.”


  First Isaac turned to Miria. “Really?” Then he turned to Riley. “Nothing, I didn’t do anything with Rain. He…assaulted me in the showers.”


  “I have to stop just saying things.” Miria said, biting her lip.


  “He assaulted you?” Riley asked, licking his lips. “Do tell.”


  “He basically, I don’t know, I don’t want to talk about it.” Isaac looked away. It wasn’t an assault, he knew that much, but he didn’t want to tell the story that way. He didn’t want to tell the story the way it happened.


  “O-kay. I’m sorry if he did anything you didn’t appreciate. I should’ve done something about it, I knew he was interested in you. He hadn’t stopped talking about you since we first met.” Riley said, his smile fading.


  “I’m just going to leave now.” Isaac said as he slid his feet out of the booth.


  “Oh, Isaac, don’t go. No one here cares, really.” Miria said, trying to recover from her mistake.


  “Yeah, Isaac, no one cares if you’re gay for Rain.” Dom said with a chuckle.


  Isaac didn’t turn to look back at the others as he walked away, he just felt them watching him as he went. He was too embarrassed to face them right now. He wasn’t sure when he would be able to deal with them, but right now, he needed to be alone. The only place where he could even pretend to be alone was his room, so that was where he went.


  Slamming the door behind him, he began to pace back and forth in front of the bed. He couldn’t help it how angry it made him to think about Rain, to have the others think he was into that. All he could do was walk, trying to expend the energy of his anger and embarrassment. As he turned around to continue pacing, he expected to see Tyloki standing behind him. Instead, he was startled to find Alkaid. The cat was standing in front of him, looking up at him expectantly. He wasn’t sure what the cat was expecting, but he just stood silently, blocking his path.


  “Alkaid? I’m trying to pace here.” He pointed out, gesturing past the cat, as if that made it more clear.


  “Well that I can certainly see. Why did you run off from your friends like that?” Alkaid asked, still blocking the way.


  “Because,” Isaac sighed and balled his hands into fists. “They think I’m gay. And I’m not. And Rain tried to rape me or something. And Riley thinks that sounds like a good thing. And Dominic thinks its funny. And Miria thinks I’m pathetic.” He babbled, until the cat held up a paw to stop him.


  “Everyone knows you’re not gay.” Alkaid said simply, “And Riley thinks that sounds good because he and his Indicia are perfect for each other. Naughty creatures with no shame.”


  “Then why does everyone keep laughing about it?” Isaac huffed.


  “Because no one has explained it to you yet. You might not be gay, but Indicia only have one gender. We’re not the same as humans.” Alkaid said.


  “I’ve noticed. That doesn’t make me gay. I did…what I had to do with Tyloki to make a pact, but that doesn’t mean I want to do it again.” Isaac growled.


  “And that doesn’t mean that Tyloki doesn’t want to do it again.” Alkaid explained. “And truthfully, that is more important.”


  “What do you mean?” Isaac raised an eyebrow at Alkaid.


  “It’s complicated, and I’d rather not explain it here.” Alkaid looked around the room. “But you’re going to need to get over your issues if you’re going to be able to fight on a team. You can’t avoid Rain forever.”


  “I can try.” Isaac said, though he knew Alkaid was right. Sooner or later, he’d have to talk to Rain again.


  “I told Tyloki that I would train you how to be a proper Collar, in all aspects. So I guess this is something I need to explain to you.” Alkaid said, “But not right now. It’ll will make more sense with a demonstration.”


  “A demonstration?” Isaac asked warily.


  “Indeed.” The cat smiled.


  * * *


  “And that was last week.” Isaac said, “I still haven’t gotten any ‘demonstrations’.” He shrugged.


  Sera wondered what Alkaid was planning. She stretched and yawned. It had been a long story, and she was starting to feel sore in her seat. “So in summary, my brother made out with an otter.” She smiled innocently.


  “That is not the point of the story!” Isaac said, slamming his fist on the table.


  “I can tell that you’ve changed.” Sera said, looking down at the table. “You’re not just stronger than you were before, you’ve got a shorter temper, too.”


  Isaac sighed. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to get angry. It’s just I expected you to side with me.”


  “I am siding with you. Whatever makes you happy.” She said, smiling at him genuinely now. It was fun to tease him, but he needed his sister now.


  “Things are different here, than out there.” Isaac said, “I had to change. But I’m still me.”


  “I know, baby bro.” She said, putting her hand on top of his. “You always will be.” It was getting late, and the time on her LINK around her wrist reminded her that she only had a half day off. “I have to get to work. I’ll come back and visit again soon.”


  “Thanks for coming to see me. Tell Mom I’ll come home and visit as soon as I’m allowed to leave.” Isaac said, giving a wave as Sera stood.


  She smiled and waved and made her way toward the entrance. When she boarded the elevator, it was empty. As the doors were closing, a hand shot out to keep them open. A tall, raven haired man stepped on board and nodded at her with a smile. He was lanky, but handsome, in a childish sort of way. Not a hunk, sort of a pretty boy. A colored band around his neck indicated him as a Collar.


  “Hi, I’m Sera. Are you a Collar?” She asked innocently, already knowing the answer.


  The man looked over at her, then back at the elevator control panel. He pressed the button for the lobby before answering. “Uh, yeah, I am. Hi, Sera.”


  “What’s your name?” She asked, “It’s only fair.”


  “Dominic.” He said as he glanced over at her.


  “Oh, you’re Isaac’s friend.” She smiled, happy to have an excuse to chat with him more.


  “You know Isaac?” Dominic asked, he swallowed, and turned to look at Sera now.


  “I’m his sister. Pleased to meet you.” She said as she held out her hand to shake. Instead of shaking it, he leaned down to kiss her fingers. A real gentleman. Sera hid her overwhelming excitement.


  “Pleased to meet you.” Dominic said as he leaned back up.


  Sera had always read books about Collars. She had always dreamt about them. Here was her chance to see what it was all about. Dominic would be her knight, or at least a good story to tell her girlfriends.


  * * *


  Isaac had been dressed up for his meeting with Sera, but it wasn’t for a date with Miria. She had made that assumption, true, but Miria still refused to date him. He straightened his shirt and made sure it looked crisp and nice. He had added a red tie to the blue shirt, one he had bought from the Registry when he realized he would need a nice set of clothes. His black shoes thumped on the tile floor as he walked up to the entrance of the restaurant.


  The decor inside was fancy, far removed from the simple designs in the rest of the Registry. It wasn’t a sort of place he would normally eat. It hadn’t been his choice. The night was still young, and the restaurant wasn’t crowded yet. As he approached the maitre-d, he started looking around the tables. “Hi, I’m here to meet–”


  “Ah, yes. We’ve been expecting you.” The maitre-d cut him off, holding his hands out in a gesture to follow him.


  As Isaac followed him to the table, he took in the decor of the place. It was all black and gold and white, and it was decorated heavily with glass. Real glass, not Lightglass. Isaac had never seen anything quite like it. Sculptures and wall art and walls themselves, all made out of real glass. It was enough to make Isaac forget what he was doing for even a moment on their way to the table.


  The maitre-d stopped and pulled Isaac’s chair out for him. It was a table for two, and the seat across from Isaac’s was occupied. White wine had already been poured into Isaac’s glass, and there was a heavenly aroma coming from the bread basket. He smiled at the maitre-d and took a seat. His water glass was filled and his napkin was unfolded and placed in his lap.


  Isaac didn’t think it would feel so much like a date, but he couldn’t shake the feeling. He looked across the table at Alkaid, whose usual hoodie had been replaced with a black jacket and a white shirt. At least he got dressed up for the occasion. Isaac smiled at the cat, who gestured to the wine.


  That was a good idea. He was going to need a lot to drink to make it through the night.


  Chapter 10 – Squire


  Isaac was not an experienced drinker. It had nothing to do with age, he had been old enough to drink for years. It had little to do with the expense of the hobby, if consuming alcohol could be considered a hobby, as money was something Isaac had little want for. InCorp had seen to it that Isaac and his family would never want for money again, as long as they managed what they were given sensibly. Seeing as Isaac had been in his early teens when his father died, his mother made sure that his, and his siblings’, share of the settlement was taken care of until they were old enough to manage it themselves.


  It was enough money to render a job pointless, at least a job done only for money. This should have freed up the Cross children to take on jobs doing whatever it is they enjoyed, and that most of them did. Rufus had been cut off before Edgar’s death, and so he did not receive a share of the money from InCorp. Only Isaac and Sera had remained still bound to the past, working for InCorp to pass the days, keeping each other close so that safety was never far. The two of them had been through the worst of it together. Any time Edgar would take to drinking, and nothing they could do was right for him. Any time Edgar would take things too far, any time he got violent. In that fire they forged a friendship stronger than that of the rest of their siblings.


  Isaac was not an experienced drinker because the idea of drinking had simply never occurred to him. During the days, he worked as a delivery boy for InCorp, and the time passed quickly with little fanfare. The money he earned disappeared into his bloated bank account. At night, he had retreated home and taken up whatever hobby he could currently do entirely on his own. Over time, he had tried his hand at writing, art, music. Nothing lasted long. He didn’t have friends, and he didn’t go out. He was happy living in a world with just his family and him. They were his world, he had fought to protect them before, and it was that desire to protect them that had driven him to make a pact with Tyloki. The same pact that had torn down his walls and forced him into the world outside.


  That decision had shown Isaac why people might turn to drinking in the first place. Isaac had known about the dangers and troubles faced by the world at large. They had simply never been a threat to him directly. Thralls were around, but he had never been attacked by one, and the Collars were always only seconds away from an attack. The walls around Bastion protected the city from the dangers outside. Hordes of Thralls and higher than safe levels of AE energy. Most people, Isaac included, lived segregated from the dangers of the world simply by their faith in the system to protect them.


  Then Jin and Tyloki came crashing through his wall, and Isaac had believed at the time that the system had failed. In reality, he had been pulled into it, his desire to protect others guiding him into a position where he could do just that. He was now a part of that system, and so he no longer had it to rely on for safety. It was his duty to face the dangers of the world, and to keep the faith of the people alive. It was a dangerous world, and they needed the Registry.


  Without the ethereal concept of Collars to protect him, Isaac needed to have faith in something new. It couldn’t be the wolf he had bonded with, Tyloki was an ass. Without permission to leave the Registry, Isaac couldn’t visit his family. The next best thing were his friends. Miria, Archer, Dominic, and Riley. The four people who had worked hard to make him feel welcome in his new world. Try as he might, Isaac couldn’t bring himself to depend on his four friends. He wasn’t a part of the squad, and he still felt like an outsider. Faith in them would have to be built over time, if it couldn’t be found right away.


  In the meantime, Isaac did find something to help with his worries. He started drinking. Not heavily, he wouldn’t let himself get lost in it like his father had. Just enough to loosen himself up, to ease his worry, to help him sleep. Over time, he became used to life at the Registry, and that alcohol became less of a habit and more of an activity. He didn’t need it to calm down anymore, but it was fun to drink with his friends, or when things got particularly rough.


  “I daresay the wolf enjoys toying with you.” Alkaid opined as he poured another glass of wine, and then offered a refill to Isaac.


  “Enjoyment is not really the vibe I get from him.” Isaac remembered the sickening feeling he had endured when he asked Tyloki how he felt about him. Luckily, the feeling was less powerful in memory, and the alcohol was already dulling his emotions. He nodded, and Alkaid filled his glass with wine again.


  “You may have noticed that Tyloki isn’t the best at emotions.” The cat shrugged, put the bottle of wine down. “I think you’re…” He paused, searching for the right words. Found them, “a distraction. You’re something for him to focus on.”


  “Not the most flattering of descriptions, but it’s hard to argue with that. Though if you ask me, having him in my head all the time, that’s a distraction.” Isaac said as he sipped his wine. He felt that the whole experience was ridiculous, but he wanted to give Alkaid a chance. So he drank, and away went his inhibitions.


  “I meant more that you’re a project,” Alkaid shook his head, changed his wording. He was the sort of person who was very particular about how he said the things he said. “No, a challenge. That’s why he grinds on you so frequently.” The cat took a drink. At least they were drinking at a similar pace. Could Indicia get drunk? Isaac wasn’t sure. “Losing Jin must have been very difficult for him. They were together for quite some time.”


  Alkaid seemed as if he was going to say more, but Isaac cut him off. “Can you tell me more about him? Jin, I mean. Sorry, it’s just that no one seems to want to actually talk about him. It’s like he didn’t exist. Tyloki won’t even let me say his name without a smack on the head.”


  Alkaid smiled at Isaac warmly, “Certainly. Jin was a warrior. A real wolf of a human. Together with Tyloki, they were respected. They were quite strong. That strength led to arrogance. The two of them were too good of a match, they played off each other. Jin knew better than to fight for that long by himself. I’m sure that Tyloki warned him otherwise, but did nothing to stop him.”


  Tyloki hadn’t done anything to stop Jin. “So he must feel responsible.” Isaac whispered to himself.


  “But the two of them, they didn’t know how to run from a fight they thought they could win. Come to think of it, it’s hard to talk about Jin separately from the wolf. It wasn’t always that way, though.” Alkaid trailed off, and Isaac picked up the bait.


  “How was it before that?” Isaac wondered if Jin had as rough a start with Tyloki as he did.


  “Not as bad as your experiences. But two people that are far too similar are as likely to clash as two people who are too disparate. Neither man nor wolf was willing to let the other take charge, and their relationship stumbled at the beginning for it. It wasn’t until they learned how to work together that they became an effective team.”


  Learning to work together with Tyloki didn’t sound likely. “And two different people, how do they learn to work together?”


  Alkaid bowed his head, a grin playing across his muzzle. “A lot of fighting.”


  “Why did Jin become a Collar?” Isaac found himself wondering.


  “That is a very long story.” Alkaid said as he finished off the bottle of wine into their glasses. “One I’m afraid we don’t have enough wine for.”


  “Can you give me the short version?” Isaac asked. He had lost count of the number of glasses of wine he had consumed. Perhaps four or more. They had been drinking already through an awkwardly silent meal before the conversation picked up as inebriation set in.


  “A similar story to yours. He formed a pact through Tyloki’s previous Collar’s totem. Tyloki had been dormant for a while, beforehand, so it wasn’t quite the same as you. There was a Thrall attack, and a young Jin had to make the pact in order to fight. He was eager to fight, unlike you. And very unlike you, he failed to protect many of the people he cared about.”


  The two sat in a somber silence for a moment, as Isaac waited to see if Alkaid would continue the story. The dark look on the cat’s face implied that he would be ending the story there. Apparently deciding that there had been enough sadness already, Alkaid’s mournful expression flashed suddenly into a bright smile. Behind him, his tail swayed back and forth in the air. The cat smiled with his whole body, not just with his mouth, and Isaac felt the shade of the story lift and give way to more pleasant conversation.


  “So I was saying, you’re a distraction for Tyloki. Something to keep his mind off of Jin, and for that, he must be somewhat grateful, even if he doesn’t show it.” Alkaid looked blankly at his now empty glass of wine.


  Isaac was just about finished as well, so he downed the last of it. “He definitely does not show it. All I get is that he wants me to die, preferably in a violent way.” Saying this made him smile, he wasn’t sure why. He felt a warm flush in his cheeks, and the world had a pleasant buzz to it.


  Alkaid leaned forward and slid his paw forward, placed it gently atop Isaac’s hand. Normally Isaac would have pulled his hand away, but the desire to do that was too weak now. The cat’s paw was warm, strong, but not as threatening as Tyloki’s paws. He still thought Alkaid was cute, like a house cat dressed up in a costume. “If Tyloki wanted you to be dead, I think you would be dead by now. You need to be confident that you and him can get along, else one of you will end up dead before long. You need to watch out for each other.”


  “Can Indicia die?” Isaac blurted out, leaving his hand underneath the comforting paw. “Other than a burnout.”


  “Yes, we can. We are living things, like you, and if we push ourselves too far, we can die. I don’t think death is quite the same thing for us. I couldn’t tell you what happens to humans when they die, but Indicia, we’re just energy. Empty that energy out, and we’re just gone. Body and soul, we just fade away.”


  “There’s so much I don’t know about all of this.” Isaac said, “It would help if Tyloki would explain everything to me, but he doesn’t want to teach me anything.”


  “As I said, Tyloki enjoys toying with you. I’m your teacher. If you want to ask me anything, then do so. I’ll do my best to explain what I can.” The cat’s paw was still rested on top if Isaac’s hand.


  “There is one thing.” Isaac spoke slowly, eyes fixed on Alkaid’s paw atop his hand. You’re a Collar. It makes you flexible by definition. When Rain had made his advances, those were the words he had said. Surely you’ve felt it, at least. They were words that had made Isaac feel a sense of dread, but he couldn’t put his finger on why. They seemed to hint at a sinister something of which he wasn’t aware. Something important that no one had yet thought to mention, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to know what it was. He could continue living in ignorance and bliss, unaware. He didn’t think the universe would be so kind.


  And here was his chance to get a straight answer out of Alkaid. He knew the cat would tell him the truth, he wouldn’t hide anything or sugar coat it. If he asked, he would get an answer. The answer was what he dreaded, and so the words froze in his throat. Rain had been forcing himself on him, Isaac told himself over and over, trying to convince himself it was the truth. But he doubted, he wondered what had really happened. The otter had smelled divine, had tasted just right. The fur on his skin had brought about goosebumps, and for a while, the otter was winning. Isaac was going to go along with it.


  Alkaid didn’t say anything, he raised an eyebrow and waited patiently for Isaac to speak. His paw flexed, claws scratching softly on the top of Isaac’s hand. The tingle on his skin brought Isaac back from his thoughts. The waiter was approaching the table, and so Isaac pulled his hand back, placed it in his lap.


  “I’ll get the bill.” Isaac tried to pass it off as what he had planned to say all along. He knew Alkaid didn’t buy it, but he hoped the cat had the decency to go along with it.


  Alkaid went along with it, calmly returning his paw to his side of the table. “Can you afford to? I’m sure we’ve built up quite a check.”


  “Money isn’t really a big deal for me.” Isaac nodded, holding his hand out for the check as the waiter approached.


  “I believe you’ll find that won’t be necessary.” Alkaid grinned devilishly.


  “Compliments of the house.” The waiter said pleasantly as he dropped the check book on the edge of the table. “Is there anything else you’ll need, gentlemen?”


  “No, that’ll do for the evening. Thank you.” Alkaid responded just as pleasantly, and the waiter turned to leave.


  Isaac’s hand shot out and grabbed the check book, flipping it open. The total due was indeed zero. “The whole bill is free. A few hundred dollars. Why would they do that?” He asked, looking over the top of the book at the grinning cat.


  “It seems they like us,” was all the cat said, and he put his napkin on the table to stand.


  “Hold on, I’ll get the tip.” Isaac held up his hand to halt Alkaid’s departure, and the cat stopped, waiting.


  “That’s generous of you.” Alkaid complimented as Isaac did the math for the tip. Math was hard, with his head slightly muddled by alcohol. “I always forget to tip. We don’t have restaurants in my world.” The cat was still showing his fangs. Isaac expected that Alkaid didn’t actually forget to tip, but rather just liked the excuse.


  “What do you eat?” Isaac asked as he stood, tossed a credit slip onto the table, and joined Alkaid on their way to the exit.


  “Food.” The cat responded, looking over at Isaac.


  Isaac rolled his eyes visibly, so Alkaid could see. “I meant in your world. Times I’ve been, didn’t see too much to eat.”


  The two walked close, and each time Isaac started to drift away, Alkaid would follow. They were walking as close as a couple, not as friends. But at least they weren’t holding hands. On second thought, Isaac wanted to hold hands a little bit. Alkaid’s paws were soft.


  “I don’t believe you’ve ever been to my world proper.” The cat explained, “Visiting in your spirit form using a totem is quite different from using that great portal they’ve built upstairs.”


  “What is it like then?” Isaac said, his hand brushing against Alkaid’s paw, only partially intentional.


  “A lot like your world, but none of this nonsense technology.” The cat said, gesturing at a Lightglass screen obnoxiously glaring advertisements at them. “There are animals that we eat, the same as you.”


  “So you’ve got, what, a society there? Cities and towns like we do, too?” Isaac was trying to make sure his thoughts stayed coherent as the two sauntered down the hallway, towards the balcony overlooking the Registry lobby.


  “You would find more in common with what you’d call a tribe, than a city.” Alkaid said after thinking it over for a minute. “When Indicia aren’t with their Collars, or they aren’t in a pact, we generally live in groups. Why? I expect you’re going to ask why. The reason is because Indicia love to show off and boast to each other. We need others close by, in case we do something incredible and need someone to brag to on a moments notice.” The cat smiled as Isaac chuckled at the explanation.


  They stopped side by side, looking down at the bustling ground floor. It never quieted down in there, Isaac had come to realize. People and animals were always coming and going. It was entertaining to look down and see what sorts of Indicia might walk by. It was only a bonus that they didn’t often wear clothes. Isaac shook his head. He meant to think, It would be better if they wore clothes. This particular time, his eye was caught by some manner of large cat, with snowy white fur and silvery stripes, large fangs ornamenting his prominent muzzle. As a pleasant change of pace, he was wearing a black cloth around his waist, preventing Isaac from looking at what he didn’t want to. The large cat looked up all of a sudden, and Isaac quickly returned his gaze to Alkaid, pretending he hadn’t been staring.


  He thought he caught a smirk disappear from Alkaid’s face as he looked up. Had Alkaid noticed his distraction? It didn’t matter, it wasn’t an attraction that had held his attention, just general awe. Isaac tried to remember what they had been talking about, but whatever the topic of conversation had been, it had been lost in the haze that was filling his head.


  “I, uh, what were we talking about?” He asked, smiling sheepishly, leaning on the railing.


  “Whatever you want to talk about.” Alkaid leaned on the railing, mimicking Isaac’s stance.


  “It didn’t look like Tyloki lived in a group.” Isaac started suddenly, not sure himself where the comment had come from.


  “Some Indicia like to live a bit further away.” Alkaid shrugged. “Tyloki is one of a few who values privacy. The difference between Jin and Tyloki was that Jin could manage to get along with people. It’s a shame he never taught Tyloki the same skill. That wolf has been living on his own for as long as I can remember.”


  “Ironic.” Isaac laughed, keeping his eyes fixed on Alkaid so they didn’t wander to the floor below.


  The cat kept his own eyes fixed on Isaac, and the boy knew that part of his blush wasn’t from the booze. How long they stared at each other, Isaac wasn’t sure. He wasn’t thinking about time. He was thinking about how cute the cat standing in front of his was. The little ears, the black and white pattern in his fur, the unusual eyes, the whiskers which were pretty close to his face now. Alkaid always wore clothes, Isaac wondered what he looked like under the adorable suit he was wearing.


  “Thinking about anything in particular?” Alkaid said under his breath, the words in danger of being drowned out in the din of the room.


  “You.” Isaac answered honestly, and then doubled back as his stomach jumped. “I mean, what this is all about. Is this a date?”


  “I’m wearing a suit, aren’t I?” Alkaid said.


  “You are.” Isaac responded.


  “And I took care of the bill, didn’t I?”


  “In a manner of speaking.” Isaac raised an eyebrow, not quite sure if he wanted to give that one to Alkaid.


  “So yes, I’d say this is a date.” The cat smiled again with his entire being, warm and inviting.


  “Why are we on a date?” Isaac asked.


  “I told Tyloki I would teach you how to be a proper Collar. Most Collars have healthy relationships with their Indicia. They can have a meal with them and it isn’t even a question. I wanted to show you how it could be, if you and Tyloki were to get along better.” At least Alkaid was being honest with him.


  If he hadn’t been drinking, Isaac felt sure he would have walked away at this point. He didn’t walk away. “Then there is something else I need to know.” Isaac started, forcing his way through the dread that even now managed to find itself in his stomach. “Rain told me that being a Collar makes you naturally flexible. What did he mean?”


  Alkaid took a deep breath before answering. “It’s called Transference.” When Isaac tried to say something, the cat held up his paw to stop him. “Indicia make a link to this world through your body, through your mind. They can exist in your mind. They are privy to your most private thoughts and details, you can’t keep a secret from them once they’re in there. As it happens, there is a certain amount of,” Alkaid kept his paw raised to silence Isaac, but paused to think of the proper wording, “transfer. You don’t have access to your Indicia’s thoughts the same way he does yours. But that doesn’t mean you are blind to them.”


  “So, what?” Isaac asked, still not putting the pieces together.


  “As you can’t see into Tyloki’s head, the only way for you to know what he is feeling is to…feel it. A Collar who is well attuned to his Indicia can distinguish between his own feelings and desires, and the Indicias. In other cases, if you can’t separate the two, then they might as well be your own feelings.” Alkaid spoke slowly, allowing Isaac to keep up.


  “What does that have to do with Rain? He thought I would feel attracted to him because, what, because Tyloki is?” Isaac thought of all the times he had caught himself looking at Indicia, of how his temper had shortened in the months since he had met Tyloki. It made sense.


  “Indicia are, as far as you would be concerned, only male. In human terms. So we feel attraction to other males as a matter of course. If Tyloki is rubbing off on you, it follows that Rain would assume that you would develop such an attraction. Have you been feeling any different? Noticing things you wouldn’t normally?” The cat asked, and he spoke comfortingly, trying to keep Isaac calm.


  The alcohol was doing far more to keep Isaac calm than Alkaid’s tone of voice. He felt the normal emotions he would have in this situation screaming ineffectively through a cloud of booze. “Y..yeah.” Isaac swallowed, glancing down at the ground floor again, before snapping his eyes back to Alkaid. He had never been attracted to males before, and idea of changing so fundamentally was where the problem lied. He should be terrified, he should feel distaste for Tyloki. Instead he was curious. “So I’m…not straight anymore? I…I…there has to be a way to..to..undo it. Am I just going to lose who I am to him?”


  “As you learn to synchronize better, you will be able to distinguish your desires from his. You won’t lose yourself, you will still be you, but you will have a greater understanding of who Tyloki is. Until then, there will be a bit of blending. Think of it as being open to experimentation.”


  “How can I do anything, if I don’t know whether the things I want to do are me or Tyloki?” Isaac was glad that his normal panic was blunted. He knew he would panic later, when he was sober. “How do I know who I am?”


  “You know who you are. And you need to remember that, if you’re going to keep Tyloki from overtaking you. He has a very dominant personality, you’ll need to keep strong and remember who you are. But there is nothing wrong with enjoying what you can, while you can.” Alkaid said, placing a paw on Isaac’s wrist.


  “You’re right,” Isaac shook his head, perhaps thinking more clearly because of the alcohol, “I won’t let Tyloki change me. I’m changing myself.”


  “That’s right. It’s nothing to worry about. Something every Collar goes through.” Alkaid’s paw was still soft, and it was still on Isaac’s wrist.


  “That explains why Rain jumped me in the shower.” Isaac said, And why I didn’t run away at first.


  “He certainly had only the best intentions.” Alkaid nodded in agreement.


  “I should talk to him about it sometime.” Isaac mused, still looking into Alkaid’s eyes. The conversation they were having now was an excuse to keep staring at each other.


  “Good idea…” Alkaid trailed off at the end, as if the words were unimportant. He was leaning closer, and Isaac realized it was both of them moving. Their faces nearly touched, the whiskers on Alkaid’s muzzle tickled Isaac in a familiar way.


  Isaac knew what was happening. They both knew. They had been moving closer to each other ever since they left the restaurant. Now they were standing as close as they could without touching, and they were inching ever closer still. Even if the feelings he had, the desire to touch Alkaid, the flutter in his chest and the tingle on his skin, were not his feelings, but Tyloki’s, he still felt them. Knowing it wasn’t his desire didn’t deter him. The world around them was gone. Isaac would normally have been embarrassed, he wouldn’t have kissed anyone in public, much less a male cat. But now he didn’t care.


  They didn’t touch, and instead they pulled apart as a figure came between them, confusingly, from over the side of the railing. Isaac turned to find a different cat’s muzzle in front of him. The cat who he’d been watching on the floor below, who had apparently now decided to eschew riding the elevator up to the third floor, and was instead vaulting with ease over the railing. Isaac and Alkaid were forced to each take a step back, to allow room for the cat to land.


  “Now what gives here?” The tiger joked as he looked down at Isaac. He stood quite a bit taller than the human or the house cat. “I saw you looking down at me, I saw the look in your eyes. And I come all the way up here to say hi, and who’s this then?” The tiger gestured a snowy paw at Alkaid, who smiled and waved.


  “I…what?” Isaac was dumbfounded. He wasn’t aware that the tiger had noticed him watching, and even if he had, he didn’t expect him to climb up and confront him like that. “What?”


  “It’s not every day a guy can catch the eye of a celebrity like yourself. I thought, ‘Hey, maybe he likes what he sees, I’ll go introduce myself.’” The tiger said with a glance back at Alkaid, who was smiling like an idiot. “Then I find you up here with some other cat. Just no decency in the world anymore, there isn’t.”


  Isaac still wasn’t sure what to say, so he stammered out nothing and made senseless hand gestures at the tiger.


  “If you’d like him, I lay no claim to him.” Alkaid held out his paws as if he was making an offering.


  “Alkaid! You can’t do that. You can’t just trade me off like that.” Isaac crossed his arms, catching on to what was happening.


  “I don’t see why not. Tyloki traded you to me, now I’m trading you to this fine looking gentleman.” Alkaid responded with a little nod of his head.


  “Maybe,” The tiger began slowly, and then he turned to look at Alkaid, “maybe he wants you involved too, Kitty-cat?”


  Alkaid chewed on his lip. “Is that it, you think?” He asked, looking up at the tiger. “Because I’m willing if you are, and if that’s what he wants…”


  “No, stop it. No one is trading me to anyone, and I don’t want either of you involved.” Isaac was lying a little bit. To be fair, he couldn’t tell how much of his attraction to the two was because of Tyloki, so he decided that it was all Tyloki.


  “I saw what you were about to do.” The tiger said, poking a finger into Isaac’s chest, jabbing an accusatory jab. “So you can’t backtrack that far.” The white cat’s prominent fangs were on display in front of Isaac.


  “I can vouch that we were about to kiss.” Alkaid added.


  “Which half did you want more?” The tiger asked Alkaid, taking a few sniffs of Isaac’s neck before leaning down, looking Isaac over more fully.


  “No, no no.” Isaac held out his hand, not wanting to push the tiger away, but wanting to block him at least. “I wasn’t looking. Alright, I was looking, but I was just looking, with my eyes. Seeing. Down in your general direction. I wasn’t looking at you.”


  “You sure?” The tiger grinned, undeterred by Isaac’s blocking hand. The side of his muzzle twitched.


  “Remember what we talked about, Isaac? It’s nothing to be ashamed of.” Alkaid interjected.


  A strange noise came from the tiger’s mouth, and the side of his muzzle twitched again. As Isaac wondered what it was, the tiger broke down into a full fit of laughter. His jabbing finger turned into a clasping paw on Isaac’s shoulder. “I’m sorry,” he managed to say between fits of laughing, “I can’t keep it up any longer. I thought I could hold on for longer than that, but it’s been awhile since I’ve had to pretend to be a tough guy.”


  Alkaid looked disappointed. “I was going to play along as much as you needed. Actually, how much of that was a joke?”


  “Oh, Alkaid, you know, most of it. I’m on duty, after all.” The tiger gestured back down to the ground floor. “Isaac, everyone here knows your face. You ought to expect to get picked on.”


  “Just once, I wish I could go ten minutes without being confused here.” Isaac complained.


  “Aw, I was just playing a joke on you, that’s all. I recognized you, saw you looking at me, decided to have some fun. I’m on guard duty down there, and it gets mighty boring.” The tiger held out his paw to shake. “Name’s Shir. My Collar is that unpleasant fellow in the lobby with no sense of humor. Greets everyone with a scowl.”


  Isaac shook the tiger’s paw, a firm shake, and then they dropped. He was beginning to develop a liking for the feel of fur on his skin. “It’s hard, everyone knowing who you are, when you don’t know anyone.”


  “That’s not true. You know Alkaid, Tyloki, and if you want, you could get to know me. That’s at least three. ” Shir smirked.


  “Don’t let him lie you to, Shir. He’s got friends of his own. He just likes to pretend that he doesn’t.” Alkaid said, and Isaac drooped his shoulders in response.


  He blushed as he straightened up his back and looked at Shir, lips spreading into a smile. “Maybe, if we get the chance, and if you think you can handle the guy who yoked Tyloki.”


  “Be careful now. You make it a challenge, and you might just pique my interest.” Shir narrowed his eyes but kept his grin broad.


  “I could get you to pique, no problem.” Isaac responded quickly, proud of himself.


  “You sure you’re ready to handle a big cat?” Shir asked. “Your brother thought Nanook was a handful, but he hadn’t come across me yet.”


  “I handled Tyloki just fine. Something tells me neither you or Nanook would be much of a problem.” Isaac boasted.


  The tiger stepped forward with his ever present smirk, paws reaching around to grab around Isaac’s bottom, giving a firm squeeze before lifting the human up to his tip-toes if he wanted to stay connected with the floor, the tiger’s whole head leaning in closer. “Bring it on, delivery boy” he taunted before going in to steal the kiss that was supposed to have been for Alkaid.


  Isaac was taken by surprise, and so he didn’t have a chance to move away until after the tiger kissed him. He pretended to spit and wipe his tongue off, faking as if he wasn’t at least a little interested, as he stumbled back and out of the tiger’s reach. “Alkaid, we should, uh, get going.”


  “In the middle of all this fun?” Alkaid sounded like he was holding back laughter.


  “Yes, in the middle of all this fun.” Isaac kept backing away, shaken by the unexpected desire the tiger’s kiss awoke in him.


  “Mmm. He still tastes fresh.” The tiger interjected lasciviously, the perverse comment only enhanced by the smirk. “Let me know when you’re up for it, delivery boy.”


  “Mostly Joking.” Alkaid mouthed in Isaac’s direction, hoping to let his pupil in on the joke before covering it up with a more serious question. “Do you think you could do me a favor, Shir?” Alkaid asked, instead of following Isaac in his retreat.


  “Whatever you need, Kitty-cat.” Shir turned his attention to Alkaid.


  “We need to get outside.” Alkaid said simply.


  “I didn’t see anything.” The tiger responded, crossing his arms as he watched Isaac walk away.


  * * *


  They were outside. He hadn’t been able to leave the Registry in months, and now he was finally outside. They had just walked right out, and Shir hadn’t stopped them. Being on a date with Alkaid had its perks, after all. It was a cool night, with a gentle breeze and a cloudy sky. The city streets were illuminated by countless Lightglass fixtures, screens, advertisements. They walked along, awash in myriad colors.


  “It’s no problem.” Alkaid said as Isaac took in as many deep breaths of fresh air as he could manage. “Shir owed me a favor. No one will know we were gone besides him.”


  “Won’t we get in trouble? Chase forbade me from leaving. He could…” Isaac trailed off.


  “He could what?” Alkaid asked, smiling as they walked. “It won’t be a problem.”


  “If you say so.” Isaac was willing to go along with Alkaid, the cat hadn’t led him wrong so far.


  “You’re free again, at least for tonight. What would you like to do with your time, Isaac? There’s a good human bar I know not too far from here. Perhaps some,” Alkaid looked around to see what was in the immediate vicinity, “ice cream? You haven’t really told me of your normal interests yet.” The walking, talking house cat with a sword questioned.


  “I think I’ve already had enough to drink.” Isaac groaned quietly. “I don’t really get out and do things very often.


  “There must be something you like”


  “I like the streets. They’re where I worked. I know my way around Lowtown better than anyone I know.” Isaac mused, thinking back to his days as a delivery boy. “Oh, there’s a market I used to go to. I haven’t been in awhile. It’s all the way in Lowtown, though.”


  Alkaid finally smiled with Isaac opening up more. “It’s your night, darling, lead the way,” he replied, playing up the role of the suave boyfriend.


  Ignoring Alkaid’s comment, Isaac started to lead the way as they walked through the city streets, towards Lowtown. The monorail could take them there a lot faster, but Isaac decided against it. This time of night, it would be packed, and he didn’t want to show his celebrity face to that many people in such a small space.


  From the top of the city, it was possible to see over the wall and a small way out into the wilderness beyond. It didn’t occur to him that the city walls were the same as the walls at the Registry, designed to keep him in as much as others out. “Have you ever been on the other side of the walls?”


  Alkaid looked up, over the walls, thought for a moment before answering. “I have. Sometimes, Registry business takes us out for one reason or another.”


  “I’d like to go sometime.” Isaac whispered, eyes fixed on the dark horizon, and the forests that trailed off into the distance.


  “It’s dangerous out there. Most people that leave the city take the monorail directly to their destination. There aren’t many towns without high walls. There are a few, but not many.” Alkaid exposited.


  “Danger doesn’t mean the same thing to a Collar as it does to a normal person.” Isaac didn’t realize that he had referred to himself as a Collar.


  “Thralls can pop up anywhere, but they appear out there more often than in here. You go out there, and you’ve got to be ready to fight them.” Alkaid’s paw rested instinctively on the hilt of his sword.


  “Why? I know we don’t know where Thralls come from, but there has to be a reason why. A purpose to them.”


  “Greater minds than ours have tried to figure that out. I say we leave it to them.” Alkaid suggested.


  “I was just thinking, if there were no Thralls, we wouldn’t have to fight anymore.” Isaac smiled at his suggestion. Tyloki wouldn’t be able to complain that he was weak if there was no one left to fight.


  The idle conversation continued as Isaac led the rest of the way to the market. It was a route he knew well, even in the darker streets, lit by Lightglass instead of the sun. It was a complicated path, one he thought he would have trouble explaining, but knew in his bones. At last, they came to a brightly lit alleyway that was booming with sound and activity. Shop stalls and booths lined both sides of the alley, and each booth held something more wonderful than the previous.


  “The Night Market.” Isaac held out his hand, displaying the market as if it was his creation.


  “I have to hand it to you, Isaac. This is a part of the city I’ve never been to before.” Alkaid said, presumably in awe of the market, or so it seemed.


  “That’s what happens when you live in the middle of town. You miss the best parts.” Isaac said as he led Alkaid into the throng.


  The cat followed close behind him. As they walked, they kept their eyes moving quickly from one thing to the next. One booth might hold ‘new age’ Lightglass art, a subtle way of reselling failed Lightglass fixtures and programs, while the next would have more traditional forms of art. Isaac found his eyes drawn to anything that glowed or flickered in any way, while Alkaid’s discerning eyes seemed only to connect with booths that were devoid of Lightglass entirely.


  Isaac stopped at a table on which were scattered old computer parts, LINK devices, and various other out of date bits and bobs. He inspected an old LINK, the same model he had when he was a kid, while the salesman spat out prices like an auctioneer. He had no intention of buying, but he didn’t mind looking at the old thing. The first person he had called on it had been Sera, even though she had been sitting right next to him. It was his first LINK and it made him feel like an adult. He didn’t have it long, it had gotten broken.


  He dropped the LINK and looked to see where Alkaid had gotten off to. The cat was looking closely at an expansive booth which was showing off an impressive selection of smithed weaponry. “You don’t use Lightglass in the construction?”


  “All of it is made by hand. Not in town, no, a few miles out. Little town there. But I come into the city to sell.” The smith said as he showed off some blades to the cat.


  Isaac sauntered over. “Find something you like?”


  “These blades are quite well made. Possibly better than the ones smithed at the Registry.” Alkaid held one of the blades out in front of him, testing the weight and feel.


  “I told you this place was great.” Isaac beamed, pleased that he had shown Alkaid something that impressed him. Looking past the cat, something caught his eye. A rack of short blades, designed for throwing. Isaac only recognized them because of Riley. He slipped past Alkaid and lifted one of the daggers. Bladed weapons still felt wrong in his hands, but he wondered if Riley would like them. “Alkaid, what about these? Are they well made?”


  Alkaid’s ears perked when he heard his name, and he put down the sword he was holding. Scurrying over to Isaac, he looked the daggers over, felt them, even pretended like he was going to throw one, much to the chagrin of the smith. “Couldn’t do much better.” The cat reported, and he returned to his fascination with the sword from before.


  The Shopkeeper smiled as his wares were given a positive review by the cat who seemed to know a thing or two about fine quality classic weaponry. “How cute. A boy and his indicia, You look new, I’ll cut ya a deal, and you’ll know where to return and send your friends for the best classic steel in the city.”


  Isaac bought the set, and he arranged to have them delivered to the Registry. A gift to help smooth over the tension. He hadn’t seen any of his friends since the last time he had stormed off. A gift for Dominic and Miria wouldn’t hurt, either. He would have to keep his eyes open.


  Moving on from the weapon booth, they didn’t stop again until Alkaid abruptly halted, gaze fixed on a table displaying old porcelain. He walked over and leaned close, holding a paw out but not touching. Isaac walked over and reached out to pick up the teapot, but Alkaid slapped his hand away. It was a white set with blue trim.


  “This is quite a nice set.” Alkaid crooned.


  “Uh, sure, I guess. I’ve never really been into this sort of thing.” Isaac yawned, hoping to get back to their exploration soon.


  “It’s art. You don’t see much of this anymore, but in my younger days, it was more common. These days, everything is polished metal and Lightglass.” The cat was enamored with the porcelain tableware.


  “Do you want it?” Isaac asked, grasping at his LINK around his wrist.


  “No, I’d have nowhere to put it. But I have an idea. What about that girl you’re so interested in?”


  “Miria? I mean, Dr. Ross. I don’t know. Do you think she would like it?” Isaac leaned over the porcelain, his interest renewed with the prospect of pleasing Miria.


  “You don’t know anything about females, do you?” The cat questioned, pointing at the set. “Of course she’d like it.”


  “I’ll take this set.” Isaac spat immediately, pointing at the entire tableware set in front of them.


  They moved on again after Isaac set up another delivery to the Registry. It occurred to him that he didn’t know where Miria lived, so he had it delivered to his room. He made a mental note to figure out her address sometime, with the caveat that he not sound like a stalker.


  Their next stop was Isaac fault. He stopped when his attention was caught by a small cardboard box on the edge of a table. The table was home to various old games, and the box was full of old trading cards. He walked closer and thumbed through some of the stacks. “I used to play this game.”


  “What sort of game was it?” Alkaid asked, looking at the cards. They had pictures on them, each card displaying an image of what it was. Weapons, magic spells, technology, creatures.


  “A sort of combat card game. It liked this game because you could collect real cards, but still play the game online. You didn’t have to go out.” Isaac spoke softly, a sense of sadness pervading his speech. “But I didn’t have it very long either. Just when I started collecting the cards, my dad decided it was a waste of time, money. So he threw them out. He didn’t even sell them, he just threw them away. They were there in the trash can, and I could’ve gotten them out, but I knew what would happen if I touched them.”


  “So you let them go.” Alkaid whispered.


  “Fighting for them wouldn’t have been worth it. I would’ve lost the fight and the cards both.” Isaac shrugged helplessly.


  “You should buy them. Sometimes we can’t get things back until we stop fighting for them, and just let them go.” The cat’s voice was still comforting, his paw brushed gently on Isaac’s hand.


  Isaac looked away, not wanting Alkaid to see the tears that were forming in his eyes. He wasn’t used to thinking about his father often, much less talking about him. Showing Alkaid his tears now would ruin the whole night, so he tried to wipe them away on his shirt sleeve without the cat noticing. If Alkaid did notice, he didn’t say anything.


  For years, Isaac had been living in the shadow of his father, even though the man was long gone. Holding the cards in his hands felt like the first tangible proof that he was free. Perhaps he had been hiding from nothing for too long. He’d let his father dictate what he would do with his life, even when he wasn’t there. There was a part of him that was afraid to buy the cards, irrational as it was. It felt wrong, like he was doing something bad. Alkaid’s paw was on his hand, but his could still feel his father’s hand, too.


  The cat nodded, without saying anything else. Isaac smiled, and the feeling of doing wrong shattered. He held up the box and bought the set.


  “We should be getting back.” Isaac said to Alkaid as they walked away, box of cards tucked under his arm. “It’s getting late.”


  “To my place, or yours?” Alkaid asked with a devilish smirk.


  * * *


  As Alkaid poured Isaac yet another glass of alcohol (lemon drop martinis, now), Isaac wondered how they had ended up in the cat’s room. It wasn’t his first thought about Alkaid’s home at the Registry, though. His first thought was that Alkaid lived in relative luxury for a mere visitor from another world. It was a peculiar thing, Alkaid didn’t share a room with Archer, like most Indicia and Collars shared their space. Alkaid had an apartment entirely to himself, another oddity. Most Collars had to share a common living space with their comrades.


  Now Isaac was on the cat’s couch, in the cat’s living room, drinking the cat’s drink, wondering how he had gotten there. It wasn’t that he didn’t remember the series of events that had led to the moment. Dinner, a walk, the trip to the Night Market, then a quiet stroll back to the Registry, amicable conversation, and though Isaac was loathe to admit it, a fair bit of enjoyment. It wasn’t the particulars he was confused by, but instead, the night as a whole boggled him. At dinner, he had eyed Alkaid with skepticism, and his plan had simply been to make it through the night alive.


  Somewhere along the line, most likely after his first glass of wine, he had forgotten his plan, and instead of simply getting through the night, he had begun to enjoy it. He realized it as he took the glass from Alkaid’s paw and leaned back on the couch, careful not to spill. It surprised him, mostly. Confusion mixed with surprise. Pleasant surprise.


  As they talked, their drinks disappeared, as did the distance between them. The couch was large enough for them to sit with space between them, but every few minutes, whenever there was a dip in the conversation, one of the two would slide closer to the center. It was cold, Isaac told himself, and the warmth the cat provided would help keep him comfortable. In truth, neither had forgotten where they had left off earlier, in the Atrium.


  Isaac had completely lost track of time, and a very comfortable buzz was fogging his head, just enough to keep him from thinking about any of his many worries. He could think about Alkaid, who was sitting very close to him now. The cat’s scent, enjoyable, light and sweet and with that same ethereal quality that all Indicia had. The black and white fur pattern on his muzzle, which complemented the suit quite well. The conversation was still ongoing, but the words didn’t matter anymore.


  They were close again, and Isaac was looking into Alkaid’s eyes, their gazes tightly locked. The cat’s eyes were beautiful, so unlike a human’s, haunting and jewelike. The eyes were drifting closer. Maybe it was intentional, maybe it wasn’t, Isaac didn’t know, didn’t care. The faint prickle of whiskers on his cheeks, on his lips. On second thought, he did know. He wanted it. Or maybe it was Tyloki that wanted it, but it felt the same. He felt like he wanted Alkaid. The slightest movement forward, even easier than the time he had kissed Rain, and their lips were touching. Everything changed.


  Alkaid pressed his lips against Isaac, and as Isaac returned the pressure, the cat placed his paws on Isaac’s chest. A gentle push, Isaac slid backwards, down, and Alkaid followed him, keeping their lips locked. His mouth opened, and the rough tongue slipped in, scratching and tickling. Isaac pressed his own tongue back against Alkaid’s muzzle, into his mouth, brushed along his sharp teeth. The paws pressed down on his chest just hard enough to keep him pinned. But he didn’t plan to leave, not this time.


  One paw began fumbling with a button on Isaac’s shirt, and Isaac’s hands began to slide Alkaid’s suit jacket off. It was tossed on the floor somewhere. A few buttons undone, and skin was exposed. Isaac gasped through the kiss as pointed claws raked against his bare flesh. His own hands moved on Alkaid’s shirt buttons, making short work of them. The cat shrugged the shirt off as he finished. Isaac’s own shirt was completely open now, both paws pressing down on his chest and stomach. The rough paw pads, the claws, the fur, Isaac didn’t want them to stop touching him. His own hands ran through the fur on Alkaid’s chest, savoring the feeling against his palms.


  This continued for a while, kissing and feeling each other, neither wanting to make the next move. Isaac assumed that Alkaid was being respectful, that he wouldn’t do anything else until he was sure he was ready. He would have to show he wanted it, before anything else would happen. His hands made their way down Alkaid’s stomach, found the belt, started working. Wordlessly, they both knew what they wanted. The cat’s belt didn’t put up resistance, and Isaac felt his pants loosen around his waist as Alkaid unbuckled his belt. The leather was tossed aside, the buttons were next. All the while, their mouths met, tongues entwined, breathing each other.


  None of Isaac’s time with Tyloki had ever felt like this, it had never resembled this. In the pit of his stomach, the boy longed for a different Indicia, someone who he had a better connection with. Someone he could do this with. That desire drove him forward, as if joining with Alkaid now would change what events had already come to pass. A part of him wondered if anything happened when a bonded Indicia had sex with another bonded Collar, but he’d heard enough stories in passing to assume that it wouldn’t be a problem.


  Nimble paws made their way into his waistband, tantalizingly stroking his skin through his skivvies. They tugged downward on his pants, and Isaac lifted his waist just enough to let them go. Leaving the pants around Isaac’s knees, Alkaid’s paws slid back up the boy’s thighs.


  Isaac mimicked Alkaid, slipping his hands into the cat’s waistband, but instead of finding fabric, he found fur. The side of his hand brushed against Alkaid’s sheath. Here it was, he couldn’t go back after this. He didn’t want to go back. He grasped the sheath in his hand, gave it a gentle squeeze, gasped as Alkaid wrapped his paw around his own length, through the cloth. The kiss broke, and Alkaid raised his head just enough so that they were eye to eye. Isaac didn’t know what the cat saw in his eyes, but he wondered if it was anything close to the storm of emotions he was feeling.


  Alkaid nodded his head, and Isaac nodded in return. They smiled at each other, and the kiss resumed. The cat took a moment to pull his pants down, leaving them around his knees as well. Isaac felt to the top of the sheath, and wrapped his hand around the length that he found there. It was unlike a human’s, unlike Tyloki’s. Considering Tyloki’s apparent similarities to a wolf’s anatomy, Isaac assumed Alkaid was similar to a regular cat. Warm and naturally slick, it felt nice in his grasp. He didn’t want to let go.


  Soft paws slid his shorts down, and groped at his length as it sprang free. Time was still lost to them, and Isaac melted in Alkaid’s paws. His own hand worked absently at Alkaid’s length, playfully, without ambition. Alkaid was stroking his length firmly, and he had to bat the cat’s paw away when he felt a tingling start to build up.


  The cat smirked at him and took no offense, instead stroking gently the sensitive skin around Isaac’s groin. Both human and cat glanced down as they were interrupted suddenly, a quiet song playing from Isaac’s pant’s pocket. His LINK was ringing. He wondered for only a second who was calling before he decided to let it go to messages. Taking advantage of the short pause, Alkaid finally drew back from Isaac, sitting up.


  Isaac reached out for Alkaid, wanting to pull him back down on top of him, to continue kissing him. It was cold without him close. But Alkaid didn’t intend to keep Isaac cold for long. He shifted down along the couch slightly, and pulled Isaac’s pants the rest of the way off his legs, dropped them on the floor. He wrapped his paws around Isaac’s ankles and lifted his legs into the air, resting them on his shoulders.


  The cat then positioned himself so that his length met with Isaac’s rear. The boy’s heart beat rapidly, part worry and part lust. He gasped when he felt Alkaid’s slick length against him. The only experience he had to call on for reference was Tyloki, and that was a memory he wanted to lose. He pushed it from his head, ignored the thought. The alcohol helped.


  “I would tell you to relax, but I gather it wouldn’t make a difference.” Alkaid whispered, rubbing his paws from Isaac’s legs up his chest.


  “I’d still like to hear it.” Isaac whispered back.


  “Relax, it’s okay.” Alkaid reassured.


  Isaac’s lips spread into a smile. His first time with Tyloki had been a display of dominance, of aggression. This was by choice, not for proof of ownership, but something else. Something he was afraid to name. Alkaid started to push against him, the cat’s tip started to slip inside. There was a time when he would have winced at the pain, but in truth, it was less painful than some of the injuries he had gotten training. Even still, Alkaid moved carefully, gently, mindful of Isaac’s concerns.


  As more of Alkaid’s length slid inside, the cat slid one of his paws down Isaac’s leg, back to his groin. The silken paw wrapped around the boy’s length, which throbbed at the contact, but the paw remained still. The cat kept his eyes on Isaac as he pushed in, no doubt ensuring that he was taking it slow enough. Isaac thought he was being too slow. He squirmed down against Alkaid.


  Isaac had a feeling he would regret squirming as he saw the smirk that overtook Alkaid’s muzzle. The cat picked up the pace, and before long, his furred sac rested against Isaac’s rear, hilted to the sheath. Isaac breathed deeply and slowly, adjusting to the feeling of the cat inside him. Luckily, Alkaid wasn’t nearly as large as Tyloki, and he didn’t have a knot. Two points in the cat’s favor.


  And as the cat started to slide out for the first time, Isaac felt empty. Empty. Like it wasn’t his natural state. Either way, he wanted Alkaid to keep going. He wasn’t afraid, he didn’t feel guilty. He was ready. He didn’t protest as the cat started to push back in, or when he pulled back out once more. He didn’t argue as the cat picked up the pace, and started to slide his paw along Isaac’s length.


  Alkaid’s breathing was labored, and Isaac was relatively sure it was the first time he had noticed the cat trying to catch his breath. Even during training, Alkaid never wanted for anything. Now the cat sounded like any other person, huffing and panting as he picked up speed. Once more, time fell away, lost to Isaac. All he knew was warmth and fur and the slickness inside of him.


  Isaac’s legs were moved to the side, and Alkaid leaned forward, pressing his lips to Isaac’s again, and the kissing resumed. Together they writhed and panted, experiencing each other. At some point, Alkaid started making noises. Or maybe the moans were coming from Isaac. He couldn’t tell. The cat was moving so fast. There was a slapping noise each time he hilted. The paw was moving so quickly, Isaac’s own finish was close. He could feel it. He would’ve told Alkaid, but that would have meant breaking the kiss.


  Isaac pulled Alkaid down tightly on top of him as he felt himself going over the edge. His seed shot onto his chest, dripped onto his belly, trapped between his skin and Alkaid’s fur. His body tensed, and Alkaid needed only a few more thrusts before he pushed in one last time, throbbing powerfully as Isaac could feel the cat’s seed fill him, a surprisingly feeling of satisfaction taking over the human’s thoughts, pulling the cat in closer for one more kiss.


  One more kiss turned into many more as the two remained close, sharing in their afterglow. Once or twice Isaac thought that the cat was pulling back, that he was going to climb off of him, but he held on tight, arms wrapped around Alkaid’s back. Even as the cat slipped from his rear, and the euphoria faded away, Isaac kept Alkaid close. Their kissing slowed, eventually stopped, as Alkaid rested his soft muzzle on the side of Isaac’s neck. Isaac closed his eyes, slowly running a hand up and down the cat’s back. He thought that Alkaid might have fallen asleep on top of him, but he didn’t notice as he started to fall asleep himself shortly after.


  * * *


  At first, Isaac didn’t move when he woke in the morning. Alkaid was still asleep atop the boy, and Isaac didn’t want to wake him. It helped that Isaac was more comfortable than he would have cared to admit. He felt no different than if he were laying under a regular house cat. The drunken haze from the night before had lifted, and mercifully, there were no signs of hangover. Isaac had been under the belief that he had drunk enough to forget what was happening the night before, but he remembered with clarity. It didn’t bother him as much as he expected, either. So far, the entire morning was taking him by surprise. Nothing was what he expected.


  Alkaid shifted, murmured. Isaac ran his hand down Alkaid’s bare back. Inside, he expected to feel different, like something had changed. He didn’t feel different. He still felt like Isaac, the same person he had always been. Maybe his desire for Alkaid had been his own all along, or perhaps Tyloki’s emotions were already blending with his, subtle and unnoticeable. It didn’t matter. What did matter was what had happened. He made the decision to sleep with Alkaid, not Tyloki. There was no blame, and no credit due, to the wolf.


  Isaac wanted an epiphany. He longed for a moment that he could pick out as the moment when he changed. It was now, on a couch and under a cat, that he finally realized that change in one self is almost always unnoticeable. Ever since he had met Tyloki, he had been changing, not just because of the transference. It was because he had started living again when he made the pact with Tyloki. At the time, he felt like there were no other choices, but that was just an excuse. His life had changed because he made a decision to let it change. He had changed because he chose to.


  He couldn’t blame Tyloki for that. He couldn’t blame anyone. And now here he was, changed, and yet still the same. It scared him, the thought of not knowing who he would be in a month, a year. But you never know who you will be, down the road. All you can do is take control of who you are in the moment. If Isaac wanted to avoid becoming like Tyloki, he would have to keep a clear head and pay attention to what he was doing, all the time.


  Isaac knew now what a functional relationship with an Indicia could be like, and though he didn’t have that with Tyloki, at least he knew what to strive for. After all, if Tyloki was going to be changing him, he would have to do his best to try and change the wolf right back. It would be a contest, a competition of wills. Isaac had never been one to back down, even when he knew he would lose.


  And in the thought of this new battle with Tyloki, Isaac found something he hadn’t felt in months. He found hope.


  Alkaid stirred, mumbled something that Isaac didn’t hear. Ran his paws down Isaac’s chest before sitting up. In the light coming through the window, Isaac could see Alkaid better than in the dark of night. The cat normally hid most of his body with a hoodie, and he wore clothes more often than any other Indicia. Now Isaac could see the black and white pattern that colored his face carried through down his neck and body, swirled and spotted in a random mix. And where Alkaid’s face was pristine, innocent, and youthful, the rest of his body told a different story. Myriad scars were scattered chaotically about his body, across his back and chest, arms and legs, silently speaking of the sort of life Alkaid had led. There were both large and small scars, appearing to have been caused by numerous different types of weapons and attacks.


  Alkaid didn’t say anything as he saw Isaac looking him over. He quietly stood and retrieved a hoodie from the closet. With Alkaid now clothed, Isaac felt awkward being naked, so he scrambled around the room, gathering his discarded garments. Neither of them spoke as he dressed.


  “I…” Isaac wanted to say something to Alkaid, but he couldn’t come up with anything worth saying.


  The cat gave him a nod, stood close to him. “It’s never easy. Even if it looks easy from the outside, you still have to fight.”


  “I wasn’t…” Isaac started to say with a shake of his head, but Alkaid cut him off.


  “I mean humans. You were made to fight. You start out weak, and you fight to get stronger. To become better. Change doesn’t have to be bad. Fighting doesn’t have to mean combat. Indicia, we’re born strong, our purpose is not to grow, but to help you grow. Transference isn’t meant to take you over, it’s meant to help you.”


  Alkaid leaned forward, stretched up, and pressed his lips to Isaac’s. It was a slower, more passionate kiss than what they had shared the night before. Before, it had been driven by lust. Isaac didn’t know what drove this kiss, but he kissed back all the same. Whatever it meant, he could deal with later..


  The cat pulled away and took a step back. “I’ll give you the day off of training, since your training last night went so well.”


  Isaac couldn’t help but chuckle, but he was grateful for the day off. He thought he would need it, after what he had been through. He needed to talk to someone about what had happened. The benefits of having friends. Of course, he would be embarrassed, but it would be worth it. He pulled out his LINK to send a message to Riley, to ask him to meet for breakfast.


  As the screen powered on, it flashed a notice about a pending message. Isaac remembered the LINK ringing the night before, while he was busy. He pressed play and held the LINK to his ear.


  “Isaac? This is Alissa, Alissa Avery. I work security at InCorp, remember? Why am I asking a question to an answer machine? Anyway, if you remember me, then you must remember that there were some details about the InCorp Incident a few months ago that didn’t add up. Well, I was looking into it, and I found some…something. I don’t want to talk about it with anyone at InCorp, and I don’t want to talk about it over the phone. You were there with me, so you’re the only person I really trust on this. You’re the only person who knows what it was like in there. We need to meet so we can talk. Isaac, there’s something going on. Call me back.”


  Isaac pressed the button to call Alissa back without hesitation. It rang a few times before she picked up. “Hey Alissa, this is Isaac. You called last night…”


  “Isaac, thank God you called me back. Can you meet me at my place?” Alissa asked in a hushed voice.


  “Why are you whispering? What’s going on?” Isaac asked, but he turned to Alkaid. I have to go, he mouthed, and Alkaid gave a nod and a wave.


  Isaac started for the door as Alissa responded. “Still can’t talk about it on the phone. There’s someone I want you to meet.”


  “Send me your address. I’ve got something I need to do first. I’ll be there as soon as I can.” Isaac said as he exited into the hallway.


  Isaac had his own suspicions about what had happened at InCorp, but his were leveled at Canaan, not at InCorp itself. If Alissa had uncovered something about what happened, it was possible that it would help make sense of what Canaan was up to as well. Either way, he didn’t think there was very much to lose by going to meet with her. He wondered who it was she wanted to introduce him to. But to go meet Alissa, he’d have to meet Canaan first.


  [This is rich.]


  What’s that?


  [You don’t hate yourself, even after what you did last night.]


  You’re supposed to leave me alone while I’m with Alkaid.


  [I can’t help it if you can’t stop thinking about it.Besides, I agreed to leave you alone while training. What you were doing last night was not training.]


  You’re wrong.


  [You keep telling yourself that.]


  Isaac smiled as he walked down the hall. He was different now. Sleeping with Alkaid had been voluntary and enjoyable. He was stronger and more able, and he wasn’t chained down by the past. He knew the changes were just beginning, but he had hope now. One thing at a time. Today, he would meet with Alissa.


  And tomorrow, well, he would worry about that when it came.


  Chapter 11 – Accumulate


  “Start from the beginning.” Canaan instructed as he settled into his high backed leather chair, shifting around and getting comfortable. Around the sides of the chair, Isaac had an exquisite view of the city below. From a distance, the city of Bastion resembled a mountain, and Canaan’s office was the peak. Past the city walls, Isaac could see the once blasted lands, glowing in the daylight, stubbornly returning to life. Young forests ran along into the distance, growing young trees, another step along the way on the long road to recovery. Today the view was obstructed by a pallor in the sky, which was drizzling rain over the entire city.


  “You were there.” Isaac repeated, noticing that his chair, on the front side of the extravagant desk, was nowhere near as comfortable (or large) as Canaan’s chair. The desk was particularly large, made from a combination of glass, metal, and natural wood. Isaac shook his head as he looked at the trees far outside the city walls. The introduction of synthetic wood as a construction material had helped in the repopulation of the forests, but some people with a taste for the finer things still demanded the real deal.


  “I’m not a part of the story. I need you to start at the beginning and tell me everything.” Canaan spoke calmly, obviously pleased that Isaac had finally come to talk to him.


  “You’re a part of the story. I saw you there. Unless you have a twin brother, then we both know you were there.” Isaac replied, unwilling to budge. One of the few memories he had of the time leading up to the Thrall attack on InCorp was of seeing Canaan.


  [Who cares if he was there?]


  I don’t know, I think he is up to something. I can’t say what, but why else would he lie about being there?


  [Who cares?]


  If you don’t care, then shut up.


  “Even if I was there before the attack, I wasn’t there during. That’s why I need you here. I think that InCorp is up to something, and you may be the only person who can help me prove that.” Canaan sighed and leaned forward, crossing his hands on the desk.


  See? He practically admitted he was there.


  [I ask again…]


  “I used to work there. How do you know I’m still not loyal to them?” Isaac asked, looking around the rest of the office. It was massive, more of a throne room than an office. The elevator led to a small reception room before the entrance into the chamber. Most of the walls were shining black marble, simple and elegant. A bookcase stood out along the right hand wall, seemingly out of place in the sparsely decorated office.


  [Chase is known for his love of literature. They belong to him.]


  And the rest of the office, that would be Canaan’s influence?


  [This office has been the same since the Registry was built. Directors come and go…]


  I don’t understand.


  “You’ve never been loyal to them. You blame them for your father’s death, don’t you?” Canaan stated bluntly, eyes boring into Isaac.


  “You’re wrong. I’m grateful to them for Edgar’s death.” Isaac corrected.


  [You enjoyed saying that. Maybe you’re a little sadistic after all.]


  Don’t get confused. I’m glad he’s dead, sure. I still would have preferred a good father.


  Canaan looked surprised, but Isaac didn’t buy it. Everything the man did was an act, an attempt to manipulate something or someone. He recognized the type. The director changed tactics. “They did nearly kill you, and if I’m not mistaken, your sister and step father. Sera and Roy, correct?”


  A flash of anger filled Isaac as he thought of the AI that had attempted to kill everyone in the building. Almost.


  Because we stopped it.


  [I stopped it.]


  “That wasn’t InCorp, it was a mistake.” Isaac said.


  “What if it wasn’t?” Canaan suggested.


  “What could InCorp get out of killing most of their employees?” Isaac asked, leaning forward. Canaan was crazy if he thought the AI was functioning properly.


  “Not what could they gain by killing those people. What did they stand to lose, if they didn’t?” Canaan mused.


  “Nothing. I saved everyone, and killed the Thrall, too. The AI was designed to protect Harland Sharp, it didn’t try to purge the building until we got him out. It was a mistake.” Isaac insisted.


  [A simple theory.]


  Often correct.


  “An AI of that design would have cost millions of dollars to design and implement. How likely would they be to simply forget about it being integrated into the building security system?” Canaan pressured.


  “It was a secret project to begin with. Alissa didn’t know about it, and it seemed like Parker didn’t either.” Isaac explained.


  “Parker was there, that’s right. What did he do?” Canaan asked with renewed interest.


  “He wanted to wait for help. From you, from us.” Isaac gestured to the room. “Collars.”


  “If he knew about the AI purge, there’s no way he would want to sit and wait. So perhaps you’re right, it was a secret, at least the security team didn’t know it was there. That doesn’t absolve the executives. They still had to know.” Canaan was set on his theory about corruption at InCorp.


  “Alright, if you’re sure they had something to lose, what was it?” Isaac took Canaan’s obvious bait.


  “I haven’t a clue. Also troubling is how the Thrall got into the building in the first place.” Canaan changed subjects, trying to draw Isaac into his web of ideas and theories without any concrete evidence to back it all up.


  “That’s something I’ve been struggling with, too. Someone would have had to turn off the building’s defenses. Either the AI, which shouldn’t have been active until the Thrall was in the building to begin with, or someone at InCorp.” Isaac was pleased to find they did at least have some common ground.


  “So you agree that this appears to be InCorp’s doing.” Canaan smiled.


  “No. A mole at InCorp, someone on the inside could have turned off the defenses, leaving them open for an attack. And they could have turned on the defunct AI, too. A plan designed to shift the blame on to InCorp.” Isaac considered perhaps he was giving away too much of his own theory.


  “Who?” Canaan sounded genuinely curious.


  “I haven’t a clue.” Isaac sneered, crossing his arms. “That’s all I know. I can’t help you with this anymore. If you think that InCorp is up to something, talk to Harland Sharp. I always had the feeling he knew more about what was going on than he let on.”


  “I appreciate your help, Isaac. This conversation has helped me to confirm a few things I had suspicions about, and you raise an interesting theory of your own.” Canaan stood as he finished talking.


  Isaac stood as well, ready to leave the Director’s extravagant office. They shook hands over the desk, thought it was forced, cold. “In return, I’d like a favor.”


  “What is it, Isaac?” Canaan asked.


  “I want to leave the Registry, I need some fresh air.” Isaac demanded.


  “If last night is any indication, no one is stopping you, Isaac.” The Director smiled his hollow smile, and Isaac considered for a moment punching that smile.


  He kept his hand under control and took a deep breath. “Thank you.” He said through gritted teeth. He turned and started to walk towards the far away door, shoes striking loudly against the marble floor. The door opened automatically as he approached it, revealing Riley on the other side. Whatever reason Riley had for meeting with Canaan, Isaac didn’t feel like talking.


  “What’s up, Isaac?” Riley chirped as Isaac blew past him.


  Isaac put a hand up to wave at Riley, but otherwise, said nothing as he exited the office and the door closed behind him.


  Not wanting to waste any time, Isaac took the elevator straight to the first floor of the Registry, despite Tyloki’s protests.


  [You don’t even have a weapon. You don’t have my fire. All you can do is make barriers. What will you do if a Thrall attacks?]


  I’ll make barriers, I guess. Isaac thought as he rolled his eyes.


  [I am not bailing you out again.]


  I didn’t ask you to.


  The elevator doors opened and Isaac slipped out into the predictably crowded lobby. A horde of Collars squeezed past him, forcing their way onto the car. The door could hardly close, and Isaac wondered about the weight limit. If the brakes failed from the top of the Registry…He looked up through the center of the tower, all the way to the top. It was a long way up, and a long way down. Why did all the buildings in Bastion have to be so tall?


  [Outward expansion is difficult with immovable walls on the fringes of the city.]


  So we go up instead. Hmph.


  Isaac started heading towards the security checkpoint, kept his gaze skyward, and didn’t see Shir as he walked right into him. He shook his head and steadied himself, apologizing before he even realized who he had bumped into. The sabertooth had his arms crossed against his chest, and a displeased expression on his muzzle.


  “What do you think you’re doing?” Shir growled, leaning his fangs closer to Isaac’s face.


  “Sorry, Shir. I wasn’t watching where I was going.” Isaac explained, not backing away from the unhappy tiger.


  “Not that.” The tiger’s eyes narrowed.


  “Oh, well, I’m going to meet a friend. Director Canaan said it is okay for me to leave now.” Isaac said, looking for an opportunity to move around the large creature and continue on his way.


  Shir noticed Isaac’s intention to slip by, and made sure to siddle back and forth with the boy. “Not that, either.”


  “Then, what?” Isaac asked, looking around, confused.


  “Last night.” Shir raised one of his eyebrows, waiting for Isaac to understand.


  Isaac stared at Shir, dumbfounded, as he went through the previous night’s events, one by one. The only thing he could mean was…His jaw dropped and he punched the tiger on his upper arm. “How do you know about that?”


  Shir took a few seconds to react to the punch, as if it didn’t really hurt, and he was just playing along. He shook his arm in the air. “I just assumed. Now I know.” The tiger’s dumb grin returned to his muzzle.


  I have to stop falling for that.


  [That would require you to be less, what’s the word?]


  It’s not a good insult if you can’t think of the word.


  [Gullible?]


  Pardon me for taking possible threats seriously. That’s what you want me to do, isn’t it?


  [Stupid?]


  Oh, this is one of those conversations.


  [Slow?]


  Isaac punched Shir’s arm again, which merely made the tiger’s grin grow wider. “How was it?” He asked with a wink.


  “I’m not talking about it.” Isaac tried to hold back a blush, and he continued searching for a way to bypass the tiger. To the left, a gap large enough to slip by.


  “I’ll talk about it.” Tyloki said as he materialized behind Isaac, large paw wrapping around Isaac’s collar.


  “You weren’t there!” Isaac exclaimed as he was jerked back to the hulking wolf.


  “That’s inconsequential.” Tyloki growled, shoving Isaac back to where he had been standing before. “He had quite the enjoyable night.”


  “I’ll bet he did.” Shir smirked at Isaac, licked his lips.


  Isaac shook his head, and shuddered. “I’m still not talking about it.”


  “You know how gentle Alkaid can be. Too gentle, if you ask me.” Tyloki shoved Isaac again, for emphasis.


  Isaac managed to remain on his feet, but he suddenly felt like a kid waiting while the adults were talking. He crossed his arms and tapped his foot impatiently.


  “You should hear the noises he made.” Tyloki continued, lips curved with enjoyment.


  “I imagine I’ll get to hear them eventually.” Shir added with another wink at Isaac.


  Lunging forward, Isaac raised his arms up and threw his hands over Tyloki’s muzzle. Or, he tried to. His hands weren’t big enough to fit around the wolf’s open jaw, so instead of the muzzle, Isaac got a fistful of fangs. His eye twitched when he realized what he was holding. Tyloki looked down at him, smile faded from the edge of his mouth. His eyes spoke of his intent.


  Isaac knew it was a contest of speed, and he was glad now to have the combat training, the practiced reflexes he would need to get himself out of danger. He could already feel the muscles in Tyloki’s jaw moving to crush his fingers, he would have to move fast. Releasing his grip, he pulled his fingers out of the wolf’s mouth as quickly as he could. He felt the tips of the razor ivory graze against his skin as the jaw snapped shut.


  Inspecting the front and back of his hands, he found small cuts on the palms, just starting to bleed. Shaking his hands in the air, he glared up at Tyloki.


  “Don’t even complain. You put your hands in my mouth.” Tyloki cut him off, not even giving him a chance to protest.


  Isaac opened his mouth to complain regardless, but Tyloki’s paw clasped easily over his face, muzzling him. Point taken, Isaac crossed his arms and waited.


  “He’s still a fresh runt. Once I break him in, I guess I’ll pass him around.” Tyloki told Shir, whose eyes glinted at the words.


  “Actually, go ahead, talk away.” Isaac conceded, “I’ll just go ahead. Catch up when you’re done.”


  Isaac started to walk away, but Tyloki grabbed the back of the collar again, holding Isaac in place. He sighed, arms crossed, as he waited for Tyloki to let go. Neither Shir nor Tyloki were paying him any actual attention, instead focused on talking about their inappropriate things. The only reason Tyloki had to hold on to the collar was to display dominance. The paw slipped off of the collar and Isaac started to walk away again, bracing himself for the wolf to grab his collar once more. It didn’t happen. The Indicia ignored him as he walked away, seemingly to make him feel forgotten or abandoned.


  It didn’t bother him. He made a wide arc around the two, weaving his way through the crowd, and made a beeline for the entrance. He stopped when he heard someone call his name. Too many more distractions and he’d have to reschedule with Alyssa.


  “Good morning, Isaac. Well, good morning again.” Alkaid purred as he walked up beside Isaac.


  “Oh, uh, Alkaid. I was just heading out, so…” Isaac’s voice wavered, and he gestured towards the doors. He was so close to freedom.


  “I know, that’s why I’m here, actually.” Alkaid said with a sagely nod.


  It wasn’t what they had done together that made Isaac uneasy. It was the unknown thing, the undercurrent that drove the last kiss they shared that morning. It wasn’t lust, it had been…”Oh?” He kept his eyes on the doors, the rainy street outside, the people coming and going with impunity. Soon it would be him. He had waited months for the opportunity to leave freely. That along with the enticement of the mystery that Alyssa might be able to help him solve, it was enough to make him rock back and forth from one foot to another.


  “You haven’t been out there in awhile. Your popularity may have died down by now, but people still treat Collars differently than civilians. You have to remember to carry yourself with dignity.” Alkaid explained, though he made no extra effort to fight for Isaac’s attention.


  “Yeah.” Isaac said, still thinking about the first step through the door. It was raining outside, the rain would feel so good on his skin.


  “You’re still in the middle of your training, but if a Thrall were to show up, people would expect you to fight. You understand that, correct? And you are willing to fight?” Alkaid asked slowly, making sure to speak clearly.


  “Right.” Isaac said, and he glanced back at Alkaid. He saw that the cat was now holding something in his paws. He was extending it towards Isaac. As if he was supposed to take it.


  “Collar usually work in teams of two or three. It’s dangerous to go alone. Take this.” The thing in Alkaid’s paws was moved closer, waiting for Isaac to take it.


  It was a long metal pole, made up of three discrete segments. The finishing work on it made it smooth and glossy, and it reflected light well, but not enough to reflect an image. It was made up of a dark black metal, unusual in a city where most of the metal was made in white, silver, and chrome. Isaac didn’t have to think long to know what it was. The staffs he had been practicing with had been made of wood, but the one in Alkaid’s paws was still recognizable. Reaching out hesitantly, he accepted the weapon from Alkaid.


  The weight felt good in his hands. He lifted it up and down a few times just to get a feel for it. “This is mine?”


  “I had it made for you. One of the perks of the Registry.” Alkaid nodded, and Isaac could see the edges of a proud smile on his lips.


  “It’s kind of big to carry around everywhere, isn’t it?” Isaac asked as he looked along the length of the staff.


  “It’s retractable, and modified to attach to the usual sort of mag-holster you would find equipped in most tech armor. I know you like that high tech stuff. Personally, I would have gone for a basic stick, but I had it made for you, not me.” The cat sounded judgmental, but it was worth it for the gift he was giving.


  Isaac found a switch in the middle of the staff that, upon pressing it, caused the staff to quickly retract to the size of a thick baton. He slipped it around his back and got his first chance to use the mag-holster in his armor. The baton clung to his back as if it were hanging in a strap, but required no such attachment. With the weapon hanging readily on his back, he felt empowered. It had more to do with his training than the weapon, but in this case, the staff was a symbol of how much he had already changed.


  “Thank you.” Isaac said, truly grateful for the gift. Between the staff and the lighter in his pocket, and the magic in his fingers, he felt closer to a hundred percent than he had in months. Ever since the burnout.


  “It’s nothing.” The usually well composed cat glanced sideways as he spoke. “Isaac, your hands. They’re bleeding.”


  “It’s nothing.” Isaac echoed, shaking his hands in the air again. The pain from the scratches had already started to dull. He could wash his hands later.


  “Isaac.” Alkaid said simply, but he left it at that.


  What had been behind the kiss that morning?


  Isaac felt a brief urge to ask Alkaid, or worse yet, to kiss him again. It faded quickly, to Isaac’s relief. The two stared at each other in silence for a moment, before Alkaid released them. He gave an awkward sort of wave and started to walk away.


  “Be safe out there.” He said as he walked backwards, giving Isaac space to start walking his own way.


  Isaac wondered for a moment why Alkaid never vanished or appeared suddenly, like most Indicia did. He thought knew the answer already. With a small shake of his head, he turned and headed for the doors. He took a deep breath and stepped out into the world, truly on his own for the first time.


  The rain was cold, colder than he’d remembered. Then again, he had never intentionally gone out in the rain before. Maybe because rain was usually cold, and he didn’t like being wet. Before he had left, going out into the rain seemed like it would be refreshing or rejuvenating, but now he just felt damp. It would have been a better idea to bring an umbrella. Shivering, he tried to stick close to the sides of buildings, walking under awnings whenever possible. It didn’t help, he was soaked to the bone.


  [Should have brought an umbrella. First perk collaring you has ever provided. I can reside safely in here.]


  Oh, good. You’re back. Isaac thought as sarcastically as he could manage.


  [Sure is warm in here.]


  It’d be warmer with a little fire, don’tcha think?


  [You’re no more able to make a fire than I am.]


  Isaac pulled his lighter from his pocket, thumbed the roller, let it spark once. Of course it wouldn’t catch in the rain, but he still felt it got his point across.


  [I’ve called you a small candle before. That hasn’t changed.]


  Whatever you say, Ty. Isaac thought as he suddenly realized he wasn’t even sure where he was going. His muscles had simply been taking him towards the rail station. He checked Alyssa’s address on his LINK and realized that she lived close to InCorp. That made sense, she was a high ranked security officer there. He wouldn’t need to take the monorail. Great, he had been looking forward to the shelter from the rain. Now he would have to walk the whole way.


  [My name is Tyloki. Do not shorten it.]


  Isaac ignored the wolf for the moment. He looked up and found the name of the street he was walking on. He wasn’t too far from Alyssa’s, luckily. He turned at an intersection and corrected his course. He didn’t even need the GPS to find her place. Having a delivery route that took you over the entire city had its advantages. As he walked, he saw a group of people huddled under a Lightglass bus-stop.


  All you have is your barriers.


  It gave him an idea, and he felt like an idiot for not coming up with it sooner. With a small amount of concentration, he formed one his usual blue energy barriers directly above his head. It was rectangular, and so the wind still blew water into his face. He concentrated harder, trying to curve the barrier. It was something he thought he should be able to do, but so far, he had only made flat barriers. Somewhere inside him, it felt like it was in his chest, but he knew better, he could feel the magic pulling on his energy. He pictured the weak glowing orb that Tyloki had showed him in his own head. He had learned what it felt like when magic was being drawn from the sphere, from his…soul, for lack of a better word.


  The barrier curved down, forming a pulsing blue dome above his head, acting as a functional umbrella. Isaac actively ignored the strange looks the few bystanders were giving him.


  Umbrella magic. Being a Collar finally pays off.


  [I am truly astonished by the lengths to which you make your abilities useless.]


  And yet I have abilities to waste.


  [Yes, an umbrella will save us from the Thralls.]


  As he walked, Isaac found himself partially distracted by the drops of water bouncing off of his barrier. Each one was like a tap directly at his skull. They were light and weak, but noticeable. Maybe it wasn’t worth the convenience after all. For now, at least, he would put up with it. There wasn’t far left to walk.


  [You are still weak.]


  The rest of the trip passed without much disapproval from Tyloki, which Isaac considered as good as it gets. Eventually, he could see Alyssa’s building down the street. Looking at the building numbers and trying to figure out where exactly to go demanded more mental attention, and so the barrier faded. Isaac became wet again, after he had almost started to dry. He would have to work on multi-tasking. Alkaid had been pestering him to practice it, but he was always too tired at the end of the day to keep up with it.


  2508 Vincent Road.


  The building that Alissa lived in was peculiar in the city. Most buildings in Bastion were built high, to accommodate as much usable space as possible in as little square footage. The first floor of Alissa’s building had stairs leading up to apartments that made up the entire floor. A second stairwell by the front door led up into an upper lobby, which allowed access to the smaller, more affordable, less luxurious apartments. Alissa was at least paid well, to afford a first floor apartment. Actually, Isaac considered it closer to a house than an apartment.


  Isaac trotted up the stairs to 2508, and found the mail slot labeled Avery.


  Alissa Avery. Second officer of InCorp’s security force.


  Alissa had said that Isaac was the only person she trusted. That there was someone she wanted him to meet. He knocked on the door without hesitation, then tried the doorbell, as his heartbeat picked up. He was intrigued, to say the least.


  “Isaac?” He heard a woman call through the door.


  “Yeah, it’s me.” He replied, waiting for the door to open.


  “If it’s you, make one of those blue barriers in here.” Alissa sounded worried. Isaac had been unaware her paranoia had become this severe.


  “I don’t think I can do it without being able to see.” Isaac returned, becoming impatient now. He wanted to get out of the rain.


  “Through the mail slot, then.” Alissa said, and the mail slot flipped up, allowing Isaac to see the faux wood flooring directly inside.


  With a shrug, Isaac focused and created a small square barrier just inside the mail slot. He saw a hand reach out, touch the energy, press against it like glass. The slot flipped closed, the barrier shattered, and Isaac felt a sharp tug in his chest. Several thuds later, the door was pulled open. Alissa was standing in the doorway, wearing what appeared to be normal day clothes, but with a gun hanging from a shoulder holster. She looked tough, ready to defend herself and her home.


  “Sorry, I had to make sure it was you. You’re the only person that I know wasn’t up to something that night.” She said, gesturing for him to come inside.


  That night. He was never sure what to call it. The night of the burnout. The night of the Thrall attack on InCorp. That night.


  “How do you know that?” Isaac asked, stepping inside anyway.


  “Because you were with me. If you had other motives, you wouldn’t have helped me get Harland out. And you wouldn’t have…gone back in.” She said, closing the door as he entered. She locked several different locks before turning to face Isaac again.


  “I…we…I never had a chance to thank you, Alissa. We wouldn’t have been able to save everyone alone.” Isaac smiled awkwardly. He held out his hand to shake, but pulled it back before she could respond. They didn’t know each other well enough to hug. They had been through Hell together, and then they hadn’t talked in months.


  “It was nothing. I was really just trying to save myself.” She said, shaking her head. “But afterwards, I started looking into it.” She walked into the next room, and Isaac followed.


  The living room had a door at the back, it looked as if it led to a bedroom. There was a small kitchen, relative to the size of the apartment, separated on the corner of the living room. It reminded him of his own house. He hadn’t been home in months, and now that he was free, the first place he went wasn’t home. Things were different now.


  Roy and Mom probably think I’m just like Rufus. The men in our family sure have a knack for disappointing others.


  “You started looking into it.” Isaac said as he took a seat in the living room.


  There were several folders sitting on the table, disorganized, as if someone had been reading them frantically.


  “I didn’t find much for a while. There were no files I could access regarding the AI, and there were no leads on the errors with the defense systems.” Alissa explained, sitting across from Isaac. She looked around as she talked, her hand resting on the butt of her gun.


  “You said there was someone you wanted me to meet.” Isaac tried to steer the conversation.


  “I’m getting to that. See, there wasn’t much I could find, until I was talking to Chief Parker one day. He mentioned,” She looked around and leaned closer, whispering, as if someone might be listening in, “he mentioned that he didn’t want to look into the AI any further. Parker likes to be in control, if he didn’t know about something so big, so important, he would want to know about it.”


  “So? He just wasn’t interested.” Isaac was willing to play devil’s advocate to coax more information out of Alissa.


  “If he did know about the AI, he should’ve known that it would purge the building when Harland was brought to safety. So when he let us go find Harland, he either was gambling on us not succeeding, or had a back up plan.” She didn’t even consider the possibility that he hadn’t known about it beforehand.


  “If he didn’t know about it…” Isaac said, but Alissa shook her head.


  “Then none of this matters, and I’ll buy you dinner sometime.” She said to shush him up. “But if he did know, gambling on our failure with his life seems pretty drastic.”


  “So you think he had a back up plan. A way to turn off the AI?” Isaac asked, thinking back to how close the AI had come to purging the building with plasma.


  “If he did have a way to turn it off, he was taking his sweet time.” Alissa agreed with what Isaac was thinking.


  “So then he must have had somewhere…” Isaac started, but Alissa cut him off.


  “Somewhere else to go. Somewhere safe.” She said, glancing at the door to her bedroom.


  Isaac glanced too, but he didn’t know what they were looking at.


  “Alright. Where?” He asked.


  “I started pulling up building schematics for InCorp, looking for anywhere that might make a good panic room. The problem with that is that most rooms double as a panic room, if the defenses are working properly, and aren’t being overridden by lunatic AI.” Alissa pointed at the folders on the table.


  “So what did you find?” Isaac was getting tired of her need for him to ask for more information.


  “Nothing, really. Every inch of the building that I know about it also in the blueprints. So that was when I hit a dead end. I wanted to know more about the AI, but I was told it had been completely dismantled. I couldn’t find out any more about Chief Parker, he wouldn’t talk. There was nothing more I could do.” Alissa sighed, crossing her arms.


  “But that isn’t where the story ends.” Isaac assumed, waiting for whatever punchline might be coming.


  “Then I met him.” She said, standing up. “Or, more accurately, found him.” Alissa made her way to the bedroom door, and Isaac stood up to follow.


  Alissa pushed the door open gently, and Isaac leaned in through the opening. It was dark on the other side, but he could make out a bed, a nightstand, a small Lightglass nightlight fixture. There was clearly someone on the bed, though he appeared to be asleep.


  Isaac looked sideways at Alissa. “Who is it?”


  Biting her lip, she walked past Isaac, into the darkened room. He followed closely behind. Alissa stopped by the side of the bed and leaned down, close to the figure’s face. “He’s still asleep right now. He wakes up now and then. I found him…escaping, I think.”


  “Escaping from where?” Isaac whispered, mainly out of instinctive respect for the sleeping.


  “InCorp.” She said, shaking the man’s shoulder gently. He groaned, but it was quiet and hard to hear.


  Isaac’s heart skipped a beat. “You said he wakes up sometimes.”


  “He told me they were sedating him, to keep him from getting away.” She explained, moving out of the way so that Isaac could get closer.


  He walked up and looked at the sleeping man. He had wild brown hair, it hadn’t been cut in a while, and his facial hair looked unkempt, unshaven not by choice but by necessity. Most interesting was the purple band around his neck. He was a Collar.


  “He’s a Collar. I should get him back to the Registry.” Isaac said, looking over at Alissa.


  Alissa simply shook her head, making direct eye contact with Isaac. “No, he isn’t.”


  “Then…” Isaac looked down on the Vassal in the bed before him. He had heard about Vassals, but he had never met one.


  “He told me his name is Jensen, and he begged me not to tell the Registry he was here. I told him I wouldn’t. I promised.” She said, pleading with Isaac to go along with it.


  “Have…I met you before?” A weak whisper came from Jensen, whose eyes were slightly opened now.


  “No, I don’t think we’ve met before.” Isaac answered, not sure what he wanted to do. He wasn’t all that loyal to the Registry, and the Vassals had never done anything to him personally. But being a Vassal was illegal.


  “You’re…a Collar.” Jensen gasped, shifting away from Isaac slightly.


  “He’s a friend of mine.” Alissa reassured Jensen, nodding inquisitively at Isaac.


  Isaac smiled and nodded along with her. “Yeah, I’m a friend. Don’t worry, I won’t tell the Registry about you.”


  “I found Jensen hiding at InCorp. He needed my help to get away, because of how long they’ve had him sedated. They wanted to keep him from using his magic, and lockboxes are hard to come by.” Alissa said, placing her hand on Jensen’s hand to calm him.


  “When was this?” Isaac asked.


  “Yesterday. The sedatives should be completely out of his system soon. But I think that somebody has been following me since I found him. That’s why all the secrecy.”


  “Why were they holding you, Jensen?” Isaac asked, but Jensen shook his head.


  “He either doesn’t want to talk about it, or it’s too complicated to explain right now.” Alissa mused, “But this is proof that there is more going on than we know.”


  “I guess you’re right. I didn’t believe before that InCorp was at fault, but if they were holding someone captive…” Isaac admitted, it was pretty strong evidence. He still thought that Canaan was up to something. This just meant that both parties were in the wrong.


  “InCorp must have been holding Jensen for months, and I didn’t know about it. Which means he was being held somewhere I don’t know about. Understand?” Alissa asked, apparently hoping Isaac could keep up.


  It wasn’t a problem, Isaac did understand. “If he can tell you where he was held, you can figure out where Chief Parker was planning to hide from the AI purge. And if you find that out, you figure out just what’s worth hiding with an AI that destructive.”


  Alissa opened her mouth to reply, but instead, the building shook, and a deafening crash prevented Isaac from hearing what she said. Isaac and Alissa both turned towards the front of the apartment, where the noise had come from. Both of them were tense, Alissa’s hand was on her gun, Isaac’s was behind him, ready to grab his staff.


  “Stay here.” Isaac instructed, rushing through the door to the apartment’s main room. He tried to ascertain where the noise had come from. It appeared to be from the street. Through the window, he caught a glimpse of something black. He didn’t know if Alissa had obeyed, if she had stayed by Jensen’s side or if she had followed, gun drawn. He pulled his staff from his back, undid the locks on the door.


  [For once, you’re going in the right direction.]


  Towards danger?


  [Forward.]


  Outside, in the middle of the street, indifferent to the pouring rain, was a hulking black creature. It was two people tall, with unsettlingly long arm and leg shapes. A purple barrier pulsed lamely against the torrent of the rain, the same way Isaac’s barrier had. Purple etchings glowed in the tar-like skin of the Thrall. It let out another deafening screech, an impossible noise, one that Isaac couldn’t describe with words, and wanted never to hear again. A noise not issued by a mouth, Thralls lacked mouths, but simply from the creature’s being. Thralls spat in the face of existence.


  I know that Thrall.


  [I know that Thrall.]


  Standing before Isaac was the Thrall that had killed Jin, had destroyed his home, had forced him into the pact. It was the cause of everything. Isaac extended his staff to it’s full length. A tendril-like arm whipped out towards him, and he jumped off the side of the stairs, diagonally towards the street. He rolled as he landed, and scrambled to his feet. The Thrall’s tendril tore Alissa’s door off of it’s hinges, destroyed the door frame.


  The Thrall screeched again.


  It won’t get away, this time. I’m going to kill it.


  * * *


  An appointment to keep, that was what got him out of bed. It wasn’t that he wanted to get out of bed, he much preferred to sleep until the sun was high enough to wake him, and on this day, his narrowly opened eyes revealed no sunlight, only the gloom of a cloudy sky. He had agreed, however, to a meeting today. His arm was draped over a warm, furred figure that was still asleep.


  Indicia didn’t need to sleep, not in the real world, anyway. They could sleep, though, and it could be as pleasurable for them as for any human. He carefully pulled his arm back, not wanting to wake his partner. If the otter could sleep for a while longer, he should get to enjoy it. Stealthily slipping out of bed, a hand lingered on the furred shoulder for a moment before letting go. He leaned down and placed a kiss on the otter’s cheek, eliciting twitches from the whiskers.


  The rain and gloom appeared to have caused many Collars to sleep late, as evidenced by the relative quiet in the showers. Only the trickle of a few showers could be heard running, nothing in comparison to the storm that seemed to be looming outside, waiting to fall. Riley made his shower quick, he did have an appointment to keep, after all. Most days, he would linger in the showers with Rain, enjoying the warm water, the relaxing steam, and occasionally, the otter’s body. He didn’t feel embarrassed by showering with others, it was something he had been doing his entire life, even before meeting Rain.


  As for others watching them have sex, that only made it more exciting. There were others in the showers now, and he didn’t need Rain to get off. But it would be a waste to do it quickly. He would want to take his time. Riley shook those enticing thoughts from his head as he rinsed his body off. Today wasn’t a day to waste time. Part of him wanted to go straight back to bed, to climb in with Rain and get dirty all over again. But he’d promised.


  He forced his eyes forward, not taking glances at the others in the showers as he made his way back to his locker. He dried off quickly and got dressed. If he didn’t leave soon, he would get caught up in something, and he would definitely be late. He blamed Rain for his near constant interest in sex, but luckily it wasn’t something he couldn’t keep under control. When he needed to be serious, he could. It was just so easy to distract him. He glanced back as he left the locker room, hoping to catch a glimpse of something interesting. So very easy.


  Riley and Rain were well known for their lasciviousness. Most Collars just rolled their eyes and continued on their way if they saw the two fooling around somewhere inappropriate. Sometimes, the newcomers would stop and watch, sometimes they would be offended. Riley couldn’t keep the smirk off his face as he thought about it. Collars and Indicia were a lewd bunch, but Riley and Rain were near the top of the pack.


  The elevator ride up to the top floor of the Registry was a long one, and not many people would remain on the elevator for the trip all the way to the top. Luckily, the sparse population of the showers continued into the elevator, and Riley didn’t have to wait for it to stop at every floor on the way up. Floors for recreation, briefing rooms, offices, the hospital, R&D, and portal access, all flew by as the elevator rose.


  The doors opened to a chamber of black marble, a waiting room with a reception desk and several chairs off to one side. A heavily reinforced metal door led into Director Canaan’s office which, when locked, could only be opened again by Canaan or Chase. Riley approached the reception desk, waved to the receptionist. She had the look of a librarian, with short, feathery brown hair, big glasses, features that she seemed to pick specifically to make herself less attractive. It was debatable whether it worked or not, but Riley was at least willing to call her cute.


  Or she would be cute if she had a more genuine smile. The smile she gave was instead forced, like she had to smile non-stop for too many days, and her lips got stuck that way. Riley was used to her receptionist smile, and he had never seen her outside of work, so he never had a chance to check if she had a real smile hidden underneath. She waved back and gave her usual smile.


  “Director Canaan is busy right now. I see that you had an appointment, but the Director didn’t want to pass up the opportunity that arose.” The receptionist chirped. What was her name? Leah? Leia?


  “That’s okay, I’ll wait.” Riley said pleasantly with a nod. Taking a look over at the waiting area, he realized that he had never been made to wait before. Only the slightest annoyance at the situation crossed his mind before he shrugged and took a seat. The table in front of him had nothing on it, no newspapers or magazines.


  Call me old fashioned, but there should be magazines.


  Rain must have still been asleep, as no answer came. Still, there was a familiar hum in his head that let Riley know that Rain was still there. He crossed his legs, sat back in the chair, tried to get comfortable. Comfort didn’t happen. He sat forward, leaning on his legs, instead. He checked the table again, still no magazines. His fingers were fidgeting with each other.


  “Do you know how long it will be?” Riley asked Leah or Leia.


  Leah or Leia just shook her head, but she did give him a sympathetic look. He settled back into the chair again. Slipping his LINK off of his wrist, he scanned the news headlines. None of them were interesting, he had known about them all before they were news headlines to begin with. Still no headlines about the disappearances. That was a blessing. Keeping that quiet was hard enough as it was. Keeping people calm if they knew about it would be near impossible.


  Near impossible? No, worse than that.


  Leah or Leia was staring at her Lightglass screen, not paying Riley much mind. He wondered how much longer it would be. Bored with the news, he put his LINK back around his wrist and started to tap his foot on the ground.


  He knew he was impatient, but he tried to be positive about it. There just wasn’t much to do. It was a particularly boring room, to have nothing in it that Riley could distract himself with. Distraction was usually so easy to find.


  [We could always have some fun.]


  It would be indecent. Leah or Leia is watching.


  [It’s Leia.]


  Leia is watching.


  [Doesn’t look like she’s watching to me. She’s too busy on that computer screen thing.]


  I think she’d notice.


  [Even better.]


  We were at it just last night. You’re insatiable.


  [It’s not just me.]


  Riley found himself fidgeting even more than before, now that he was in a battle of wills with the otter. Mercifully, Leia smiled and waved at him. He stood and walked over to her desk.


  “Director Canaan is just about ready.” She gestured towards the door.


  The large door opened soundlessly, and Riley was surprised to see Isaac coming through. “What’s up, Isaac?” Riley chirped as Isaac blew past him.


  Isaac looked unhappy, which wasn’t a surprise. Riley knew about his distrust for Director Canaan, and he couldn’t really blame him. The reason he was friends with Isaac was because Canaan had assigned him to follow the boy. He had even recruited Isaac to the Registry at Canaan’s behest. The Director hadn’t given Isaac much reason to trust him, even if Isaac wasn’t aware of all of that.


  The other Collar managed a wave, but he didn’t respond, and he didn’t stop walking. Heading straight for the elevator, Isaac left without even saying hi. Riley wasn’t sure he liked the influence that Tyloki was having on the boy. He didn’t used to be so grumpy. On the other hand, his combat potential was increasing every day.


  Glass half full.


  [He just needs to have more fun.]


  Not your type of fun.


  [I still think he’d like it.]


  “What’d you do to piss him off?” Riley called out across the large office as he stepped through the door.


  “I told him the truth.” Canaan responded, his words echoing coldly through the room.


  “No offense, but I find that hard to believe.” Riley spoke as he walked confidently towards the desk.


  “That’s quite offensive.” Canaan crossed his arms across his chest, but didn’t sound displeased.


  “I’m just saying that the truth for you is usually more complicated than it appears.” He leaned on the desk when he reached it, rather than sitting in the uncomfortable chair in front of it. He had spent long enough in an uncomfortable chair.


  [It was five minutes, tops.]


  Five unbearably boring minutes.


  [Which was it? Boring or uncomfortable?]


  Both.


  “That tends to happen.” Canaan shook his head, he kept standing as well.


  “Did you learn anything helpful?” Riley asked, reaching for a shimmering rocks glass on the edge of the desk.


  Before he answered, Canaan poured a shot into the glass Riley was holding. “Isaac thinks I was behind the attack on InCorp. Not much besides that. Not much that I didn’t know before, anyway.”


  “I knew at least that much already.” Riley said with a shrug, setting his full glass down on the desk.


  “What about you? Did you learn anything?” Canaan changed the subject.


  “I haven’t learned anything about anything. There haven’t been any disappearances in awhile. Hey, maybe whatever it is making people vanish decided to give it a rest.” Riley said with a hopeful shrug.


  “The world doesn’t work that way, Riley. It’s not so kind.” Canaan let out a weighty sigh.


  “I know, I’m not ignorant. Just optimistic.” Riley smiled, despite the worry that tugged at his chest.


  “It won’t be long before we can’t keep it a secret anymore.” The Director shook his head, turning to look out towards the city.


  “The disappearances, or…” Riley trailed off, suddenly not wanting to finish his sentence.


  “Neither.” Another voice cut in as Riley saw the familiar dust storm that heralded Chase’s arrival. The kangaroo faded in, arms crossed, next to Canaan’s desk. He looked the same as ever, refusing to wear clothes as usual. Riley didn’t mind the view.


  “The disappearances.” Canaan answered, glancing over at the kangaroo disapprovingly.


  Chase gave a disapproving look right back to Canaan. “We have to keep it from the public. At least until we figure out what’s causing it.”


  “I’m working on it.” Riley said, a little too defensively. “But you have to understand, there isn’t much to go on. If it wasn’t for the residue, we wouldn’t even know there had been a disappearance.”


  “If there’s a Vassal that can make people disappear so completely, then he is beyond simply dangerous. We need to figure out who or why, and soon.” Chase responded.


  “In the meantime,” Canaan said, opening a drawer on the front of his desk, he slipped a manilla folder out. Underneath, Riley saw a glint of light, reflected metal. A sword wouldn’t fit in the desk, and Canaan didn’t use daggers. “I’ve got you an update on Isaac. There’s some other names in here you should keep an eye on, too.”


  “Is that a gun?” Riley asked, ignoring Canaan, referring instead to what he saw in the desk.


  Canaan tilted his head to the side, waited a moment before answering. “It is. Why?”


  “We’re Collars, we have magic. Why have a gun?” Riley asked as he took the folder from Canaan’s hand. He flipped it open and started to look it over. Isaac Edgar Walker Cross, all of the same information as before. Nothing new he hadn’t learned from Isaac personally.


  “We’re still human. Even with our improved healing and tough bones, a bullet is still a bullet. When you become arrogant and let your guard down, and someone gets the drop on you with a gun, none of that matters. You die like anyone else.” Canaan explained, even as Riley looked through the folder.


  “It might be a threat to one of you, but to us, it’s nothing but an annoyance.” Chase added haughtily.


  “It still doesn’t feel good.” Canaan mimed the action of shooting Chase, who threw his hands over his heart and fell back dramatically.


  Riley smirked as he watched out of the corner of his eye. He was glad that the mood had lightened up. “If you say so. Who’s this, Jensen Stiles?” The page behind Isaac’s was a biography on a Vassal named Jensen. Indicia was a rabbit, seemed he had the ability to phase through solid matter.


  [Rabbits are fun.]


  I bet they are. Riley’s smile grew.


  “He’s a Vassal, and I believe it’s possible he had something to do with the attack on InCorp. That is, he’s a terrorist.” Canaan elucidated.


  “I’ll keep an eye out for him.” Riley said, closing the folder. Catching a guy had to be hard if he could walk through walls.


  “Isaac’s going out today, I reckon.” Chase said, “Would you mind keeping a tail on him, in case something comes up?”


  “I had nothing else planned to do today.” Riley kicked himself inside, he did want to go back to bed after the meeting. Not to sleep, but back to bed.


  [Another time.]


  “I’d better catch up to him.” Riley said, holding the folder under his arm as he started for the elevator.


  “Riley,” Canaan started to say, but he stopped, shook his head.


  Riley didn’t even stop walking when Canaan said his name. Too many of their conversations had ended with the Director starting to say something, and never finishing. He waved behind him before stepping through the door.


  “What were you going to say?” Chase asked, even though he already knew the answer.


  “The list…” Canaan opened his desk drawer again, moved the gun aside. It was heavy, but that only made it a good paperweight. Underneath the gun was another manilla folder. Pulling it out, he looked inside. “I was going to tell him to watch his back.”


  “You know better than that.” Chase said, placing his paw on Canaan’s shoulder.


  “I know. But he deserves better than that.” The Director said, placing the folder back in his desk, under the gun, and he shut the drawer tight.


  By the time he reached the lobby, he saw Isaac stepping out the front door, he saw Alkaid watching from nearby. He saw Tyloki talking to Shir in the middle of the lobby by the security scanner, both laughing jovially. He saw all this, and he saw the massive crowd of Collars and Indicia that normally made their way through the lobby during peak hours of the day. There was a good chance that Tyloki wouldn’t warn Isaac he was being followed, even if he saw Riley doing so. A good chance wasn’t a guarantee, however, and Riley wanted to be sure he was following unnoticed.


  He waited at a distance as Rain approached Tyloki and Shir. He couldn’t hear what they were talking about, but he could tell they were enjoying is by the looks on their muzzles. The two Indicia turned their attention to Rain as he stopped near them, waving his paw wildly in the air to greet them. Rain was always a little over the top, a little too energetic. That was part of why he loved him. The grin on Rain’s muzzle couldn’t be contained. For a moment, Riley regretted not being a part of the group.


  But every minute he lingered was another minute that Isaac was unsupervised. He came up with a back up plan in his head. If he lost Isaac, he would head to the boy’s home. That was the most likely place for him to go on his first day out. Slipping past Tyloki wouldn’t be difficult with Rain’s helpful distraction. Riley waited for a large enough group to exit the elevator, and slipped in along with them. Casually, he walked past the wolf and sabertooth, out through security, and towards the entrance.


  It was raining outside, Riley remembered as he saw the water hitting the glass doors. When he had awoken it had simply been a light drizzle, now it was a full blown rainstorm.


  Perfect.


  He pushed through the doors, heading outside into the wet day. As the water started to hit him, to cascade down his skin, he smiled and concentrated. Freezing water wasn’t his only ability. Using his magic, he made sure the water wasn’t too cold as it hit him, and he kept it from clinging to his clothes. No need to be cold and wet, just because he didn’t bring an umbrella.


  He stopped walking as a cat suddenly appeared in front of him, between one blink of his eyes and the next. Alkaid had his arms crossed, and he didn’t look too happy. Riley took a step back to keep from running into the cat. “Alkaid, fancy running into you here.”


  “You say that as if you’re surprised.” Alkaid took a step towards Riley.


  “I am, I didn’t expect to run into you. Out here. In the rain. You are a cat, after all.” Riley explained.


  “You didn’t expect to run into me? But I’m following Isaac.” Alkaid said, taking another step forward.


  “What?” Riley asked. It was obvious that Alkaid knew he was following Isaac, but why did he seem so cross about it? And better yet, how did he know?


  “That boy deserves his privacy. He’s been cooped up for months. He doesn’t need you to follow him now.” Alkaid said, “If you want to accompany him, you should have asked to go with him. Instead, you do it in secret.”


  “I’m doing it to make sure he stays safe.” Riley defended himself.


  “He won’t understand that, when he finds out his first real friend has been spying on him.” The cat stomped a foot on the ground.


  “He will understand it, when I’m there to keep him from ending up like Jin.” Riley said, and he felt a soft ache in his chest at the thought of Jin. Had it been months already?


  “Do you really believe that?” Alkaid asked, and he looked disappointed now, more so than angry.


  “I do.” Riley said, he knew that Isaac would understand. It wasn’t something he needed to worry about. And if Isaac didn’t understand…


  Alkaid stepped to the side, allowing Riley to pass. “Just don’t expect me to help pick up the pieces.”


  Riley found himself in particularly a more foul mood as he started walking again, hoping he could pick up Isaac’s trail with little trouble. If he was heading home, in the rain, the most likely place for him to head was the rail station. Leaving Alkaid forgotten behind him, Riley walked with a small hop in his step, hoping to reinvigorate himself. It would do him no good to be in a negative mood for the rest of the day.


  Alkaid knew about his history with Canaan, he knew why Riley did what he could to help the Director when he needed it. Keeping tabs on Isaac was about more than friendship, it was about…purpose. It was a special word to Riley, one never spoken lightly or without meaning. He had a purpose, and it was one he would fulfill. Being angry or sad didn’t fit that purpose, so he simply avoided being those things. Happiness was what he needed, positivity, optimism.


  More accurately, they were his purpose.


  Most people found the rain to be gloomy, depressing. Riley felt a connection with it, and his ability to control the water that washed over him helped to make it more of a boone than an annoyance. He kept his eyes peeled for Isaac as he headed down the main avenue from the Registry, towards the closest rail station. He didn’t see the boy in the street, despite the sparse number of people currently out and about.


  He kept walking forward anyway. If he didn’t manage to find Isaac, he would head to him family home, and if he didn’t find him there, he had other ways to track him down. He had found him the day after he made a pact, after all. As soon as Canaan asked him to find him. Isaac would never know that Canaan instructed Riley to follow him around. If he did find out, Riley was confident there wouldn’t be a problem. Isaac wouldn’t be upset.


  [That’s not fair.]


  Of course it is.


  [He doesn’t have a say in it.]


  They never do.


  [You know how I feel about that.]


  So you’re saying I should feel guilty about it? It isn’t like I can help it.


  [You should avoid situations where it becomes a problem.]


  Further ahead, rounding a corner, Riley saw a faint light flicker to life. Though it resembled any old Lightglass, he recognized the hue as Isaac’s blue. It was shaped like a sheet above Isaac’s head, no doubt as an umbrella. So Isaac was smart enough to use his magic to fend off the rain, the same as Riley was. Perhaps not as effectively, and honestly, it was bound to draw a few crooked looks. Using magic frivolously could be looked down on.


  I’m not happy about it. Riley thought as he picked up the pace, hoping to reach the corner where Isaac turned before he lost sight of the Collar.


  [So do something to fix that. If you want to be happy, you have to make it happen yourself. No one can give that to you.]


  Riley peeked carefully around the corner and saw Isaac still walking at a lazy pace. The sheet of blue above his head had become a dome, better able to shield from the rain. Clever. Like Riley predicted, a few of the people who were out, under awnings or traveling in the rain with umbrellas, kept their eyes fixed on Isaac as if he were an exotic species of bird that had landed a little closer than expected.


  You did, Riley thought, hoping that the sappy sentiment would set the otter on a different course.


  Rain saw through the intent, no doubt, but he played along. [Awww.]


  The conversation was over for now, but Riley knew it would be revisited later. As carefree as the couple appeared, Rain liked to keep Riley on a rather short leash. In his defense, it was probably necessary. Riley could get himself into so much trouble…


  Following Isaac would be easy, especially in the rain. He kept a reasonable distance, and only turned corners when he was sure the coast was clear. Following people was something he was used to, Canaan used him almost anytime he needed someone tailed. Unofficially, of course. There were other Collars with more useful abilities for espionage, but ultimately, were less trustworthy.


  Given the path that Isaac was following, he wasn’t heading to the rail station, or to his family home. Riley’s interest was officially piqued. Isaac hadn’t had much outside contact since his stay at the Registry began, and Riley had known about all of it. This was something he didn’t know about. Which meant there was a gap in the information he was delivering to Canaan, and that could be a problem.


  Riley was absolutely sure the Vassals hadn’t gotten to Isaac before the Registry had. He knew that Isaac hadn’t had any significant friends as a child. Where could he be going? It wasn’t exactly a secret, per se, as Isaac had never been asked about it. Still, Riley couldn’t help but wonder where he was going. He kept a tail on Isaac as much for his own interest as for Canaan’s benefit. He didn’t know what made Isaac so important, so his work for Canaan was based in friendship, not interest. That he actually cared what Isaac was doing was a surprise.


  Surprise wasn’t the right word. He had been told to befriend Isaac, so it shouldn’t be a surprise that they were friends. It just caught him unaware. He wasn’t sure exactly when they had actually become friends, but it had definitely happened.


  After a short while, Isaac finally came to a stop in front of a building. Riley pressed his back to the wall around the far corner, turning his head around just enough to keep an eye on the boy. It was an expensive apartment complex nearby to InCorp, with the large corporation’s headquarters looming ominously above. Several months ago, it had been a completely burnt out husk. Now it was up and running again. Riley wondered how the InCorp employees could go back to work so easily.


  [Maybe it wasn’t easy.]


  Isaac stepped up to the entrance of one of the first floor apartments. He knocked on the door, and eventually he said something. RIley wished he could hear what was being said, but that was really only his own fault. There were devices made for just such an occasion, but he never managed to have one on him when he needed it. He could have one built into his LINK, but that felt like…


  [Cheating.]


  It’s more fun this way. He thought with a nod, keeping his eyes on Isaac.


  After some more talking, and something involving the mail slot, the door opened. Riley didn’t have an angle to see who was inside. Isaac went in, and the door closed. Riley rounded the corner and cautiously approached the building. He would have been able to watch the two through the windows, but the curtains were drawn. Regardless, he approached and tried to find a hole in the curtains, a small space to spy on what was happening inside. He didn’t have any luck. Whoever this place was owned by either didn’t like seeing the rain, or was pretty paranoid.


  Money’s on the latter.


  [I don’t understand how anyone could dislike the rain, anyway.]


  He could knock on the door, and then hide. Get a good look at whoever Isaac was with. It was risky, but it would help with his information gathering. But if they were as paranoid as they seemed, it was likely they wouldn’t open the door without checking to see who it was. If no one was there, it would just put them more on edge. The only other option was to wait it out, and try to get a look when the door opened again. Riley turned around, scanning for a good place to wait. It was a residential street, so most of the buildings let into the first floors of apartment buildings. A good place to hide in a spy film, but impractical for his uses.


  [What do you mean? I haven’t seen many spy films.]


  Oh, the spy always has an apartment or hotel room across the street from the person they want to assassinate.


  [Assassinate? Shouldn’t that be assassin films, then?]


  The jobs tend to overlap, in movies. Also, remind me to show you some good spy movies.


  Riley walked casually across the street, still looking for a good place to hide. There was nothing convenient, and he was getting frustrated. Bored. He scuffed his shoe against the ground, crossed his arms. If he couldn’t find a good place to wait, he would just have to stand around the corner like he had been. He looked up at the sky, checking to see how long the rain would last. The cloud coverage was pretty severe, dark skies as far as he could see. He also saw a good place to hide.


  The fancy apartments on the street had false rooftops, awnings over the entrances. Glancing around, he found a good handhold to climb onto one of the awnings directly across the street from the apartment where Isaac was. Unfortunately, the handhold was too high. If only he were twice as tall. Suddenly, Rain was hanging off the top of the awning, holding his paw down for Riley to reach up for. It appeared as if his tail was hooked around something, keeping him from falling.


  “Jump.” He said, waving his paw in the air excitedly.


  Riley jumped for Rain’s paw, reached out for it, jumped as high as he could. Paw and hand clasped together, and Riley grunted at the tug on his shoulder as he was lifted by one arm onto the rooftop. He reached his other hand up, wrapped both around the paw, to lessen the strain on his one shoulder. When they were both safely on the roof, Rain vanished.


  Thanks for the lift.


  [Anytime. Though you can pay me back for it later.]


  Like I always do.


  Riley head a scream from down the street that caused him to whip his head around so fast, it strained his neck. Instinctively, his hand reached for one of his knives. He didn’t know if he’d need it yet, but it never hurt to have one ready. Several more screams, in the distance, echoing down the empty streets like caves.


  Of course, as soon as I get into my hiding spot, I’ve got somewhere else to go.


  [Maybe it’s less hiding space, more strategic advantage.]


  Good point, lets see where this goes.


  One hand shot to cover his ears as he heard the unmistakable screech of a Thrall. He would need his knife after all. He watched as the creature came around the corner, onto the street he was waiting above. In a single motion, he slipped his LINK from his wrist and sent a message to Archer.


  Hopefully this time you make it on time. I don’t know how many Thralls you expect me to kill on my own.


  [You’re hidden right now. Don’t start fighting alone unless you have to.]


  I know.


  The Thrall lumbered slowly down the street, it’s purple barrier revealed continuously by the pouring rain, pattering against the shield like breadcrumbs. It screeched again, slammed a large amorphous fist against the ground, leaving behind a sizable crater. Curiously, it stopped directly in front of the door where Isaac was. Riley thought for a moment it had seen him, and was preparing to attack. But the Thrall turned the other direction, and screeched directly at Isaac’s door.


  What’s it doing that for?


  [Like it’s hunting.]


  Thralls don’t hunt. They just destroy.


  [Look, it’s waiting.]


  Thralls don’t wait.


  But it was waiting. The door opened and Isaac stepped onto the porch. Was it waiting for Isaac? Riley didn’t know what made Isaac so important, but…


  The monster took a swing at Isaac, which the boy dodged rather gracefully.


  There’s two of us. I’m going to fight. It might kill him alone.


  [No argument here.]


  Riley grinned devilishly, looking up once again at the cloud filled sky. It was raining so heavily. Nothing made him happier. And happiness was his purpose, after all. The rain was less than an annoyance to the Thrall. Riley intended to change that.


  * * *


  A swift stroke coupled with a fluid forward motion. The edge of the blade made contact with the creature’s flesh, and tore through it mercilessly. Archer didn’t even turn to inspect the result of his attack, he was confident it had been effective. He didn’t even wince as the Thrall made a dying screech. By the time he turned to look upon it, it was nothing more than a pile of ash on the floor.


  Another Thrall stood waiting, ready to attack. It’s barrier had not yet been rendered void, so there was still work left to be done. It was a large Thrall, not the largest Archer had faced, but it’s slow, lumbering body packed a hefty punch. It stood on all fours, or at least, on the twisted mockery of four legs. It didn’t so much have a head to speak of, it was merely a mass of oily black flesh on four oily black stilts. It issued a screech from it’s body as it charged forward suddenly.


  The runes that lined the Thrall’s body were worn, a sort of silver color, but they faded into it’s dark flesh and were hard to make out. Archer slipped swiftly to the side, dodging just so as the creature rushed past, close enough that he could still make out those faded gray runes. Another screech as the monster turned on its heels, readying for another charge. Damaging the thick flesh of the creature was going to prove to be a challenge.


  Archer moved to sheath the katana he held, though there was no sheath hanging on his belt. As the tip of the blade passed through where the sheath should have been, a bright silver light shone from the metal. The sword passed through the light, vanishing into the air as if it had been put into a proper sheath. When the metal of the blade was completely hilted, Archer released his grasp on the weapon, and it disappeared entirely with a quick flash of silver. His hands now free, Archer waited for the creature to attack again.


  It took only seconds. The creature was screeching wildly, most likely in an attempt to stun or throw off it’s target. Most people were indeed stunned by a Thralls otherworldly noise, but Archer learned to ignore it, even as it scratched at his ears. Another wild charge forward, often a poor battle tactic. Patience was a far better strategy, but it was hard to blame the Thrall. It lacked intelligence enough to plan ahead in such a way.


  Archer steadied his feet, ready to react. Thralls did learn, they simply didn’t begin with much combat knowledge. But they could learn quickly. There was a good chance that another dodge to the side would fail, the creature would expect it and compensate. He could dodge the other direction, but that offered only a 50% chance of success. Though Archer was considerably more agile than the beast he was facing, he didn’t want to rely on chance.


  He wasn’t going to simply win. He was going to crush the Thrall, and he was going to do it without receiving a single scratch. His armor was tight, fitting close to his athletic body, not weighing him down, while still providing decent protection against kinetic force. Decent, not great. The circuits in his armor pulsed gold, while the fibrous metal that made up the armor itself was black and white. It made for a stunning image as Archer stood tall, hands at his sides, waiting for the correct moment.


  He didn’t flinch as the Thrall approached, and he waited for the last possible second to act. As the monster was about to barrel through him, he leapt upward and forward, twisting nimbly in the air so that he landed facing the other direction, towards the Thrall’s back. No hesitation, he rushed forward, and a hand dropped to his waist. He grasped at the air, but instead of making an empty fist, his palm closed around the hilt of a weapon. Silver light flickered and flared as he pulled on the handle, sliding a sort of metal club out of the air. It was the length of a baseball bat, but the tip was shaped like a cross instead of rounded off.


  He swung the mace upward with all of his might, anticipating where the Thrall’s front end would wind up as it spun around to make yet another charge. He anticipated correctly, and the thick metal made contact with the Thrall’s gray barrier, rocking it upward violently and making the barrier pulse brighter. It elicited a different sort of screech from the Thralls, though Archer was one of the only few people who could tell the difference. It was the sound of pain.


  Following through with the swing, Archer brought the mace down again, directly on top of the Thrall’s front. Two direct hits, strong enough to kill a man, were enough to crack the barrier. The fissure ran along the barrier, spreading out from the initial point of impact. It wasn’t enough to break through the energy, and Archer still couldn’t attack the monster’s flesh. He had assumed the fight would be over now. He had been incorrect.


  The creature leapt forward, and Archer was too close to dodge. Luckily, the close proximity they shared kept the creature from being able to pick up any speed, and the attack’s strength was relative only to the monster’s weight. The shield cracked further as it crashed into Archer’s chest, sending him flying back, skittering along the floor. The gold circuits in his armor flickered as he rolled along the ground, then returned to their normal luminosity as he came to a stop.


  No time to worry about pain, Archer ignored it as much as he could, quickly moving to stand up. His hands were empty, his mace gone. He looked around for it. It had gone flying along with him when the monster struck, and he had lost track of it. Another screech from the Thrall, this time it was starting to get to him. The monster charged again, and Archer rolled out of the way, this time less than elegantly. He had wanted to win without a scratch, now he wanted the fight to be over.


  A quick glance around the room revealed the location of his mace. Not too far away. He kept his eyes on the rampaging Thrall as he moved towards it, placed his hand on the leather bound handle, and pulled it close to him. He wrapped both hands around it, holding it tightly, almost as if he had been afraid of losing it forever. It was time to end this.


  The Thrall didn’t appear to be growing exhausted, but Archer was. Another strike like the previous two, directly into the crack, should be enough to break the shield. But the creature was no doubt building a resistance to kinetic energy. He would have to make sure the hit was strong and accurate. He planted his feet solidly on the ground, and he wound up the mace like a bat. The Thrall was across the room, far enough away for it to build up speed as it charged towards him. It ran.


  As it started forward, Archer took a practice swing, readying his aim. He had only a few seconds. It had to be timed perfectly. The creature was approaching, screeching incessantly, almost there.


  Archer swung the bat, but instead of holding on and following through, he let it go, throwing it as hard as he could at the Thrall. It flew forward like it was shot from a cannon, and the Thrall charged directly into it. The mace was sent pathetically flying into the far wall, where it lodged itself, drawing sparks from the metal. The room flickered, the image of the walls and scenery fading in and out at random. The Thrall’s barrier shattered, shards of energy falling to the ground like snow flakes, before fading from existence. The monster flickered as well, and finally, the entire room went dark.


  Red lights turned on, revealing the chrome interior of the ARTS chamber, where Archer’s mace had punctured through a wall, and subsequently, some of the necessary machinery. He walked over with a sigh and placed his foot against the wall. He pulled on the mace, kicked against the wall, dislodged it. Then he unceremoniously sheathed the mace into silver light at his side.


  “This is why I prefer real fights. Real fights don’t malfunction.” Archer said, disappointed that he didn’t get to move in for the killing blow.


  A computerized voice spoke, detailing the errors that Archer had caused. He waved his hand in the air as he walked towards the exit, “End simulation.”


  At that, the red error lights shut off, replaced with the normal natural lighting that adorned the inside of the ARTS chamber when it was not in use. The door opened and several technicians rushed in, each one giving Archer a dirty look, but none said anything. Archer slipped past them and into the hallway. He whispered an apology to himself, and promised to get into a real fight sometime soon.


  Archer heard the cacophony of the classroom as he approached, even through the closed metal doors. The doors opened automatically in front of him, and the noise became pandemonium, almost tangible. Inside, he could see the auditorium style seating filled to the brim with teenagers, few of whom looked prepared for class. Several of the students were standing on top of their desks, Archer had no earthly clue as to why they would stand on top of their desks, and it seemed everyone was shouting to everyone else, all at once.


  A typical morning.


  After his early training session, Archer got a quick shower and changed from his combat armor into his teaching outfit. It resembled a military uniform, most black and white with accents of gold around the seams and interiors. The uniform had a heavy overcoat, and overall, it was uncomfortable and not fit for combat. On the positive side, it took his slim figure and expanded it into a more imposing one.


  He walked into the room, and as he did, the chaos in the auditorium continued. Under his arm, he carried a thick textbook. It was composed of all of the teaching materials usually provided to Collar candidates, but Archer had bound them all properly into a physical book. Most students accessed their learning materials on LINKs or brought the individual lessons, printed but simply as loose pages, not bound.


  Archer slammed the hefty book, entitled “CCs Guide”, on his desk. The noise caused by the book echoed through the now silent auditorium. The teacher kept his head down, eyes up, on the class, waiting for something. His fingers brushed lightly over the cover of the CC’s Guide, and he couldn’t help but smile. He hoped the students couldn’t see.


  “Good morning, Professor.” Most of the class said in unison. Some who didn’t join in the chorus were asleep, others were simply sitting far back in their seats, too timid to speak along with the crowd.


  Archer had no idea how any of the students could be sleeping, given how loud it had been moments ago. “Good morning, Candidates.” Archer bellowed in response, his voice filling the auditorium. Several of the sleeping students shot up in their seats, grabbing pencils off their desks.


  Granted, it was early. No doubt Riley was still asleep, but he was known for sleeping in. Archer was slightly surprised Alkaid hadn’t roused yet, but he assumed that just meant his night with Isaac went well. It brought joy to his heart, allowing Alkaid to teach a promising young warrior like Isaac Walker. He had rough edges, and pairing with Tyloki was insanity. But he was promising nonetheless. And Heaven knew what Dominic might be up to. He was always coming up with new schemes and plans to become, if not the best fighter, the most famous. Dominic the Elemental. Archer shook his head and opened the CC’s Guide.


  “Turn to page 674 of your teaching materials.” Archer said as he turned and pressed a button on a computer console attached to the side of the desk. The wall sprung to life with a Lightglass screen the size of a large chalkboard.


  “Professor, we don’t have page numbers like you do.” One of the bolder students said at the same time as he raised his hands.


  “Oh, yeah.” The Lightglass screen on the wall hummed softly. “I always forget.” Archer walked to the center of the open space in front of the board. “Did everyone have a good weekend?”


  “We don’t have weekends, Professor. Just combat training.” The same bold student said. Archer looked over at the boy. His name was Oliver, and he was definitely one of the sharpest students in the class.


  “So everyone had a good weekend, indeed.” Archer replied with a smirk, and Oliver responded with a weak, fake smile.


  Oliver was sharp, but his combat potential was questionable. The class gave a similarly uneasy response to Archer’s statement. They didn’t understand yet how important regular combat training was, but if they were to succeed as Collars, they would come to learn.


  “You all sound so enthused.” Archer said, crossing his arms. It was going to be a long two hours. “I’ll tell you what, we’ll go easy for today. Start the week off slow, and build up to an exam on Friday. Sound good?”


  “Will the exam be cumulative?” was the immediate response from many of the students.


  Archer raised his eyebrow at the class. “Let’s decide with a quiz. Two questions.”


  The shuffle of papers and LINKs as the students prepared to answer the questions. Archer waited for them to quiet down before continuing. “First question. What is the term that refers to the contact between two disparate Aer Wavelengths?”


  Aer was the term the CCs used for ‘AE Energy’, and Archer had found himself picking up on the slang. It was certainly easier to say when teaching. He heard a few chuckles from the class as most of the students raised their hands.


  Archer called on the boy sitting next to Oliver, who was still asleep. Oliver had to nudge the boy to wake him up. He coughed and looked around worriedly, trying to appear as if he had been awake all along.


  “Mr. Abel,” Archer spoke slowly, allowing the boy to catch up. “The answer to the question?”


  “What was the question again?” The boy asked in return, wincing as the class groaned at him. Someone threw a paper ball at his head, and it bounced limply to the floor.


  Archer made eye contact with the boy from across the room. He had piercing green eyes, black hair, and dark skin, closely resembling Riley. There was a good chance they were cousins, given the way that Acadians treated their ‘chosen ones’. To Acadians, the green eyes were considered to be a sign of a chosen one, boys who were taken from their homes as children and forced into becoming Collars. Studies had shown, however, a correlation between those emerald eyes and magic potential. Just not between those eyes and intelligence.


  “I’ll take that as an incorrect answer.” Archer said, and the room practically erupted into noise. “Come on, now!” He held up his hand to silence the class. “You still have one more question.”


  The room settled down, and the students prepared again. They definitely wanted to get the question correct. Cumulative exams from Archer could cover anything.


  “It’s a simple one.” Archer reassured them, but they only grew more tense. “If an Aer Wavelength of 567.98 AWS comes into contact with a Wavelength of 389.98 AWS, what will be the magnitude of the resonance. Resonance, Mr. Abel, resonance was the correct answer.”


  Archer could hear the students giving up, one by one, as pencils and LINKs dropped to the desks. After a few moments of silence, Archer was ready to put the class out of their misery. It looked like it would be a cumulative exam, after all.


  “The magnitude would be 522.98 AWS.” Oliver said as he finished scratching the required arithmetic on a piece of scrap paper.


  Archer smiled and enjoyed the stunned silence of the room, the students waiting apprehensively on the edges of their seats to learn if Oliver was correct. He nodded, and a collective sigh filled the room.


  “The exam will only cover what we discuss this week. Good work, Oliver. I didn’t think anyone could solve that problem in such a short time.” Archer said, and Oliver beamed. “Now, we should get started.”


  Walking over to the computer on the desk, Archer pulled up images of the CC’s Guide, page 674. The students all recognized which page of their materials this corresponded to, and so they began flipping through pages.


  “This past month, we have been studying Noetherian Coordinates in greater detail. Learning how to calculate them by hand, first, and then using algorithm after that. Simple Coordinates, of course. We use computers for the very complicated ones. Could someone remind me what a Noetherian Coordinate is?”


  “A Noetherian Coordinate is the name given to the set of numbers that correspond to reality.” Abel said, and Archer glanced over, surprised that he had the correct answer so quickly. Oliver was pointing at a piece of paper, where Abel was simply reading the definition from. That made more sense.


  “Correct. Can anyone tell me the Noetherian Coordinate for our reality?” Archer asked, waiting for the simple answer.


  “1/1.000/1” Oliver said quickly, not even looking up from the papers on his desk.


  “Also correct. And the Noetherian Coordinate for the Indicia’s realm?”


  “1/1.000/2” Another student called out. These were the shorthand for the Coordinates, which were in reality far longer.


  After hearing this answer, Archer pressed a key on the keyboard, and an image appeared on the Lightglass board. It was a photo of a large structure set up in an even larger warehouse. The structure was a massive ring made of metal, and was covered in various differently colored lights. People who appeared to be scientists and researchers milled about the warehouse. “This is an old image, but it remains relevant, even today. This is what you’ve all been waiting for.”


  Nearly every student sat up, leaning forward over their desks. Gasps escaped a few of the boys. “This is what we use Noetherian Coordinates for. This is how you’ll travel to the Indicia realm when your training is complete. This is the portal.”


  “Can we really use Noetherian Coordinates to travel to other realities?” Oliver asked, staring intently at the photo.


  “Unfortunately, despite the fact that the math works, only one known Noetherian Coordinate allows us to travel anywhere. 1/1.000/2.” Archer admitted, and some of the students seemed let down.


  “Why?” Someone asked.


  “Answer that question, and you’ll be the one teaching the class.” Archer responded with a chuckle, but the students didn’t sound convinced. “But as of right now, every accurate Coordinate we plug in leads to nowhere. Best case, whatever probe we send through just comes right back. Sometimes, though, things–”


  One of the students cut off Archer, “What if that’s all there is, man? Just like, there aren’t any other realities. Just us and the Indicia.”


  “We already know there is more than that. You forgot the Thralls. They have to come from somewhere. Stupid.” Abel responded, and Archer was glad to hear him say something that didn’t come from Oliver.


  “As I said, the math works. There should be other realities. There is just a lot we don’t know. Which is why we have kept studying it, even after so many years of failure. For now, its just the Indicia, the Thralls, and us.” Archer agreed with Abel. The Thralls had to come from somewhere.


  “What is it like?” Another student asked.


  “I’m sorry, what?” Archer responded.


  “The portal. And the Indicia realm. What is it like?” The student elaborated.


  “Just, a whole ton of a lot of burning hellfire.” A voice spoke from the chair behind Archer’s desk.


  Archer turned to see Alkaid sitting cross legged in the chair. He crooked an eyebrow and glanced at the door, wondering when the cat had come in.


  “Ah, and it hurts, too. Like your skin is melting off, constantly.” Alkaid added, standing up, his reflective cat eyes could look quite menacing when he wanted them to.


  “That’s not true.” Archer shook his head.


  “Oh, but it is.” The cat smirked, walking up to the desk, where he leaned forward with his paws on the top. “Horrors more terrifying than your worst nightmares await. How do you think I became such a good fighter? I wasn’t born this way.” He turned his head to the side and started to lick the back of his paw.


  “It’s hard to be scared when you’re that cute.” Abel said, and Alkaid stopped licking his paw, turned his glare on the boy.


  “You think I’m cute? I’ll be sure to prepare the most unimaginable, twisted torments for you.” Alkaid growled.


  “I’m not scared. Bring it on.” Abel responded fearlessly.


  “You know nothing about me. Objectively, you should be very afraid.” The cat said, nothing but glowing eyes and shining fangs inside a hood.


  “I know enough. I know your height, I can guess your weight. I know you fight with a sword. It doesn’t mean you can only fight with a sword, but I know to be careful if you’ve got one. I know you can move swiftly, and without being noticed. I know that because when you showed up, Professor looked at the door and paused, as if he was confused about when you showed up. Indicia can materialize generally wherever they want, but if Archer thought you just appeared, he wouldn’t have looked at the door.” Abel sounded confident, proud of himself.


  “Oh, that’s quite attentive of you. But even knowing all that, do you know how and when I did come in? No, I didn’t think so.” Alkaid countered.


  “Alkaid, that’s enough. I’m trying to teach them. Don’t you have other things to do? Where’s Isaac?” Archer asked, standing next to the desk, hoping to take control of his class back from the cat.


  “He earned the day off.” Alkaid said, and he resumed licking the back of his paw, one claw extended to point at the student who challenged him.


  “Oh, good for him. I might as well call class done now, then.” Archer said, and immediately, papers shuffled and students began to stand up, ready to leave. Archer held up his hand and shouted. “I said ‘might as well’!”


  The students returned to their seats.


  “I’ll take the time now to correct Alkaid’s…misinformation. Traveling to the Indicia realm can be frightening enough for a first timer, even without his lies.” Archer said, glaring at Alkaid playfully. “It’s a lot like our world, to be honest. Only there’s no technology. As a matter of fact, manufactured technology from our world can’t exist in their realm. Don’t ask me why.” He threw his hands up in the air helplessly.


  He smiled as he noticed the students’ rapt attention focused on him. This is what it was all about, why they were all here. “The region of their world you end up in can vary, but the biomes match that of our own world. Different species of Indicia live in different areas of their world. While there, your senses have a heightened quality. You can see colors brighter, smell scents stronger, hear sounds more acutely. It’s like a dream, but you can remember it when you come back. Hell, I still remember it clearly.”


  Archer didn’t know how long he stood silently, thinking of his first trip to the other world, when he first met Alkaid. None of the students said anything, they simply watched and waited for him to continue.


  “I’ll leave it up to you who is telling the truth.” Alkaid swished his tail around in the air behind him as he scanned his eyes along the auditorium, resting them on each and every student.


  Archer cleared his throat as he came back to his senses. The students were all watching still, and the usual whispers that filled the classroom were absent. Alkaid took a seat in the chair behind him, hands folded on the desk.


  “If you would be so kind.” Archer glanced at Alkaid and then turned back to the Lightglass board.


  Alkaid nodded dutifully and pressed a single key, changing the photo on the board into another page of notes.


  Class went on as usual for the rest of the hour, though the attention that Archer and Alkaid had earned from the students eventually waned. They became restless again, and by the time Archer dismissed them, they clambered out of the classroom as if it were any other day. The noise they made as they left somehow rivaled the Registry’s lobby, a fact that Archer found to be somewhat impressive.


  “Isaac.” Archer said to Alkaid once most of the students were gone. “How is he?”


  “He’s performing quite well. His combat skills have improved considerably, though I do worry about Tyloki’s tendency to influence him. Isaac usually has a level head, but with Tyloki’s influence, his temper is shortening. He will need to learn to coexist with the wolf, and not to become too much like him.” Alkaid explained.


  “He needed to toughen up a bit, if you ask me. So a certain amount of rubbing off might be helpful.” Archer retrieved his book from the top of the desk and shutdown the computer.


  “Professor, is it true that you’re friends with Isaac Walker?” Oliver walked up behind Archer, notebook held under his arm.


  “We are friends with him, yes.” Alkaid answered instead.


  “It’s safer to say that he is a student, like you are. He has a lot to learn. I don’t know if I would use the word friend. I don’t know him all that well yet.” Archer corrected. “But Alkaid is training him personally.”


  “Awesome.” Abel whispered, taking a spot next to Oliver. “Ollie, ask him.” He nudged Oliver with his elbow.


  “Ask me what?” Archer raised an eyebrow at the boys.


  “We thought what he did at the InCorp building a few months ago was…inspiring.” Oliver started.


  “It was badass.” Abel continued.


  “It was reckless. You should never do that.” Archer held up a finger at the boys.


  “Of course we wouldn’t. But it was still impressive.” Oliver said.


  “I have to give you that one. That boy is something else.” Archer glanced over at Alkaid, who turned his head and looked away. “Perhaps, impossible is a better word.”


  “He did something impossible. It’s incredible.” Abel seemed to be having trouble controlling his excitement. He was fidgeting with his hands, and it appeared hard for him to stand still.


  “We were wondering, if well, maybe…” Oliver led on, until Archer snapped his fingers, and the boy finished his thought, “If you could get us his autograph.”


  “His autograph?” Archer wondered why the boys would want something so trivial. A warrior’s skill had nothing to do with his signature.


  “We’re huge fans.” Abel added, in explanation.


  “I’m not sure ‘fans’ is something Isaac needs right now. He’s not too far along ahead of you two.” Archer looked at Alkaid, hoping to get his opinion.


  The cat was still turned, looking away, apparently distracted by something in the corner of the room.


  “I’m sorry. I think it would go to his head, get in the way of his training.” The Professor shook his head, and tried not to look at the disappointed faces on the boys.


  “That’s not true. It would make him want to be better. It would make me want to be better.” Abel pleaded, but Oliver put his hand on his arm, tugged at him.


  “Lets go.” Oliver said, over Abel’s protests.


  Eventually, the two boys had finally gone. Archer turned around and crossed his arms at Alkaid. “That’s troubling. Isaac has a fan club.”


  “Boys will be…” Alkaid said, “Anyway, they’re not very much different from how you yourself used to be once upon a time.”


  “I learned better. And they will too.” Archer said, exiting the classroom with his book under his arm.


  “In time. But for now, would it hurt to indulge them?” Alkaid asked as he followed.


  Archer waited for the elevator without answering the cat. He thought of a good answer, but he didn’t get a chance to say it. The subject was dropped as Dominic sauntered up, a backpack in his hands. The top of the bag was zipped up most of the way, but the end of a rope was slithering out the side.


  “Good morning, Archer.” Dominic said, staring at the elevator.


  Archer nodded at Dominic, looked at the bag in his hands. “You going camping?”


  “Oh, no. I’m grabbing some rope to help build some obstacle course setups, for training.” Dominic explained, stuffing the end of the rope into the bag, zipping it up. “I was going to use the ARTS, but someone broke that already today.”


  “Good luck with that.” Archer said, stepping onto the elevator as soon as the doors opened. Dominic followed him on, and they rode together in silence.


  Archer let out a sigh as Dominic exited on the two floors up. “He’s always up to something.”


  “Don’t sound so judgmental. He’s got tenacity, give him that much.” Alkaid argued, likely just playing devil’s advocate for fun.


  “Sticking to something pointless merely serves to make you pointless. He should train in combat more, instead of trying to find the quick way out.” Archer countered. Dominic and him had never seen eye to eye on the matter, so they avoided discussing it. That didn’t mean that Archer had no opinion.


  Alkaid nodded a few times, with a “Hmm” added for emphasis.


  They both tensed and looked at Archer’s wrist as his LINK produced a familiar beeping noise. Checking the message, he nodded at Alkaid, who pressed the button for the dorms. He needed to change out of his teaching uniform, and back into his armor.


  “This is exactly why I want to be able to teach in my armor, not this damn uniform.” Archer shrugged the jacket off of his shoulders, starting to undress in the elevator. He couldn’t waste a second. No one had been there to help Jin, and he’d died. Months ago, already? And Riley had killed a Thrall on his own just after that. He couldn’t let Riley be reckless enough to fight on his own again. That, and he didn’t want to miss out on the action. He had promised himself a real fight, and now he was going to get it. He smirked as the elevator doors opened, and he stepped out, coat under his arm. Alkaid followed along beside him as they went to prepare for battle.


  Chapter 12 – Lucidity


  “What the Hell did you do to my door?!” Alissa screeched as she ran to the front of her home. Immediately as she came around the corner from the other room, and she could clearly see what Isaac was facing on the street, she doubled back and kept out of sight. Isaac didn’t know if she planned to help him or not, but it didn’t really matter. He couldn’t count on her to help fight, he shouldn’t expect her to. He was the one with the powers, the training.


  But she had helped him before at the InCorp building. In that case, it was life or death.


  [It is always life or death.]


  But it’s still different. There was no choice, then. Just like when I met you, we had no choice. We had to fight if we wanted to survive.


  [So what? Because you have the choice to run away now. In fact, running away would be the safest option. The most likely way to stay alive.]


  No I don’t. I promised, didn’t I? I don’t know what would happen, but I don’t imagine it’d be good. So I have to stay and fight.


  [Is that the only reason you are staying to fight?]


  Another tendril whipped out at Isaac. He saw the creature wind up for the strike, so he was able to dodge it easily. It moved a heck of a lot slower than Alkaid, almost like it was moving in slow motion by comparison. He’d been frustrated by the cat’s lightning quick movements during training, but now he was thankful for them.


  I’ve fought this thing before, and I didn’t manage to kill it then.


  [You were weak.]


  Implying I’m not weak now. So tell me, how do I kill it?


  Isaac kept up sidestepping the tendrils as the Thrall lashed out, waiting for an opening to move forward. He didn’t see one. Even at point blank before, the monster had survived.


  [This thing killed Jin.]


  Isaac felt a flash of remorse.


  [If I knew how to kill it, we would not be having this conversation.]


  Humor me. How do you kill a Thrall? Besides the little ones at InCorp.


  [First you take down its shield. Then you have to significantly damage it’s flesh.]


  And I have to do that all with defensive magic and a stick. Isaac rolled his eyes. He didn’t feel the rain anymore. He was too focused on following the Thrall’s movements.


  “Too bad I don’t have fire.” He muttered, but he didn’t want to admit that fire wouldn’t have done much in the heavy rain anyway.


  [You need to stop dodging and do something.]


  I know. Isaac admitted, ready to get the fight started. He just needed to decide how. He gave another glance to Alissa’s doorway, to see if she was still there. He didn’t see her. Time to make a decision. The next time he saw the Thrall wind up for a tendril swing, he planted his feet firmly on the ground. He was glad his boots had good grip, or they wouldn’t have been able to stay put with so much water. With his staff held vertically in front of him, he narrowed his eyes and focused on the air around the staff.


  As he planned, a blue barrier flickered to life around the staff, rectangular, large enough to protect his entire body. He braced for impact as he watched the tendril barrel towards him. His instincts told him to move, to get out of the way, but he needed to try this. Maybe the tendril would tear through the barrier, pierce his flesh like it had Jin’s. Maybe he would die. And now, dying like this, it wouldn’t be for a cause. It would have no purpose, it wasn’t for anyone, anything.


  The tendril smashed into the barrier, but it didn’t break through. Isaac felt the pressure of the blow, not against the shield, but in his chest, and in his head. It pounded like a headache, like he’d taken a hit, and yet he hadn’t. He felt stunned. Another tendril lashed at him, wasting no time, hoping to follow up on the previous hit. He thought it might be a good idea to move, but he was just too slow to react after the last attack. The tendril crashed into the barrier and the light flickered, Isaac sucked in his breath quickly, closed his eyes as he felt the strike inside.


  What good is a shield if I feel the hit anyway?


  [You are feeling the energy of the hit. But you are not being damaged. Not yet.]


  He let the barrier fade as he brought the staff down into a fighting stance. He let his breath out slowly as he recovered himself. It was time to move forward. The monster had an incredible combat range, he couldn’t stay at a distance where he was helpless.


  [When Jin wished to advance on the creature, he used a shower of sparks to distract it. He was also simply more agile than you.]


  He was also twice my size. And I dispute the agility thing.


  Isaac had been a courier, he had delivered packages faster than maybe anyone else in the city. He knew the streets of the city better than most, and he knew how to move through them, and through the crowds, with ease. And what were people if not hideous monster tendrils intent on taking his life? Feeling a strange sense of deja vu, Isaac sprinted forward through the rain soaked street, towards the monster. The staff in his hand felt like Jin’s spear. Another shock of loss deep in his stomach. He shook it off and kept moving forward, feet splashing heavily in the accumulating rain. Each time the Thrall would extend a tendril, he would alter his course, weaving back and forth along the street, avoiding the strikes.


  He was almost there. Almost in range to strike. Then what? He’d figure out when he got there. Hoping to use the momentum of his run to attack, he readied his staff, hoped he could hit hard enough to damage the Thrall’s own barrier. He struck the staff into the Lightglass shield, and it bounced off harmlessly as if he had hit a block of metal.


  “Damn it.” He groaned as the Thrall took the opportunity of his failed attacked to whip a tendril at him, one that he didn’t have time to dodge. It thumped into his chest, rather than piercing him, and the world tumbled as he was thrown backwards. Surprised that his chest didn’t hurt more, he crashed into a wall and bounced limply to the ground. Numerous joints inside him cracked as he moved to stand up. He couldn’t stay down long, couldn’t give the Thrall the opportunity to finish him.


  [There is a reason why you are not supposed to fight alone. But you are not a part of a squad. So who can you expect to come help?]


  As if in answer, a crack rang out, followed by a high pitched ‘ping’. Alissa stood in her doorway, handgun trained on the Thrall. The bullet had been pointless and ineffective. But at least she was trying. She fired again, as uselessly as the first time. The Thrall lashed a tendril out at her, and she ducked back behind her wall, hiding in the safety of her home. Isaac was glad for the moment’s respite as the Thrall was distracted.


  He readied himself to get back into the fight, mentally prepared himself once again for the possibility of death. It sickened him, to think of dying with a purpose. As he started to move forward, something else distracted the Thrall. It looked up, and Isaac, confused, looked up as well. Shards of frozen rain were starting to fall on their heads. It was hail, but a lot sharper.


  “Take that, you…octopus!” Riley shouted from the rooftops as he held out his hand, freezing the rain that fell on the Thrall. As the shards of ice fell on top of the Thrall’s barrier, they caused the shield to flicker, and then rolled to the street, shattering on impact. “Huh.” He whispered, and then he looked at Isaac. “I expected that to be a lot more effective!”


  “It’s hail, Riley!” Isaac shouted back, though he didn’t sound displeased to see him. “When was the last time hail killed something?!”


  [Its okay, Riley. We didn’t really think that one through.]


  “I don’t know. It made sense in my head. You don’t have to be so judgmental about it!” Riley shouted back, shaking his head, but he kept freezing the rain. It was a simple spell, and it was at least distracting. Might as well keep it up.


  “What are you doing here?” Isaac asked, and Riley watched as the boy swiftly moved forward, taking the Thrall’s distraction as a chance to land a few strong hits on his shield. The staff didn’t appear to be making much headway, but the purple barrier did flicker brightly as it was hit.


  “I didn’t expect you to be here, honestly!” Riley lied, “I was just responding to a call about a Thrall.” Riley knew that Isaac would believe him.


  They always do.


  [That doesn’t mean you have to take advantage of it.]


  “I’m glad to see you, anyway.” Isaac said, “But that isn’t helping.”


  Riley felt a bit sour at that comment. It wasn’t as if Isaac’s staff strikes or the woman’s bullets were any more effective. It was just three people wasting their time poking a monster with a big stick.


  “We just need to keep it busy!” Riley responded, trying to focus on the shards of ice, hoping to make them sharper.


  “Until what?” Isaac shouted, dodging a tendril. The monster was returning it’s attention to the most immediate threat, Isaac.


  “Until Archer gets here.” Riley said with a smirk. He didn’t intend to abandon his high ground, having a height advantage on the Thrall was a big plus. Hopefully Isaac and Alissa could stay safe until backup arrived.


  [You are the backup.]


  I’m more support, than frontline.


  [You fight on the frontlines all the time.]


  “This is the Thrall that killed Jin!” Isaac shared, and Riley felt a surge of anger in his chest. His smirk didn’t waver. His ice shards definitely grew sharper. They started to dig into the shield ever so slightly.


  “I think we’re making progress.” Riley said, noticing the small cracks forming on the top of the Thrall’s barrier. “Aim for the top!”


  He watched as Isaac tried to hit the top of the Thrall with his staff, but it was too tall, too risky to get a strike in that high. “No good!” Isaac responded, finally backing off from the creature.


  The Thrall let Isaac go and turned now to the new threat. It looked up, and Riley had only seconds to dodge one of it’s long tendrils. The ice shards stopped as Riley rolled to the side, avoiding the hit. Archer was taking too long to show. It was about time to try something drastic. He stood up and called out to Isaac, “Try to keep it in one place.”


  “What? How?” Isaac asked back, but Riley didn’t answer. He started circling the creature as he dodged the tendrils, and Riley shrugged. It worked well enough. He took a deep breath and back away from the edge of the rooftop.


  I formed a pact with a beast. That makes me a beast, too.


  [That old line, again?]


  But it’s true.


  Pulling a dagger from one of his sheaths, Riley held tightly onto it and ran forward. He made sure to focus on the water beneath his feet, made sure he had good footing, didn’t let it make him slip. He ran towards the edge, and at the last moment, he leapt towards the Thrall. Holding out the dagger, he aimed at the cracks on the top of the Thrall, hoping the momentum of his fall would add the strength needed to shatter the barrier.


  The tip of the dagger dug deeply into the flickering shield, and Riley felt his arms and shoulders jerk as he tried to hold onto the handle of the dagger. He shouted, the pain overcoming him as he let his fingers off of the dagger and tumbled to the ground below. His dagger remained firmly lodged in the Thrall’s barrier.


  Isaac was looking at him with a raised eyebrow. Was the boy going to judge all of his combat strategies? At least he wasn’t petrified this time, unable to move.


  “At least I’m trying!” Riley shouted as he stood up.


  “I think I’d call that, ‘wasting energy’, actually!” Isaac responded. “Now what?!”


  “Stay calm. I’ll think of a new plan any time now.” Riley said with a shrug, drawing two new daggers, holding them in a combat stance.


  The Thrall renewed it’s tentacle whip barrage, now aiming tentacles at both of them. It appeared to be able to generate new tentacles as necessary.


  “Tyloki says that Jin managed to break the barrier before by forcing the creature to have too much surface area. Made the barrier weaker.” Isaac reported, and Riley mulled it over.


  It made sense. The creature only had so much energy to expend on its barrier, and if it could make it’s own body mass bigger, then it would have less energy for any given point on its barrier. “Split up.” Riley ordered, and he moved away from Isaac, around the back of the Thrall. It still threw tentacles at both of them. One or two at a time, but apparently it had learned better than to barrage with too many tentacles at once.


  Thralls did that. They learned, the longer you fought. They adapted and got better, smarter, more resistant. “I don’t know if we’re going to be able to take this one, Isaac. We might need to run.”


  “You mean regroup, with Archer.” Isaac corrected, and Riley was surprised by the boy’s insistence on fighting.


  “If you insist. But the longer we fight without making progress, the less likely we are to win.” Riley explained.


  “Riley, I can’t run away. I can’t.” Isaac said carefully.


  “Why not? I understand, you want justice for Jin, and for what this Thrall did to your life, right?!” RIley asked, hoping he could talk sense into Isaac, convince him that it was time to back off.


  “That, but also because I promised I wouldn’t. To Tyloki.” Isaac said, short of breath as he grew tired of dodging the Thrall’s tendrils.


  Promised?


  [A Geas, then? If so, you shouldn’t ask about it any further. It’s impolite to intrude in the business between an Indicia and his Collar.]


  You never have a problem ‘intruding’ between an Indicia and his Collar.


  “Alright, then if you have to stay and fight, I’m not going to leave you.” Riley assured him, still trying to come up with a better plan.


  A better plan arrived none too soon. A blinding flash from down the street, silver in color, and Riley knew that Archer had finally arrived.


  Archer drew a long narrow blade from the silver light at his side as he walked forward, appraising the situation. Isaac looked exhausted, he wasn’t used to actual combat. Riley looked to be holding up okay, but he looked lost. The Thrall was able to generate and extend whip-like tendrils towards its prey, but it knew better than to over-exert itself. A sparking, flickering crack at the top of the Thrall, at the base of one of Riley’s daggers.


  On the top of the creature? What did he do, drop it from a rooftop? There is just no organization here at all. No plan.


  “Thank goodness, you’re here!” Riley shouted to him through the rain.


  Archer walked slowly, carefully, only slightly envious of Riley’s control over water. The rain was an ally to Riley, rather than an inconvenience. Either way, at least the two had made some progress, as slight as it was. As Archer approached, the Thrall whipped one of it’s tendrils at him, and he smirked as it attacked with brute force but no skill or grace. He parried the tendril with his blade, and the barrier on the tendril flickered as it hit the metal.


  The Thrall threw more tendrils at the three Collars as two circled and one approached. Archer parried each tentacle easily, Isaac and Riley dodged to the best of their abilities. “Weak points?” Archer asked as he got closer.


  “Just the dagger in it’s head there.” Riley said, gesturing upwards.


  “How do you propose we capitalize on that?” Archer asked.


  “I could jump on it again.” Riley suggested.


  “Again? Jumping on it once was a terrible idea.” Archer criticized.


  “You weren’t here. Don’t judge. It made sense at the time.” Riley defended.


  “Yeah, right after he tried attacking it with hail.” Isaac added snidely.


  “Hail? Really?” Archer asked incredulously. “When was the last time hailstones hurt someone?”


  “Hail can hurt!” Riley shouted, “Enough about that! What’s the plan?”


  “I say we kill this thing.” Archer said.


  “Seconded!” Isaac shouted in agreement. Archer appreciated his enthusiasm.


  “Isaac! Got any magic left in you?” Archer asked hopefully.


  “I’d hope so.” The boy responded. “What do you want me to do?”


  “Give this thing a better shield.” Archer smirked. “Wrap it up in a cocoon. Riley, can you get back on the roof? I think jumping on it again is exactly what we should do.”


  Isaac and Riley nodded together, and Archer sheathed his sword in the silver light at his waist. Immediately after that, he drew a spear from a silver flash over his shoulder. He watched as Riley moved back towards the rooftop on the side of the street without hesitation. The Thrall tried to lash out its tendrils at the three Collars again, but Isaac had closed his eyes and formed a solid blue barrier, a sphere around the Thrall. All of its tendrils whipped helplessly against the inside of the bubble. Archer could hear Isaac’s grunts, even so far away, even through the rain. He knew he couldn’t keep it up long.


  Riley made it to the top of the roof, seemingly with Rain’s help, and moved to position. Archer held the spear tightly and prepared himself. “Isaac, when we’re about to hit, let your shield down!”


  Isaac grunted louder in response. It couldn’t have been pleasant, holding back all of the tendril attacks along with his shield. In perfect synchronization, Archer ran forward, and so did Riley. They moved in unison, a team who was used to each other, who trusted each other completely. It was a shame Isaac couldn’t see it, he was so focused on his barrier.


  Riley launched through the air, and Archer’s spear tip came close to impacting the blue shield. In an instant, the blue shield flickered and was extinguished, leaving only the cracked, weakened purple barrier. All at once, the creature shrieked and spun in a circle, becoming a storm of tendrils, so dense that there was no hope of dodging them. Archer’s spear pierced into the Thrall’s barrier, chipping it, causing cracks to spread through it like spider webs, immediately before the torrent of tendrils crashed against him, sending him flying backwards, unaware of how many times he had been hit or how badly he was injured.


  At the same time, Riley came crashing down on top of his planted dagger, digging it even deeper into the Thrall’s barrier, and the cracks along the Light barrier spread wider, almost far enough to meet with the cracks made by Archer’s spear. The storm of tendrils struck Riley as well, but Archer knew less about how badly Riley had been injured than about himself. He wasn’t sure if Isaac had been hit either.


  When he came to his senses, he found himself being pinned to the ground by a thicker than usual tentacle. His spear was nowhere to be found, which meant he couldn’t pull a new weapon, not until he put the spear back. He glanced around quickly, and saw that Riley was across the street, pinned down likewise. He didn’t see Isaac.


  “Isaac?” He shouted, but he didn’t hear a response.


  “I think he’s pinned, too!” Riley shouted from the other side of the street.


  Both of them struggled against their tendril that held them down. The Thrall was clearly done dancing with them, and simply wanted to be finished. Archer lived every moment ready to die, but that didn’t mean he expected it. There was no more back up coming, and for all intents and purposes, they had lost the fight in that last attack. He was disarmed and at the mercy of the Thrall. Riley’s magic had already proven ineffective against the monster, and Isaac’s magic was purely defensive.


  Archer was surprised to see a woman walk into the middle of the street. She walked steadily and with a purpose, and though she looked somewhat familiar, he didn’t recognize her by name. In her hands was a gun. Not just any gun, which told Archer that she must have been rather high up in the military or in InCorp’s personal military force, ‘security’ as they called it, to have such a weapon. It was a hefty gun, thick and formidable. Most people wouldn’t take a gun up against a Thrall. This Thrall, however, didn’t appear to register the woman as a threat. It didn’t understand what gun she was holding. It didn’t know how badly it’s shield was damaged. She walked intently up to the Thrall and held the heavy gun up against her shoulder with both arms, pointing it at the cracks in the Thrall’s battered shield. Then she pulled the trigger.


  From the barrel of the gun erupted a volcanic blast, superheated shrapnel spreading out and burying itself deeply in the cracks of the shield. With a bright flash and an inhuman shriek, the purple barrier shattered into a shimmering purple dust that floated slowly to the ground. The woman pumped the shotgun, and fired another blast at the Thrall, but the gun did little against the monster’s tar-like flesh. She was thrown back almost immediately by another tendril.


  Archer could breath easier as the tendril that held him down was retracted, and he rolled, attempting to stand. A sharp pain caught in his chest, and he nearly fell. Looking down, he found blood mixing with the rain in the street. He wasn’t sure where he was bleeding from, but it was certainly harder to move than he would have liked. He stumbled, but managed to stay on his feet. Riley, across the street, didn’t stand at the tendril retracted. He rolled back and forth slightly, clearly nearing his limits.


  Searching for his spear, he couldn’t see it anywhere around. It was hard to see with water running down his face, in his eyes, and the pain in his chest made it hard to focus. Any second now, he expected the Thrall to pierce him with a tendril and end the fight once and for all.


  He saw Isaac on the ground, near the destroyed doorway at the side of the street. He appeared to be awake, but couldn’t stand. The woman who shot the Thrall was out cold a good way down the street, hopefully far enough away to keep her safe from the Thrall’s wrath.


  Then, to his surprise, the Thrall began to fade away, dissolving into the horrid smoke with which injured Thralls usually retreated.


  “No!” Isaac shouted from the ground, holding his hand out towards the monster. It was going to get away again. He had promised Tyloki that he would kill it. With the last of the energy he could muster, Isaac put another sphere of blue energy around the creature. Maybe if he could trap the smoke, the Thrall couldn’t run away.


  The black mist swirled within the sphere, smashing against the walls that surrounded it, but it did appear to be trapped after all. Isaac felt the struggles of the monster in his chest, thought he might vomit if they kept up. Looking around, it didn’t appear as if Archer or Riley were in much state to fight, and he couldn’t see what had happened to Alissa.


  Suddenly, he saw a massive furred paw in front of him. Glancing up, he found Tyloki was standing in the street. He looked dry, untouched by the rain. The wolf reached his paw down and grabbed Isaac’s shoulder, lifting him into the air. Isaac struggled to plant his feet firmly on the ground before the wolf let go, forcing him to stand.


  “You promised that you would kill this thing.” Tyloki growled, and as Isaac almost fell, he held the boy up by his collar.


  Isaac hung limply in the wolf’s grasp, all but ready to be done. “There isn’t anything else I can do. There it is. What now?” Isaac asked, gesturing at the Thrall’s smoke, trapped in the sphere.


  “Watch.” Tyloki said, and the smoke began to materialize back into the shape of the Thrall. Still trapped inside the sphere, the Thrall shrieked and slammed his tendrils wildly into the energy. Isaac cried out as the tendrils smashed against his shield, making him sick to his stomach. He looked at Riley on the ground across the street. Riley had offensive magic, he could use the water and the ice. Isaac suddenly felt naked, powerless. He wanted Tyloki’s fire, as helpless as it might have been in the rain, it was power. He wanted the strength that the wolf provided. Then he noticed that it was hard to breathe against the collar that was holding him up. The wolf was holding him up. He didn’t need the wolf’s fire to have the wolf’s strength.


  He steeled himself, and righted his legs under him, standing up of his own volition. He took a deep breath, and forced his stomach to stay where it was, not allowing himself to vomit. Tyloki’s paw let go of his collar like a master letting go of an attack dog.


  “Riley, I need your help!” Isaac said, taking a tentative step forward. He had to keep the Thrall contained as long as he could, but he would struggle forward. From the side, Tyloki presented Isaac with his staff, which he took willingly. “Riley?”


  “Yeah, what do you want? I’m a bit busy dying here.” Riley groaned as he slowly climbed to his feet, an arm curled protectively around his chest.


  “The water, Riley. The ice.” Isaac shouted, taking another step forward. He was fighting for each step he took.


  “What about it? I tried freezing the rain already.” Riley said, breathing deeply as he looked at the trapped Thrall.


  “Not the rain, Riley. The Thrall. Freeze the son of a bitch!” Isaac said, and he smirked as he saw Riley smile as well.


  Riley stumbled forward, hand held out in front of him, and he pressed his palm against the blue shield. He tilted his head as he looked at the captive Thrall for just a moment, before all of the water on the inside of the sphere began to solidify into ice. It had rained so heavily, the Thrall’s entire body was covered in frigid water. Slowly, moving from the bottom of the sphere upward, the creature was trapped in the ice, like it was becoming petrified. It’s upper half flailed and thrashed more than ever before, and Isaac felt each hit inside as he slowly approached.


  He placed his hand on the blue sphere just as the thrashing stopped, and the Thrall was completely encased in ice. He smirked and dropped the shield, it flickered away. Glancing back, he saw Tyloki watching from the edge of the street behind him. His eyes were still empty, lacking in fire, but he was watching intently. Waiting.


  Isaac didn’t disappoint.


  Readying his staff, he brought it down on the Thrall as hard as he could, causing the ice to crack violently. He hit it again and again, taking out as much of his frustration as he could on the monster. He hated the thing. It had changed his life, it had killed Jin, forced him to make a pact. Everything that had happened over the past few months were the fault of this thing. As he struck the ice, it cracked and chipped and bits shattered off. He hated the thing more than he hated Tyloki, more than he distrusted Canaan, more than he despised his father.


  He screamed as he attacked the ice. With one last, intense swing, the ice shattered completely, and the Thrall fell to small frozen bits. As the small bits of ice melted, the pieces of Thrall flesh inside turned to ash. It was dead. Ashes of the creature littered the street, and were washed away in the rain. He saw Riley’s face in front of him now, beaming. Off to the side, he saw Archer watching, apparently stunned.


  And then he was done. He didn’t have the energy to keep going anymore. He fell backwards, and for a moment, he foolishly expected the wolf to catch him. No such thing happened. He splashed in the rain as he fell to the ground one last time, heaving in breaths as he stared at the clouds swirling in the sky. Riley and Archer’s faces appeared above him, but Tyloki’s didn’t. Soon after, Alissa joined them, he could see she was scraped up but no worse for wear.


  Archer and Riley helped Isaac into a sitting position. “We need to get you back to the Registry.”


  “Good job.” Archer said simply, holding a hand against what appeared to be a bleeding wound on his chest.


  “Thanks for the assist.” Isaac coughed to the two other Collars.


  “That’s how it goes. This is pretty typical, really.” Riley coughed himself.


  The three of them laughed together, though there really wasn’t a good reason to laugh. They were all in pain, but it didn’t matter. They were sharing it. The pain, and the moment. The moment didn’t last long.


  “Isaac.” Alissa called from her doorstep. “Isaac!”


  He tried his best to look over at her, “What is it, Alissa?”


  “Jensen. He’s gone.”


  * * *


  “I’d say you’re lucky to be alive, but if I did, I’d be saying that way too often.” Miria said with her arms crossed over her chest.


  “At least I don’t have to stay long term, this time.” Isaac said, looking to the side as Miria inspected him. His clothes were off, but he was getting used to her seeing him in his skivvies, and she was inspecting the lingering infection in his shoulder.


  “You’re lucky this didn’t get a lot worse. You’ll probably notice increased soreness over the next few days.” She instructed, poking at the tender flesh of his shoulder, which was showing a renewed glow from the veins.


  “I thought I was over this.” Isaac said, referring to the infection from months prior.


  “Aer infections are usually fatal. Be glad its just soreness for now. Other than that, all I can do is give you painkillers.” Dr. Ross shook her head gently and sighed, but Isaac saw her smile.


  “Are you sure you don’t want to give me your number, in case I need treatment later?” Isaac asked, but it came out more awkward than he intended. He did intend on it being flirty, but instead it was just creepy.


  “Oh, I wouldn’t dream of it.” Miria laughed, “You can come get treated here by whatever doctor is on staff like the rest of you beasts.” She smirked at him. “I’ll be around. I have to go check on some other patients. You can get dressed and go if you want.”


  “I, uh, yeah, okay.” Isaac stammered as Miria left the room. He usually had such good chemistry with her, it was strange that he couldn’t think of something clever to say. He figured he was just exhausted. As Miria rounded the corner and left his sight, Isaac felt something catch in his throat.


  He didn’t have time to linger on the thoughts of Miria. Riley strolled into the room looking like a new man, practically bouncing with each step. Isaac wanted to be annoyed with the energy that Riley was displaying, jealous of it, since he felt like shit. He imagined that Archer wasn’t faring much better, though he wasn’t sure the extent of Archer’s injuries. Still, he couldn’t help but smile. Whenever Riley walked into a room, it always seemed to light up. He just couldn’t force himself to hate the guy.


  Without saying a word, Riley walked over to the exam table Isaac was sitting on and held his palm in the air, waiting. Isaac stared at the palm for a moment, and then glanced at Riley, who was clearly expecting something. With a hefty roll of his eyes, Isaac raised his left hand in the air and clapped it against Riley’s. He found it brought a smile along with it.


  “You kicked ass out there, Isaac. Anyone who said your burnout was a fluke, and that you’d be dead by the end of the year, they’ve got another thing coming.” Riley laughed.


  “Wait, who said that?” Isaac asked with an eyebrow raised. “Besides Ty.”


  [My name is Tyloki. Do not shorten it.]


  Isaac expected a smack on his head, but apparently he had earned at least a single reprieve.


  “Uh, yeah. Just Tyloki. That’s all.” Riley responded quickly, and then moved on. “You ready to get out of here?”


  “Yeah, just let me get dressed and I’ll be good to go.” Isaac winced as he reached for the clothes on the table next to him with his right arm. Riley quickly moved to intercept and pushed the pile of clothes closer to Isaac, so he could get them without reaching.


  Though he needed a shower, Isaac was glad that Riley had brought him and Archer fresh clothes while they were being examined. Riley’s examination was much shorter than theirs. It wouldn’t have been very comfortable to put back on the beat up armor that he had been wearing out into the city. Combat armor needed to be repaired or replaced practically every time it was worn. At the very least, it always needed recalibration, so Isaac was doubly glad that he had taken their armor up to 13th floor for the necessary work.


  Isaac slipped the shirt over his head, made a twirling motion in the air with his fingers to make Riley look away as he changed his underwear, and then quickly pulled his pants on. Standing next to Riley, he suddenly had a strange thought. He was waiting for Riley to lead the way. He wasn’t sure why, but he assumed it was because they were friends, and they were sticking together, without it needing to be said.


  His assumption appeared to be correct, as Riley waited to make sure he was okay to walk before moving. As they headed into the hall, Riley explained Archer’s situation. “Archer got a gash on his chest from one of the tendrils, but it was mostly superficial. It just needs some stitches, and he’ll be good to go.”


  “Stitches. Why not go high tech, just close the wound with machines? Or, come to think of it, aren’t there Collars with healing magic?” Isaac asked, surprised with himself that he had never questioned this before.


  [There are, but their powers are worth far more beyond simply closing wounds. And just as use of your shield has a physical component for you, their abilities drain them in a drastic and irreversible way. Healing magic is not to be toyed with. It is very rare, and used very sparingly.]


  “Yeah, but Archer’s just the kind of guy who prefers the old fashioned way. It helps keep him tough, if nothing else.” Riley shrugged, and kept pace with Isaac, who was walking a bit slowly.


  The pain in his shoulder had become a dull throb, like when he had been hospitalized before. He hoped that the strange fever dreams wouldn’t return. “So what now?” It had been a long day, but in truth, it was only late afternoon. Isaac couldn’t believe that his date with Alkaid had only been the night before.


  “We’re going to go to the bar tonight to celebrate. Archer, and me, and Miria, and Dom. Rain will be there, too.” Riley winked at Isaac, who shook his head in response.


  “What are we celebrating?” Isaac asked, though it was a stupid question.


  “Follow me, there’s something I want to show you.” Riley led them to the elevator, and Isaac followed obediently, without question. If Riley was intent on showing him something, asking what it was would be a waste of breath.


  They went down a floor, to level 10, where Isaac had never been. The hallway resembled the dorms and the rec floors, but there were a lot less doors. “Welcome to the Squad Rooms.” Riley spoke slowly, giving the words gravity, like they were the most important words he had ever spoken. Then he led Isaac down a blandly decorated gray hallway, and stopped at a door around the corner from the elevator. The door had a lock mounted on the wall that appeared similar to the security checkpoint in the Registry lobby.


  “Open it.” Riley smirked, gesturing at the lock.


  Isaac held his hand out tentatively, pressed his palm against the Lightglass square, and channeled his energy into it. The light on the lock blinked green, and Riley pulled the door open. Isaac didn’t know what to expect inside, so he just walked right in. It was so unlike anywhere else he had seen at the Registry, that he suddenly wondered if he was actually somewhere else. The walls were lined with hastily thrown together shelves and trophy cases, which in turn were covered in various eclectic memorabilia. A small stuffed dragon, a broken vintage computer system, an ornately decorated (though empty) scabbard. Isaac wondered which items belonged to which person.


  “This is our Squad Room. We used to have a name, but it didn’t feel right keeping it, after Jin died.” Riley explained. “Collar squads can take outside contracts, like mercenaries. We get paid well enough here at the Registry, so to take money for those contracts, well, it’s kind of pointless. So instead,” Riley stopped, letting Isaac take it all in.


  At the center of the room was a long boardroom table, with 8 chairs lined up along its edges. Sitting in one of those chairs was Alkaid, who had his feet paws propped up on the table. “So instead, we usually take trades, whatever we can get. And we keep those things in this room, to remind us where we’ve been. Remember what I said, about growing? It doesn’t mean forgetting who you are.”


  In the back of the room, there were four lockers. Even from where he was standing, Isaac could see that three of them were labeled with the names of his three friends. Archer, Riley, and Dominic. The fourth locker must have been Jin’s. But that isn’t what the locker said. Isaac looked at his hand, realized that his magic had been used to open the lock on the door. He looked back to the locker. He could read what it said, but he didn’t believe it. He walked closer, Riley and Alkaid moved to stand on either side of him as he stood in front of the locker.


  “This was Jin’s locker.” Alkaid said with a nod, confirming what Isaac had thought.


  “But now,” Riley added, and then he paused.


  “It’s yours.” Archer’s voice finished, and the three turned to see the squad leader standing in the doorway, right arm held in a sling and upper body heavily bandaged.


  “Superficial wounds. Right.” Isaac cracked a smile, and turned to look at the locker again.


  Isaac. Etched into a simple black brushed metal plate in white letters was Isaac.


  [As much as I hate to say it, you have earned at least this much.]


  Isaac wanted to think ’Thank you’, but he knew it wouldn’t mean anything to Tyloki. He didn’t think anything at all. He fought back the tears that were forming in his eyes. For the first time in a long time, he felt at home. He was a part of a squad with people he trusted, which did not come lightly. “Wait, where’s Dominic?” Isaac asked.


  “Good question, I haven’t seen him all day.” Riley said with a shrug.


  “I saw him this morning with some ropes. Someone,” Archer coughed suspiciously, “broke the ARTS, so he was building a ropes course to practice. Or something. He’s probably asleep in his room now.”


  “Dominic is usually a no-show. But don’t let that fool you, he is a powerful mage. He just doesn’t have the right motivation.” Riley explained why they weren’t all that worried.


  Isaac accepted the explanation and let it go. “What do we do now?” Isaac wanted to take some time and inspect the room, look at the treasures that lines the walls, but he was exhausted. It would have to wait.


  “If you have anything you want to add to the room, feel free. Other than that, just the formalities. If we have a meeting as a squad, a briefing before an outside contract, or a strategy discussion, this is where we’ll do it. You can keep your weapons and armors in the locker. Or whatever else you want.” Archer detailed, taking a seat at the long table.


  “This is like our clubhouse. Only we are allowed in here, as evidenced by the lock on the door.” Riley exclaimed proudly.


  “Now, I suggest that you go rest in your room until tonight, when we go celebrate.” Alkaid spoke in a tone of voice that sounded more like ‘insist’ than ‘suggest’.


  Isaac held his hands up defensively, “No arguments here. I’m going to go sleep. Someone wake me up when it’s time to go out, okay?”


  “I’ll be there, don’t worry.” Riley assured him.


  Taking a look back at his friends, and the room that they had accepted him into, a tear finally fell down Isaac’s cheek as he turned and left the room, heading for a well deserved rest.


  Riley’s footsteps echoed weightily through the marble chamber as he approached Canaan’s desk. Through the wall of glass on the far side of the room, he could see that the storm outside was starting to calm down, but the day still had a dark blue hue to it. Canaan was sitting at his desk, unprepared for a visitor. He looked up from his work and slid something quickly into a drawer.


  Riley was used to this sort of reaction from Canaan when he showed up unannounced. He was a man who liked his secrets. Thinking he might have glimpsed Chase out of the corner of his eye, Riley turned his head to the side, but no one was there. He kept walking steadily until he stood in front of Canaan’s desk.


  He tossed the folder he was carrying onto the top of the desk, and Canaan looked at it before glancing up at Riley.


  “You told me to keep an eye on him, to become his friend.” Riley said as Canaan picked up the folder.


  It was the dossier of information on Isaac’s life and history. “I did.” Canaan replied simply, placing the folder inside his desk.


  “I became his friend. I won’t spy on him anymore. He’s part of my team now, I won’t report on him. What I will do is keep him safe, and keep him out of trouble. You can be sure of that.” Riley explained.


  “That’s alright. Now that you’ve convinced him to join your squad, I have far less worries about his running off, and as long as I know where he is and can have some small modicum of control over his actions, then everything should turn out fine.” Canaan replied calmly.


  Riley turned around, glad that Canaan seemed to be taking it well. He didn’t like being put between two friends like this, it would be nice to let go of the guilt of spying on Isaac.


  “You can expect Chase to check up on you all from time to time.” Canaan said as Riley started to walk away.


  “A new babysitter?” Riley asked without turning back around.


  “There are plans, Riley. Chase is a coordinator.” Canaan said, and Riley heard the desk drawer slide open as the Director returned to whatever work he had been doing before he had been interrupted.


  Isaac was mostly undisturbed in his sleep. Tyloki left him alone, presumably a reward for his victory, and no nightmares troubled him, either. His bed was comfortable, and though he was still grimy from not having showered, it didn’t bother him in the least. He slept a merciful sort of sleep, light and satisfying. When there was a knock at his door, he woke refreshed, and wasn’t annoyed that he was being woken up.


  With a long slow stretch, he stood up and pulled his pants on. There was another quiet knock. “I’m coming.” Something floating to the ground caught his eye. It must have fallen off of him when he stood up. Bending down, he picked it up, a simple piece of paper, the size of a greeting card. Notes written on paper weren’t very common anymore. Most of it was digital. It said:


  You’ve had so much taken from you, and so very little given.


  Turning it over in his hand, Isaac didn’t see any signature, he didn’t know who it was from. It was a little weird that they put it on him in his sleep, but the entire Registry was a little weird. Nothing new there. He jammed the note in his pocket and went to answer the door at the third knock.


  He expected to find Riley standing in the hallway, but then, why would Riley be knocking on the hallway door? He had a key. Instead, Isaac saw long golden hair, a bright red dress, a matching clutch held under an arm.


  “Miria? What are you doing here? Come to pick me up for a date?” Isaac made a joke about her dress.


  “Oh, no.” She blushed, brushed her hair back behind her ear. “I was just wearing this for the party tonight. I just had a question. There’s something I wanted to ask you.”


  Isaac liked the way she brushed her hair. He liked the dress, the way that she stood tall, confidently, even when she was blushing, embarrassed. “Go ahead.” Isaac said, trying not to gaze down at the cleavage presented by the strapless red dress.


  “I got the gift that you bought me last night. The porcelain tableware.” She said, and Isaac actually had to think hard to remember what she was talking about.


  The night before, he had bought a tableware set and had it delivered to his room at the Registry, so he could give it to her later. How did she get it already?


  “Oh, um, great. Did you like it? Was it too much? I know we’re just friends. I don’t know much about gift giving.” Isaac found himself stammering to Miria again.


  “Did you know?” Miria asked, brushing her hair back again. “Did you know about my collection?”


  “Your collection?” Isaac asked, intrigued.


  “No, I guess there is no way you could have known.” She kept eye contact with him, even though he knew she wanted to look away. Something was making her nervous. “My father used to buy sets of porcelain for me when I was a little girl.”


  “Did I get you one you already had?” Isaac asked, kicking himself for just buying a random gift for someone he really knew so little about.


  “No, the opposite, exactly. My father,” She stopped, glanced away, and then made eye contact again, “There was one set he was supposed to buy me, but he never did. I had asked for it specifically, and he said he would get it for me the next time he got paid.”


  Isaac could see her eyes starting to water, and was worried that she was going to cry. But Miria Ross was tougher than that. She kept going. “Before he could, he committed suicide.”


  “I’m sorry.” Isaac said, genuinely sorry that he had brought back such painful memories with his gift.


  “No, don’t be sorry. It was really sweet. I wanted to let you know that it meant a lot to me.” Miria smiled, despite the tears in her eyes. “Maybe you’re different, Isaac Edgar Walker.”


  “Does that mean you’ll go out with me now? Just one date.” Isaac felt crass asking like that, but it was worth a shot.


  Miria shook her head, but she laughed. “Not yet, Mr. Walker. Not yet. I…” She trailed off, and appeared to be staring into space behind him. “It’s hurts when you let your life go to waste. It hurts the people who love you. I can’t do that again.”


  “I…” Isaac started, but he wasn’t sure what else to say.


  “I’ll see you later, Isaac. The party will be starting soon. You should get cleaned up, dress in something a little nicer.” Miria criticized his simple t-shirt selection, and she left before he had a chance to say anything in return.


  As Isaac closed the door to the common room, he wondered what exactly was going on. The gift had been delivered to his room, he didn’t know Miria’s address. And what’s more, what were the chances of stumbling onto something so specific? Isaac pulled the note out of his pocket, read it again.


  You’ve had so much taken from you, and so very little given.


  Then he remembered that it had been Alkaid who had been interested in the porcelain set. It was Alkaid who had insisted that he buy it. The cat must have known. He put the note down on the table and sat slowly on the couch. Early that morning, Alkaid had kissed Isaac, and he had spent the better part of the day wondering what exactly it meant. Now he knew. He smiled, and he whispered “Thanks” to nobody in particular.


  * * *


  Jensen stumbled weakly through the door, and put his hands up to protect himself as the Vassals in the dimly lit briefing room turned on him, ready to attack if he was a threat. He was short of breath and still mostly drugged, but he had found his way back to the Vassals. The Old Man was standing before the group of Vassals, no doubt planning the next stage of their revolution. How long had it been?


  “Jensen.” The Old Man sounded surprised, “We didn’t expect to see you again. You’ve been absent for quite a while.”


  “InCorp.” Jensen gasped, leaning on a chair, and one of the other Vassals came over to help him sit down. “They had me.”


  “That is quite unfortunate.” The Old Man said simply. “What did they want?”


  “They knew that we were behind the attack.” Jensen replied. “But I didn’t tell them anything.”


  “Of course you didn’t. How did you get away?” The Old Man asked suspiciously.


  “I don’t know. Someone let me go. A woman helped me. There was a fight, I got away in the chaos.” Jensen explained disjointedly. It was hard to keep his thoughts straight, he was still so tired.


  [You shouldn’t have come here. You’re not thinking clearly. I’ve been trying to explain…]


  Sev, there you are. Where have you been?


  [You haven’t been able to hear me, but I’ve been trying to explain.]


  Why not?


  [Where’s your totem, Jensen?]


  Jensen tried not to show the worry on his face, but he suddenly realized that he didn’t know where it was. His totem took the form of a lucky rabbits foot, Sev’s idea of a joke, and he always kept it on his body. Of course they’d have taken it away when he was captured. That explained why he couldn’t hear Sev. Though clearly they didn’t put it into a Lockbox, or he wouldn’t be able to hear Sev at all, even now.


  [Of course they took away your totem. And when you were at InCorp, I couldn’t reach you, otherwise I would have rescued you. But, Jensen, think.]


  It was definitely hard to think, and Jensen was starting to think Sev was right, he should have gone home first. But without his magic, he wouldn’t have been able to get through the locked door regardless. This was the only place he had to go in such a state. Especially if he was being hunted.


  I don’t know where it is.


  [If it was at InCorp, you would have been able to hear me. It’s not there. Jensen. You can hear me now. So answer me, where is your totem?]


  “Don’t worry yourself about it now, Jensen. We’re glad to have you back. You’re an asset to this team. For now you should focus on recovering.” The Old Man said, though he sounded more than annoyed that his meeting had been interrupted. “Now, the next time we attack InCorp, it will be much larger in scale than just a single Thrall.”


  Jensen leaned back in his chair. He was still weak from the drugs, and he knew he wasn’t thinking clearly. There had to be some mistake, but here it was, in front of him, irrefutable.


  My totem has to be here.


  He glanced sideways at The Old Man, who looked away as soon as he saw Jensen looking at him.


  “The next time we attack InCorp, it’ll be an army. And like last time, there won’t be any defenses to stop us.”


  * * *


  Security Chief Parker hated his meetings with President Shaw. Shaw was a hack, he didn’t know shit about running a corporation like InCorp. The fool kept an uneasy truce with the Registry, losing millions in potential profits. But Parker wasn’t a businessman, he was a soldier. So he followed his orders and he kept his mouth shut. Well, until he had a reason not to. Parker pushed his way through the door to Shaw’s office, the door had Shaw’s name gaudily lettered on the front, and steeled himself for the berating treatment he had come to expect.


  “What’s this I hear about the prisoner escaping?” President Shaw asked immediately as Parker entered the office.


  Instead of looking at Shaw, Parker looked out the window, over the city, though he disliked the view of the Registry tower. “The prisoner escaped.”


  “How?” Shaw asked, already short of patience.


  “I do not know. It would appear someone let him out. I’m already looking into who did it, but instead of helping, I’m here talking about it.” Parker said, though he immediately wished he had bitten his tongue.


  “Is this job too much for you, Parker? I can find someone else. I bet Alissa is just champing at the bit to be Chief. Can you handle this job, Parker?” Shaw asked calmly.


  “Of course I can.” Parker turned on Shaw, forcing the hatred out of his eyes.


  “You still know nothing about the attack, even months later. What happened to our defenses? If they can subvert them once, they can subvert them again. We can not protect ourselves if you don’t figure out how they got in.” Shaw spat.


  “I am working on it.” Parker spoke slowly, losing his patience. It wouldn’t do to shout at President Shaw. He was a dangerous man. “It is my belief that the Registry put the Vassals up to it, had them attack to shift the blame.”


  “If that’s what happened, bring me proof. Then, and only then, will we go to war.” Shaw said.


  Parker smiled and said nothing else as he walked out of the room. Proof? He didn’t have any yet. But that, that could be changed.


  The party was a lot bigger than Isaac expected. He thought it would be a simple get together, just him and his friends. Instead, he sat crammed into a booth next to Miria and Rain, across from Riley, Alkaid, and Archer. The booth was crammed into a crowded bar, where it seemed every person Isaac had met since becoming a Collar was celebrating, quite boisterously.


  “I have to say, this isn’t what I was expecting. I thought we were just getting some drinks to celebrate the fight.” Isaac shouted over the loudness of the room.


  “No, we’re celebrating you joining the team!” Riley shouted back, and smiled, held up his drink. He set it down without drinking anything.


  “I understand that now!” Isaac shouted.


  [You really have not earned this level of celebration.]


  People will take any excuse for a good party.


  Isaac drank, even though he had drank pretty heavily the night before with Alkaid. Even given what that drinking had led to. He didn’t even swat Rain away instantly as his paw crept occasionally onto his thigh. As the night went on, people came and went, but Isaac never felt uncomfortable, or out of place. Later, he would remember the feeling of the whiskers on his face the numerous times that Rain tried to kiss him. He would remember the number of times that Collars and Indicia climbed onto tables for seemingly no reason, and he would remember the number of times they all fell off.


  He would remember the cheers that erupted from the entire bar when he finally let Rain kiss him, because he was just too far gone to feel embarrassed about it anymore. He would remember the fumbled attempts to flirt with Miria, who he had seemingly lost his edge with. He just couldn’t be clever around her anymore.


  Despite being so drunk, he would remember the party, and everything that happened there. He would remember it because it was for him, it was with his friends, it was fun. He would remember it because for the first time, there was literally nowhere else he would rather be.


  But mostly, he would remember the moment when somebody asked, “Where’s Dominic?”


  He raised his hand, volunteering to go find the mage. There were protests from all around.


  “It’s your party, you can’t go!” Someone called out, Isaac was too drunk to be able to tell who said it.


  “No, no, it’s my party. That’s why I have to go.” He tried to say, he wasn’t sure how successfully the words came out. “So I can give him a hard time for not showing up.”


  “If you can’t find him, come back. And don’t pass out anywhere.” Riley said, slapping Isaac on the back.


  “Don’t worry. Ty will kick my ass if I do anything too stupid.” Isaac assured Riley, and he stood up, testing if he could even walk.


  It seemed okay, so he waved and left the bar, waving to everyone as he went. He’d be back soon, but it was nice to have a reprieve from the loud chaos. He didn’t even know half of the people, but they knew him. He rubbed his forehead as he stepped onto the elevator. Thing were finally starting to look up. Even with the fighting, he could get used to this. This was a life he could live.


  He practically stumbled off the elevator on the dorm floor, heading for Dom’s room. If everyone was right, Dom was probably just asleep, or everyone had forgotten to tell him about the party at all. Isaac examined his hands as he walked. He created a small barrier in his palm, which was lopsided and flickered quickly out. He had power in his hands, in his body. Today, he had killed the Thrall that killed Jin. At the very least, vengeance, no, justice felt good.


  The door to Dominic’s common room was open, so Isaac let himself in without a second thought. He looked at the few doors in the room. Two of them were closed completely, then third was open a crack. A light was shining out through the small opening, but Isaac couldn’t see anything else in the room. He walked slowly over to the room. “Dominic? Are you in here?”


  There was no answer. “Dom? The Elemental?” He shouted, reaching the slightly open door. He put his hand on the door, intending to lean on it as he called through to see if it was Dom’s room. Instead, he pushed the door, and it opened slightly. He looked through the larger gap, into the room beyond. What he saw made his stomach jump into his throat. He quickly pushed the door open, and as he stepped into the room, his heart stopped.


  Isaac wasn’t drunk anymore. “What the…” He looked around at the room for a moment, before something caught his attention on the far wall. “What?”


  What he saw made him want to turn and run from the room, but he couldn’t turn away. He didn’t know what to do. He was thinking clearly, but he couldn’t keep his thoughts on any one thing at a time. It didn’t make sense. He couldn’t understand what it meant. He needed help.


  Lining the walls of Dominic’s room was an obsessive number of photographs, all hand developed and pinned up haphazardly. There wasn’t a single bit of the wall that was visible through the mosaic of photos. And each photo was of a single, chilling subject. Isaac, and his family. Most of the walls were covered in photos of Isaac, taken in the past few months, around the Registry. As the paparazzi had been taking his pictures, apparently so had Dominic. Or maybe it was just all Dominic all along. Isaac didn’t know.


  There was a messy scrawl on a lot of the photos, but Isaac didn’t stay to read most of them. He didn’t need to linger to know that something was wrong. And when he saw the photos on the back wall, he knew he had to act immediately. On the back wall were photos of his sister Sera, his mother, Roy, and worst of all, his younger sisters. Many of the photos of him on the back wall had Xs drawn over his face. That didn’t worry him nearly as much as the arrows drawn across several photos, all pointing at one in the center. It was a picture of Sera entering the Registry the day before, when she was checking in through security. There was a large circle drawn around her.


  As he ran, he called Sera’s number on his LINK. It rang a few times before it picked up.


  “Sera? Sera, are you there?” Isaac asked frantically.


  “Isaac.” He heard her voice crack, and then she sobbed. “Isaac, help me.”


  Chapter 13 – Nightmare


  Cause and effect. It is impossible to be sure what consequences our actions will have. We can only do our best to estimate the outcome. No one can know the future, because it is uncertain. Molded not only by the choices that we make, but the choices of others. Sometimes, we are doomed before we begin. What other way is there to account for the lost lives of children who were never given a chance to make decisions, to live their rightful time?


  A monorail hummed silently along its singular track, unaware of the majestic vista above which is sailed. The view wasn’t lost on the passengers, however. Hundreds of feet below crashed the waves of an azure ocean that stretched out to the horizon. The monorail track’s base plummeted deep under the water, lodged unseen in the ocean floor below. Looking out the opposite window from the ocean revealed an equally beautiful view, verdant forests lining an untouched valley of red stone. The foliage effectively covered the ruins of some lost people who had once settled in the valley. It had long been uninhabited.


  Out of one of the windows peered the hopeful eyes of a teenage boy, with shortly shaved black hair and pale skin. The chance to get out of the city was enough to fill him with joy, he wanted to follow in his father’s footsteps, after all. His mouth was stuck in a wide smile, unflinching, as his eyes darted from one thing to another.


  Less pleased than the boy was the girl sitting next to him, several years younger, with auburn hair put up in pigtails. She had her arms crossed over her chest and her lips were pursed.


  “It won’t be too much longer, Dory.” A comforting voice reassured her.


  Dory shook her head petulantly, ‘soon’ wasn’t good enough. “I don’t feel good.” She said, looking hopefully at her mother, who sat across from the siblings.


  “Just motion sickness. I used to get it the same way.” The woman had similarly auburn hair, long and tied back in a ponytail, though her bangs were left forward to frame her face. She had lightly tanned skin, matching Dory’s, and just by looking, you would be forgiven for assuming she wasn’t related to the boy with the black hair and pale skin. Around her neck rested a simple leather cord, hanging from which were three long ivory fangs.


  Dory just stared at the floor, arms crossed tightly.


  “Dominic, why don’t you take your sister to the bathroom?” The woman asked, glancing over to the distracted boy.


  “I don’t want to miss any of this. We never get out of the city.” Dom didn’t turn away from the window as he spoke. “Besides, I’m not her babysitter.”


  Dory responded by sticking her tongue out at her brother. “I didn’t want your help anyway.”


  “Good, because you weren’t gonna get it.” Dominic laughed, and he returned his full attention to the view outside. It was a sunny day, and the ocean was glimmering like a sea of gemstones. It was the first time he had seen the ocean.


  “You’re going to have to help keep an eye on your sister a little bit during the trip, Dominic.” Their mother reminded him, but he barely heard it. “When we get there, we’ll go check into the hotel first, then we can go take a look around, find a place to eat dinner. I’ll need you to help make sure Dory doesn’t get lost in the crowds.”


  Dom just waved his hand dismissively behind his head.


  “I’ll remind you again later.” His mother said, and then she turned to Dory. “Do you want to go to the bathroom now? Once we arrive, it might be a few minutes before we’ll have time.”


  Dory nodded enthusiastically and practically jumped out of her seat. Taking her mother’s hand, they started off down the aisle together towards the bathroom.


  Dom spent the next several minutes surveying the ocean in peaceful silence. Eventually, the view got a little old, so he turned and sat properly in his seat. Rustling through his backpack, he found that none of the books or games he brought seemed interesting, so he left them where they were and looked to the inside of the train car for entertainment.


  The car they were in was regular fare, so there wasn’t too much to see. Families going on vacation, business people doing business things. One particular passenger did catch his attention. It was an Indicia, sitting on the far end of the car, opposite him. Indicia weren’t uncommon, but this one didn’t seem to be with a Collar or Vassal. It was just a cream colored kangaroo, sitting in a seat by himself, reading the contents of a yellow folder.


  Dom couldn’t help but stare for a moment at the kangaroo. Someday, he planned to be a Collar, and he found himself wondering what his Indicia would be like. Powerful and fierce like his father’s? Or cold and calculating? The kangaroo did look intelligent, and he also looked thick enough to fight in close quarters. Maybe his Indicia would be well rounded like that.


  His heart skipped a beat when the kangaroo looked up from the folder and they made eye contact. He knew staring was rude, and he should look away, but he didn’t. They looked into each other’s eyes for a moment, the kangaroo smiled, and then looked back down into the folder.


  Dominic was only fourteen years old, it would still be a few years before he could apply for an Indicia. He had pleaded with his mother to attend the CC school at the Registry, but she wouldn’t have any of it. Given how her husband had died, it was understandable. He had considered on a few occasions running away to the Registry, but he always decided against it. It didn’t matter, it wouldn’t take him long to catch up to the training the Collar Candidates received in school. He was going to be one of the best. Just like his father.


  Looking around, he began to wonder where his mother and Dory had gotten off to. It shouldn’t take so long to go to the bathroom. Maybe there was a line, it had been a long trip. He looked over the back of the seat, towards the little bathroom nook in the rear of the car. A small sign proclaimed it was “Out of Order”. So they must have gone to the bathroom in a different car.


  Dom’s train of thought was suddenly derailed by a flickering of the light in the car. Looking out the window, he could see a large shadow blocking out the sun over the train. He swiveled quickly in his seat and crawled to the window to get a better look outside. The train car shuddered lightly. Glancing upward, he couldn’t see what was casting the shadow at the angle he had. He pulled the window open and stuck his head out, looking fully up towards the sky.


  His ears hurt as a powerful, otherworldly screech echoed through the valley. Above, he could see a massive black form, shaped vaguely like a bird, with a narrow front and back, and a wider mid section that resembled wings. The wings didn’t flap, and there was no visible face, head, or distinct limbs. Instead, the bird shaped creature simple floated through the sky, mocking reality as it did so. The sight and sound together were unsettling. Dominic pulled his head back inside the train and tugged the window shut.


  The other passengers in the train had begun to panic as a worried murmur filled the previously quiet car. A quick glance around revealed that the kangaroo had disappeared. If the creature outside was a Thrall, maybe he had gone to fight it. Dominic felt a swell of pride in his chosen future profession. That pride was shortly replaced by fear as the train car shook again. A monorail attendant motioned for everyone’s attention.


  “If everyone could please calmly make their way to the front car. It is the largest, and can move faster if we detach the other cars.” He explained, motioning towards the door in a large sweeping gesture.


  But Dory and their mother had gone backwards, to a car further back. Dominic couldn’t go to the front car without going back to get them first. He slung his backpack over his shoulder and stood up. The car shook again, and out the window, he saw a flash of silver light. A Collar must have been on the train after all. The main cabin lights shut off, and were replaced by Lightglass structures, forming glowing orange arrows pointing to the front of the car.


  Dominic ignored the instructions of these arrows and made his way to the back of the car. Just to be sure, he jiggled the handle of the out of order bathroom door, and it swung open to reveal it was indeed empty. The next car was attached directly to the back of the one he was in, so he slid the door open manually and stepped through. He had to stand aside to allow a river of people to flow past, no doubt making their way to the front car like he should have been.


  He kept his eyes peeled for his mother and sister in the crowd, but he didn’t see them passing him. When the aisle was clear enough, he took a few steps forward, trying to look at the bathroom nook in the back of this car. Sure enough, he saw his mother tapping on the bathroom door. She was saying something, but she was too far away to hear.


  “Mom!” He called out, and she looked his way, hiding the worry on her face.


  “Go to the front car, Dominic! We’ll be right there!” She shouted, waving him away.


  Outside the window, more silver flashes lit the sky. The Thrall was moving away from the monorail. More flashes. The Thrall turned and was angling itself back towards the train now. Towards the car they were standing in. Dominic shouted, but he didn’t hear anything. He started to run forward, the wrong direction of course, but it was all he could think to do. His mother shouted as well, and again he heard nothing. She started to run towards the front of the car. They both made it about two steps before the Thrall tore through the side of the train.


  The world tumbled and grew bright as the train car was torn in half. Dom lost his grip on his backpack and it went flying as the monorail was thrown off the track. He saw the bright sky above, but it wasn’t shining bright for him anymore. Pain filled him as he tumbled around the mangled, falling train car. There was a heavy shudder and a strong jerk as the car stopped falling. There was a loud groan of metal as the half of the car he was in swayed precariously, hanging from the next car, which was still mostly on the track.


  Dominic sputtered and coughed as he stared up at the sky. He had landed on the back of


  one of the seats, that was why he hadn’t fallen like the other half of the car. Panic engulfed him as he scrambled onto his hands and knees, looking out over the edge. Far below, he could see the azure of the ocean, waiting to swallow him. It was splashing around the rear half of the train car already, the metal box sinking quickly under the water. Shards of metal, people’s luggage, and even bodies littered the water as well.


  Dory and his mother were gone. He felt his stomach climbing into his mouth, ready to empty over the edge, but he knew there wasn’t time for that. He still had a chance to climb up to the sturdier cars. Based on the sway, he wasn’t sure how much longer the hanging car would last.


  “Mom? Dory?!” He called out into the valley below, not expecting a response, but he couldn’t leave without asking.


  “Dominic? Are you okay?!” He heard his mother call, and his hope was renewed.


  “I’m fine! Where are you?” He shouted, trying to locate the source of her voice.


  “I’m…hanging off the edge down here. Can you get to me?” She shouted in reply, and he leaned over the edge of the seat, looking down at the very bottom of the car. Hanging on the back of the last seat was a set of hands.


  Without thinking, Dominic slid his feet over the edge of the seat he was perched on, and carefully lowered himself down to the next seat. In this way, he was able to slowly and carefully climb all the way to the end of the car. He was sweating heavily and he still felt like he was going to vomit. When he reached the last seat, he dropped to his hands and knees and reached for his mother’s wrists.


  “Mom, where’s Dory?” He asked, trying to pull her up to the seat, but it was difficult, especially with sweaty palms.


  She took a moment to answer. “Don’t worry about that right now.” Her voice cracked as she finished speaking, and she fought back a sob.


  Dominic pulled as hard as he could, but she was slipping away. His arms were already tired from the tumble and climb down. Every time he thought he was making progress, his arms would give out and he had to give some slack just to avoid dropping her altogether.


  “You can do this, Dominic.” His mother reassured him, but he was starting to doubt it.


  “I can’t do it. I’m not strong enough.” He said, even as he lifted with all of his strength.


  “Dom, you wanted to be a Collar someday. Do you still want to?” She asked, and though he wasn’t sure what it had to do with anything, he nodded firmly.


  “I do.”


  “Then there is one more thing we can try.” She said, and her wrists started to slip through Dominic’s grasp.


  She couldn’t hold on much longer, her hands were cramping up. As she began to fall, she moved as fast as she could, grabbed the leather cord from around her neck and yanked it up, snapping the back of it, and held it up to Dominic. He reached out frantically and managed to get the leather in his left hand. The leather wouldn’t hold, so they only had seconds. Dom’s right hand could only hold onto his mother’s slipping left wrist for another moment.


  Dominic blinked, and when he opened his eyes, he fell backwards. He was no longer holding onto his mother’s hands and he was no longer dangling from the side of the monorail track. Instead, he was in a dark wasteland, and it appeared to be night time. The entire world was tinted a dark blue, and there was no sound other than his own breathing. What appeared to be mountains jutted into the blue sky in the distance. Blue dust swirled around kicked up by a silent wind.


  “Hello?” He called out, and his voice echoed into the distance.


  He turned around, called out again, and still received no response. In the distance, he could see what appeared to be a small hut made out of mud and straw, possibly in front of a small campsite. Remembering that he only had seconds to save his mother, he felt compelled to move fast, even if he didn’t know entirely what was going on. With a swift jog, he approached the hut.


  A fire pit situated in front of a simple hut with no other real furniture. No camping equipment, no bed, no food. It was just an empty hut and a fire pit with no fire. He stared into the empty hut and spoke again.


  “Hello?”


  “What the Hell do you think you are doing?” was the snarled response. It came from behind him.


  “I’m…not sure.” Dominic said, turning around slowly.


  In the dark, on the far side of the fire pit, he could see two glowing yellow eyes. He could also hear ragged breathing in accompaniment.


  “Then get the Hell out of my home.” The voice snarled again.


  “I’m looking for help.” Dominic pleaded, stepping towards the glowing yellow eyes, against his better judgment.


  “This is not the place you come looking for help,” growled the voice, and the growl grew louder the closer Dominic got.


  “My mother, my mom is going to fall.” He said, and he remembered that Dory was already gone. No matter what, he had to rescue his mother. No matter what it took.


  “Do I look like a safety net?” The eyes blinked, and when they opened, they were several feet closer.


  Dom took a few steps back instinctively, and he was glad he did, because the fire pit suddenly burst into life. In the new light of the fire, he could make out the form of a massive wolf standing on four legs.


  “No, you don’t. Your name is…Tyloki.” Dominic whispered, trying to remember what he knew. It wasn’t much.


  “So you have heard of me.” The wolf said, “If you know what is good for you, you will walk away now.”


  “I haven’t just heard of you. You were my father’s Indicia. He died a long time ago, but I still met you a few times. When I was a kid.” Dominic explained.


  “You are still a kid. A kid I do not remember ever meeting.” The wolf walked forward, and Dominic didn’t back away. When they were standing face to face, the wolf raised a paw, placed it firmly on Dominic’s chest, and shoved the boy to the ground.


  As Dom tried to crawl away from the massive wolf looming above him, the creature pinned him down with a hefty paw on his chest. The wolf’s muzzle was pressed against the boy’s chest, and he inhaled deeply. “Indicia go through so many humans, it’s hard to give value to any particular one, much less their insufferable offspring.” The creature leaned down and whispered in Dom’s ear. “So many pets, just buried in the ground.”


  “That’s horrible to say. People aren’t just pets.” Dominic stammered, turning his head away from the imposing wolf.


  “But I do recognize that smell.” Tyloki’s muzzle twisted into a grin, and he licked his lips. “Pets like your father. He was a decent warrior, but in a few decades, I’ll have forgotten him completely.”


  “He was a great warrior, and I want to be just like him.” Dominic said defensively.


  “Oh, you should not strive to be like him.” The wolf looked up and down at the boy, taking in his body. “Well, you should not strive to do anything requiring strength.”


  “I’ll be strong one day. I just need help now. We’re wasting time. My mom is going to die. Please, you were my father’s Indicia, and you were important enough that my mom held onto your totem all this time.” Dominic tried to reason with the wolf.


  “She kept my totem because I told her I did not want any new Collars.” Tyloki said with a grunt. “Which she clearly did not understand.”


  “So you do remember.” Dominic stammered hopefully.


  “I remember. But he was not good enough. And you, you’ve got nothing to offer me.” Tyloki said, stepping back from the boy.


  “I can fight. I can be a warrior, like you want.” Tears were starting to well up in Dom’s eyes.


  “No.” Tyloki said flatly. “You can not be. You are a child.”


  “When I grow up, I’ll be stronger.” Dominic pleaded.


  “And what in the meantime? I can not get any use out of you.” Tyloki spoke with a lewd tone in his voice as he said the word “use”.


  “I make great warriors greater. I do not waste my time making mediocre…pups less mediocre.”


  “How can you say I’m mediocre? You don’t know me.” Dom spat back, defensively.


  The big wolf laughed at the pathetic retort, lifting the paw that pinned the boy down, “Hit me.”


  “What?” Dom took the opportunity to scramble to his feet.


  “Prove you are not the pathetic pup I think you are. Hit me. Show me there is even a hint of warrior in you. One free shot.”


  Dominic stared at the wolf, unmoving. He couldn’t actually argue that he was a warrior. He’d never been in a fight before. He didn’t know how to throw a proper punch.


  “Weak. Untrained. Dull. And unable to follow directions. Mediocre was far too kind a word to use on you, Great Warrior. You must want your mother to die.”


  Frustrated with the situation, worried that he was running out of time, each word that Tyloki spoke stung worse than the last. The anger that was building swelled violently at the wolf’s last words, and Dominic lashed out, stepping forward, throwing his fist as hard as he could at the wolf’s muzzle.


  Tyloki watched the boy’s temper rise, the seething anger boiling within, the blaze waiting to be unleashed. The wolf didn’t even flinch from the uncoordinated strike.


  “Hit me.” The wolf snarled louder, baring his fangs, a living fire dancing in his eyes.


  Dominic wound up and struck at the wolf again, his second punch no more coordinated than his first.


  The wolf dipped his head easily under the blow, springing forward to shoulder check the boy. Dom, already off balance from his punch, stumbled backwards a few steps before falling down.


  A wall of fire erupted around the fallen human, encircling his prone form. The flames blazed higher with every step of the wolf’s approach. His face parting the flames as he walked through the fire untouched, not a fur singed or out of place, his predatory gaze leering down with disdain and contempt.


  Dominic once again tried to crawl backwards, away from the wolf, but he found the blaze behind him blocked his path. He turned to face the wolf head on, but the fire in Tyloki’s eyes was enough to fill his stomach with fear. He averted his gaze to the ground.


  One paw reached toward the boy, making first contact on his leg and slowly trailing his claws up along the boy’s form, almost sensual in the way he brushed over the trembling body until he reached the human’s chest, pressing his weight down to pin the child once more as he leaned closer to the runt, burning eyes only inches away from fearful human ones. A low growling voice spoke slowly and clearly. “You are useless to me. You are unwanted. You are not good enough to be a pet. That makes you just a pest.”


  “I just need you to help me.” Dominic whimpered. “What’s the point of having so much power if you won’t use it to help someone?”


  “I am not your protector. I am not your safety net. I am not your servant. You humans need to learn to clean up your own mess. If you were not such a weakling you could lift your mother up yourself. Why do you need me? Because you are lazy. Because you are a spoiled runt. Because you are weak. Because you are useless, you want me to give you a use.”


  “I’m not lazy!” Dominic shouted, though he still couldn’t bring himself to make eye contact.


  The big wolf head laughed as it lowered, sniffing around the pinned body. “You smell nothing of hard work, training, or sacrifice. You have had no need to work or fight for anything in your life, have you? This is your punishment.”


  “Punishment? I haven’t had a chance to do anything yet. How can I be punished for that?”


  “Every day you squandered was a chance to prepare. You have thrown them all away living like livestock instead of a wolf.”


  “I…” Dominic didn’t have the words to respond.


  “Tell me I am wrong.” The wolf challenged, glaring directly in the boy’s face.


  “It’s not fair.” The boy responded, finally looking up into the wolf’s eyes. “That’s not fair.”


  “Fair? You want fair? You traveled to another realm to beg for help to fight that which is fair. Letting your mother plummet to her death, like any other accident in the world. That would be fair. Is it my responsibility to prevent every death in your world? You do not want fair at all, do you?”


  “It won’t be an accident if you don’t help me. You’ll be killing her.”


  “Your weakness sentenced her to death. Just because I may be the only one who can save her from you, does not make it my duty. That would not be fair.” The wolf explained, lips curled in sadistic enjoyment of using the boy’s own words against him.


  “Stop calling me weak.” Dominic whispered, hands clenching into fists on the ground.


  “Admit that you are.”


  “No.”


  “Then why do you need my help?”


  For this, the truth was too much for Dominic to admit. Anger had worked its way to his core again, and he let that anger out in another hopeless punch.


  Tyloki didn’t even look phased by the pathetic blow. Repeating his question. “Why do you need my help?”


  The boy answered the question the same way, another punch. Then another. None of them doing anything but causing his anger to seep deeper into his being.


  “Why do you need my help?”


  Hearing the question again, having no answer for it, Dominic felt something break inside. He started swinging his fists wildly at the wolf, not caring about words anymore, he thrashed against the Indicia. He screamed at the top of his lungs as he struck, trying to land just one hit strong enough to convince the wolf he was worthwhile.


  The black wolf weathered the rain of blows with a stoic and unflinching gaze, letting the boy exhaust his rage before rearing up high and slamming down onto his shoulders with both paws, pinning his arms firmly as he leaned in closer than ever, lips practically touching lips as if he was moving in for a kiss. Dominic couldn’t turn his head away from the wolf’s warm breath. Tyloki whispered five more words. “Why do you need me?”


  “I don’t.” Dominic whispered through a bout of coughing brought on by the wolf’s slam.


  “Then why did you come? Return to your dying mother.”


  “Alright! I need you to help me. Because I’m too weak to save her on my own.”


  The wolf smiled. “Was that so hard? I will make you a deal if you are so willing to do anything to save her. I could pact with you.” He started with his offer, lewdly licking his lips before passing that tongue over the human’s. The boy trembled as he felt the rough tongue passing over his skin. “But I do not want you as a pet. Once she is safe, I will kill you.”


  Dominic’s head swam as he tried to comprehend what he’d been told. He’d have the power to save his mother, but his life would be over. It wasn’t fair, he told himself. This was all so unfair. “No, you can’t. I’m…I haven’t…gotten to live yet.”


  “Learn now while you still have the time. No matter how much you want to save the things you care about, you can not protect them all.”


  “You can’t make me choose between my mother and my own life!”


  “Then how can I expect you to choose to fight for others over your own life? If you can not put your family’s life above your own, what chance does a stranger have? You will never be a great warrior. And you will never be a hero. If you are not prepared to die for your cause. You are not prepared to deal with my strength.”


  Dominic’s fists were clenched again. If he did nothing, his mother would certainly die. If he agreed, he stood some chance of saving himself later. “Fine. I’ll do it.”


  “You would die to save her? Do not think you can weasel out later. I will kill you. I will burn you alive, and I will return to my life of peace, away from the petty problems of humans.”


  The boy’s stomach twisted. He had no reason to disbelieve the wolf’s words. But wouldn’t it be worth it? To be a hero. To save his mother. Dory was already gone. He couldn’t let them both die. “Yes.” He said, feeling like his stomach was about to empty itself on the ground.


  The wolf shook his head, the fire in his eyes seeming to mellow out as the fire circle around them began to falter and weaken. The wolf turning around, releasing the boy as he started to walk away, every step the flame circle dipped down lower and lower to mere embers.


  “Go away.”


  “What? But I did what you wanted!” Dominic shouted after the wolf, panic taking over.


  “You are just another damn martyr. Just like your father. A worthless pet who is just going to get himself killed. Who does not understand life or family. Go away.” The wolf finished, sitting down on the opposite side of the firepit and looking longingly into the distance.


  “You’re insane! No matter what I say or do, it’s not good enough! You can’t just sit there while my mom dies! I said you can kill me if you want! You can rip my throat open, tear my heart out, cook me alive, I don’t care!” Dominic screamed, standing up.


  “I know.” The wolf sighed. “You are not good enough. And you do not care. They never care. They always try to tell me what they think I want to hear. Maybe after dealing with so many of you, I no longer care.”


  Bellowing as loud as he could, Dominic charged towards the wolf, skirting around the firepit, not sure what he planned to do when he got there. In the end, he decided to tackle the wolf, throwing the entire weight of his small body onto Tyloki’s back.


  “Please. You can save her. I need you!” Dominic cried.


  The big wolf didn’t budge from the impact of the small human. He stood up to shake the boy off his back and snorted at the child.


  “I do not need you.” Tyloki said coldly, raising a paw to smack Dominic squarely in the chest. Not a punch, not a blow. A shove, pushing hard with the impact and toppling the boy backwards into the fire pit, flames shooting out of his eyes as the whole area erupted into an inferno, the flames closing in, surrounding the fire pit and the human trapped within and in another flourish of fire, Tyloki was alone once more.


  The next time Dominic blinked, he was holding his mother’s wrist again, and she was slowly slipping away. He held on as tightly as he could. They didn’t need to speak. He could see in her eyes that she understood, he had failed. The leather cord snapped, and she let go of it, let the totem fall first.


  “Mom!” Dominic sobbed, hands starting to cramp.


  “You’ll be great.” His mother said as she slipped from his grasp and started to fall to the ocean below.


  Dominic couldn’t watch, he scrambled back from the edge of the seat and wrapped his arms around his knees. The car shifted again, and the flashes of silver light in the sky continued. He heard the screech of the Thrall, the noise and chaos of the battle, but it all echoed as if it was so far away. He cried as long as he could manage, but eventually, the train shifted enough that he was afraid it might fall.


  Stoically, he began to climb his way up the seats again, back up towards the cars that were still firmly on the monorail track. He stopped crying as he climbed, and he thought that maybe he was out of tears, that he wouldn’t have to cry about it anymore. He would be strong, become a warrior. Prove Tyloki wrong.


  As he climbed through the doorway, and into the train car that he had started in, he passed by the yellow folder that the kangaroo Indicia had been reading. He didn’t see it, and he didn’t see the papers that were scattered around the train. Even if he had seen them, he wouldn’t have been able to process them in the state he was in. He moved up the aisle and to the door to the next car, which would lead to the next car. The same as each day would lead to another day, one day closer to proving he could be strong.


  Maybe he would have chosen a different path if he had seen the papers that were littering the train car. If he had seen the label on the yellow folder than the kangaroo had been reading. If he had even been able to understand what it all meant. A simple biography next to the picture of a boy.


  Dominic Hale


  Brother of Doreen Hale, Son of Aubrey and Dyson Hale


  Dyson Hale Deceased, Collar of Tyloki the Flame


  Priority: Critical


  



  Chapter 14 – Daydream


  [You are too weak. Sometimes you have to let someone else take care of things. You can not always save the day, especially if you are not willing to fight.]


  The words echoed through Isaac’s head, the only fixed point in the chaos. He knew what had happened, but he had no idea why it was happening. The not knowing was what made him angry. The inability to do anything about it. He’d been lead to believe that learning to fight would mean there was always something he could do.


  “There will be more people that need saving.”


  “I know.”


  “What will you do?”


  “I’ll protect them.”


  “How will you protect them?”


  “I’ll…fight.”


  But there was nothing to do, not yet. When the time came, he knew what he would do.


  “I’ll kill him.” Isaac spoke aloud, testing the idea. And it felt right, so he repeated it. “I’ll kill him.”


  The words caught the attention of Canaan and a man with whom he was having a somewhat heated argument. Isaac didn’t know what they had been arguing about, he had been too focused on his own thoughts. When he spoke, the pair stopped arguing and turned to him. The other man had been introduced as Everett, supposedly in charge of a sort of Internal Affairs for the Registry.


  Without knowing why Sera had been taken, Isaac needed somewhere to direct his anger. Dominic wasn’t in front of him, so Everett would have to do. It was his fault, he let this happen.


  [You have to take some of the blame yourself.]


  This is exactly why I never let anyone get close to me. They always try to hurt me or my family.


  [Perhaps this is not about you.]


  “If we find him, you’re not going anywhere near him.” Canaan replied, crossing his arms over his chest. “There could be any number of reasons for his actions, and I won’t sentence him to death without knowing what caused this.”


  “You can’t stop me from killing him if I find him.” Isaac spat back, and then he turned to Everett. “And you don’t have the right to tell me not to. This only happened because of you. If you’re supposed to police what’s happening here at the Registry, how could you let this happen? How could you let someone like Dominic just roam free?”


  “He hadn’t exactly done anything illegal, before, did he?” Everett had a commanding presence, a natural authority.


  “Maybe, I don’t know. It’s your job to know that. If you can’t stop something like this from happening, then you’ve got no right to tell me how to handle it.” Isaac said, unmoved by Everett’s stern voice.


  “That’s not how it works, kid. And just because you’re some hotshot who managed to survive when he should’ve died doesn’t mean you know any better than I do. I’ve handled this sort of thing plenty of times before. We’re going to find your sister, and until we bring her home, you’re going to stay put. If we need you, we’ll give you a call.” Everett waved his hand towards the door, as if he was shooing Isaac away.


  “Like Hell I am.” Isaac stood up, being dismissed by Everett had only served to infuriate him further.


  “That’s what we were discussing just a moment ago, actually.” Canaan cut in, trying to defuse the situation. “I have an idea that might help us track Dominic down faster.”


  Isaac felt helpless, he wanted to lash out at whatever was in front of him. The last thing he wanted to do was accept help from someone as manipulative as Canaan.


  [You have no better ideas. Admit it.]


  You’re right. I don’t have any ideas. But sitting here isn’t any better.


  “Alright, what’ve you got?” Isaac asked tentatively.


  “It’s been awhile, people probably don’t remember you as fondly as they did a few months ago. But you did do something incredible when you torched the InCorp building.” Canaan explained, and Isaac saw Chase begin to materialize behind him. “People will remember that, and they’ll want to be a part of that.”


  “So you’re saying the public will want to help look for Sera?” Isaac asked, his mind starting to consider the possibility that Canaan was presenting.


  “You’re a hero.” Chase chimed in, stepping beside Canaan. “Or you were. And mobs love a good story. Give ‘em a hero, and give ‘em a villain, and they’ll draw their own lines.”


  “But I don’t want Dominic to be the villain. That puts too much heat on the Registry.” Canaan stepped in. “We have enough negative press as it is. If the headline runs as ‘Rogue Registry Collar Kidnaps Innocent Blonde Bombshell’, people will panic. And that panic will land on my desk.”


  “So how do we give them a villain without making Dominic the bad guy?” Isaac asked, scratching his head.


  “Simple. We just make the story whatever we want it to be. It’s unlikely anyone else has information we don’t, besides Dominic himself. So whatever we say is as good as the truth.” Canaan pressed his glasses up his nose.


  “We lie? To the whole city? That’s how we find Dominic?” Isaac shook his head. “And say what?”


  “We change the headline. ‘Local Vassals Kidnap Hero’s Sister’.” Chase smiled proudly. “But it’s about you. We need you to sell it.”


  “But we don’t know if the Vassals had anything to do with this. You don’t think that could bring some heat back on you in a different way?” Isaac asked.


  “Not a complete idiot.” Everett smirked at the side of his mouth. He was a tall man, broad shouldered, wearing hefty Aer Circuit Armor. Isaac would’ve wagered it was calibrated for durability. He had a sharp jaw, giving him a solid, square face. Features, oddly symmetrical. Buzzed, dark hair. “Which is what we were arguing about. If the Vassals aren’t planning anything right now, they will be. It’ll shift public opinion in our favor, and so they’ll have nothing to lose.”


  “Nothing we can’t handle.” Canaan said. “I’d rather deal with the Vassals than with bad press.”


  “That might be a mistake.” Everett clenched his jaw. “Public opinion is important, but we don’t necessarily want to villainize all Vassals. Some of them just want to live their lives. Push them too far, and you’ll force them to act.”


  “They’re disorganized. When they try to act, we’ll know about it. I’ve got my sources. We can put a stop to anything before it happens. But if the public doesn’t support us, we get no funding.” Canaan replied. The argument was beginning again.


  “Innocent people could get hurt in the crossfire. Is it worth hurting people to try and protect them?” Everett asked.


  “I think it’s worth the risk.” Chase sounded sure of himself. Isaac didn’t think there would be much chance of changing the kangaroo’s mind. Canaan, on the other hand, he could argue with him all day. “I mean, we need money to operate.” The kangaroo threw his arms in the air helplessly.


  “Everett’s right. Innocent people could get hurt.” Isaac reasoned his way through it. He thought he might agree with Everett, but he couldn’t be sure yet. “But it could help find Sera faster. Before Dominic has a chance to hurt her.”


  “Who is more important, Isaac? People you’ve never met, or your sister? If someone has to get hurt, who would you rather choose?” Canaan was facing down, looking at Isaac over the top of his glasses.


  Isaac ground his teeth, unsure of which was the right thing to do.


  [You did not become a Collar to only protect your sister. You became a Collar to protect those who need it. To put others in harms way for your own selfish reasons would be a disgrace.]


  Don’t tell me about disgrace. How long have you known Dominic, and no one noticed anything was wrong with him? He’s psycho, and no one did anything to stop him.


  [No one stopped you from running into a building to burnout either.]


  They tried. It’s not my fault they couldn’t keep up with me.


  [Brag about beating the system for a moment. Then get outraged if someone pulls the same trick. I am not sure if you are more of a glory hog, or an idiot.]


  “The Vassals have been quiet lately. We shouldn’t kick that hornet’s nest.” Everett sighed and shook his head.


  “I’d say they’re closer to ants.” Canaan chuckled.


  “Either way, it’s up to Isaac. We need him as the face of this, or it’s not going to work.” Chase stepped up to Isaac, so they were face to face. It was the closest he had ever been to the kangaroo, standing just a little too close. “What d’ya say?”


  “I need to think about it.” Isaac said after mulling it over for a moment. “If I do it, people could get hurt. If I don’t, Sera could get hurt. I need time.”


  “We’ll need to have a press conference regardless of what you decide. It’ll happen tonight. You have until then to think about it.” Canaan spoke with a knowing tone in his voice. “After everything you’ve been through, can you let this be how Sera’s life ends?”


  “What are you talking about? Everything I’ve been through? What do you know about me?” Why had Canaan been reading up on his past? The Director had shown what Isaac considered to be an unreasonable level of interest in him since he became a Collar, and he was really itching to know why.


  “I simply meant the last few months.” The Director shrugged.


  Somehow, I don’t think you did.


  Isaac bit his tongue. This wasn’t the right time to confront Canaan. He’d need the Director’s help to save Sera, that was certain. As much as he wanted to huff and puff and do it all on his own, he needed help. That was when he decided he needed to talk to someone else about what he should do.


  “Until then, I’ve got some people out asking around, but they’re trying to keep it discreet.” Everett was disinterested in Isaac and Canaan’s personal problems. “With any luck, someone saw him recently. We’ll be able to track him down, send in a team before he knows we’re there, and take Sera back without any trouble.”


  That’s a good question, actually.


  “Why didn’t anyone see him kidnap her? How did he do it?” Isaac asked. He’d been so angry before, he hadn’t had a chance to think about something as simple as how Dom had pulled it off.


  “If you’ll remember, it was raining pretty heavily. There weren’t many people in the streets. It wouldn’t be hard to come up with some ruse to lure her somewhere secluded and snatch her. His magic is elemental in nature. For all we know, he caused the rain.” Everett explained with surprising patience. Evidently, he didn’t mind explaining things to the curious.


  “Dominic Hale’s abilities aren’t that powerful.” Canaan shot the idea down.


  “I try not to make assumptions like that when I’m dealing with a rogue Collar. Helps to keep an open mind.” Everett raised his eyebrows. “It’s kept me out of the morgue so far.”


  “When you’re dealing with a rogue Collar? How often does this sort of thing happen?” Isaac felt anger welling up, as it did so often lately.


  “Every once in awhile. About as often as you have a Vassal wake up and decide to register. There’s no way to predict it, if that’s what you’re thinking. It’s random, like people are. Random.” Everett answered Isaac before he could even ask the question.


  “Random. This wasn’t random. He spent months getting close to me. I don’t know why, but this is about me.” Isaac sighed, feeling defeated.


  [Pity you. Thinking you are so important. Center of the universe.]


  Any better ideas?


  [It is foolish to assume that you are important. There are many other sensible possibilities.]


  “You need to get some sleep. You’ve had a rough day. “Chase put his paw comfortingly on Isaac’s shoulder, and it was warm, friendly and strong in a way Tyloki’s never were.


  “I can’t sleep right now.” Isaac shook his head.


  The kangaroo grinned broadly. “You’re getting some sleep, if I have to drag you into a bed myself.” He gave a quick, subtle wink.


  “No, that’ll be fine. I’ll go get some sleep on my own.” Isaac lied. Chase’s comment sent a flutter through his chest, but he didn’t want to give in to that desire. It wasn’t a good time. “Just give me a call if you find anything.” Isaac said with a glance at Everett.


  He had no intention of going to sleep as he left the office. He was grateful that Tyloki didn’t have anything to say on the matter. He wasn’t going to sleep until he found Sera.


  “Learn now while you still have the time. No matter how much you want to save the things you care about, you can’t protect them all.”


  He was going to save Sera.


  * * *


  Everett stared around the room with his arms crossed. It was a complete mess, definitely the room of someone who was mentally unbalanced. The walls were lined with photos of Isaac and Sera. None gave much of a reason as to why Dominic had a personal vendetta, but they seemed to start after Isaac’s burnout. A couple of Everett’s team were standing around, playing at detectives. A few of the registry scientists had been called to investigate as well, see if they could find anything useful. So far, they’d turned up scratch.


  As the head of IA at the Registry, Everett couldn’t exactly blame Isaac for his attitude. The boy was worried about his sister, and he had no one he could blame for what was happening. He’d only been a Collar for a couple of months, he still didn’t understand the way that everything worked. Occasionally, Collars weren’t who they appeared to be. That was the point of the Registry, after all. Keep tabs on dangerous people. Everett smirked. He liked being dangerous.


  He ground his boot into the carpet. “So we’re not getting anywhere here. I don’t exactly want to patrol the city with no aim. Any ideas?”


  [The last time anyone saw him, he was carrying a backpack full of ropes, correct?]


  “Right. Archer saw him before he took off to fight the Thrall with Isaac. So we know that Dominic took Sera sometime in the last half day. It’s been about five hours since Isaac called us. You can get anywhere in the city in a half day.”


  [Of course you could. If you didn’t mind being on camera. If you didn’t want to be on camera…]


  “You’d have to stick to side roads, rooftops, and you’d have to have a route planned pretty damn carefully. No monorail, no vehicle streets.” Everett said with a shrug.


  [It would take you longer. And there would be limited options. Perhaps we could…]


  “We need someone to try to get from the Registry to the city wall, all without ending up on camera.” Everett was about to make a call on his LINK, but something more pressing happened.


  Suddenly materialized in the center of the room was a ferret, Dominic’s Indicia, Basel. He stood with guarded body language, feet turned inwards, paws fidgeting. This wasn’t really what Everett expected, but maybe he could leverage it. If Basel didn’t approve of what Dominic was doing, maybe he was willing to roll on him.


  “Basel, what a delight to see you today.” Everett said when no one else spoke up. Basel didn’t speak right away, and the room was filled with a hushed silence. “Can I help you?” As he talked, he made brief eye contact with Darius, one of his IA agents standing on the far side of the room. If Basel was here, then Dominic or his totem couldn’t be far from the Registry. Without speaking, Darius gave a quick nod and swiftly exited the room. Now Everett just needed to keep Basel there for as long as he could manage.


  “She’s okay.” Basel said, keeping a wary eye on Everett.


  “Where is she?” He asked, tilting his head to the side.


  “I’m not supposed to tell you.” Basel spoke quickly, he knew his time was limited.


  “Why did he take her?” Everett asked next. He had never been too close to Dominic, and personally he knew little about ferret or human.


  “Some sort of justice.” Basel sounded as if he didn’t quite believe in Dominic’s justice. But he wasn’t willing to stand in the Collar’s way, so it didn’t matter either way. If the Indicia lets the human do what he wants, then they might as well be actively helping.


  Still, worth a shot. “Some sort of justice? Sera is innocent. No matter what he wants justice for, holding Sera won’t help that.”


  “I feel how angry he is. I feel how lost. This isn’t about Sera. It’s about Isaac. And Tyloki.” Basel spat, the anger he mentioned evident in his voice now.


  “What is he angry about?” Everett wondered out loud, not expecting a specific answer. The ferret was still guarded, Everett was sure that he would disappear with the least motivation. The best thing to do was to just keep talking.


  “His family. Tyloki took them away. When they were lost, he was lost too. And I feel how empty he has been. Ever since I first took him, I’ve known that his despair would consume him. And it’s taking me with him.” The ferret said with regret.


  “Reverse transference?” Maybe this was something he could work with. If a Collar felt emotions strongly enough, then the feelings could transfer back into the Indicia. Change how they think and behave.


  “When you look in the mirror, you see yourself, and behind you, your Indicia.” Basel said, staring at something over Everett’s shoulder, not making eye contact. “When he looks in the mirror, when I look in a mirror, all I see is him. When I first took him, I thought it was possible that I could keep him calm and directed. Save him. And at first, it worked. I gave him a purpose, something new to live for. He moved on, his family just a tragic past.”


  “Tyloki took them away.” Everett responded, just to show that he was listening.


  “He recovered, he was normal. I saved him, where Tyloki couldn’t. But even that was never enough. He always strove to prove he was the best. I fell in love with him. His endurance, his drive. He didn’t give up. He had to keep going, for them.” Basel shook his head, and turned his attention specifically to Everett.


  “And what changed?”


  “When he’s ready, when it’s ready, you’ll know. He wants to prove he’s the best.”


  “Wait, Basel, this isn’t you. He’s gotten to you. Whatever he is trying to do, it doesn’t have to be this way. He’s doing the thinking for you. Please, tell me where he has Sera.” He made eye contact with the ferret, and he could almost feel the anguish that he saw in them.


  “It is him. And maybe before, I would have stopped him. But I love him. He can’t stop until this happens. It’s the only way for him to be free. And I need him to be free.” In the blink of an eye, Basel was gone.


  A moment later, Everett was on LINK with Darius. “Anything?”


  “Not a thing. Nothing on camera. He might have been nearby, but he’s gone now.”


  “We need someone who knows the streets of this city like the back of their hand. He’s getting ready for something. I want to stop it before it happens, whatever it is.” Everett stormed out of the room, there was nothing useful for him there.


  * * *


  “Totally psycho crazy.” Isaac slammed his fist on the table, shaking his head.


  [You need to control your anger. It is a weapon, not to be lashed out needlessly at inanimate objects.]


  Archer and Riley sat in stunned silence. They looked at the wall of lockers at the back of the briefing room. Losing Collars, either to age or mortality, wasn’t an uncommon occurrence. But to hear that their colleague had kidnapped an innocent woman and disappeared was something else entirely.


  Isaac had the feeling that they wanted to defend Dominic, try to come up with theories that would protect his innocence. They bit their tongues, if they did. “I’m going to kill him.”


  “Isaac…” Riley said, but no words followed. He might have told a joke to lighten the mood, but it wasn’t appropriate.


  “We will see how the situation unfolds, and react accordingly. You’re part of a team, Isaac. If killing him is necessary, then that is unavoidable. But he has been our friend for some time. You won’t kill him without exhausting every other option first.” Archer explained, as much an order as anything.


  “Sera’s going to be fine.” Rain said as he materialized with his arms around Isaac in a big, warm hug.


  “The last time you saw Jin, did you think it would be the last time?” Isaac asked matter-of-factly.


  “No, I didn’t. But that was different.” Riley said, “I can’t promise you that Sera will be okay. But I do promise that we’ll do everything we can to get her back.”


  “What are we sitting around here for, then?” Alkaid asked, sitting in a chair with his back turned to the group. “It’s a big city. But if we think hard, I’m sure we can slim it down a little.”


  “Alkaid is right. He is likely to have taken her to an area of the city that is less populated. Wherever he went, he got her through the city without being seen once. I was the last person to see him, as far as we know. His elemental magic wouldn’t have been the most useful for that.”


  “I can use the rain to become near invisible.” Riley cut in, raising his hand. “But I can’t do it to someone else. Only myself. Maybe he did something similar.”


  “You can?” Alkaid asked, raising an eyebrow. “I’ve never had trouble seeing you.”


  Riley stuck his tongue out at the cat.


  “It’s a possibility worth thinking about.” Alkaid went back on topic. “Riley, is there any visual artifacting on camera when you use that technique?”


  “I said near invisible, not completely. I think that I would show up on camera like normal. It’s more of a perception thing, for humans.” Riley shrugged.


  “We should test it to be sure.” Archer said.


  “Indicia can dematerialize completely. Maybe it’s something like that.” Rain kept his arms wrapped tightly around Isaac as they talked. Isaac didn’t react in any noticeable way.


  “In that case, we’re going somewhere else, somewhere specific. Humans can’t do it on their own, and they can’t do it physically without an actual rift. Even if you know where a rift is, getting in and out isn’t so simple. The portal the Registry maintains, to open at will, well, we would have noticed if he used that.” Alkaid mused.


  “Good point.” Rain said, and he nuzzled Isaac’s cheek.


  “So some other way of disappearing. Maybe there is a Vassal or Collar helping him. Giving him an ability he wouldn’t normally have.” Riley interjected.


  “It’s a possibility. But I don’t know of anyone with a power like that.” Archer said.


  “Some other way of disappearing.” Isaac whispered, thinking hard.


  “So where do we start?” Isaac asked, looking at each of his companions in turn. Before anyone spoke, his LINK rang. “Hello?”


  “Isaac, it’s Everett. I need your help with something.”


  * * *


  “Is everything okay?” Rufus asked Jensen. They were sitting at their usual cafe table, in the street outside Jensen’s apartment. The Vassal seemed on edge. More on edge than usual, anyway.


  “Yeah, I’m fine. Why did you need to meet so urgently?” Jensen leaned forward, but he continued to glance around as they talked.


  “My sister. A Collar took her…kidnapped her…Her name is Sera.” Rufus said, his thoughts weren’t clear. He had heard about Sera being taken the night before, when Isaac found Dominic’s room. The situation still hadn’t fully processed. He had become a Collar to help his family, it was confusing that a Collar had put Sera in danger.


  “No offense, but that’s got what to do with me?” Jensen asked, crossing his arms. “Maybe the Collar just wised up and they decided to elope.”


  Rufus kept the anger pushed down in his belly, didn’t let it rise up and take over. He spoke slower now, more calmly, more cold. “It’s possible that a Vassal helped him take her, or maybe he was actually a Vassal all along. So I wanted to know if you could tell me anything about it. Do you know anything about what happened?”


  “If I did know anything, what have you got to pay me with? Information is what we play with here. And there isn’t anything we want on the Registry right now.” Jensen tried not to give too much away with his words.


  “What do you want, then?” Rufus asked, ready to tell him almost anything for information on Sera.


  Jensen looked around cautiously, and he whispered. “What’s in the vault under InCorp?”


  “You’re worried about InCorp? So the incident was you, after all?” Rufus asked.


  “I didn’t say that. I just want to know what’s in the vault. What is so important to keep secret down there?” Jensen tried to play it off nonchalantly.


  “You tell me what you know about my sister, I tell you what’s in the vault. Do you know why she was taken, or where?” Rufus was impatient.


  “Ah ah ah, pay up first.” Jensen wagged his finger in the air across the table.


  “It’s called Nova. That’s all we know. Why do you want to know?” Rufus thought about where Sera might be. He wondered if she was hurt. The thought filled him with dread.


  “What is Nova?” Jensen asked.


  “I don’t know yet. But I will tell you when I do know.”


  “Not good enough. I want to know now. It might be too late, then.” Jensen sat back, looked like he was about to get up.


  “Tell me what you know about my sister.” Rufus said, but Jensen stood.


  “Sorry, I’ve got bigger problems right now.” Jensen shook his head as he started to walk away.


  If he couldn’t get anything from Jensen, he might not be able to find Sera in time. Rufus tried to push his anger away, his swallowed hard and tried to control himself. But he needed the information.


  [Don’t do it. You might ruin months of cultivation.]


  I need him to tell me what he knows.


  [There are other ways to find your sister.]


  This might be the fastest.


  [You need to keep control of yourself.]


  Too late.


  With a monstrous snarl, he stood up and scrambled towards Jensen. Things changed as he moved, his body contorting and bones shifting, flesh twisting to accomodate. His fingers transformed into powerful furred digits, his fingernails became razor sharp black claws. Rufus was already a large man, but he grew monstrously large as his body changed, fur covered skin, face elongated into a thick, fanged muzzle. The reason why he never wore armor became evident as his clothes tore into tatters. He stood now almost a foot taller than his normal six foot self, bright russet fur shining in the sunlight.


  He dug his sharp grip into Jensen’s shoulder and dragged him mercilessly into a nearby alleyway. He didn’t care if anyone saw. This wasn’t about the Registry. It was about Sera. Jensen yelped pathetically as he was slammed into the wall just inside the alley.


  “Whoah, hold the Hell on.” He said, wincing as blood seeped from his shoulder where the claws dug into the skin.


  Rufus put his other claws up to Jensen’s throat. “Tell me what you know about Sera. Now.” He snarled, his voice a twisted corruption of his normal one. When Jensen didn’t answer immediately, he pulled his body from the wall and slammed him against it again.


  Jensen laughed. “You’re a scary one.” He said, fixing his gaze on Rufus’ transformed face. He still had human eyes. They didn’t change. “A big old beast, yourself. Just like an Indicia. Must be a dream come true.”


  “It has its uses.” Rufus bared his teeth. “I’m hungry. I’m either going to eat you, or the person who took my sister. I want information.”


  “You eat people?” Jensen asked, raising an eyebrow.


  [Don’t do it.]


  Rufus was sick of it now, his jaws flashed forward, and as soon as they reached the flesh of Jensen’s neck, the Vassal spoke up. He had to try hard not to bite down as he felt a delicious bit of blood drip into his muzzle.


  “Whoah whoah whoah, hold on. Hold on. I’ll tell you what I know.” Jensen’s face was suddenly white.


  “Talk.” Rufus didn’t remove his teeth from Jensen’s neck. More blood seeped from the small cut, and Rufus enjoyed it while he could.


  “No Vassal, at least not one with us, is helping him. That I can guarantee. We’re too busy with our own thing right now. Logistics. And if one of yours was helping, there isn’t much I can tell you there, either. That’s on you.” Jensen explained.


  The teeth tightened down on flesh a little tighter. The explanation was taking too long.


  “But! It seems sometimes like we keep better tabs on your guys than you do. Because there was one of you snooping around the Underway. I’m surprised you didn’t know.” Jensen chuckled helplessly.


  “The Underway?” Rufus asked, and he took his teeth off of Jensen’s neck now.


  “I tell you this begrudgingly, but in exchange for my life, the Underway is a series of decommissioned tunnels under the city. Used to be a subway in there, they ditched them when the monorails came on. Most of the ways in have been sealed up, but I know a few ways in. I use it to move Vassals around without being under your ever watchful eye. Well, not anymore.” The Vassal rolled his eyes.


  “The Collar who was there. Was it Dominic Hale?” Rufus asked.


  “I don’t know that much. I just know it was one of you Reggies. Helps to know where you are from time to time.” Jensen said.


  “How do I get in?” Rufus was eager to go and find Sera. If Dominic was in the Underway, he could go right away and save her.


  “There’s a lot of entrances around the Registry. But it’s a labyrinth down there. If you don’t know where he went in particular, could take you days to find him blind.” Jensen said, but then he remembered it wasn’t his problem. “Now, may I? I’ve got things I need to deal with. And I still expect you to pay me back for this.”


  Rufus let Jensen go, and the Vassal stumbled away from the wall. After he got his balance back, he sauntered casually out of the alley as if nothing had happened at all.


  [You did not kill him. Good.]


  I wanted to.


  [I know. But you did not.]


  Rufus leaned against the wall, panting heavily as he changed back, returning to his normal size, and he let out one last frustrated snarl before he was completely human again.


  * * *


  Isaac wiped the sweat from his brow and huffed heavily as he took a quick break. He was wearing his Aer Circuit Armor, calibrated for agility as usual. He was moving as nimbly as he could, not stopping for anything. His goal was to start from the Registry and make it all the way to the city wall without being caught on camera once. Though they had been at it for hours, so far they had no luck. Even moving slower than he wanted, he couldn’t manage to do it, and he didn’t have a hostage to haul along with him.


  But he couldn’t stop, not until he managed to do it. He needed to know where Dominic had gone.


  [This is a wasted effort, now. You are using strength you may need later for this pointless endeavor.]


  What the Hell else am I supposed to do?


  [Rest and save your strength. Allow others to do this legwork, so when the time comes to fight, you can win.]


  I’ll win, either way. I can’t just sit still, I can’t stop thinking about it.


  [What is there to think about? Simply prepare tactics.]


  I think about what I could have done to prevent this. I wonder why I bother fighting if it doesn’t help me right now.


  [You misunderstand. I know what you worry about. I am telling you to stop.]


  “Still no good?” Isaac asked on his LINK.


  “No, we caught you approaching the city wall. But you made it almost half way there without being on camera. So Dominic could be somewhere in that radius.” Riley responded, watching the cameras from a remote location in the Registry.


  I’m not going to stop.


  Isaac started to make his way back towards the Registry. He had done the trip several times already, and he hadn’t slept since the previous afternoon. It was midday now, Sera had been gone for almost a day. He stumbled as his feet failed to find proper footing. He caught himself before he fell, and kept going.


  [You will be useless if you do not stop.]


  So you admit I’ll be useful if I do stop?


  [Less useless.]


  They found themselves in a shadowy side street in Lowtown. Not the kind of place people frequently traveled, and not large enough for vehicles. It would be a long walk back to the Registry by the main streets, and Isaac had to admit he was getting too exhausted to go over the rooftops again. At least he had Tyloki for company.


  Fortunately, Tyloki remained quiet for the entire trip back to the Registry. “Which way do we try next?” Isaac asked his LINK.


  “I still need a minute to look at the map. Take a load off while I do.” Riley said, a not so subtle attempt to get Isaac to rest.


  “There will not be a next time.” Tyloki appeared before Isaac, standing just outside the front of the Registry.


  “What are you talking about?” Isaac looked around, disregarding the large wolf.


  “You are going to rest.” Tyloki said, and he reached a large paw to grab Isaac’s collar.


  The boy dodged back, getting used to Tyloki grabbing his collar. The wolf’s other paw reached out and snatched Isaac’s arm, and that attempt Isaac didn’t dodge. The claws pressed into his arm uncomfortably, but the armor protected from any cuts. With the boy’s arm in his grasp, he tugged the body closer, and wrapped his paw around the collar.


  “Why do you bother trying to resist? You belong to me. You do what I say, when I say to do it.” Tyloki growled as he dragged Isaac towards the Registry by his collar.


  Isaac didn’t have much choice, he had to either follow along or be dragged. Being dragged seemed the far less comfortable option.


  The wolf spoke as he led Isaac along. “You have forgotten that I am in charge, because I have been less involved in your training than Alkaid, and I have been less…myself since the Burnout.”


  “Collar and Indicia are a team. You’re not in charge. You’re half of the equation.” Isaac said, but it was a mistake, the wolf picked up his pace, leading Isaac through the door, into the Registry, and towards the elevators. Isaac scrambled to keep up, his already sore legs aching as he did.


  “I am your owner. If I say you are pushing yourself too hard for no reason, you will take my word for it that it is the truth. If you disobey, you will be punished.” The wolf explained.


  “I don’t have time for this right now, Tyloki!” Isaac shouted, drawing even more attention from the other Collars in the lobby than he was already getting. He had to ignore more than a few wolf whistles as they went.


  Tyloki practically threw Isaac into the elevator. “You do not raise your voice to me.” No one else boarded the elevator with them, presumably picking up on Tyloki’s mood, not wanting to cross it.


  Isaac looked into Tyloki’s eyes as they rode the elevator up. He was feeling angry and defiant. Punishment be damned. The wolf’s eyes were still empty and cold, the fire was still out. He wasn’t snarling or growling with his usual intensity. It was as if he was treating Isaac like a pet out of habit, rather than any true sense of purpose.


  “Why do you care? If I’m so useless, then let me run myself into the ground for no reason. First I don’t try hard enough, and you’re angry. Now I try too hard, and you’re angry.” Isaac spat back.


  “I have pride. Pride in myself and the things that I create. You are something that has my name on it. I refuse to let you make that any worse than you already have.” As the elevator doors opened, Tyloki shoved the boy out into the hallway. As soon as he let go of the collar, Isaac made a break for it, hoping to get away.


  Seconds later, he realized this didn’t make sense, for Tyloki simply materialized in front of him. He slammed face first into the wolf’s furred belly, caught a whiff of Tyloki’s scent, and found himself being dragged by the collar again. When he tried to walk and follow, Tyloki knocked his feet out from under him with a quick sweep of his foot paw. It hurt as he was dragged along the ground by his collar, but the pain was at least a small outlet for his frustration for losing Sera.


  He watched the world fly past him as Tyloki yanked him along. Before long, they were in his common room. Treating him like a ragdoll, Tyloki first removed Isaac’s LINK and dropped it unceremoniously on the floor. Next, he held the boy still by his neck and removed his armored shirt, doing his best not to mangle it as he did. With the boy’s upper half stripped, he worked on taking off his pants, which went off without much effort, even with Isaac struggling as much as he could.


  The armor was dropped on the couch, presumably still in usable condition, and the underwear clad Isaac was dragged across the room to his bedroom. Tyloki lifted him handily into the air and threw him roughly onto the bed. Isaac rolled over quickly, hoping to protect his rear end from whatever Tyloki planned to do next. He knew it was pointless, if Tyloki wanted it, he would take it. Luckily, the wolf had different plans.


  He approached the bed, and leaned down over the boy, grabbed a pawful of his hair and yanked him closer violently. He shoved Isaac’s face into his lower belly, near his sheath. Baring his teeth, he spoke slowly. “If I say to do something, you do it. The best way to save Sera now is to save your strength. Dominic is playing a game, and he wants to win. He will not be able to win if he hurts Sera before he uses her to get to you.”


  Isaac tried to speak, but his words were lost, muffled in the wolf’s fur.


  “Right now, I desire to put you in your place properly. But you need to rest if you are going to be of any use. So I leave the choice to you. Sleep, or prove that you still have the energy to keep going.” The wolf said with a lewd snarl. He pulled Isaac’s face slightly closer to his thick sheath.


  Isaac spoke, muffled again.


  I’ll sleep.


  “Good.” Tyloki tossed Isaac by his hair back towards the center of the bed. “Sleep. When you are needed, you will be retrieved. That is the purpose of a pet.”


  Isaac was furious, shaking with frustration, anger, and pain. But this was better than the alternative. He kept his eyes on Tyloki as he slipped under the blankets and closed his eyes. Better to try and sleep now than to cross Tyloki. Before he knew it, he was asleep.


  * * *


  “It’s supposed to be here.” Rufus shrugged and gestured to the building in front of him. It was a moderately tall building, only a block away from the Registry at the center of the city. It paled in comparison to the size of the Registry tower, and had almost no identifying marks on the outside. To a passerby in a city the size of Bastion, it would be practically invisible. No reason to look at it, no reason to remember it. Glass double doors situated at the front of the building provided the only apparent entrance.


  “Who told you about this again?” Everett asked as he tried to look through the glass, but the glare from the sun made it a mirror.


  “A Vassal contact. Couldn’t tell you his name.” Rufus tentatively reached out to try the door. It was locked.


  “According to our records, this building is owned by a man who goes by the name of Freeman Sandover. Used to be a Registered Collar, way back in the day. He’s getting on in age now. Owns a few companies here and there, but no one has ever pegged him as being involved with the Vassals.” Everett read from the screen of his LINK.


  “We did.” Rufus said simply, trying the door again out of frustration. If he had to, he could tear the door off it’s hinges, but he didn’t necessarily want to. He’d already had one outburst that day.


  “I need to have a talk with Canaan about how hard it is to do my job when he withholds information.” Everett shook his head and sighed. “Freeman had an Indicia named Anje. Think he’s still got that going on?”


  “As far as we know. But I think he just uses his funding to get unregistered Vassals out of the city. People who don’t want to fight. The Registry fights enough of a PR battle as it is, so persecuting them wouldn’t help. It’s better to let them go.” Rufus looked around the building for another way in. He glanced up to see if there was any way to climb the building, or to get to the rooftop from nearby. He didn’t see much of promise.


  Any ideas?


  [Check around the side?]


  That was my next plan.


  Nanook could be quite plain at times. He wasn’t the most creative or adventurous of Indicia. Rufus shrugged and walked past Everett, who was still reading up on Freeman.


  “Better until one of them goes on a murder spree.” Everett raised an eyebrow and lowered his LINK. “It happens.”


  “It’ll happen either way, don’t you think?” Rufus leaned into the alley beside the building, and he didn’t see any doors. Not even a fire escape. This was taking too long. “I’m just going to break the door down.”


  He wheeled around and looked around the street to see how many onlookers he had. Only a few civilians on the street, passersby. None of them struck him as Vassals, but he knew if they kept snooping for too long they would definitely show up.


  “This door?” Everett asked, and Rufus turned to see that the door was already open.


  Everett is a spy, so I guess that makes sense.


  [Spy isn’t exactly the term I would use.]


  Rufus rolled his eyes as he approached the open door. He appraised it carefully. Inside was the facade of an office, illuminated only by the tinted glass that made up the front of the building. No one seemed to be moving inside, and the building appeared unused.


  Rufus never felt ill-equipped for a situation, given that his body was his weapon. It was still comforting, though, that Everett was equipped with his own Aer Circuit Armor and a hefty axe mounted on his back. A bit overt for walking around the city, but it certainly kept Vassals and hecklers at a distance. Rufus could see Everett was prepared to counter if they were attacked upon entering. He felt the same itch, and he transformed his fingers into beastly claws, just in case.


  “This is quaint.” Everett spoke aloud to an echo as they entered the dimly lit room. An unused reception desk sat in the middle of the room, and around the reception desk, scanners that resembled the security checkpoint at the entrance to the Registry. The power wasn’t on, but Everett gestured at them and then looked at Rufus. “We should go around them, to be safe. Could be on a separate power source.”


  “Fine by me.” Rufus said as he hoisted himself over the reception desk with ease. There wasn’t much built up dust on the unused equipment, so someone must have come to clean it on a regular basis. The room didn’t smell musty or unused, either.


  Nanook appeared next to Rufus as he landed on the far side of the room. A door at the back led to a stairwell, and inactive elevators provided passage up into the higher floors. “I smell human.” The tiger’s nose and whiskers twitched.


  “Everett and I are human. Can you be more specific than that?” Rufus asked sardonically, but he tensed and looked around for anyone who might have been hiding in the shadows.


  “I do not believe that I smell you and your companion. But I can not be any more specific than that.” Nanook replied as he dematerialized, vanishing in a blink.


  “On your guard.” Rufus chuckled as Everett climbed over the desk to join him on the far side.


  “I’m not going to let some mangy vassal get the better of me, believe me.” Everett looked around, then nodded towards the stairs. “Don’t forget, we’re here to check it out, there is a possibility that Isaac will find Dominic while we’re here wasting time. Back up comes when we confirm this is where we need to be.”


  “I know.” Rufus shut the conversation down, he didn’t want to talk any more about it. Then Everett would be able to tell that he had no intention of going back for reinforcements, he was going to go save Sera as soon as he had the chance. He opened the door to the stairs, unlocked, thankfully, and waited for Everett to go through first.


  Everett entered the stairwell cautiously, looking up and down over the rail with his hand hovering near his axe handle. When a voice echoed through the chamber, his hand clasped around the axe handle and pulled it ready.


  “Now now now, you’re not supposed to be here.” The voice was echoing too much to tell where it was coming from. Everett glanced back at Rufus, who gave a shrug.


  How’d he see us?


  [Perhaps it is an ability of his.]


  Could be. Might make a fight difficult, if he can see through walls or something.


  “We are here, though, so that’s a problem, I guess.” Everett called back to the stairwell.


  “It is a problem, yes. Registry chumps aren’t supposed to be here. It’s part of the agreement.” The voice echoed. It was a high pitched voice, with a slight nasal whine.


  “Not any agreement I know about.” Everett slowly inched backwards, looking around. He closed his eyes, tried to determine the source of the sound.


  “The agreement stops when someone kidnaps my sister. You let him through, didn’t you?” Rufus asked, approaching the stairwell rail to converse with the echoing voice.


  “Supposing I did.” The voice said, and then it chuckled.


  “I’ll kill you first, then. Good warm up.” Rufus threatened, and he earned another laugh from the echo.


  “I don’t get to see much action, guarding down here. But it’s an important job, and someone has to do it.” The voice relished the threat.


  “We should go back, bring more help.” Everett whispered.


  “Not a chance. This guy doesn’t stand a chance.” Rufus argued.


  [You know nothing about him.]


  “There could be more than one. We don’t have enough information.” Everett returned.


  “We don’t know how much time we have until Dominic hurts Sera. So I’m not going back to wade through red tape. I’m staying here to fight.” Rufus looked down over the railing.


  The voice said ‘down here’. So I take it he’s below us.


  [That would make sense. He is guarding a tunnel entrance.]


  But he could be trying to mislead us.


  [It would not be difficult.]


  What’s that supposed to mean?


  “Rufus, even if we get past him, we’ll need backup to help rescue Sera. It makes sense to go get more help now.” Everett reasoned.


  “For all we know, by the time we get back, the entire place will be blown to Hell just to stop us from getting in.” Rufus said, changing his claws back to fingers. He didn’t want to give himself away.


  “We will rescue Sera, Rufus…but I’m starting to think you’re too close to be involved in this.” Everett said.


  “I haven’t seen my sister in 5 years because she hates me. She thinks I abandoned her and the rest of my family. And you know what? She’s right, I did. Things got too hard and I ran away. I denied what was wrong and I pretended that I left for more noble reasons. I’m not abandoning her now. Her and Isaac, they need me.” Rufus whispered, impassioned, the darkness of the stairwell concealing the tears that formed in his eyes.


  “What’s happened now, this is not your fault, Rufus.” Everett tried to console him, but Rufus barely let Everett finish talking before he vaulted over the railing, down the center of the stairwell.


  The way Everett was talking now, he was likely to try and send Rufus back to the Registry. Worse, he might take them both back to get reinforcements. There wasn’t time for that.


  [Would that really be so bad?]


  Sera needs me. The Cross family men have a chip on their shoulders. They have to be the hero.


  [A chip that your father did not have.]


  No, he did. That was the problem.


  [And Isaac?]


  Same as me. Which is part of why I can’t wait. If I don’t do this, he will.


  As he fell, Rufus transformed his feet and legs to better absorb the impact of the landing. His beast form was a lot tougher than his human form was. Transforming his lower limbs, unfortunately, tore his pants more than he would have liked. Better to keep them changed, for now, then. Upon landing, he looked around, gathered his senses. A single dark doorway led into a long, tunnel-like chamber. He couldn’t see all the way to the end of the tunnel. Everett called something after him, but he didn’t pay any mind to whatever it was. Several floors he had jumped down, it would take Everett at least a few minutes to walk all the way to him.


  If the Underway guard was anywhere, he was probably at the end of the tunnel. As he padded on his thickly furred paws, he transformed the rest of his body as well. By the time he walked through the doorway, he was completely changed, leaving only tattered fabric behind on the stairwell floor. He hoped that the guard at the end of the tunnel was having as much trouble seeing as he was. Being a monster in the dark had its advantages. He sniffed the air, human stench, and he knew that the Vassal was nearby. The beast could also see better in the dark, and as he entered the tunnel, he could make out the vague silhouette of a human at the far end.


  Rufus tensed, ready for a fight. The tunnel was narrow, without much room to maneuver. It had likely once been an emergency evacuation tunnel, or at least it had been designed as one. The human smell grew stronger as he lumbered forward, his arms nearly brushing against the walls. His ears twitched as he heard something, and he glanced around, trying to identify the source. It was a humming sound, a high pitched buzzing, but he couldn’t see anything that might be producing such a sound.


  “Come on.” The Vassal called, drawing out the second word needlessly long. “Come and get me, big guy.”


  Rufus grunted. So the Vassal could tell he was big, at least. Maybe he could see perfectly in the dark.


  [For all we know, his ability is night vision. It would make sense to set him as a guard here.]


  Doesn’t matter. I’ve got good low light vision, so it won’t help him.


  The humming sound continued.


  “Don’t keep me waiting all day. I get bored down here.” The Vassal spoke in a whining voice.


  “Rufus!” Everett’s call echoed from the stairwell.


  Time to move.


  [Rufus, wait.]


  The beast in Rufus pushed him forward, the Vassal asked for it, he was going to get it. He rushed forward at full speed, ready to crush the Vassal against the far wall. It wouldn’t even be a fight. The humming sound increased in intensity. Rufus was too far gone to notice. He reached the halfway point in the tunnel. The buzzing sound filled the chamber, and cut off abruptly. Blinded by a bright flash, Rufus felt a surge of pain prick at his arm. For an instant, that was all it was, just a small pain in the side of his arm. In seconds, the pain spread through his body, coursing through him like electricity, but moving slower than electricity would, until it racked his entire body. From head to toe, his insides were on fire, and he lost control of his muscles. The beast came crashing down on the floor of the tunnel before the flash of light had even completely subsided. He found himself on the floor, twitching uncontrollably, like he was having a seizure. He couldn’t move.


  If he couldn’t move, he couldn’t fight. Being a monster meant nothing if he couldn’t fight. Sera needed him. But he couldn’t do anything. He had never been able to rely on others to get his job done. He closed his eyes, trying to will the pain away. It was intense, even to his tougher form. There was only one thing left to do, hide from the pain in unconsciousness. As he drifted off, the only thing he could think was that there was no one left who could save Sera.


  Everett shielded his eyes from the flash with his hand. When the room was dark again, he couldn’t see what had happened to Rufus. “Rufus?”


  [Reckless.]


  I can’t say I don’t understand why he’d do it, though.


  [Hopefully it hasn’t gotten him killed.]


  Let’s find out.


  Everett closed his eyes and stood in the doorway to the stairwell. Focusing, he looked forward through his eyelids, and he felt what was in the room in front of him. Forming in the blackness behind his closed eyes, he started to see an ethereal recreation of the room. The tunnel went on for no more than 50 yards. It was narrow, only enough for two normal sized people to walk side by side. Half way between the two ends of the hallway, he could see Rufus on the floor, the silhouette of his body just showing that he was in his fully transformed state. A soft red glow covered the wispy body, representing the Aer that was facilitating his changed form. At the end of the hallway, Everett could see a small green glow, it was round, but he couldn’t make out any more detail than that. The glow was Aer, it must have been the Vassal’s totem.


  “What’d you do?” Everett asked. At times, opponents were cocky enough to explain their abilities, proud enough to give away their secrets. And to Everett, information was the most important part of combat.


  “My specialty.”, is all the Vassal said. He drew out the ‘s’ with a hiss. Whoever this guy was, he was something else. Everett shook his head.


  [Best to proceed with caution.]


  Until I know what happened to Rufus.


  Everett kept his eyes closed, and stepped forward into the ethereal hallway. He walked carefully, with his arms out in front of him, in case there were something in his way that he couldn’t see with his eyes closed. His opponent didn’t know that he could see concentrations of Aer, so that was an advantage. Walking quietly, making sure each foot landed securely on the ground, Everett made his way forward.


  “What’s your specialty?” The Vassal asked, and when Everett didn’t respond, he simply said, “Tsk.”


  Everett heard a sound midway through the hallway. Clink. It was the sound of metal hitting on stone. He glanced at the area where the noise came from, but whatever it was, it wasn’t enough for his ethereal recreation of the room to pick up on. He kept moving forward, wary of whatever had happened to Rufus. Clink. Again, this time on the left side, he could at least make that out. He looked left, and he saw the faintest outline of Aer embedded in the wall just to his left. He leaned close to get a better look. It wasn’t clear enough. He opened his eyes, but it was too dark to see naturally, either. Flicking on his LINK, the device cast a soft green light, which he held up to the wall.


  Embedded in the stone wall was a metal rod of some kind. It was still too dark to clearly identify, but Everett could tell it was a thin metal cylinder, and it must have been sharp on one end to dig into the stone like it did. The end that stuck out of the wall was flat.


  A metal stake in the wall. And it was generating Aer. That was when he heard the humming noise. It sounded like a computer starting up, or…


  He closed his eyes again. The glowing Aer from the stake was brighter, and intensifying. He turned around. On the opposite wall, another stake, also glowing brighter than before. As the brighter they got, the louder the hum.


  Metal stakes, opposite walls, glowing brighter, humming louder.


  [Move.]


  As the humming noise cut off, and the hallway was filled with a loud crack, lit by a bright flash, Everett leapt backwards, out of the line between the two spikes. With his eyes closed, he looked at the area where he had just been standing. A bright line of Aer connected the two stakes, solid to his closed eyes, invisible to naked ones.


  [It would appear that this Vassal can charge objects with Aer…]


  And then discharge the energy between the two objects.


  [A wonderful ability for this narrow hallway.]


  Less so, now that I know about it.


  Everett looked around the darkness as he heard several more clinks around the walls. More stakes.


  He has to charge them by touch.


  [So he can’t use the same ones twice without touching them.]


  The humming noise began again. Everett didn’t know how many metal spikes the Vassal had on him, and he didn’t know if the Vassal could charge different objects, or only the metal spikes. It was a dangerous thing to not know. He closed his eyes. In the walls around him, he could see several more spikes. They were growing brighter more rapidly this time. He couldn’t stay where he was, or he’d get hit by the discharged energy. Perhaps retreat was the best option, but if he did that, Rufus would almost certainly be done for.


  [Can’t leave him.]


  You don’t need to tell me that.


  Everett drew his axe and readied himself. Sometimes, retreat was the best option for victory. But victory wasn’t always the same as success. When Everett set his mind to something, he liked to succeed. Leaving Rufus behind wasn’t an option. That was why he’d come along. He knew that Rufus would try to run off on his own, and likely get himself killed. Eyes closed, Everett could clearly see the bright spikes that were about to discharge. They lined the entire hallway, one on each side, every few feet.


  He shouted at the top of his lungs as he charge forward, hoping to throw the Vassal off guard. The humming noise filled the hallway, and it practically tore at his eardrums as it reached it’s peak. There was a split second between when the humming stopped and the charge went off with a deafening crack. Everett had to take a chance and jump over a low pair of the spikes as they flashed. The tunnel was lit brightly for an instant, and Everett could see that he was at the end, and the Vassal was right in front of him. He felt like he was in the air forever, leaping over the line of Aer that passed between to two spikes.


  Everett crashed unceremoniously into the Vassal, pressing him up against the wall. He didn’t like having to use his axe, he didn’t like killing when it wasn’t necessary. And this Vassal was tiny, it wouldn’t be necessary. He closed his eyes, and again he saw a circular green glow coming from the Vassal’s totem. It was hanging around his neck, under his shirt. Holding the Vassal against the wall with one arm, he pressed his palm against the totem, through the shirt.


  “Goodnight.” Everett said, and the totem flickered a few times before the glow disappeared entirely. The Vassal went limp against the wall, and Everett helped him fall safely to the ground. The totem would regenerate it’s Aer in a few moments, and the Vassal would wake up. After safely zip-tying his arms together behind his back, Everett went to check on Rufus.


  He was still in his beast form, but he was breathing at least. His totem still showed a soft glow.


  I’m not going to be able to get these guys out of here myself.


  [Better call for help.]


  Everett nodded, checking the reception on his LINK. It wasn’t great, but it was enough to call for back up. He let them know where they were, and how to find them. While he waited, he decided to investigate what was up ahead. Whatever the Vassal had been guarding.


  The door was locked, an old fashioned key, which Everett found in the Vassal’s pocket. He kept it for himself after he unlocked the door and swung it open. On the other side was what appeared to be an old, abandoned subway station. It was dark, but better lit than the tunnel leading up to it. Broken Lightglass fixtures flickered and flashed randomly, giving the station an eerie quality. There was no train on the tracks, and the tracks seemed to stretch into eternity in the darkness. Everett didn’t see any sign of Dominic.


  He stood in the center of the platform, arms crossed, staring at the tracks.


  [Behind you]


  Everett turned around, and on the wall, he saw a map of the entire rail line.


  This is massive. I didn’t even know the city used to have a subway system. There is no way Canaan didn’t know about this.


  [We don’t know what Canaan does or doesn’t know.]


  He knew about this place. He just kept it to himself, because he likes to play close to his chest. If he can keep something a secret, why give it away?


  [That does seem to be the case.]


  The map showed that the subway tunnels traveled the entirety of the city, at least the parts of the city that had been around since before the Monorail was installed.


  Maybe it wasn’t a public subway system.


  [Used by the Registry? This city was built here for a reason.]


  Emergency evacuation? It looks like it dates back to the war. But why keep it a secret? Especially if the Vassals use it to move people around.


  [You’ll have to ask Canaan yourself.]


  One thing was for sure. Without knowing exactly where Dominic went, it would take days to search all of the tunnels. Add in the threat of unseen Vassals, and it was a Hell of a task. Everett stared at the map that covered the wall in front of him. The Vassals wouldn’t take kindly to them invading their secret underground tunnels.


  We’re going to need more people. A lot more.


  * * *


  Isaac found himself, unexpectedly, face to face with Sera. They were in the old house, where they’d lived in the days before their father’s death. And though they were kids again, she was smiling in a way that she never smiled back then. As if at a far distance, Isaac could make out the voice of his mother echoing through the room. He couldn’t tell what she was saying, but it didn’t matter. For the shortest moment, they were kids, and they didn’t have their innocence taken away from them. And Isaac smiled.


  Isaac’s happiness didn’t last, as he looked up and saw his father, Edgar Cross, standing behind Sera, towering above her. His mother’s voice shifted, it wasn’t words anymore. It was the hitching sobs of a broken woman. The noise filled the house, and everything moved in slow motion. Sera was still smiling, but a tear rolled down her cheek. Edgar put his hand on her arm, threw her to the ground. She wasn’t smiling anymore. Isaac closed his eyes, he didn’t want to watch this. He never wanted to watch Sera get hurt again. When he opened his eyes, his father was gone, replaced instead by the face of his friend, Dominic. The Collar looked crazed, eyes wide, elemental power practically dripping from his hands. The air felt cold and hot at the same time, and small electric sparks danced around Dominic’s fingers.


  Isaac couldn’t breathe. Dominic turned towards Sera, who was limp on the ground. When Isaac was a child, there was nothing he could do, but he still tried. He would throw himself into the fray, between Edgar and Sera, and he took his beatings for it. It was worth it. In the end, maybe he could let Edgar take out his anger on him, instead of Sera, and spare her the pain. He never knew why Edgar was so angry, or why their mother didn’t take them away. Just run away and not come back. He was a child, and he didn’t understand. So he endured it, and he did anything he could to save Sera. If anyone else in the world knew what was going on, they didn’t show it. No hero ever came to save the day. It wasn’t until an accident took Edgar’s life that things changed.


  Now he was a kid again, staring down a new threat to Sera. Dominic. But now he knew how to fight. This time he could make a difference. He charged forward without warning, shouting to throw Dominic off guard. The Collar threw blasts of lightning at him, but they all missed. Isaac rammed his clasped hands against Dominic’s middle, slammed against him with enough force to knock him down. Dominic fell slowly, and all Isaac could do was listen to his mother’s crying as he waited.


  When Dominic was on the floor, he was suddenly bloody and bruised, as if he had fallen far further than from standing to the floor. Isaac was confused. He held his hands in front of him, and he shook as he saw they were covered in blood. Dominic was dead, that wasn’t what Isaac had meant to do, but he was dead all the same.


  Isaac closed his eyes tight, hoping to will the blood away, to will away what he’d done. When he opened them, he awoke.


  When Isaac woke up, he felt groggy, like he hadn’t slept enough. His body didn’t want to move. He hadn’t had enough time to think. People he didn’t know ushered him out of his bed and they got him dressed. They clothes weren’t his own. They were selected for him, to make him look friendly and relatable. They did his hair, made it look messy but still classy. Things Isaac would never do for himself.


  It was time for the press conference. He was going to appeal to the people of Bastion, ask them for help in finding Sera. But really, he was supposed to lie about Dominic, tell them he was a Vassal. That had nothing to do with it, as far as Isaac could tell. But it would help them find Sera, and it would turn public opinion against the Vassals.


  They were the same Vassals that Isaac had considered being before he registered. Registration wasn’t something he had chosen for himself, nor was becoming a Collar. It was all situations where he was forced along by outside circumstances. Now he had a choice. He didn’t have to lie about Dominic.


  [If you lie, you are putting yourself ahead of innocent people. I do not risk the lives of innocent people to save a single one.]


  Isaac didn’t want to lie. He ended up in front of Canaan, they were in the conference room where the press conference would be filmed from. He wasn’t even sure where in the Registry the conference room was.


  “Have you made up your mind?” Canaan asked, looking sharp in his Registry uniform, black and white and gold.


  “Not really.” Isaac admitted, still feeling like he was in a haze.


  “Think about Sera.” Canaan prodded him.


  That was the problem, though. He couldn’t stop thinking about Sera. Somewhere, Everett was out looking for her. And here Isaac was, waiting to go on television. What could he do from here? How could this possibly help?


  How far was he willing to go to save Sera? He had gotten into this mess trying to save his family. Why did he decide to fight? To save people. Not to save Sera or his family. To save everyone. Like the people who didn’t die in the InCorp building, thanks to him. Alissa and Roy and Harlan and everyone else. Lying was selfish, it was wrong. But it might get him what he wanted.


  He didn’t hear most of what he was told as he was led up to the podium, and the lights were adjusted for the perfect look. His mind was racing, he for once, he wished that Tyloki would cut in, stop him from doing whatever it was he was about to do. Tyloki always knew when he’d made up his mind, even before he knew himself.


  [If you lie, the consequences are yours.]


  A light on the camera flickered a few times, and then it was solid. Someone waved to let him know that they were on the air. He took a deep breath, and he stared at the camera. He still hadn’t made up his mind, so instead, he just started to talk.


  “My name is Isaac Walker-Cross. I’ve only been a Registered Collar for a couple of months, but you might remember the time I lit the InCorp building on fire. I saved a lot of lives that night. You haven’t seen much of my face since then. I didn’t do it to be famous, for the spotlight. I did what I did to save lives.” He spoke slowly and clearly, and he could feel the countless eyes that were watching him through the camera.


  “That is what we do at the Registry. We work hard, we sacrifice our own lives to save others. On the other hand, there are the Vassals. They work against that. Yesterday, a Vassal by the name of Dominic Hale kidnapped my sister, Sera. He did this to punish me for the work I’ve done. To punish me for the lives I’ve saved. I understand if he wanted to attack me personally, but to bring my sister into it is unnecessary and unforgivable. If anyone has any information about where Dominic has taken my sister, please report it to the Registry. Help us find her, before it’s too late.”


  Canaan took the podium, and Isaac acquiesced it without a word. He took a seat at the back of the stage, and he ignored whatever Canaan was saying. He stared at the wall, and he wondered where Sera was. Canaan had wanted him to lie, to turn the people of the city against the Vassals. He wasn’t even sure it would help Sera, but he was willing to take the chance that it would.


  Canaan had manipulated him, and he didn’t mind. Those people didn’t matter compared to Sera’s life. The press conference came to an end, and Isaac was still in a daze. He wondered when he’d learned to lie so well, but he understood now that was part of the reason that he clashed with Tyloki so much. He was the one person Isaac couldn’t lie to. And Isaac was a great liar. He’d been practicing for years.


  “You did good. I think that what you said will really help bring people over to our side.” Canaan explained as he stood next to Isaac.


  “And help us find Sera.” Isaac said.


  “Yes, of course.” Canaan replied dismissively.


  I’ve got no problem throwing you to the wolves if things go south.


  [Come what may, it will be yours to face.]


  And then Canaan was gone, off to take care of some other matter. Isaac had time to sit and think about what he’d done. No one was telling him what to do anymore, and he couldn’t find Sera on his own. So he sat helpless, waiting. Eventually, Riley was in front of him.


  “Come on.” His friend said gently, taking his hand. Isaac stood and followed willingly as Riley led him along. Together, they went to the showers to clean off after a hard day of searching for Sera. Riley, Rain, and Isaac all showered together, and Isaac didn’t mind. It wasn’t uncomfortable.


  They didn’t bring fresh clothes down to the showers with them, so after they dried off, they returned to their room, dressed in their towels. Isaac tried to make a beeline for his bedroom, where he would climb into bed and sleep as much as he could while he waited for news about Sera. But Tyloki appeared, blocking the threshold to his room. Isaac didn’t say anything, he just looked up at the wolf. Tyloki pointed at the couch in the middle of the common room.


  Riley and Rain were sitting on opposite ends of the couch, leaving room for Isaac to sit in the middle, and Riley had put on a spy film. Isaac thought he recognized it as a movie about a spy who tries to save his kidnapped daughter, but he wasn’t sure. He had never seen it before, that much he knew. And the way Riley and Rain were looking at him, waiting expectantly. Like he belonged there.


  Isaac reluctantly walked over and took a seat between the human and the otter. Riley and Isaac were only wearing towels, and Rain wasn’t wearing anything at all. The room had a chill to it, but Isaac wasn’t sure if that was the temperature or his mood. Either way, he was cold, and Tyloki hadn’t let him get clothes from his room, so he didn’t fight it when Rain leaned over and rested his head on Isaac’s shoulder. The otter was warm, warmer than a blanket, and softer too. He smelled of another world, of water and mist and rivers and dirt. Isaac felt himself start to calm down, and found that he was surprisingly comfortable. After a short while, Riley leaned in from the other direction, and the three sat, leaning on each other.


  Riley smelled like the soap they’d used to clean, and his skin felt smooth and soft except for the occasional scar that he’d earned in his years of combat. Isaac was warm, and safe, and comfortable between his friends. Somewhere in the city, Sera was scared and alone. But he didn’t know where. For now, all he could do was sit and wait.


  So they sat and waited, together.


  Chapter 15 – Lighter


  It was an old subway platform, and Dominic didn’t know why it had been abandoned. He didn’t care, and it didn’t matter. All that mattered was the purpose it was serving now. It was new enough to have been outfitted with Lightglass fixtures, but it was old enough that all of them were broken. No power from the surface came down anymore, but the Vassals using the tunnels had found a series of generators that could serve as a decent back up. The broken Lightglass fixtures flickered and fumed, not able to give off any sustained light.


  In the flickering darkness of the old tunnels, Dominic walked from fixture to fixture, making sure the ends of the elements were still emitting Aer. Current passed through condensed Aer produced a solid, tangible light. Useful for computers, televisions, billboards, signposts, streetlights, any number of practical applications. If the Aer wasn’t properly condensed, no Lightglass would be produced.


  When he was certain that the lights were all properly broken, Dominic grimaced and cracked his neck, the resulting sound resounding through the platform like a sound from a hangman’s noose, and turned to the decrepit train car that sat uselessly on its old tracks.


  “They’ll be coming soon.” He was fighting to keep his voice calm, he knew he must sound mad to Sera. Her eyes were wide, staring terrified from the inside of the train car. She was resting comfortably on one of the subway benches. “But everything is ready here.”


  Sera couldn’t speak, her mouth was gagged and her hands were bound behind her back.


  “No, you don’t understand.” Dominic explained, walking over to the train car, looking directly at Sera through the shattered window. “You’ll be fine. I just needed you as leverage.”


  Sera shook her head, tears welling in her eyes again. The tears angered Dominic, so he raised his hand and made the water evaporate. No crying.


  “I’m not like that monster.” He tried to explain, but Sera didn’t understand. “He took my sister away. If I didn’t…” He shook his head, “Isaac is… It’s not my fault. And my mother, don’t you see? So I have to do something.”


  Sera shuddered, tried to scoot away from him. Dominic saw her shuddering. “Are you cold? I’m sorry I can’t make a fire.” His face spread into a wide grin, eyes blazing, as if he’d told a hilarious joke.


  [Dominic, I think you should…]


  I think you should be quiet!


  Basel obeyed, he didn’t say anything else. Instead, he silently appeared beside Sera, placed a paw gently on her arm. She shifted away from him, but she couldn’t move far. He sat next to her, keeping her company.


  Nearby, Dominic had converted a bench into a work table. Scattered around the table were various pieces of technology, things that had seemed useful before, but Dominic didn’t think he’d be needing them now. The one useful thing, however, was his Circuit Armor. How should he calibrate it? It had plenty of settings. Endurance, agility, power. What would be the most useful in fighting Isaac? Dominic had never been good at calibrating his armor, but he would have to make due.


  Isaac was a quick mover, tricky to catch. But with the right spells, it wouldn’t matter. Isaac didn’t have any offensive magic. He set the armor to Kinetic Defense, and decided it would be good enough. Isaac’s silly stick wouldn’t be able to do much against it.


  Dominic heard a noise from the distant end of the darkened platform. He glanced first at Sera, saw she was still where he’d left her. “Who’s there?!” He yelped, his voice cracking, he wasn’t ready to fight yet. It couldn’t be.


  “A tunnel. Appropriate place to find a ferret.” A voice spoke as the figure approached, a hefty silhouette in the shadows.


  “What do you want? I don’t want to see anyone but Isaac.” Dominic spat.


  “You’re…small.” The lights flickered, illuminating Chase for a split second. “It’s not your fault you don’t know what is going on. But you don’t.”


  “Oh, don’t waste my time with this.” Dominic spun his finger in the air impatiently. “I don’t want to talk about your big picture stuff right now, Chase.”


  “You’ve got a little bit of time left before the show starts. And everything here looks like it’s ready to go. So I don’t think I’ll be wasting time you need for anything else.” Chase explained. He gave a quick, dismissive glance to Sera.


  “Why do you care what I’m doing here?” Dominic waved at Basel, instructing him to dematerialize, in case Dominic was in for a fight.


  “I don’t. That’s the point. You’re small. But what happens here, that could be big. I want to see how that plays out.” The kangaroo leaned back on his tail, as if he was lounging.


  “So what do you want?” Dominic could feel the power pooling in his palms as he prepared to attack if necessary.


  “I wanted to come warn you. I know that you and Isaac are going to fight. And after that, I don’t know what will happen. I can’t see the future, after all. But he’s important.” Chase flickered with the lights, and appeared directly in front of Dominic. He was close enough for Dominic to smell him. He felt Chase’s whiskers on his cheeks. “And so are you.” The kangaroo gently pressed a claw against Dominic’s chest.


  “I know I am.” Dominic whispered, staring into Chase’s eyes.


  “But small. And so is Isaac. You’re both small.” Chase was looking directly into Dominic’s soul, or so it felt. “Which one of you is smaller?” His claw dragged slowly from chest to lower abdomen.


  “But I’m not small.” Dominic glared, fingers crackling with electricity.


  [Dominic, don’t. You can’t fight him.]


  Chase wrapped a paw around Dominic’s wrist. “Come now.” The kangaroo said, lifting Dom’s hand, pressing the electrified palm against his furred chest. “If you want to fight Isaac, if you have to fight Isaac, then that is what will happen.” Chase leaned forward, pressed his nose to Dominic’s shoulder, and inhaled deeply. “But you’re afraid. Steel yourself.”


  “Or you could walk away.” Another voice intruded on Dominic’s platform. “Let Sera go, disappear, and we’ll pretend nothing ever happened.”


  Dominic’s attention snapped over Chase’s shoulder, to look at the newcomer. Chase didn’t turn around. They both recognized the voice. Soft footsteps approached across the platform.


  “How are you all finding me? I’m not ready yet.” Dominic complained.


  “We can resolve this without spilling any blood, Dominic. We’ve been friends for years. Basel doesn’t want to do this, either.” Alkaid stepped forward into the flickering light.


  Dominic felt something deep in the pit of his stomach. Was it the fear that Chase spoke of? “I’m not here to fight you, Alkaid.”


  “Then don’t. You don’t have to fight anyone.” Alkaid said, ignoring Chase completely.


  “I have to fight Isaac. I have to prove to Tyloki that I’m better.” Dominic said.


  “This isn’t how you do it.” Alkaid held out a welcoming paw. He was offering Dominic a chance to walk away.


  “Dominic. You want to prove that you’re better?” Chase stepped forward, pressing the entirety of his body against Dominic. Dom leaned back against his workbench, but couldn’t get away from Chase’s warm embrace. “Isaac just sold out every single Vassal in the city to try and get to you.” The kangaroo leaned over to whisper in Dominic’s ear. “And he’s still beating you by a long shot.”


  “Chase, what are you doing?” Alkaid reluctantly drew his sword. “Dominic, come with me. You know I don’t want to take Sera by force.”


  “Alkaid.” Chase spoke sharply. He didn’t move or take his body off Dominic. “Your human, Archer. He has aspirations, am I correct? There is something you agreed to help him with.”


  Alkaid grunted, waiting to hear what Chase had to say.


  “If you want that dream to be a reality, then you are the one who will have to walk away. This is something I want to see play out.” Chase explained.


  Alkaid slowly lowered his sword. “What are you talking about, Chase? This isn’t about the Registry, or even about Isaac. It’s about that girl, right there. Isn’t it our job to save people?”


  “I already tried that. And you know what I learned? You can’t save everyone.” Chase said. “So you need to go. Or Archer is going to find himself transferred to the Acadian border, and he can spend the rest of his days dealing with immigration.”


  Alkaid ever so slightly lowered his hooded head to obscure his face from view.


  “Sera will be fine, you have my word.” Chase guaranteed before Alkaid sheathed his sword and turned to walk back into the shadows.


  “Isaac will be coming soon.” Dominic breathed slowly, Chase still pressed against him.


  Chase smiled, and he kissed Dominic on the lips. “Good boy.” The kangaroo vanished, and Dominic was left on his platform. It was just Sera and him, alone.


  * * *


  “Yesterday, a Vassal by the name of Dominic Hale kidnapped my sister, Sera.”


  Maps of the city lined the table, corners falling off the edges as they struggled to fit, overlapping. Piles of papers laid out various plans, each meaningless on its own, but together, it was a grand tapestry. And it was almost ready.


  Freeman Sandover paused the video feed and shook his head, clicking his tongue. “They group us together, as if we were a single cohesive organization. As if we weren’t simply any given person with the desire to be free.”


  A voice hissed from the shadows, the darkest spot in the corner of the dimly lit room. “They don’t understand freedom. They cling to the Registry as if a simple list of names and addresses could provide structure and order to the world.”


  “It does provide structure.” Freeman chimed in, “Which is what allows men like Canaan to control the minds of so many people.”


  “They believe themselves to be free.” The voice replied.


  “They do, Anje. It’s part of Canaan’s charm. But the Collars of today, they haven’t seen the same things that we have. They haven’t experienced war. They know nothing of how men can act when there are simply no humane choices left.” The old man mused, looking over his plans.


  “That is the purpose of Indicia. To govern man, to ensure that those who take inhumane actions are dealt with, no longer blighting society.” Anje spoke with pride.


  “And yet the Registry, and Canaan, see Indicia as tools for humans to use, to wage war and fight the Thralls. Thralls aren’t a symptom.” Freeman looked over at Anje. “Wouldn’t you agree?”


  “Canaan has had himself appointed as a ruler, a false king. The Indicia should be the ones ruling the humans, with the consenting as our loyal vassals. Dissidents should be made to keep in line. Humanity has long proven to be unable to govern itself.” Anje agreed.


  “So we need to do them the kindness of bringing a war to them now, under our terms. Before the Thralls do it again, and we’re unprepared.” Freeman folded his hands in his lap, and turned finally to Jensen, who had been sitting at the far end of the table.


  “And to do that, we need whatever InCorp has in the vault, underground.” Jensen said with a nod.


  “Precisely.” Freeman said with an inviting smile. “And to get into that vault, there is something we need to acquire.”


  “I’m no good for helping acquire something, without my totem.” Jensen threw his hands into the air helplessly.


  “I have some good news regarding that. After your escape from InCorp, we were able to have one of our inside men retrieve your totem.” Freeman placed a small box on the middle of the table.


  Jensen eyed the box suspiciously, but he took it and sat before opening it. Sure enough, resting inside was a lucky rabbits foot. He took the foot out, held it tightly in his hand, and then slipped it safely into the inner pocket of his jacket. “Alright, now what do I need to steal?”


  * * *


  Isaac didn’t wake up from his peaceful sleep until his LINK vibrated on his wrist. His first thought upon waking was that he hadn’t slept so well in months. The current situation didn’t immediately return to him, and he was mildly confused as to why he was naked, tangled up on a couch with Riley and Rain. Slipping his LINK off his wrist, he looked groggily at the name of the person who was calling. Everett.


  His stomach filled with acid as it came back to him. He had fallen asleep with Riley and Rain waiting for news about Sera. Any grogginess lingering from his sleep was washed away by adrenaline. Riley and Rain began to stir slowly as Isaac answered the call, certain of the worst outcome.


  “We found something. And I promised to call as soon as we found something.” Everett said as soon as Isaac answered.


  “What? Is Sera okay?” Isaac found he was practically shaking as he waited for Everett to talk again.


  “We haven’t gotten her yet. But we know where she is. I’m sending someone to bring you here.” Everett sighed, his voice echoing, wherever he was.


  “Where?” Isaac slid off the couch, untangling himself from the otter who was reluctant to let him go. He looked at them pointedly, to let them know it was a call about Sera.


  “The Underway. Isaac? Come ready for a fight, just in case. The man I’m sending is named Darius. He’ll be there soon.” Everett spoke reluctantly, Isaac could tell he didn’t want to bring him into it. Whatever it was, they must not have much of a choice.


  “I’ll be ready.” Isaac returned his LINK to his wrist and hurried to his room, to prepare his Aer Armor. He’d never really fought a person before, but fighting Dominic wouldn’t be a problem, would it?


  Aer Armor could be calibrated for different settings. In most cases, this required hooking each piece of armor up to a computer and manipulating variables through a program on the computer. The other way was to have presets on a device such as a LINK, which could be used to quickly calibrate the armor to a set of custom settings. Isaac didn’t know how much time he had before Darius arrived, and he was still naked, so he was eager to get dressed quickly. He didn’t want Darius getting the wrong idea about what had happened between him and his friends. A moment after he felt that worry, he wondered to himself why he cared. What he did on his own time was no one’s business.


  [Your time is not your time. It is my time.]


  I don’t need you right now, Ty. I have to go fight, something you can’t really do without magic.


  [Something you can not do, even with magic.]


  Haha, no time for this right now, Tyloki. I’ve got to get ready.


  [How are you planning to calibrate your armor?]


  Isaac shrugged and scanned over the presets on his LINK. Endurance, agility, strength. Various settings that could augment his physical ability. Aer Circuit armor was standard for almost any profession requiring physical activity. Most armors weren’t customizable. His old armor, as a delivery boy, had been preset to agility and was not easy to reconfigure. His new armor had more variables, far more uses.


  [You are already faster than Dominic. He is not a physical fighter, so endurance and agility are poor choices.]


  “So I could augment my strength, make my punches hit harder.” Isaac reasoned.


  [It would slow you down, diminishing your single and only useful attribute.]


  Okay, you’re helping. I’ll go naked.


  [Sarcasm does not suit you.]


  Isaac shook his head, staring at his armor. “Magic is just a specific manipulation of Aer, right?”


  [That is correct. It is a simple concept, one you should not have to ask about.]


  “I was just…” Isaac took a deep breath and got back on track. “Why do I try and talk with you? If magic is manipulation of Aer, then I could configure the armor to be repellent to Aer.”


  [A wonderful idea. If you did not rely on Aer for your own magic.]


  “Good point. If I needed to shield myself, that wouldn’t be good if there were no Aer around me.” Isaac sighed. After a moment of silence, Tyloki spoke again.


  [Go with what you are used to. Agility. You will be more likely to succeed if you are not trying to learn how to move in unfamiliar armor.]


  Isaac nodded in agreement and calibrated his armor for the increased agility he was used to. On an even playing field, Isaac would be able to swiftly outmanoeuvre Dominic. An even playing field that didn’t take magic into account.


  [Dominic’s abilities are elemental. He will strike at you with fire, water, stone, and wind.]


  So I just won’t let him hit me.


  Isaac suited up, first putting on a tight fitting layer of an athletic material, followed by the lightweight, flexible fabric alloy of his Aer armor. Powered on by the ambient Aer, the circuits running through the armor glowed crimson, indicating that it was functioning properly. There was a knock at the door, and Isaac emerged from his room as he snapped his staff onto the magnet on the back of his armor.


  The man Isaac presumed was Darius stood in the doorway to the common room, Riley and Rain were still on the couch, both still naked. They made no attempt to hide themselves. Isaac rolled his eyes at them as he passed by them.


  “We’ll get dressed and come join you in a bit.” Riley ensured.


  “Yeah, you can count on us.” Rain said, though he sounded as if he was eager for some privacy.


  Isaac smiled at the absurdity of the two as he left the room, following Darius to the Underway.


  * * *


  The Underway looked how it sounded. Dark, dank, and abandoned for good reason. Sounds echoed with a forlorn quality, and the whole place felt forgotten. It appeared to have been abandoned a long time ago, and Isaac wanted to leave as soon as he entered. But Sera was down there somewhere, and she couldn’t leave, not until he saved her. So he couldn’t leave either.


  Darius led Isaac through a winding series of tunnels, occasionally checking a map on his LINK. There was also a trail of flares on the ground, leading the way. After they had walked across what felt like the entire city, Isaac could hear voices in a tunnel just ahead.


  Turning the corner into the next tunnel, which had at some point been the tracks for a subway train, he saw the place had been transformed. Portable computers had been set up, and the room was almost brightly illuminated by all the Lightglass and Aer Circuits in such a small space. The tunnel was overflowing with people, presumably all the people that had helped in the search through the massive network for Dominic and Sera.


  At the back of the tunnel, Isaac could see what appeared to be a tactical strike team, outfitted heavily in Aer armor, some with exotic weapons that Isaac didn’t recognize. Talking to the group was Everett. In front of all the computers, technicians, some Collars, some not, but definitely the type of bespectacled scientists Isaac had seen walking through the Registry lobby from time to time, heading to some unknown research lab. At the center of it all, Canaan and Chase.


  Isaac walked directly to them, and they turned to greet him. “We found him.” Canaan said, no doubt speaking first to try and take credit.


  “And? Why haven’t we taken him out yet?” Isaac asked, crossing his arms.


  “You said you wanted first crack at him. You were going to kill him, if I recall correctly.” Canaan replied.


  Isaac took a deep breath, steadied himself. He deserved that one. “I was being unreasonable. So what’s the plan, then? Where is he?”


  Chase pointed at a door off to the side of the tunnel. “That door leads to a nearby station platform. He is holed up there.”


  “So we rush in, shoot him if he tries anything. Take Sera, and all get out of here.” Isaac said impatiently.


  “We had that idea. We did.” Canaan spoke slowly. There was something they weren’t telling him.


  “And?” Isaac was getting impatient.


  Instead of getting an answer from Canaan or Chase, Isaac’s LINK rang again. He looked to see who it was, and his heart stopped when he saw it was from Dominic. He fumbled to answer it as quickly as he could. He was greeted by a bout of hysterical laughter.


  “Dominic, we found you.” Isaac threatened as the laughter stopped.


  “I knew you would. I knew it. So I prepared. I got ready for you.” Dominic spoke quickly, with intensity.


  “What do you mean you got ready for me? Why don’t you come out and fight me already?” Isaac looked at the door that Chase had pointed at. If Dominic was on the other side of that door.


  “I’m waiting for you to come to me.” Dom explained, and Isaac started to walk to the door.


  “Why are you waiting for me? You can come to me just as easily. And why bring Sera into this at all? If you wanted to fight, you should have just punched me in the face.” Isaac stopped in front of the door, and looked back at Canaan and Chase, who motioned for him to open it.


  “I’m waiting for you because I want to know how much you care about your precious sister.” Dominic spat.


  Isaac raised an eyebrow and pulled the door open with his free hand. On the other side was a narrow maintenance tunnel, which no doubt led to the station platform Chase had mentioned. That was where he would find Dominic. But the hallway had been rigged. Dom hadn’t been lying, he had prepared. Hanging from the walls and ceiling and thrown carelessly on the floor was a fantastic amount of barbed wire.


  It was a thick enough web of the wire that it was hard to see through it all, even with all the light thrown off from the nearby tunnel.


  “What the Hell am I looking at?” Isaac asked, looking back at Canaan and Chase with a cocked eyebrow.


  “Call it a gauntlet. Call it the test you never had when Tyloki accepted you as his Collar.” Dominic explained.


  “If this is about Tyloki, trust me, we both hate him. Maybe we don’t have to fight after all.” Isaac looked at the hallway of barbed wire. It was insane.


  “We have to fight, Isaac. It is about Tyloki, but we have to fight.” Dominic ended the call, and Isaac’s LINK went silent. He put it on his wrist as he stormed over to Canaan and Chase.


  “There has to be another way onto the platform.” Isaac reasoned.


  “Any other tunnel we’ve found leading that way is collapsed. It’ll take some time to dig our way through, and it might be time we don’t have.” Chase said, clasping a comforting paw on Isaac’s shoulder.


  “So why don’t we cut our way through that wire, storm in there, and take him down?” Isaac was agitated, and he was afraid. He wasn’t in control of the situation, Dominic was. He hated that feeling.


  “We already spoke with Dominic. There’s two things you need to understand, Isaac.” Canaan spoke slowly, so Isaac wouldn’t miss any of it. He didn’t respond to Isaac’s clear agitation in any noticeable way. “First, he told us that if anyone but you comes through that door or finds any other way onto the platform, he will kill Sera.”


  Isaac winced at the last words, his mind unable to resist imagining that possibility. It turned his stomach over, made his head spin. He nodded, to show he understood.


  “Second, Dominic has rigged the platform using old Lightglass fixtures. They’re producing condensed Aer, but it isn’t contained the way it should be. The platform is full of loose, condensed Aer. Any spark or open flame would cause the entire platform to go up. No doubt this was a contingency in case Tyloki had the ability to create fire. But it also limits our alternative options.” Canaan explained.


  Chase put his second paw on Isaac’s other shoulder, and looked him directly in the eyes. “The safest way for us to get Sera back is for you to go through that hallway, and fight Dominic directly. It’s what he wants, and it’s what you want.”


  “It isn’t what I want.” Isaac shook his head. “I don’t want to fight. But I have to. I’ll kill him if I have to, because he took Sera. But I don’t want to kill anyone.”


  “You might not have to kill him. You can use your shield to get through the hallway. You can knock him out, take him alive. But you need to do whatever it takes to save Sera.” Chase squeezed Isaac’s shoulders.


  Isaac nodded slowly, trying to get his thoughts together. It was simple. Fight Dominic. Save Sera.


  [Is now a good time to bring up the fact that your press conference lie amounted to nothing at all?]


  Shut up.


  [Do not take your current situation as absolution of the mistake you made.]


  I’ll deal with it later.


  [I will hold you to that.]


  “Okay. I’ll do it. I go through that hallway. I fight Dominic. I win. And then it’s over.” Isaac spoke aloud, trying to believe it.


  Behind him, he heard familiar voices. He turned to see Riley, Archer, and Miria waiting off to the side, but all watching him. His friends. They came to support him. Seeing their faces as they waved to him, knowing they were there for him, it bolstered him. Made him feel stronger, helped to slow his racing thoughts.


  “We’ll be right here, Isaac. If anything goes wrong, we’ll be here.” Archer promised.


  “If anyone gets hurt, I’ll be here to treat them. I’ve got a whole team.” Miria smiled, and she brushed her hair back behind her ear. He loved when she did that. Even in this dark place, she was radiant.


  Riley walked closer before speaking. “If you need me to, I’ll run through the wire in that hallway. I don’t care if it tears me apart. We lost Jin because we weren’t there. We…won’t lose you the same way.”


  Isaac waved to his friends. “I’ll be fine. Dominic’s nothing.” He smiled as he lied, his heart pounding with fear and adrenaline.


  “We’ll be right here.” Archer repeated.


  Isaac took in a deep breath and turned to the barbed hallway.


  You ready?


  [I am never not ready.]


  Then let’s go.


  “Isaac, we’ll be listening to everything that goes on in there. If things go south, we’ll send a team in. Do your best to save Sera. She is the priority here.” Canaan said, and for the first time, Isaac believed the words that Canaan spoke.


  The web of razor wires was thick, but not so thick that Isaac couldn’t move it out of the way and push his way through. His armor would protect him from most of it, but he still opted to surround himself completely with a shield as he started to press against the wires. He kept the shield close to his body, mimicking his form, and without a doubt it was the most complex shield he had ever produced. He had to keep his eyes open, he needed line of sight to the shield he was creating. His heart pounded against his chest as he made the first shove into the wires.


  After his first push, it was too late to go back, and Isaac was regretting it immediately. Like the rain that showered against his shield and pattered against his skull like a headache, the barbs bit into his shield, and it felt like they were digging into his raw flesh. He couldn’t help but let out a howling scream, but he tried to keep it down, not wanting to alarm his friends outside.


  What good is a shield that doesn’t prevent the pain?


  [It prevents the damage. That is what matters.]


  Isaac felt forward, trying to find the next gap to slip his hands between, to force open and slip inside. It didn’t take long to tell with wires would give the most, and he was able to take his next big step forward. He screamed aloud again as the wires scraped across his shield. Maybe it would be a better idea to let the wires dig into his armor. It should be able to defend against it. But if any of the wires were damaged by the barbs, it’s increased effectiveness would be nullified. And then it would be better to fight naked.


  It was slow going, but each cut and gouge that Isaac felt only increased how infuriated he was. It only amplified how much he wanted to kill Dominic. Before, he had said he didn’t want to kill Dom, but he was wrong. He definitely wanted to kill Dom. He grunted, and he managed to keep the screams to a minimum, at least, as he pushed further through the hallway. Before long, the path he had come through closed behind him, and it would have been nearly impossible to go back.


  He had no intentions of going back. He was going to rescue Sera. He would do whatever it took to save her, and he meant it. This was nothing compared to the pain he had endured as a child, protecting Sera then as he was trying to do now. And upon that realization, the pain seemed to lessen, and it merely fueled his rage as he pressed on.


  Time was lost to him as he made his way through the tunnel. He didn’t know if it took minutes or hours to get through. No one else spoke, not on either side of the tunnel, nor Tyloki. It was just Isaac, alone with his thoughts. After an eternity, he placed his hand on the door handle at the far end of the tunnel.


  Pushing the door open desperately, he collapsed out of the barbed wires and onto the station platform. Even as he heaved for breath, heart racing, he tried to take in his surroundings. It was about the size of a monorail platform, and a decommissioned subway train rested on the tracks to the side of the platform. That was where Sera was, he could see her terrified face staring at him. On the platform, Dominic stood smugly by a workshop table. He was fully decked out in Aer armor, glowing a sickly purple. The purple color of the circuits reminded Isaac of the Thrall that had killed Jin, and likewise brought flashes of every bad event that had led to this moment.


  Jin’s death. The Thrall attacking his home. The threat to Sera and the rest of his family. The pact with Tyloki. The siege on InCorp. The training. The pain, the suffering, the sickness. The clashes with Tyloki, the fights with Thralls. The darkness, and the fear. The distance from his family. It all led here.


  He stumbled as he entered the room but quickly regained his balance. Without hesitation, he drew his staff off his his back and extended it to it’s full length.


  “Took you long enough.” Dominic scoffed.


  “What the Hell is wrong with you?” Isaac shouted across the platform as he took a combat stance. Something he’d been taught by Alkaid, as if he’d been preparing for this exact moment.


  “Tyloki! He is what is wrong with all of us!” Dominic shouted, finally having a sounding board for his insanity.


  “If this is about Tyloki, why bring me into it?” Isaac asked, taking a careful, tentative step forward. Dominic allowed it.


  “Because you are a part of it.” Dominic had no weapon, but Isaac could see shards of ice dancing in the air around his fingers. Canaan had warned him that the smallest spark or fire would ignite the entire platform. A quick glance around confirmed this. Numerous broken Lightglass fixtures were flickering unreliable light, and the entire platform had a peculiar odor.


  “How? What do I have to do with any of this?” Isaac asked, ready to learn for sure what this what all about.


  “Did he not tell you what he did to me?” Dominic shouted. “Am I that unimportant?”


  What is he talking about?


  [I could not tell you.]


  It seems kind of important right now.


  [That does not mean I remember.]


  “He says he doesn’t remember.” Isaac replied, still ready to move.


  Dominic responded with another bout of laughter. “He thinks that I’m that unimportant? It was the most important day of my life!”


  “What happened? Would someone just tell me already?” Isaac asked, as angry with Tyloki as he was with Dom.


  “He took my mother and my sister from me! He took my family and he threw them away like they didn’t matter! I was a child, yes, and I wouldn’t have been worth much as a Collar. But I pleaded with him to help me save my family. I was willing to fight, I would have done whatever it took. And you know what he did? He scorned me! He said I was worthless, he refused to help me save my family!” Dominic screamed, his voice rough and raw, the sound of desperation.


  “I’m sorry he did that, Dom! But what does that have to do with me?” Isaac asked.


  You really don’t remember this?


  [The life of a human is similar to the life of a pet for you. If you had as many humans as I have, the life of one who you only encountered for several minutes would be equally as inconsequential.]


  Disgusting.


  “You only made the pact to protect your family. You didn’t even want to fight. And he took you on as his Collar after Jin died. He took you even after he deemed me unworthy.” Dominic growled. “You! He decided you were worthy and I was lacking.”


  “I hate to break it to you, Dom, but he hates me. He wants me to die, really.” Isaac attempted to reason with Dominic, even if it seemed hopeless.


  “That might be! But he still gave you the chance to save your family. And so I knew what I had to do. I had to prove that I was better than you. I had to show Tyloki the mistake that he made. I had to prove the everyone that the wolf is not a god. He isn’t even a human. He’s the worst kind of life. A parasite, living off those he deems ‘worthy’! So I took Sera. So we can see who is truly better. Who was truly deserving of Tyloki’s power.”


  “So I’m wagering Sera to prove I’m better. What are you putting on the line, then, Dom?” Isaac asked, keeping his eyes keenly on the shards of ice around Dominic’s fingers.


  “I already threw my life away for this. Even if I win, that’s not something I’ll ever get back. No matter what happens, I’m not getting out of this. But I will prove that I’m better. That was my wager. My life.” Dominic lashed out suddenly, swinging his hand in a wide arc through the air.


  Sharp icicles formed in the air along the arc and sped towards Isaac. He raised his hand quickly and built a shield wall in front of him, confident that it would protect him from the ice. But when the shards hit the shield, it shattered, and it racked his head with pain. The shards, for the most part, broke against the shield, but as the shield fell, Isaac was showered by tiny, sharp icicles. Small cuts opened on the exposed flesh of his face and hands.


  Instantly, he was worried. Nothing had ever broken through his shields before. Was Dominic that much more powerful? No time to worry. Dominic was already preparing another spell. Isaac rushed forward nimbly, moving quickly was his specialty. He had a lot of distance to cover between himself and Dominic, but he could clear it in seconds. As he approached Dom, the mage threw another spell. It was air based, this time, and Isaac buffeted back by a wall of pressure. It wasn’t enough to throw him off his feet, but it was enough to stop him in his tracks.


  He pushed against the air, slowly making his way forward. But this was no way to start a fight. He put up a shield between himself and the wall of air, and found it was easier to push the shield forward against the wind. Moving at a brisker pace, he approached Dominic again. Dom countered with some sort of blades conjured out of wind. Isaac had never seen anything like them, as they sliced forward, digging into his shield, once again delivering the pain of the attack into him directly.


  Isaac dropped his shield, and the blades of air whizzed past him, missing him mercifully. He wasn’t sure if his armor could stand up to them, and he hadn’t calibrated his armor for resistance to sharp attacks, which Dominic seemed set on.


  [When he changes spells, the previous one ends.]


  Isaac nodded, and he rushed forward again. When Dom switched to the air blades, the wall of pressure had dispersed, allowing Isaac to make forward progress again. Finally, he was close enough to strike, and he swung the staff out in a wide arc, aiming for Dominic’s feet. Dom hopped deftly, and the staff swung under his feet. Isaac took advantage of the situation, spun the rest of the way around, and jolted the back end of the staff straight backwards, towards Dom’s chest. The mage took the hit on his chest, and he coughed as he stumbled backwards, hitting the workshop table behind him, almost losing his balance.


  Isaac now took advantage of Dom’s instability, going for another spin, bringing the staff around again, stepping forward. He went for a high strike this time, maybe he could take Dominic out with a strike to the head. Dominic leaned back against the table, and the hit didn’t connect.


  The platform shook, and Isaac lost his balance as well, and he retreated a few steps for safety. He saw the ground under him had been rent, and he saw that Dominic had been the cause, his hand was encased in stone as he lifted it in the air. The ground under Isaac shook again, raising in the air as Dominic tore it up from the platform. This must be why the monorail platforms were made of metal, and not stone. This was annoying. He just wanted one good shot at Dominic’s jugular, to rip it out and see the blood flow. Isaac jumped back off the spot that Dominic was pulling from the floor. He was losing ground.


  Sera couldn’t watch, her eyes were shut tight. Isaac hazarded a glance in her direction to make sure she was safe from the storm of stones that was beginning to engulf the platform. If she couldn’t look, that must mean she thought Isaac would lose. But even if he did lose, Canaan and Everett would force their way through and save her. She was safe. But she didn’t know that. Or maybe she did, and her worry was for Isaac’s safety, not her own.


  “Tyloki stole my life from me!” Dominic screamed, throwing another blade of wind that narrowly missed Isaac’s shoulder.


  “That sucks! But Tyloki isn’t the one who took my life from me.” Isaac replied, looking over at Sera. His heart sank, and the realization set in. He couldn’t beat Dominic. If he lost to Dominic, there was a chance he would kill Sera out of spite. There was only one way out of this.


  “I’ll be the one to take the rest away.” Dominic cackled, throwing shards of ice Isaac’s way.


  Isaac put up a shield, even though he expected it to shatter against the strength of Dom’s spell. To his surprise, it was a darker blue than usual. Less translucent, more opaque. As he built the shield, he could feel the pain from his cuts and scratches fading slightly. The shield flickered, but it didn’t shatter, as the ice broke against it. His head hurt, but it wasn’t excruciating.


  It was all in a moment, but it was the busiest moment of Isaac’s life. Icicles formed from both of Dominic’s hands, and Isaac knew he had to save Sera. Her eyes widened, and she made a move to duck out of sight, but she wasn’t fast enough. The icicles left Dominic, and sped towards their targets. Without a second of hesitation, Isaac put a shield in the window, in front of Sera, protecting her from the ice shard. The shard that had aimed for Isaac hit him in the shoulder, tore easily through his armor, and buried itself in his flesh.


  He stumbled back, but he didn’t scream. It was nothing, compared to all of the pain he had ever felt in his life. He had to breath slowly, and he fell down to kneel on one knee. Dominic was smiling, and Sera was screaming, even through the gag that she wore. Dominic raised his hand, ready to make another spell, but Isaac put his hand in the air, and Dom stopped.


  “It’s time to give up your life, Isaac! That was wager. Either you’re giving your life to save Sera, or she’s going to die!” Dominic screamed, sounding petulant. “Are you truly willing to give up your own life to save your family?”


  Isaac smirked. And then he chuckled. The chuckling turned into laughter. The ice was buried deep into Isaac’s left shoulder, of course the stronger of his two arms. Luckily, he was still right handed, even if the lingering infection in his right shoulder made it slightly weaker. He reached his right hand into his pocket, and he looked up at Dominic with determination. “We first met almost six months ago. That was six months for you to get to know me, to really learn something about me. I can’t blame you too much, I didn’t know you were fucking batshit until you kidnapped Sera. So maybe it’s not possible to really learn about someone unless they let you. But that doesn’t mean you didn’t make a huge goddamn mistake.”


  Dominic raised an eyebrow quizzically, but he didn’t strike, he let Isaac talk. Isaac coughed, blood dripping to the ground from his shoulder. In his pocket, he felt a small metal block. Something Dominic had given him months ago, to mock him and Tyloki. He had kept it on his person all that time, to remind himself of something. Maybe it was to remind him of the power Tyloki used to hold, and how he had caused Tyloki to give that up. Maybe it was to mock Tyloki, after all. It didn’t matter. Well, it made it more amusing, brought a smile to Isaac’s face. But what really mattered was the fact that it was in his pocket in this moment, in this place.


  “I’m going to tell you something I’ve never said out loud before.” Isaac coughed again, and he pulled the metal rectangle from his pocket. “Congratulations. The only other person who knows this is Tyloki, and it must be why he hates me so damn much. You don’t know me very well, not after all these months of training together. You asked me what I’m willing to give up to save my family?”


  Struggling, Isaac forced himself to stand all the way up. The pain was excruciating, and the ice in his shoulder was starting to melt. If it melted all the way, he would bleed out for sure. He held the metal box in his right hand, and he snapped the cap open defiantly.


  “I learned from a very young age that my life isn’t worth much. Almost every day, it was literally beaten into me. I lived through a lot of pain when I was a kid. And there was only one thing I wanted to do. I wanted to protect my sister from it.” He nodded at Sera. “I couldn’t protect my mother from him, but I could protect Sera. She was the reason I stayed alive. My father was a monster, and no matter what Rufus tells me about how he used to be, I’ll never see him as anything else. I still have nightmares about it. He beat me, and when he tried to beat Sera, I put myself in his way. My life wasn’t worth much, after all. When he wasn’t beating me, he reminded me of that, every day. How useless I was. But I could give myself a purpose, I could save my sister.”


  The metal box in Isaac’s hand was a lighter.


  Any spark or open flame would cause the entire platform to go up.


  He held it up high so Dominic could see. With pleasure, Isaac rolled his finger over the tumbler, spinning it, but not enough to cause a spark. He savored the flinch it drew from Dominic. Click.


  “I found a purpose, in my father’s abuse. I protected Sera. And then the bastard died. He took my only purpose away with him. So I was content to live the rest of my life alone. I shut myself away, because I didn’t have any more value, now that Sera didn’t need anyone to save her. But do you want to know what I thought every single day?”


  Dominic stared, wide eyed, at the lighter in Isaac’s hand. If he lit the thing up, it would all be over.


  Isaac concentrated, and he put a shield around Sera, protecting her from the potential blast. She screamed as loud as she could through the gag, she struggled and tried to get free. Sera was smart, and Isaac knew she had figured out his intentions.


  He rolled the tumbler again. Click.


  No spark. Dominic flinched.


  “I made Tyloki burnout within a week of being his Collar. Maybe I didn’t know at the time that it would kill me, but even if I had, I would have done it anyway. Because there is something I know without a doubt. If I can die and save someone else’s life in the process, I can give my life meaning. My life, that I know has no purpose, I can die for a reason. Every day that I live knowing how little my life is worth is nothing but agony. Dominic, that’s my secret. I know my friends are listening, and I hate for them to hear me like this before I go, but that’s my secret. I want to die.”


  Once more, Isaac rolled the tumbler, and he grinned maniacally, tears filling his eyes. “Click.” Dominic practically shuddered, this time.


  A tear rolled down Isaac’s cheek as he continued. “So if you brought me here to see what I would give up to save my sister, my answer is anything. I would give your life, I would give anyone elses life, I would give my own life to save her. Because keeping her safe is the reason I’m alive. The reason I was born. My father made sure I knew that there was no other reason for my to be here. So that’s my answer. You think you’re better than me? You’re probably right. I live every day hoping for an excuse to die. So for that, I want to thank you. Thank you for giving my life meaning, when I couldn’t find any myself.”


  Click.


  “And one more thing, Dominic.” Isaac looked over, into Sera’s eyes. The look told her everything he needed her to know. He was sorry, he didn’t want to leave her alone. He had spent years promising that he was okay. But he had never been okay. He had been broken by their father, and that was something he didn’t think could be fixed. He didn’t blame Tyloki for the way he had treated him. It was harsh, but never worse than Edgar. He hated Tyloki, but he didn’t blame him. Maybe, deep inside, he had hoped that Tyloki could help him find a new purpose.


  At least he would get to go out on a high note, saving Sera.


  “What?” Dominic asked carefully, eyes hawkishly watching Isaac’s finger on the lighter.


  “It’s been a really, really long time.” Isaac said, another tear rolling down his cheek. And he saw, behind Dominic, a new opportunity presented itself.


  “A long time since what?” Dominic asked.


  “Since you’ve looked behind you.” Isaac said, and he rolled the tumbler one last time.


  Dominic panicked, believing that Isaac would really spark the lighter, taking them both out at once. He threw another shard of ice at Isaac as he looked behind him, wondering what Isaac had been talking about. The icicle left his hand just as he saw the massive wolf standing behind him. Tyloki grabbed Dominic’s shoulder with his hefty paw, digging his claws mercilessly into his flesh. Slamming him down onto the table, he grabbed Dominic’s other arm, and as he bounced off the metal table, head spinning, Tyloki threw the mage into a stone pillar nearby. The tiles that covered the pillar shattered at Dominic smashed into them.


  Tyloki appeared above Dominic as he landed on the ground. The wolf kicked the mage in the stomach, and kicked him again. He reached down and grabbed Dominic by the throat, lifting him into the air. Without saying anything, he held the human up to his muzzle, stared into his eyes. And Dominic saw how empty Tyloki’s eyes were without their fire, and he smiled. Tyloki smashed Dom into the pillar, shifting the entire thing, and then he flung Dominic into the far wall. Dominic groaned as he hit the wall, and by the time he landed, Tyloki had materialized again. Dominic rolled on the ground, already broken, in agony, as the wolf wailed on him.


  At the same time, the icicle Dominic had thrown at Isaac hit its mark, and buried itself in Isaac’s stomach. He dropped the lighter, which bounced along the stone, landing a few feet away. As he fell to his knees, he wondered if he could have done it. Within seconds, the Registry was inside. Isaac saw a group of Everett’s soldiers moving to go to Sera, and he was at peace. He knew that she would be alright.


  Falling further forward, he expected to hit the ground, driving the icicles in his stomach and shoulder even further into his body. Someone caught him. He saw a quick glimpse of Rain, and he felt the icicles in his body solidify. Maybe that was Riley standing next to him as he was flipped over. A whole group was amassing around him. He couldn’t focus very easily anymore. At the far end of the platform, Tyloki was repeatedly smashing Dominic into the stone wall. Fair enough. It wasn’t a bad way to end.


  They were talking, everyone, but he couldn’t really tell what they were saying. He was cold, maybe that was just the ice buried in his flesh. Miria was by his side. That much he was sure of. He could smell her, and her golden hair was just so unique, unmistakable. His vision faded, but he knew all along that Miria, Riley, Rain, Archer, and Alkaid, they were all there with him.


  Once, he opened his eyes and they weren’t in the Underway anymore. They were in the Registry, most likely, in the hospital. Miria would be mad at him. She told him to stop ending up in the hospital. There was no way she would go on a date with him now. Now that she knew he wanted to die. But that wouldn’t matter. He was going to die.


  “We’re losing him. The infection is gaining ground.” A frantic voice said.


  “Miria, you can’t treat him. Step away.” Another voice said.


  “Miria.” Isaac whispered.


  “The infection is from a few months ago. It shouldn’t be able to progress. Aer Infections are subdued in Collars. The Indicia keep them at bay.” Someone said. Very helpful. Isaac couldn’t feel much anymore, but he could faintly see Miria standing nearby.


  “It looks like neither of them are actively fighting it.” Someone else. Of course he wasn’t fighting it. Isaac had said he wanted to die. He wanted it to be over.


  And as he drifted, Isaac thought of every good thing that had led to this moment. He was there again, reliving them all. His love for Sera. How triumphant he felt when he saved everyone at InCorp. Any time he made Alkaid proud. His date with the cat, and what had followed. His friendship with Riley and Archer. Their acceptance of him in their squad. The nameplate on his locker. Miria’s beauty. The smiles, the laughter, the joy. Watching movies in the nude. And he realized something.


  “Miria.” He whispered.


  Miria perked up, and she leaned in closer. “Isaac, what?” She obviously didn’t think he was going to make it. She was a mess, crying and distraught.


  “Miria.” He whispered again, and when she was close enough, he managed to say what he thought might be his last words. “I don’t want to die.”


  As he drifted off one last time, he saw her place her hands over her mouth, and she stayed put as they carted him off somewhere, to try futilely to save his life. She couldn’t help to try and save him, because she cared too much.


  * * *


  After some time, Isaac came out of surgery. And in the hospital, his friends waited anxiously. Riley, Archer, Miria, and Sera sat in the hallway outside. They looked through the window, watching Isaac, waiting for him to wake up. When he did wake, they would need to figure out how to make him feel like he was worth something. Each one of them wondered to themselves how they could do that.


  Sera stood up and walked over to the window. She pressed her hand against the glass. Isaac was out of surgery, but there was no guarantee he would wake up. In the next room was Rufus, the older brother she hadn’t seen in years. Sera walked slowly to the door and pushed it open. She hated Rufus for abandoning them. But none of that mattered anymore. Rufus and Isaac had both ended up in the hospital trying to save her. She walked into the room and sat next to Rufus’ bed.


  He would be alright, the doctors had told her. Still, he reached out and grabbed his hand, squeezed it gently. The Cross family had been broken for a very long time. Isaac, Rufus, Sera, everyone was suffering. All because of Edgar. Even after he had died, he left them with nothing but suffering. Sera sat with Rufus, and waited for him to wake up, so she could talk to him. So she could fix things. Because if she wanted to save Isaac, the first thing she needed to do was put the Cross family back together.


  “That runt is taking me with him.” Tyloki felt faint, and he leaned on the wall. He was in the hospital room where they had put Dominic, who was shackled to his bed. He wasn’t in critical condition, and Isaac needed much more care. The work that Dominic needed could wait. No one knew that Tyloki was in there, of course. If they did know, they would know that Tyloki was there to kill Dominic.


  “Good, you deserve to go together.” Dominic coughed, staring defiantly at the wolf. “You’re both the worst. A human who can live but doesn’t want to, and a wolf who doesn’t care if humans live or not.”


  “I care if humans live. Just not ones like you or Isaac. You are worthless.” Tyloki growled, storming over to the side of Dominic’s bed.


  He looked into Dominic’s eyes, and the mage looked back, and they stared quietly for a minute. Tyloki felt faint. Isaac dying shouldn’t affect him so much. But here he was, feeling like he was fading away as the boy was dying in another room.


  “I’m the worst? All I ever wanted was to fight and to save people. To be a hero like my father.” Dominic literally spat in Tyloki’s face. “And that’s what I did for years. Until you took Isaac as your Collar, and you disgraced me and my loss so completely.”


  “I did not even remember you. When we met at the Registry, I would have thought it was the first time. You are so forgettable.” Tyloki ignored the spit in his face.


  “You forgot about me. And yet, here I am. I’m going to live. It sounds like you and Isaac are going to die together. You let someone as worthless as me or Isaac end your life, the great Tyloki the Flame?” Dominic laughed, and he coughed. “No, just Tyloki. No flames left. I’m worthless, and yet I’m still alive. Jin is dead, and I’m still alive. Looks like you bet on the wrong horse.”


  Tyloki narrowed his eyes, glaring at the human. He didn’t even know why he was bothering to talk to him. When Isaac died, he would be gone, also. He supposed it had something to do with the burnout, but he couldn’t be sure. But he could feel himself slipping away.


  “You want to know something, Tyloki? They day that Jin died, I was on call. I was nearby. I watched him die.” Dominic smiled, staring directly into Tyloki’s eyes. “I could have helped, but I didn’t, because if Jin was so great, he should have been able to save himself. I was the first on the scene. Isaac doesn’t remember, but I was the first Collar to arrive after he fought the Thrall off.”


  Dominic watched Jin die. For the first time since the burnout, Tyloki felt passion. He felt rage. And he knew that death was too good for Dominic. He closed his eyes, and when he opened them, they weren’t cold and empty anymore. They were full of flame and strength. And Dominic’s eyes changed, so they were full of fear.


  The wolf loomed over Dominic’s bed, a twisted visage, a demon of fangs and flames. Tyloki held up his paw, and fire sparked and burst into life, swimming around like wisps.


  “As long as we are sharing, it occurs to me.”


  Tyloki waited, to let Dominic wonder, to enjoy the fear in Dom’s eyes. “It occurs to me that if you hadn’t done all of this, I might have told you.”


  “Told me what?” Dominic asked, breathlessly.


  “About your sister.”


  The wolf didn’t give Dominic a chance to respond. The truth was that Tyloki did remember Dominic. He remembered everything that had happened that day. But he would never tell Dominic that, not now. The fool would just be left to wonder, to be confused, until he died. Fire flooded out from Tyloki like a typhoon, filling the room, washing over everything. And Tyloki directed the pyre onto one place. Dominic.


  Dominic screamed, but as the door to the room was pulled open, the fire was too hot for anyone outside to intervene. Tyloki leaned in close, pressing his nose to Dominic’s face as he burned the human’s skin, burned him inside and out, making him thrash violently against his shackles, and wail louder than Tyloki had ever heard anyone wail before.


  Chapter 16 – Interval


  Isaac was making it a habit, ending up in the Registry medical center. He was no stranger to pain, and this wasn’t even the first time that he should have died, though this time, how he managed to survive was not a mystery.


  In fact, it illuminated how he had survived the burnout, as well.


  The answer, of course, rested within Tyloki. That isn’t to say that it was what the wolf expected, either. What happened took everyone by surprise. Tyloki was a very old wolf, and even he didn’t know something like this was actually possible. If Tyloki knew what was going to happen, he may not have allowed the burnout after all. Some things aren’t worth saving even hundreds of lives.


  And though he didn’t know it at the time, Isaac would have agreed to do it without a second thought, even if he had known everything that was coming. For Isaac, everything started the day of the burnout, and all that followed was a direct result. The question that was on everyone’s mind, of course, was not ‘if’ but ‘why’.


  Isaac had lived so long with his feeling of worthlessness, that he didn’t see his life as necessary. Even when he found the resolve to learn to fight, to work with Tyloki and try to save lives, it was simply to see if he could find a more noble way to die. If he could find a new purpose, then he wouldn’t feel so empty anymore.


  Then he found himself face to face with such a death, lighter in hand, villain at his mercy, and he didn’t do it.


  “Would you have done it?” Tyloki would later ask him.


  And Isaac would truthfully respond, “I don’t know.”


  And Tyloki knew it was the truth.


  Why didn’t he do it? It was easy to say that he was too afraid, that at that moment, death proved to be too frightening for him to go through with it. But that wasn’t entirely accurate. He hadn’t hesitated to burnout at InCorp months before, he hadn’t wavered running back into a building that was about to be cleansed with plasma by an illegal artificial intelligence.


  The other possibility was that Tyloki had intervened before he had a chance. But it wouldn’t have taken a moment to light the spark and end it. And Isaac had no way of knowing that Tyloki was going to intervene. The wolf hadn’t told him his plan, and Tyloki had insisted on numerous occasions that he had no intention of saving him, if the need arose. Tyloki acted out of anger at Dominic, not out of love for Isaac.


  Isaac said he wanted to die, and it was the truth. But something altered that truth, in those dire moments, everything changed. It was the next step in the inevitable events that were unfolding. Events that were being watched and manipulated unbeknownst to Isaac and Tyloki. What would Isaac think of Alkaid if he knew about the cat’s conversation with Dominic and Chase mere hours before his showdown?


  It was a conversation that proved to have a follow up the very next day.


  


  “He nearly died.” Alkaid shook his head, arms crossed in judgment.


  “But he didn’t die.” Chase replied smugly.


  “Again. This is the second time he’s brushed this close to death. The second time you’ve watched, while it’s been happening.” Alkaid accused, sitting with his legs crossed, on Canaan’s desk, defiantly.


  Canaan was out at the moment. Chase sat in the desk chair instead, staring at Alkaid’s back. “I think you’re overestimating my influence in this.”


  “I think you’re deflecting.” Alkaid stared around the office, searching for something, but he didn’t know what.


  “I promised that no harm would come to Sera, and that came true. As for Isaac, he needed to confront Dominic himself. If he didn’t, he wouldn’t have ever been able to grow into the person he should be.” Chase shrugged.


  “We don’t even know if he is going to wake up yet. It’ll be hard for him to grow if he’s a vegetable.” Alkaid spat.


  “He’ll wake up. I’m sure you know, but we’re getting readings from Tyloki’s Aer frequency again. Isaac might have an angry wolf to answer to when he wakes, but he will wake.” The kangaroo assured.


  “Tyloki’s Aer frequency. So his fire…” Alkaid worried for Isaac’s well being, but there wasn’t much he could do at the moment. “So was that what it was about? Tyloki getting his fire back?” He heard something land on the desk next to him, and he turned to see what it was.


  Chase had pulled something out of the desk drawer and put it in front of Alkaid. He waited for the cat to pick it up.


  It was a file folder, Alkaid was familiar with them. It wasn’t often that documents were handled physically and not digitally, but when they were, they were kept in such folders. He picked it up and glanced at the label on the tab.


  Isaac Edgar Walker Cross


  He flipped it open to take a look at what was inside. A bio page, complete with a current photograph, listed his basic details. Date of birth, location of birth, blood type, ethnicity, eye color, hair color, height, weight.


  “What is this? His Registry file? This is why we keep tabs on all the Collars. So you have an up to date index of their hair colors.” Alkaid stared at the page as he spoke. It had a photo of Isaac that showed him from sometime in the past few months. Knowing what he knew now about Isaac’s mental state, he saw a subtle sullenness in his eyes that he had never noticed before. He felt a brief flash of anger for Tyloki, who had known all along, and never told anyone.


  “That’s why Isaac had to confront Dominic.” Chase said, dropping another folder on the desk.


  “I don’t understand.” Alkaid said, noticing that the other folder was Dominic’s. The inside was similar to Isaac’s, but with Dom’s pertinent details.


  “I wish I could explain it better, but all I know is that they are both important. Because they are both important, and they were heading for a confrontation, I had to let them meet, and see what would happen. To see if I can figure out why they’re important.” Chase explained, though Alkaid didn’t feel it was a very good ‘explanation’.


  “I wish you could explain better, too. Because that’s nonsense.” Alkaid put the folder on the desk and stood up. “If I find out you’re intentionally putting Isaac into danger again…”


  Chase laughed heartily, filling the marble chamber with echoes. “Alright.” He looked down at the floor and stopped laughing. “First Riley, now you. Listen, you need to let what is going to happen happen.”


  “I care about him. He…” Alkaid bit his tongue, shook his head, and took a step forward, towards the door. “What is going to happen? What’s supposed to happen? The future isn’t decided yet. It’s decided every day, with the choices we make.”


  “You’re right. The future isn’t decided. I’m not working from prophecy here. This isn’t about knowing what’s going to happen. I don’t have a clue.” Chase put the folders back in the desk drawer.


  “So what are you angling for?” Alkaid asked, hopeful he might get a straight answer.


  “I want to keep this world safe.” Chase answered, and he vanished.


  Alkaid sighed, alone now in Canaan’s office. He would like to root around for awhile, see if he could find anything interesting, but right on cue, the door opened. Canaan’s receptionist, Leia, was standing in the threshold, silently waiting with a smile on her face. It was time for Alkaid to leave. Reluctantly, he tore himself away from the task at hand and went to find something else to distract him.


  [Alkaid, the doctors figured something out. There’s something we’ll need to explain to Isaac and Tyloki when they wake up.]


  What is it, Archer?


  [It’s hard to explain. I want everyone to meet in the briefing room so we can go over it together.]


  And so Alkaid at least had something to distract him.


  


  Isaac had no clue about the conversations that took place about him. He didn’t know his importance, at the time. Riley had been sent to become his friend, and Alkaid had been limited from helping him in a time of need. Neither of them knew why. It was best that Isaac didn’t know, because in the last moment, before he lit the fire, he hesitated.


  That hesitation was not inevitable, and everything that followed could have turned out much differently. But Isaac chose not to die, and Tyloki had his chance to take out his aggression on Dominic.


  Dominic had been fostering his anger for years, convincing himself that it was Tyloki’s fault that his family was gone. He never understood that the world was a cruel place, and it wasn’t anyone’s fault, it was just circumstance. Over time, his anger even managed to take over Basel, and the ferret loved Dominic, so they were angry together.


  But even when Isaac arrived at the Registry, Dominic was friendly. He showed no signs of his deep seated resentment. It wasn’t until Isaac changed his tack, started trying to become something better, that Dominic felt like he needed to prove his worth. If he had known Tyloki’s true feelings for Isaac, maybe he wouldn’t have been so angry, after all. But he didn’t know, and to him, it appeared as if he had graced Isaac with a blessing that had been denied to him.


  And when Isaac burned out in the InCorp building, saving so many people, and became a celebrity, Dominic only got angrier. He didn’t know at the time what he was going to do, but when he learned that Isaac did it to save his family, a plan started to form. Tyloki let Isaac burn out to save his family, after letting Dominic lose his own. So he knew he had to take Isaac’s family to make it right. It was simple enough to find Sera, and he learned her routines. He followed the two of them for months, gathering the information and planning what exactly he was going to do.


  Eventually, the perfect opportunity presented itself, when he met Sera on an elevator at the Registry. It wasn’t an accident, of course Dominic knew she would be there, and he was finally able to introduce herself. It was a stroke of luck that Sera had a thing for Indicia, so tricking her into going on a double date with him and Basel was simple. All he had to do was act like a gentleman and insinuate that she might get some private time with the ferret. Then she came to him.


  What he hadn’t counted on was Isaac’s suicidal tendencies. The dumb bastard nearly blew up the station platform, taking them both down. Dominic’s opinion, and he couldn’t prove it, was that in his moment of death, Isaac wouldn’t be able to hold the shield, and that Sera would have died with them. But that was the gamble, and if Isaac was willing to take it, what Dominic thought wouldn’t have mattered.


  In the end, the coward had distracted him long enough to let Tyloki sneak up on him. The biggest problem with being snuck up on by Tyloki, or anyone, was that Basel should have had his back. If the ferret had warned him about Tyloki’s assault, Dominic was sure he wouldn’t have lost the fight.


  The ferret had gone silent since the incident, refused to respond to Dominic’s thoughts. Dominic wasn’t aware of the guilt that Basel felt for betraying him, so he directed as much malice as he could towards the ferret.


  The other item of note from Tyloki’s assault was the wolf’s seeming inability to remain corporeal. It would appear to have been related to Isaac’s weakened state, but Dominic knew enough about dying Collars to know that it shouldn’t have made Tyloki have trouble materializing. It was simply there one moment, gone the next, when the Collar finally died. When Tyloki came to confront Dominic in his hospital bed, he showed the same difficulties. The wolf just couldn’t stay solid.


  He had even said, “That runt is taking me with him.” Dominic only had a few minutes to consider what that might have meant, and at the time, his head was dull from pain meds. He taunted Tyloki, still refusing to back down, and moments before Isaac finally died, Tyloki found his fire.


  And his fire he used. Dominic didn’t remember much of it, mercifully, but he did experience what came when he finally awoke. His body was burnt and ruined, but he wasn’t dead. The improved healing that came along with being a Collar could only do so much. They kept him sedated, as much to help ease the pain as to keep his magic suppressed, he was sure. His connection to Basel was temporarily severed, as long as he was so weak. That was if the ferret would ever speak to him again, at all. His head should have been silent, but he could still hear himself screaming as Tyloki burned him.


  


  But Tyloki only had the chance to find his fire again because Isaac didn’t light his own. He hesitated. Before Isaac had gone through the hallway to confront Dominic, he had been with his friends. They had seen him off, they were there with him, as he tried to save Sera. Unlike the burnout, this time, Isaac wasn’t alone. He had always been alone.


  After Edgar Walker died, Isaac shut himself away, thinking his life was over. He could live in quiet peace, until his days were done. His choice to join with Tyloki changed that, a choice he made because he wasn’t actually alone. He had his family to protect. And when it came to confronting Dominic, he was still fighting to protect them. But this time, he had allies on his side that could help him.


  If Isaac had gone to that station platform alone, he would have lit the fire without hesitation. It was his friends that made him hesitate. He didn’t know that Riley, and by extension, Rain, Archer, and Alkaid, had been assigned to him by Chase and Canaan. It was planned that they would be friends, because Canaan wanted to keep an eye on Isaac. It didn’t matter, because regardless of the reasons why they became friends, they were friends in truth. Isaac didn’t know about the feelings that his friends held for him. He didn’t know what hid behind the unspoken intimacy he’d shared with Alkaid. He wasn’t aware of the reasons for Rain’s infatuation with him. But he knew they were his friends.


  Isaac felt guilty, when he explained his desire to die as a martyr. He knew his friends could hear him, and it would change what they thought of him, what they had as their last memory of him. It was almost enough to ruin the legacy he hoped to leave.


  The last thing Riley would have wanted Isaac to feel was guilty. He was sad to hear of Isaac’s true feelings, but he knew in an instant that if Isaac survived, he would do anything he could to fix it. Those feelings weren’t just his, either. Archer and Miria were in on it, too. They had all been his friends for months, and none of them knew how damaged he truly was. So they would all have to fix it together.


  “Canaan wants me to go on a job out of the city. I’d be going with Darius, from I.A. You know, Everett’s guy.” Riley explained to Archer and Miria. “But I turned him down. I want to be here, for when Isaac wakes up.”


  “Are you sure that’s okay?” Miria asked, “We’ll be here when he wakes up. I’m sure he’ll understand.”


  “I’d rather stay.” Riley insisted, and Miria nodded.


  “He told me that he didn’t want to die.” Miria blurted out, and her eyes filled with tears again. “Before they took him to surgery.”


  Riley and Archer nodded. “So he changed his mind.” Archer said with a shrug. “That’s good, right?”


  “I guess so.” Miria whispered.


  Riley knew how Isaac felt about Miria, but Miria had never been willing to return his affections. She was too afraid to get close to someone who might die so suddenly. So they stayed friends. It was for the best, Isaac needed time to get used to being a Collar.


  “We just need to be there for him.” Riley said with a helpless sigh.


  “What happened, anyway? His infection was spreading. Collars are relatively immune to sickness and Aer infections.” Archer turned to Miria for answers.


  She sniffed and wiped her eyes on her sleeve. “I don’t know for sure. My only guess is that the healing capacity of a Collar is based on their bond with their Indicia. Tyloki hadn’t had an Aer signature in months. Maybe he just got so weak that Isaac wasn’t benefiting at all.”


  “It’s hard to believe Tyloki could get that weak.” Archer had known Tyloki for nearly as long as he had known Alkaid. He knew what he was talking about when it came to the wolf.


  “But that changed. Tyloki spit-roasted Dominic,” Riley paused for a second to allow that to sink in, “and he got his fire back. That’s when Isaac started to respond to the treatment, and they were able to pull him back. So I guess we have Tyloki to thank for saving Isaac.”


  “We also have Tyloki to blame for putting him in that situation in the first place. Tyloki has known since day one that Isaac was trying to find a way to die. If he had told us before…” Miria trailed off.


  Archer shook his head. “It’s not an Indicia’s job to go rooting around in their Collar’s head to share with the world. If I could read your thoughts, I’m sure you wouldn’t want me telling anyone else what they were.”


  Miria shook her head, but didn’t say anything else.


  “Riley, are you sure you shouldn’t go on the job that Canaan has for you? It’ll be hard for the two of us to take jobs here without Dominic or Isaac around. We’re going to have to find some fresh blood soon.” Archer changed the topic, thinking there was nothing left to be said about Isaac.


  “I don’t want Isaac to wake up and find out that I’ve left him alone.” Riley took a moment to realize what it sounded like he was saying, and he stammered, “Not that you wouldn’t be here. But I just want to see him when he wakes up. I feel like it would be wrong to miss it.”


  Archer nodded. “Alright, so we just wait.”


  There was a knock at the door, and the three welcomed in the doctor who had come to fill them in about Isaac situation. Archer asked to wait while Alkaid made his way down. Once the cat had arrived, the doctor started. He explained to them that Isaac was stable, and that the infection was under control again. In other good news, Tyloki was giving off an Aer signature again, though the doctor did express concern that the two did not have a synchronized frequency.


  Then the doctor explained how Isaac had managed to survive, both his wounds and the burnout. At first, he was met with disbelief. It was thought that Indicia and Collar relationships were almost fully understood, but here was something new. Something unexpected. And at the end, as the doctor left, the four sat, wondering how they were going to explain it to Isaac.


  


  Isaac had changed his mind, decided he wanted to live, even in what he thought were his last few moments. This decision was a part of what had saved his life. Having the will to do something was an important aspect of gaining strength as a Collar. He wanted to live because of his friends. He didn’t have a purpose for living, but he couldn’t just leave them. In the last moment, before it went black, he knew that he wouldn’t be happy until he got Miria to be by his side.


  The person who was currently by his side, unbeknownst to him, was his sister. She sat by his bed, holding his hand, also not sure what to say or do. In the moments when she wasn’t with Isaac, she was with Rufus. At first, he was reluctant to talk to her. He had left the family when they were young, even though he had only become a Collar to try and help the family out. Sera and Isaac believed that he had abandoned them.


  But after all that had happened, Sera understood how wrong she was. She wanted to fix the family, to save Isaac. And she needed to get Rufus in on it if she was going to do it. She barely left the hospital, though she refused to admit it was because she was afraid to be alone. Around every corner, she knew that Dominic was waiting to snatch her again. Even when she went to see him, looked at him, burned and broken, through a window, she still couldn’t believe he wouldn’t come for her again.


  So staying with Rufus and Isaac gave her a safe, comfortable place to hide. She waited, and when Rufus woke, she tried to talk to him. It was awkward, and strained, and at first, it went nowhere. Even after she apologized to Rufus, he was still guarded. He had wanted to reconnect for years, but it was harder than he thought it would be to accept her apology. Most times, they just sat quietly together, getting used to sharing the same room. Sera knew it would be worth it, in the end. She would bring Isaac and Rufus home, and the family would be whole again.


  Isaac’s friends visited often, as well, and they were good company, even if they were as worried as she was that he wouldn’t wake up. They would come in, and hold his hand, and they would wait together. Eventually, they would leave, and she was alone again. Just outside the door, she knew Dominic was waiting for her. Sometimes it scared her so much she cried, but only when she was alone.


  


  It was several days after the incident that Miria knocked on the door and asked for a moment alone with Isaac. Sera nodded and took a seat in the hallway, making sure there were nurses nearby before doing so. Miria went into the room and stood just inside the door, watching Isaac’s chest move as he breathed silently.


  A machine that she was familiar with beeped on a regular interval. This was a common set up, something she was used to. But it felt foreign. And she knew that the reason it felt wrong was because it was Isaac in the bed. She had tried to keep herself at a distance from him, she didn’t want to feel anything for him. Not only were Collar relationships messy, they were bonded to another entire being, but they were volatile, and Isaac was particularly damaged goods. So she should have had no trouble staying well away.


  But she broke down. When Isaac told her that he wanted to live, she shattered. She thought about what would happen if he died. How she would feel. She had started spending time with him because she liked him, but she always thought it was just as friends. That wasn’t the case.


  She walked over to the side of the bed, and she looked out into the hallway. Sera was respecting her privacy, not spying on her through the window. Miria grabbed Isaac’s hand, felt how much rougher it was than when she had first met him. He was different now. She could see scars on his body that weren’t there before. Isaac wanted to die for the longest time, but he never took the easy way out. He was strong, even if he didn’t realize it.


  A soft green glow pulsed in the veins of his right shoulder, the remnants of the infection he’d gotten at InCorp so many months ago. Isaac had had so many chances to give up and die, but he didn’t take them. He wanted to find something worth dying for. Well, that was bullshit.


  Miria would give him something worth living for.


  Grabbing a notepad from a nearby shelf, she scribbled a quick note to leave, in case he woke up when she wasn’t there.


  I told you not to end up in the hospital again. You need to cool it with the heroics, daredevil. Call me sometime, when you want to do something a little less dangerous.


  Isaac already had her LINK ID, but she wrote it again, so he would get the point. She slipped the note onto the bedside table, and grabbed his hand again. Checking to make sure Sera wasn’t watching again, and she wasn’t, Miria leaned down and gave Isaac a quick kiss on his lips. It felt strange, but it was what she wanted to do. The quick kiss didn’t prove to be enough, so she leaned down and pressed her lips against his for a long time, hoping that maybe true love’s kiss would wake him up.


  It didn’t. She took a deep breath and stood back. Sera wouldn’t mind if she sat for awhile. She waved for Sera to come back into the room, and without a word, they sat by Isaac’s side. Sera looked shattered, though if what Isaac had said about their childhood was true, then it probably wasn’t just getting kidnapped that had hurt her. She was afraid to lose Isaac.


  But Miria also saw the way that Sera kept alert, always looking around, making sure no one was sneaking up on her. After sitting quietly for awhile, Miria offered, “Do you want to go learn how to shoot a gun sometime?”


  Sera looked up at Miria, and then slowly her lips spread into a weak smile. “Yeah, I’d like that a lot.” Then after a pause, Sera opened up. “I just want to get Isaac away from all of this, you know?”


  Miria nodded. “I get it. The only reason I became a doctor was to try and make sure that Collars didn’t have to die. I want to get Isaac away from it all, too.”


  “You care about him.” Sera whispered.


  “Yeah.” Miria admitted. “More than I should.”


  Sera giggled, and Miria joined her in their small laughter.


  “There’s something I need to tell you about Isaac, though. And about Tyloki.” Miria said when the giggling finally stopped.


  The tone of the conversation changed, the lightness of the laughter was gone.


  “What is it?” Sera leaned forward, eager to learn.


  “The doctors are still looking into it, but you remember when Isaac lit up the InCorp building like a bonfire? That was a Burnout.” Miria explained.


  “Yeah, I know them. They’re in the trashy Collar romance novels I like to read.” Sera nodded for Miria to go on.


  “So you know that Burnouts are usually fatal. It normally takes the life of both the Collar and the Indicia. In return, they get the power to pull off a miracle. But Isaac didn’t die, and neither did Tyloki. We didn’t know why. We thought it was just a fluke.” Miria took a deep breath before continuing. “I know you want to get Isaac away. Keep him safe. But something happened with the Burnout.”


  “What do you mean?” Sera bit her lip nervously.


  “Normally, an Indicia and a Collar can die independently. It usually leaves the survivor scarred, but they’re alive. But ever since the Burnout, Isaac and Tyloki’s vitals have been…intertwined. For some reason, instead of registering opposite waves of Aer, they’re right on top of each other. We don’t know how or why it happened. And we’ve never seen anything like it before.” Miria stopped and thought about the best way to explain it.


  “There’s a lot of complicated science to it that even I don’t understand. But put simply, Isaac and Tyloki are more than just two separate beings now. They live together, and we believe, they die together.”


  Sera looked down at her brother. She had nothing to say, so she didn’t speak. Isaac had changed since he’d bonded with Tyloki, but that much was expected. Indicia changed people. But the thought that Isaac wouldn’t be Isaac anymore, that was different. Tyloki was a part of Isaac, maybe an inseparable one.


  


  Isaac had stumbled upon the death he had been waiting years for. He had everything he wanted, which wasn’t much. A death that meant something. And he let it go.


  “Would you have done it?” Tyloki would later ask him.


  And Isaac would truthfully respond, “I don’t know.”


  Tyloki knew the truth of every thought that passed Isaac’s mind. Anywhere inside, if Isaac was sure of something, Tyloki would know. Tyloki could only be unaware if Isaac had not yet known. The boy had finally stepped out of the shadow of his father’s abuse. The reason that Isaac did not give his life that day was that he realized that his life could be more than he had ever believed before.


  Isaac may not have been chosen to lead an easy life. And even if he was no longer shackled by the scars left by his father’s abuse, he was still chained to Tyloki, who was possibly a greater danger than Edgar Cross had ever been.


  They would sit across from each other in the darkness. Isaac would see the flames burning in Tyloki’s eyes. He would feel the heat radiating from the wolf’s body.


  “I guess we’ll find out when the time comes.” Isaac would whisper.


  But that conversation had not yet come to pass. It would be some time before it did. For now, Isaac was lost inside his head.


  The decision that he wanted to live brought about a change inside of him. A new feeling that was unfamiliar, something that he would have to overcome. Something he didn’t know how to deal with. Tyloki could feel it too, and Isaac knew it would garner him no sympathy.


  Isaac was afraid, for the first time, that he could die before it was the right time. But to strive for something meant risking failure. He couldn’t use suicidal tactics anymore. He would have to learn how to fight without putting himself at such great risk.


  Isaac was a fighter. If he decided he wanted to live, then he would live. That was a guarantee. He would wake up. The question now was, which direction would he go when he did?


  Chapter 17 – Home


  It was a comforting sound, the rack rack rack of the knock on the door. The door had a doorbell, and an intercom, and a camera. It had all of the best security systems that money could buy. Even Jensen might have had trouble slipping through that door undetected. But then again, Jensen could only walk through walls, he couldn’t turn invisible. And someone was watching the door, twenty four hours a day, seven days a week.


  The eyes had been watching for months, waiting, knowing the day would come. But before that waiting, they had been watching for years. They had seen happiness, and sorrow, and joy, and heartbreak. When it came to that all they could do was wait, their owner waited with baited breath.


  They knew the knocking would come eventually. And as time went on, they never stopped believing that the day would come. That they would finally see what they had been waiting for all along.


  It wasn’t just that she wanted to see her son’s face again. She could see him on the news, he couldn’t keep himself off the television, it would seem. But his notoriety had done little to change her outlook on life. She was positive that no matter what happened, things would always get better. And she knew that he would come home. It wasn’t about seeing his face.


  And it wasn’t about hearing his voice. She heard his voice on the news, as well. He had given a speech, one that had rallied the city against the vassals that had put his sister’s life in danger a couple of months before. It was a good speech, simple, but he had always been a simple boy.


  Whenever he got knocked down, he would stand back up. Usually, he would say nothing. And she would watch helplessly, but certain that someday, it had to get better.


  And waiting for him wasn’t all she did. She had two little girls and a new husband to see to. Roy had been undamaged by what had happened at InCorp, and had continued work as if nothing had changed. But for Sera, something had changed. And then Sera was taken, and within two days, Rufus and Isaac had gotten her back. And once again, Sera had changed.


  The girl was less bright than she had been before. Once, she could illuminate a room with her radiance. Now she was just a little less brilliant. It wasn’t the physical abuse, she had endured that as much as Isaac. But something was different now.


  But in between caring for her two little girls, taking care of Roy (he was a busy man), and making sure Sera was going to be okay, her eyes watched the front door. She waited for the day her son would come home again. She waited so that they could finally be a family again. And she knew that it would happen, sooner or later, because she always believed that the future could be just a little bit brighter.


  And finally that day came. She dropped the book she had been reading on the floor when she saw his face on the camera. The door didn’t used to have so much security, but after the Collar came crashing through the wall, and they remodeled, she figured it was a worthwhile investment.


  Before he even reached up to knock, she was on her feet, scurrying to be there as soon as she could. She wanted to see for herself what her son looked like as a man. He’d always been strong, and she knew he would be a good man. But she needed to see his face, to know, to be absolutely sure that everything would be okay.


  


  Isaac Walker was falling. Or perhaps it would be better to say that he was going to fall. He was already off the edge, beyond salvation, falling backwards towards the abyss. Above him, he could still see the skyline of a city that stood by and watched him plummet. He was frozen in a moment of time, suspended still in the air, staring into the face of the only person who could have saved him. The lupine form hunched over the edge of a building, staring down at him with contempt.


  He couldn’t move, but that didn’t mean he didn’t know what was down below him. Without looking to see, he knew that the streets below were bathed in scorching flames, rivers of lava running where the people should be. Isaac’s hand was outstretched helplessly towards the wolf, who held his paws behind his back mockingly. There was never a time when he would’ve saved him, and there never would be.


  Ashes and embers hung like stars in the air around him, and he could feel the heat making its way up from street level. Behind the wolf, he could see silhouettes, they were on their way to save him. But they were too late. The city was burning, and there wasn’t anyone who could stop it.


  Isaac had been the only person present when Jin’s life had ended, and Isaac knew that chances are, his light would be extinguished the same way. The only one there to keep him company the same one who wanted nothing to do with him.


  A day ago, death seemed like a salvation. Not that he hadn’t been afraid, but sometimes, the emptiness outweighed the fear. Death would be the quickest way out, but he couldn’t do it himself. He couldn’t let Edgar win, and if Isaac offed himself, that would be exactly what it meant. The monster had won.


  But Isaac was free from Edgar’s grasp now, the looming titan that had plagued him for as long as he could remember. He had shaken free, and now he realized, almost too late, that his life could have meaning. And along with that hope came another emotion.


  Terror.


  And as Isaac realized that terror, he began to fall. Embers danced in the air tauntingly, free to fly chaotically, rising up and away from Isaac as he descended towards the flames. Isaac could see those flames reflected in Tyloki’s eyes, the orange glow the only light by which to see by, and as he fell, he saw Tyloki began to smile. The wolf was burning eyes and orange fangs, he watched Isaac fall, waiting to see the moment of impact.


  It was a triumph, it was what the wolf wanted. They had both wanted Isaac to die. But not anymore. Isaac wanted to live. Their goals were no longer aligned. And the wolf would keep pushing Isaac until it ended this way. Alone, in the fire, staring into the pleased face of a demon who had finally gotten his wish.


  Isaac didn’t scream on his way down. That would be implying that he hadn’t seen this coming. In truth, there was no other way it could have ended. He lost sight of Tyloki as the fire spread around him, but he never hit the ground. He fell through the flames, and now the city was gone. He couldn’t see anything. But he could feel the fire burning his skin, and now he did scream. But there was no sound.


  He screamed silently through the inferno. This was the way it would end. He wanted to live, which made the possibility of dying the most paralyzing fear he could imagine. Tyloki would lead him into those flames, and it would never stop. The fire would never end. It never could. And the flames didn’t stop. Not until the rain started. Rain.


  


  “Found ya.” Rain said, Isaac recognized his light, husky voice, even before he opened his eyes. He could feel Rain’s forest of whiskers tickling his cheek, and it roused him from his nightmare.


  He didn’t open his eyes to the hospital, but instead, to the world of Indicia. He shivered and his heart raced as he checked for signs of a burn from the fire, but it truly had just been a dream. Rain’s muzzle was practically pressed to his face, and the otter’s paws held his arms firm against the ground. Isaac stared up, controlled his breathing, and forced himself to calm down.


  “Found me? I don’t even know…where I am.” Isaac spoke slowly, looking around. Definitely Indicia Land. Before the dream, he’d been fighting Dominic. It had been a draw. “I didn’t know it worked like that.”


  “It’s been a few days, and you haven’t woken up yet. I haven’t seen hide nor hair from Tyloki since he cooked…” Rain trailed off, acted like he needed to sneeze, and then continued on a different topic. “So I figured I would come here and see if I could find you. And guess what?”


  “You did.” Isaac said with a bit of mock cheer. “Wait, I haven’t woken up yet? You mean, like, I’m in a coma.”


  “Sort of, yeah. Sometimes, Collars get stuck in their heads. Now that doesn’t mean anyone that’s asleep or in a coma is here. But I had a hunch, and it panned out.” Rain shifted a bit. He was sitting with his legs straddled around Isaac’s waist. Evidently, he’d had to use his entire body to keep Isaac still while he woke him.


  “And you found me, one thing led to another, and here we are?” Isaac asked, raising an eyebrow at the otter atop him.


  “Precisely. But you’re awake now. Well, you’re awake here. You still need to wake up in your world. That should be easy, now, though. Since we’re just inside your head.” Rain explained.


  “I had no idea you could come inside my head. I thought it was just Tyloki.” Isaac glanced around for any signs of the wolf.


  “It’s a bit of a gray area. I mean, it’s not like I’ve got anyone around to explain how it works, either. Indicia just kind of are. The rules are just what the rules are. No one to complain to about that. Suffice it to say, yes. I can be here.” Rain shrugged, not wanting to waste the effort on trying to explain it more fully.


  “You haven’t seen Tyloki around? The last thing I remember, he was…” Isaac could see clearly what had happened in the Underway. Tyloki had stepped in and had been utterly destroying Dominic. “Why’d he help me? He always says he won’t help me.”


  “You’ll have to ask him that yourself, Isaac. But knowing him, it probably had more to do with him than you.”


  “What happened after the fight? What’s happened while I’ve been asleep?” Isaac thought about asking Rain to get off of him, but decided that after being in a nightmare for a few days, a little physical contact was welcome.


  “I’m sure everyone will want to go over it with you once you wake up. But long story short, Dominic is alive, and in custody. Sera is fine, but she’s waiting for you to wake up. I think Rufus is awake now, too. So all in all, I’d call it a happy ending. You won.” Rain grinned toothily.


  “I won?” Isaac whispered the words, as a question. He was struck by a sudden warmth in his belly. “I won.” For the first time since the incident, Isaac was able to feel the relief of having saved Sera. The worry that had consumed him washed away, and he put everything else from his mind but those two words, and everything they brought with them.


  “There’s something else that you need to know. But I think it’d be better if someone else explains it.” Rain said, sliding sideways off of Isaac’s stomach.


  “Is it bad?” Isaac asked, rolling onto his side to keep looking at Rain.


  “That’s open for interpretation.” The otter said, looking sideways as he spoke.


  “Rain.” Isaac reached out and placed his hand on the otter’s knee. “If there’s bad news, I can’t think of someone I’d rather hear it from. Definitely not Canaan or Tyloki. And if it’s that bad, I don’t… I don’t want Miria or Sera or anyone else to see me as weak. So, I’d like it if you could tell me.”


  Rain swallowed and looking down at Isaac’s hand on his knee. Isaac couldn’t know how much effect the affection would have, he didn’t know how it turned the otter into putty. “Okay..” He said, and he took Isaac’s hand into his paw. “It’s about Tyloki. When you were in the hospital, the doctors were monitoring your connection with him. I guess that’s just how their machines work.”


  Isaac let Rain hold his hand between two paws as he spoke.


  “Normally, I guess, a Collar and their Indicia have two distinct vital signatures. They’re two beings, with two lives. If one dies, the other goes on living, at least physically. But the doctors noticed something different about you. You and Tyloki, your vital signatures are right on top of each other. They’re not sure why, but they are convinced that your lives now hinge on each other.” The otter gently squeezed Isaac’s hand as he explained.


  Isaac’s breath caught in his throat. Their lives hinged on each other? At first, it was terrifying. Tyloki was crazy, overzealous, and uncontrollable. But as his mind ran through what it really meant, Isaac’s lips spread into a smile.


  “I didn’t think you’d like hearing that. Or is this like a maniacal smile?” Rain sounded confused.


  “I didn’t. But, think about it. If one of us dies, we both die? I’ve got good news, then. I’m too scared to die, now. And Tyloki can’t throw me into the thick of things hoping I get myself killed anymore. He’ll have to work with me, unless he’s willing to throw his own life away.” Isaac explained.


  “I guess thats one way of looking at it. But I don’t know if Tyloki is gonna be happy about it.” The otter scratched the back of his head.


  “I’m going to be fine, Rain.” Isaac smiled at the otter. “It’s all going to be okay. Now, I better wake up. I’m probably getting pretty damn hungry.”


  


  The room was empty when Isaac woke. It was a sight that he had sort of become used to, over the past year. A quiet, steady beep was the only noise in the hospital room, and no one was sitting by his bedside, waiting anxiously for him to wake up. He spent a few moments shielding his eyes from the bright sunlight blasting in through the wall-sized window on the far end of the room, but once his eyes adjusted, it didn’t take him long to notice the note left on his bedside table.


  I told you not to end up in the hospital again. You need to cool it with the heroics, daredevil. Call me sometime, when you want to do something a little less dangerous.


  Isaac smiled as he read the note. Only one person called him daredevil, and besides, he recognized the phone number. It was such a Miria thing to do, leaving her phone number when she knew he already had it. And the note told him to call her. He’d have to do just that, when he got out of the hospital.


  Remembering now that he was in the hospital, Isaac checked over himself for wounds. He’d been hit in the shoulder and stomach, so he lifted his gown to see. All he found were small circular scars, the one on his stomach slightly larger than the one on his shoulder. They had already healed pretty much completely. It shouldn’t have been a surprise. Healing damaged flesh was a simple prospect for modern medicine. The only reason his first trip to the hospital had been so severe was because of the Aer infection.


  Isaac was also surprised to find that he didn’t feel weak or exhausted, as he would have expected after waking from a coma. He had learned somewhere that the body would atrophy if left unused for a time. It was possible he hadn’t been unconscious for long enough for that to happen, but he figured it was more likely magic.


  Bless that Collared accelerated healing.


  Alright, so, if nobody was waiting for him to wake up, he would just have to go surprise them. As he stood up and glanced around for his clothes, he was practically tackled back into his bed by Sera.


  She squealed as she embraced him, and she buried her face into his shoulder. He managed to stay standing, and all he could do was wrap his arms tightly around her and wonder which god it was exactly he should be thanking for saving her. Hearing a sniffling noise, he placed his hands on her shoulder and gently pushed her off, and found that she was crying.


  Sera was smiling, and tears were streaming down her face, and seeing that joy brought tears to Isaac’s eyes as well.


  “Izzy.” She said through a sniffle, blinking tears from her eyes.


  “Sera. I’m so sorr–” Isaac started to say, but Sera punched him on his arm. Hard.


  “Shut up, you idiot!” She whispered, but she was smiling at him.


  “Uh, Sera. These hospital gowns are…quite modest. So, maybe take a step back? It’s just a little weird.” Isaac said, cursing the hospital attire. He swore it was just a way to embarrass him, personally.


  “That’s more like the Isaac I know.” Sera took a step back, looking her brother over. No matter what had changed, he was still her brother. Always would be.


  “Everything that happened…” Isaac started, but Sera cut him off again.


  “We never were ones to talk about the things that’ve happened to us. We could just look each other in the eyes and we would know. So Isaac, just look at my eyes.” The siblings made eye contact, and Isaac understood. He knew that she didn’t blame him, and that she would be okay. He would still worry for her, he would still look after her. But this wouldn’t break her. She was just happy he was okay.


  “Edgar did us a favor, huh?” Isaac said instead, and this caught Sera off guard.


  “You want to talk about Dad now?” She asked, “How do you think of these things?” The annoyance in her voice was offset by her laughter.


  “I just meant that Dominic was nothing compared to Edgar.” Isaac smiled, closing his eyes. “He made us strong. Both of us.”


  “I’ve never thought of it that way.” Sera sounded like she wanted to follow up with something else, but she didn’t say it.


  After a moment of silence, Isaac looked around the room. “Did anyone bring me a change of clothes?”


  Sera laughed fully, now. “No, I guess we forgot to. Your dorm is an elevator ride away, though. It shouldn’t take long to have someone bring some.”


  “You know a lot about the Registry, for a shift supervisor at InCorp.” Isaac mused.


  “I read a lot of books about Collars.” Sera winked at him, and Isaac immediately tried to flush his mind of the thoughts that brought about.


  “Was there anyone else waiting for me to wake up?” Isaac asked, looking out the door window, to see if anyone was in the hallway where Sera had been.


  “Miria was waiting for awhile. You sly dog, you. I see what your plan is. Keep getting hurt so you have an excuse to see Miria more often, am I right?” Sera giggled, and she crossed her arms at him. “Anyway, she had to get back to work. Some more of your friends were around, but I guess they had to get back to work, too.” She shrugged.


  “What about Rufus?” Isaac asked, and as he did, Rufus was there, short of breath, as if he had been running to get there as fast as he could.


  When Rufus entered, Sera instinctively took a step towards the corner, away from him. Despite everything that had happened, he still reminded her of their father.


  “Isaac!” He shouted, and Isaac braced himself as his large brother rushed forward for a bear hug.


  “Argh!” Isaac choked as his brother’s arms squeezed the life out of him.


  When Rufus relented, Isaac took a seat on the bed to steady himself. Sera looked away quickly, and Rufus coughed nonchalantly. Isaac didn’t understand, so Rufus pointed down. Isaac flushed as he quickly stood and pulled the bottom of the short gown down towards his knees.


  It was the first time the siblings had been in the same room, and all conscious, in years. No one knew what to say, and unlike Sera and Isaac together, neither could look into Rufus’ eyes to understand what he was thinking. It was a gap that had formed over many years and lots of pain. Isaac knew that it wouldn’t be an easy fix.


  He stared trying to fix it with this. “It’s cold in here.” He sniffed, and coughed.


  Rufus and Sera’s faces slowly changed from concerned to amused, and then the two burst out laughing. Isaac blushed as they did, but it was better than fighting, so he let them laugh as long as they needed.


  “I know why Dad was always so angry all the time! He was compensating!” Sera practically shouted.


  Isaac’s shoulders dropped, but he couldn’t fight off a smirk at his own expense as he looked at the ground. His sister, he decided, was very weird.


  “Isaac.” Rufus said when the laughter stopped. “I didn’t know that Dad did that to you. I didn’t know that you felt that way. I spent years trying to justify what he did, because I knew him before he got bad. But I’m so sorry that I never saw it for what it was. Too little good to be called a good man.”


  Isaac waved his hand in the air. He didn’t really want to have a sappy, ‘I love you, bro’ conversation right then.


  “And I’m sorry for not coming back. I left you there, and then after Dad died, you needed someone to help lift you up. That should’ve been me. But I was too afraid to show my face again.” Rufus finished.


  Isaac nodded, and Rufus let it go, satisfied that it at least got said.


  “Now on to business. Canaan sent me.” Rufus spoke, sounding suddenly official, rather than brotherly.


  Isaac made an audible noise of distaste, but he let Rufus continue.


  “Sera, if you’ll excuse us. Registry business, you know?” Rufus said.


  “Wait, one more thing. Both of you.” She said, and she looked at Isaac, and then confidently shifted her gaze to Rufus. “Dinner, tonight. At home. You’ll both be there.”


  Isaac thought it over for a moment, and despite the nausea he felt, he nodded. “I’ll be there.”


  “Rufus? You’ll come, right?” Sera asked, trying her best to mend their relationship.


  “I…might be busy. I’ll let you know.” Rufus said, and then he turned around. “Isaac, lets go. Canaan wants me to show you something, before anything else.”


  Isaac looked at Sera, and grimaced at her pained expression. At the very least, he would finally go home. Even if Rufus didn’t come, that should be enough to cheer her up. With that in mind, Isaac followed Rufus into the hallway, leaving Sera alone in the hospital room, where she stood for just a moment before storming off on her own.


  


  Isaac had made it as far as the elevator before the chill in the air reminded him that he was still wearing the hospital gown, so he demanded a stop by his dorm to get clothes. They went there after a particularly tense ride in a packed elevator, wherein Isaac was worried that half the Indicia on the thing wanted to jump him, though Rufus insisted that it was only his imagination. Once properly attired, Rufus led Isaac back to the elevator, and they waited until they could catch one alone before boarding.


  Once they got on the vacant elevator, Isaac understood why Rufus had been waiting for an empty one. His brother didn’t select one of the listed floors from the panel to travel to, instead, he seemed to tap a few random points on the screen off to the side, and a new set of options that Isaac had never seen before presented themselves.


  Isaac watched in fascination, but he didn’t understand what most of the words on the screen meant. Rufus selected one, and the options all returned to normal. The elevator started to move, quickly, and Isaac couldn’t tell if it was moving up or down. The window that normally looked out over the central shaft of the Registry turned black, and the elevator moved fast, that much Isaac could tell, but he couldn’t tell where it was going.


  “Where are we going?” Isaac questioned, holding onto the wall for balance.


  Rufus stood stoically. It seemed a trip he had made many times.


  “You know about Lockboxes, right?” Rufus asked as the elevator traveled.


  “Yeah, I do. Takes a Collar’s power, gets it all bound up. No more magic.” Isaac explained as if he were answering a question in school.


  “More specifically, it places the totem inside of a metaphysical cube made of Aer, known as a Noetherian Cage. The wavelength of the Aer making up the Noetherian Cage blocks the transfer of Aer from the Indicia to the Collar, effectively blocking their ability to use magic. Despite the fact that it is reversible, simply removing the totem from the Cage will do, it gaps the link between Collar and Indicia.” Rufus explained more fully.


  “Okay, so what’s that got to do with me?” Isaac asked as the elevator came to a stop.


  “Sometimes, a Collar can be unstable. Or maybe they just choose to use their magic to commit crimes instead of helping others. Well, back in the day, there was no way that society could function if Collars, or Vassals, were running around committing crimes with their magic all…willy nilly.” Rufus went on, and the elevator doors opened.


  “Willy nilly?” Isaac asked, but Rufus ignored him.


  “But, besides that, back then, during the war, there was a mandatory draft. If you were an able bodied man of the right age, you were drafted into being a Collar. That’s how desperate they were.” Rufus stepped off the elevator, and into a brightly lit white chamber.


  Isaac followed him off. “It worked. We won the war, and Thrall numbers are a fraction of what they used to be.”


  “It did. But afterwards, the Registry was left with a lot of Collars, and not a lot to do with them. There was a lot more to it, but put simply, there was a changeover of power, and the new management decided that combat service was not mandatory. As long as a Collar regularly reported in, and didn’t use magic to a negative effect, then they would be left alone.” The chamber they were in was a waiting room of some sort. A few uncomfortable looking chairs lined the walls, and at the far end, a window next to a door. The window showed a small room, and inside, a single Collar, a control panel, and a lot of cameras. The cameras showed glimpses of hallways and…cells.


  The man inside the small control room, impossibly, seemed to be the same borish guard who normally stood watch in the lobby of the Registry. The look on his face implied that he had the same sense of humor as the lobby guard. Brothers, maybe?


  “And if they used their magic to…’negative effect’?” Isaac followed Rufus as they crossed the waiting room.


  “Lockbox. But that was just enough to stop their magic, it didn’t stop them. So for the worst of them, there were only two options. Kill them, or lock them up.”


  The guard pressed a button as Rufus approached, and the door opened, leading into a narrow corridor, also white, also brightly light. The corridor appeared to break into a cross shape, with three main branches besides the entrance where they stood.


  “This is a prison. There’s a prison, in the Registry.” Isaac spoke, trying to figure where in the building it might be.


  “Bingo. Gotta do something with the rabble. So when we catch a Vassal or a Collar that’s up to no good, we stick their totem in a Lockbox and stick their behinds in here.”


  It didn’t take a lot of thinking for Isaac to put together why they were there. Who they were there to see. Rufus had said Canaan wanted Isaac to see something, ‘before anything else’. There was more coming, and Isaac braced himself for it.


  Rufus led Isaac down the branch to the right, and through another locked door, this time opened by a scan of Rufus’ Aer Signature. They emerged in what appeared to be a cell block, the prisoners were all confined to sterile white chambers that filled the walls. A small window on the front of each cell allowed those outside to see everything that was going on inside, and each prisoner had their own cell. Isaac didn’t get the feeling they got out much for recreation. There was no natural light, only the cloying synthetic sunlight cast by Lightglass fixtures.


  “So this is, what, the worst of the worst?” Isaac asked, glancing at some of the faces of the prisoners peering out at them as they walked.


  “The worst.” Rufus replied, not looking at the prisoners. “Their cells are all built around the same technology as the ARTS chamber in the Registry. They can get full exercise, even have full experiences, if they behave themselves. If they don’t, then they get a cold cot and a bland meal, and thats it. Lights go out at night. Food comes twice a day.”


  Isaac pondered what Rufus meant by experiences as they walked. Eventually, Rufus came to a stop by a particular cell. He stood in front of the small window, not allowing Isaac to look inside yet.


  “You have to remember, this is only for the absolute worst. There are other facilities for less severe punishments. But this here, this is what Canaan wanted you to see.” Rufus explained, locking eyes with Isaac, speaking with a serious tone.


  “Alright. I’m ready.” Isaac assured him, but he wasn’t sure if he was ready, himself. He nodded a few times, repeated himself. “I’m ready.”


  “After the fight, Tyloki went…rogue. He did something that we don’t exactly approve of. Dominic is undergoing regular treatments to try and repair the damage, but it was…worse than this, before.” Rufus said cryptically as he stepped aside.


  Isaac took a deep breath, held it in, and stepped forward, peering through the glass. He almost immediately regretted it, and took a step back, fighting to keep his stomach inside. He retched a few times, but managed not to vomit. Rufus patted him on the back as he hunched over, and when Isaac was ready, he stepped back up to the cell door.


  Inside, Dominic was laid up, seemingly unconscious, on a bed that resembled the one from the hospital. The only reason Isaac knew it was Dominic at all was because Rufus had said so. The man was otherwise unrecognizable. The flesh that was exposed was twisted and scarred, and what wasn’t exposed was covered by bandages that looked like they needed to be changed soon. Even his facial features were difficult to make out through the burnt flesh.


  “Debriding burns as bad as his…we can heal wounded flesh, but we still have to remove the dead flesh. With some time, he might look somewhat like his old self, but he’s…not going to be the same.” Rufus struggled to explain. “Tyloki burned him, all over, but because of his augmented healing, he survived what might have otherwise killed him. We believe that Tyloki was trying to kill him.”


  “If Tyloki wanted to kill him, he’d be dead.” Isaac insisted.


  Dominic had no hair on his body that Isaac could see, and he figured it must be a mercy that he was unconscious. As if he knew what he was thinking, Rufus continued, “They keep him in a medically induced coma for as much of it as they can. The thing is, we haven’t been able to Lockbox his totem, because he needs the healing ability it provides him with.”


  Isaac had wanted Dominic to die when he took Sera, but he hadn’t wanted to torture him like this.


  Tyloki.


  No response. Rain had mentioned that he hadn’t seen Tyloki since the incident. The wolf must have gone into hiding so that no one could condemn him for his actions.


  Real big wolf, you are, Tyloki. Taking on a helpless patient in the hospital.


  Isaac looked at Dominic until the sight didn’t make him sick anymore. Then he stepped back, and turned to Rufus for what to do next.


  “Now that you’ve seen that, Canaan wants to see you. There’s something he needs to talk to you about.”


  Isaac just about rolled his eyes. He was tired of Canaan, tired of the man’s schemes and whatever else was going on. He didn’t want to be a part of it anymore. He would tell Canaan just that, when he saw him. So, confidently, he nodded and said, “Lead the way.”


  


  Canaan had been waiting, it seemed, in a room in another wing of the prison. It was a conference room of sorts, just as sterile and white as the rest of the prison. Isaac walked in hesitantly, as it wasn’t just Canaan that was there. Chase stood behind Canaan, who was seated just to the side of the head of the conference table. Across from Canaan was Everett, and behind Everett was his Indicia, who Isaac had never met before.


  He was a tall, skinny creature with vibrant fur covering his body, and a sly look on his face, a muzzle that was always grinning at least a little bit. But besides all else, he was beautiful, in the classic sense of the word. He put eyes at ease just by looking at him. He stood gracefully, and Isaac hadn’t even been previously aware that standing was something you could do gracefully.


  Isaac wondered what his name was, instantly wanted to get to know him better, and then turned his attention back to the matter at hand. What were they all doing here?


  Canaan motioned for Isaac to sit at the head of the table, between him and Everett. Rufus sat down next to Everett, and seemed comfortable enough, so Isaac took the seat he was beckoned to.


  “Isaac.” Canaan said with a nod.


  “Canaan. Everett. Chase. And?” Isaac said, nodding to each of them in turn.


  The fox spoke perfectly, properly, as close to lacking an accent as Isaac could imagine, and ended up sounded just a little bit stuck up. It came off, however, more as confidence than arrogance, and Isaac found it to be appealing. “The name is Bayard. But you may call me Baird or Bay if you wish. It is a pleasure to finally meet you.” The fox said with a slight nod.


  “Nice to meet you, Bayard.” Isaac kept it formal, given the situation they were in, whatever it was.


  “Let me start by saying that I’m glad to see you’re okay. The situation we found ourselves in was quite dire, and I’m surprised to find that it had such a happy outcome.” Canaan said, and everyone turned eyes to him. “Or, it had been happy. Before Tyloki had his way.”


  “I had nothing to do with that.” Isaac explained impulsively.


  “We know.” Chase soothed him, letting Canaan continue.


  “But the fact is, it happened. After you and Dominic were both recovered, successfully, Tyloki took it upon himself to deliver judgement upon Dominic. Before we could have a trial and decide his fate, Tyloki did it for us.” Canaan went on. “As you must understand, especially given the way it seems Tyloki has treated you in the past, that we can’t allow this kind of behavior to go on unchecked.”


  “That makes sense.” Isaac agreed cautiously. “So how do you punish an Indicia, then?”


  “Punishment is hard, because Indicia are so different from us. Rarely do we know their motivations, and the only way we can truly control them is to control their Collar.” Everett explained. “But in this case, you didn’t do anything wrong. Which puts us in a difficult position.”


  “And what position is that?” Isaac asked, looking from Everett to Canaan and Chase.


  Rufus was the one who spoke up. “We need to Lockbox your totem, to keep Tyloki ‘imprisoned’.”


  It hit Isaac like a punch in the gut. Thoughts raced through his head, and he wasn’t sure how to feel. A few days ago, it would have been a gift from Heaven, the chance to lock Tyloki away. But things had changed. He had decided on a new future. He felt both at the same time, pulling him in both directions. He felt happy and sick.


  “So if that’s what you have to do, why this? Why meet me here? Why not just do it while I was unconscious?” Isaac asked.


  “First, we thought that you needed the healing powers from your totem to recover, just like Dominic does.” Chase said.


  “And second, it might kill you.” Canaan said simply, and Rufus looked down at the ground, away from Isaac.


  “What?!” Isaac shouted, “What do you mean it might kill me?” The fear he had dreamt about, the terror of dying, returned in full, and he wanted to run away. But he stayed seated, he needed to know what was going to happen next.


  “For reasons we haven’t been able to fully…understand, it seems your life is tied to Tyloki in a unique way.” Everett said, and Isaac remembered what Rain had told him.


  “Rain told me, while I was asleep. If I die, he dies, and vice versa. What does that have to do with my totem?” Isaac wanted to cut to the chase.


  “Since you seem to be sharing your lives now, it’s possible that severing that connection could be fatal.” Canaan spoke bluntly, which Isaac appreciated for once.


  “Then no, the answer is no, we can’t do it.” Isaac answered reflexively, too afraid to die to even consider it.


  “Before you make that choice, there is something we can try.” Canaan gestured to Everett.


  “My power can temporarily sever the connection between a Collar and their Indicia. It saps their Totem of it’s Aer for just a moment. Its essential a Lockbox, but faster.” Everett spoke slowly so that Isaac could follow along.


  “You want to try…?” Isaac asked.


  “If I touch your Totem, we can try severing the link for a moment. If it seems to be damaging to you in any way, we’ll forget the whole thing. If you’re fine, then we can continue our…discussion.” Everett nodded.


  Isaac looked at Rufus, who was still staring at the floor. “Rufus, what do you think?”


  “I think this might kill you, too.” Rufus said without looking up. “But I also think that Tyloki is going to get you killed. So I don’t know, Isaac. I don’t know what to do.”


  Ty?


  Still no response. It seemed Tyloki didn’t want to talk about it. Isaac could feel that the wolf was there, but he was staying silent.


  “I don’t think my power will kill you. You’ll be reconnected almost instantly.” Everett said, “But I guess there is no way to be entirely sure.”


  Isaac nodded and bit his lip. He took a deep breath. If Tyloki didn’t want to talk it over, then he would have to make the choice on his own. “Lets try it.”


  Rufus looked up at him, worried that he was making the wrong choice. But he didn’t say anything.


  Everett looked at Canaan, who nodded once, and then he stood. He walked behind Isaac’s chair, and rested his hands on Isaac’s shoulders. “Your Totem, it’s this collar, correct?”


  Isaac nodded, but he couldn’t speak. He could hardly breathe. He looked at Rufus, because there was no one else he wanted to look at if he might die. Bayard had disappeared, presumably so Everett could use his magic. He closed his eyes, breathed slowly, and then opened them again. Rufus was staring back at him, and just like that, the day had turned from joyous to terrifying. Life had a way of doing that.


  Isaac had spent the day wondering if he believed in any gods. But the fact was, he didn’t. No god worth believing in would have given him the life he had been given. So he didn’t have a god to pray to as he waited for Everett to do his thing. He didn’t have anyone to thank for the good times. And the only one he could blame for the bad was…no, not one. It was two. First Edgar, and then Tyloki. Neither of them were gods. They were both just monsters.


  Isaac felt a shock through his body, and then he was gone. He opened his eyes and sputtered what felt like a few minutes later. Everett, Rufus, and Canaan were all standing around him, looking at him expectantly. He coughed, and felt weak, like he’d been through a Hell of a fight.


  “You’re alive.” Canaan said with a smile.


  Rufus and Everett both looked relieved. Isaac imagined he looked relieved, as well, but he couldn’t say anything. His body wasn’t quite ready to listen to him again. He was given a few minutes to recuperate, and everyone took their seats again.


  “So that settles it. We should be able to Lockbox your totem, and then…” Canaan spoke, and Isaac cut him off.


  “And then what?”


  “Then you go back to your old life. You’re done. Free. This all ends here. Tyloki is gone, and can’t hurt you anymore.” Chase chimed in.


  “Free…” Isaac whispered to himself. As enticing as that sounded, things had changed, and he wasn’t ready to accept it just yet.


  “What do you say?” Everett asked.


  “I need time to think it over. Can I have that? It’s a pretty big decision.” Isaac responded.


  “I understand. Take some time to think it over. Get something to eat, talk to anyone you need to.” Canaan said, and he stood. “We’ll meet back here when you’re ready.” Canaan left, and Chase disappeared in a cloud. Bayard appeared and bowed to Isaac before disappearing again. Everett clasped Isaac on the shoulder before leaving.


  Rufus moved and sat next to Isaac. It was a lot to think about, and Isaac was glad to have someone to sit with while he mulled it over. Going back to his old life? He couldn’t do that. He wasn’t the person he had been before. But he could build a new one.


  “It’ll be safer, if you go home.” Rufus said, and Isaac nodded.


  It would be safer. He was less likely to die, and that was something he absolutely didn’t want to have to face anytime soon. But before he could decide, there was someone he had to do talk to. He stood up. “I’ll give you a call in a little bit. There’s someone I have to talk to first.”


  


  Riley didn’t answer his LINK when Isaac called, so he went to the dorm to look for him. It was quiet, as it had been early when Isaac dropped by to get clothes. He tried to call Riley’s LINK again, and again got no response. A knock on Riley’s bedroom door yielded the same result. Nothing. Where the Hell was Riley?


  “He’s been dispatched on a mission. By Canaan.” Rain explained as he appeared behind Isaac.


  “A mission? He couldn’t even wait to see me? If you’re here, he can’t be far, can he? So what’s the deal?” Isaac asked. He was standing against the door, and Rain, as usual, was a bit closer than he should have been.


  “He’s just busy.” Rain lied, but Isaac had no idea why he was lying.


  “I really need to talk to him. Can’t you let him know? He’s still in the city, right?”


  Rain shook his head, but he didn’t say anything.


  “Rain, what’s going on?” Isaac asked, and he stepped half a step forward, leveraging Rain’s desire to get information out of him.


  He stood so close to the otter, they were almost touching. He could smell the otter’s scent, the familiar ethereal scents of water and mist and mud, of life and jubilation. Freedom. With his back against the door, standing this way, it reminded him of their time in the shower. He’d enjoyed it, for a time, but he had since learned that it was just transference from Tyloki that caused him to feel that way.


  “Riley has something he’s dealing with. And when he’s done dealing with it, then I’m sure he’ll come talk to you.” Rain said with an affirmative nod.


  But even if it was just Tyloki that caused him to feel that way, did that make it any less real? Isaac took another breath of Rain’s scent. He closed his eyes, and he was in the showers with Rain again. And then he knew there was something he wanted to do. Something he wanted.


  Isaac wanted something. So he took it. Because life was too short to be afraid of wanting. It was too fragile to run away from things that you’re afraid of. Without thinking about why, Isaac leaned forward and kissed Rain on the tip of his muzzle.


  The otter looked dumbstruck, afraid to respond to the advance. Perhaps afraid that Isaac would bail out half way through again, and get himself injured. So Isaac kissed Rain’s lips, and then leaned back against Riley’s door.


  Apparently, this put Rain over the edge, and the otter threw caution to the wind and leaned in, kissing Isaac’s deeply, pressing the boy against the door. Isaac didn’t hesitate, he returned the kiss as soon as it started, tasting the otter, remembering what he had missed since the last time. Rain tasted good, and there was a peculiar tickle on his cheeks from the whiskers. Isaac’s hands reached out to feel Rain’s slick fur, and he felt the otter’s paws pressing him against the door, as if to keep him from getting away.


  The kiss was more than just a kiss. It was everything that Isaac had become. Moreover, it gave Isaac time to prepare for what he wanted to do next. He enjoyed the otter’s smell and taste, but that wasn’t all he wanted. He reached a hand down and grabbed the doorknob, twisting it, and it swung open. He stumbled backwards, Rain still embracing him, as they entered Riley’s bedroom.


  Isaac felt a small thrill at the idea of doing this in Riley’s room, but the bigger thrill came from doing it at all. He was surprised he felt that way, he hadn’t used to, but he wanted this. It felt so good to finally have it. He stumbled back, trying to keep kissing the otter as he moved towards the bed. When he reached it, he fell back so that his feet were still on the ground, but his upper body was on the bed.


  Rain didn’t miss a beat, he climbed onto the bed, straddling Isaac’s waist like he had done earlier in the day inside Isaac’s mind. He hunched over and kept on kissing Isaac, but that was as far as he would go. Isaac wanted more. He wanted to know what the otter felt like. He pressed his hands to the otter, ran his fingers through the otter’s fur, felt his skin and pelt and muscles.


  Isaac found his hands drifting all around Rain’s body, and inevitably, they moved towards his lower belly. The otter was wearing a loincloth, like he usually did, but that didn’t stop him. Isaac shuddered and ran his fingers along the rope that held Rain’s loincloth on. Underneath the loincloth, Rain’s sheath and balls were resting on Isaac’s belly. He felt the Indicia’s thick tail coil up around his legs.


  It was time. Isaac reached his hand under the loincloth and felt along for what was underneath. The otter had a plump sheath, obviously already aroused by what they were doing, and Isaac placed his hand on it, getting a feel for it. Something inside told him to keep going, so he did. The kiss broke so that the otter could coo approvingly as Isaac slid his fingers to the top of the sheath and found the otter’s shaft that had slipped from the top.


  “Hold on. Something’s not right.” Isaac said, and the otter looked disappointed as Isaac pulled his hand out of the loincloth.


  “What’s wrong?” Rain asked.


  Without speaking, Isaac started to pull his shirt off over his head. That was the only way to know what the otter truly felt like. Rain giggled as he understood, and then resumed kissing Isaac after the shirt was off. Next Isaac started to undo his pants, and Rain lifted himself slightly so that Isaac could push and kick his pants off without having to stop kicking. Isaac’s undershorts were the only obstacle left, and he quickly pushed them down around his thighs, and Rain helped get them the rest of the way off by levering them with his tail.


  With Isaac completely naked and beneath the otter, Rain decided it was only fair for him to follow suit. He untied the rope that held his loincloth on and tossed the thing aside. Isaac grinned up at him, and got back to work.


  Isaac scooted the rest of the way onto the bed, so he was laying down completely. Rain followed him, and they embraced each other. Isaac wrapped his legs around the otter, feeling his fur against his entire body, and almost reflexively he writhed his own member against Rain’s belly. He started to moan, but it was cut off by the otter’s mouth. Isaac gave an even louder moan, through the kiss, when he felt the warm otter’s paw wrap around his member.


  Returning the favor, he reached down and found the otter’s length, fully emerged from his sheath, and explored it with his hands. He got to know how big it was, how long it was, how thick it was. He wanted to know everything about it. The otter didn’t mind the exploration, and he shuddered as Isaac did so.


  They explored each other for awhile. Isaac couldn’t get enough of Rain’s scent, or his taste, or how the otter’s whiskers brushed against his face, or how the slick fur felt against his body. He cursed himself that he had gone so long without enjoying it for what it was. Not anymore.


  “There’s something I want to try.” Isaac whispered in between kissing.


  “What?” Rain asked accommodatingly.


  “Roll over.” Isaac instructed, and Rain acquiesced without a thought.


  Isaac rose to hands and knees on the bed, looking down on the otter, who upon further inspection, was beautiful in his own right, like Bayard had been. Beautiful in a way that Tyloki never was. The otter’s shaft was bright pink and long, thin, oddly shaped, all things considered. Certainly different from a human, that was for sure. It lacked the knot that Tyloki had, so that was a blessing. Most of all, it glistened in the light.


  Isaac leaned his head down and inhaled next to the sheath, and as he expected, Rain’s ethereal, natural, clean, misty scent was stronger there. It drove him on. He took another breath and then ran his tongue along Rain’s shaft. It tasted similar to the otter’s muzzle, earthy but fresh and otherworldly. He rolled the taste around on his tongue, glanced up at the otter’s face, smirked as he saw the effect his lick had had, and resolved to continue.


  He gave another lick, this time earning another audible coo from the otter, and another. He had never done this before, he wasn’t sure what would make it most enjoyable, so he was grateful to the otter for making noises or squirming when he was doing something right. Isaac inspected the cock as he licked it. It was a bit too long to fit entirely in his mouth at once, but it was thin, so he could almost wrap his tongue around it completely from the side.


  He drove Rain wild as he licked, thinking about what to do next. Eventually he threw caution to the wind and took the tip of the length into his mouth. He licked at the tip, and was rewarded with a spurt of some of Rain’s pre. It wasn’t something Isaac was very familiar with, so he pulled back and sputtered, but only out of surprise. Rain looked down at him, concerned, but he assuaged the concern by getting right back to it.


  Cock in mouth, he could taste Rain more than ever. He ran his fingers through Rain’s fur on his thighs, and moved down on the otter’s cock, taking as much as he could into his mouth. When it hit the back of his throat, he gagged and pulled off. Now that he knew how much he could fit, he could get to work. Instinctively, he took Rain’s balls in one of his hands and gently held them as he worked his mouth up and down the otter’s length.


  Rain loved it. He squirmed and cooed and moaned constantly. Isaac moved pretty fast, and though he was inexperienced, he was a male, so he knew what was coming. The otter’s squirming eventually turned into near spasms, and his moans started to hitch. Isaac prepared himself and he knew it was time when Rain tensed up and let out a long, sustained moan. Isaac pulled back, so only the tip of Rain’s shaft was in his mouth. The otter’s seed filled his mouth quicker than he expected, and it dribbled out between his lips. It was, like everything about the otter, a unique but highly desirable taste. It wasn’t salty, no, it tasted like everything that Rain was. Free, loving, joyous. Like spring water, but also like dirt. It was unique, and Isaac savored it. He pulled his head away from Rain’s crotch, and smiled at him as he swallowed the seed.


  “What’d you think?” Rain asked between breaths.


  “Sorry I put it off this long. But…” Isaac said, licking his lips clean.


  “But?” Rain asked, squirming about on the bed.


  “I didn’t get off yet…” Isaac added, almost disappointed.


  At this, the otter perked up and grabbed Isaac, flipping him over onto his back. “Let me take care of that.” Rain insisted.


  Isaac couldn’t have fought it if he wanted. He found himself placed on his back, his own hard shaft jutting up into the air. Rain loomed above him menacingly, a toothy grin on his face. He wasn’t sure what the otter was planning, but it didn’t take him long to put it together. Rain moved so he was sitting across Isaac’s belly again, and the otter’s length dripped seed onto Isaac’s stomach. Rain’s tail lifted, and swiftly, he sat back, finding Isaac’s cock with his tailhole.


  Isaac had been mounted by Tyloki before, and he’d made love to Alkaid, but he had never been on top. He had to admit he was curious what it would be like. He didn’t have to wait long to find out. As soon as his cock pressed against Rain’s tail, the otter sat further back and Isaac slipped inside him with ease. Rain, very flexibly, leaned down and licked his seed off of Isaac’s stomach, before moving up to meet Isaac in a kiss again.


  Isaac was lost in bliss as Rain stretched his tongue into his mouth, wrapped around him, and sat down on top of him. His cock was warm inside Rain, and it wasn’t too tight. Evidently, it was something Rain was used to doing. It wasn’t long before Isaac was completely inside Rain, and he gripped at the blanket on the bed, almost ready to start thrashing about in pleasure.


  Rain kept the kiss going as he raised up and slid back down, rising Isaac, not making him do any work. Isaac just gripped the blankets tightly and moaned through the kiss. Pressure started to build in his groin, and he closed his eyes, just kissing Rain back as the otter rode him. The otter didn’t stop, and as the pressure built, Isaac knew he was close. He moaned the words through the kiss, but they were inaudible.


  As Isaac came, pleasure racked his body, and Rain didn’t stop. He kept riding, until the sensitivity grew so much that Isaac had to stop kissing so he could laugh instead. He pushed at the otter, the pleasure he had felt becoming too much, he laughed and begged Rain to stop.


  With a grin, the otter obliged, and slid off of Isaac, lying next to him on the bed.


  Isaac breathed heavily, looking over at Rain. “So that’s why you like to do that.”


  The otter giggled. “I’ll make sure I pass the message along to Riley.”


  “He really doesn’t want to see me before he leaves?” Isaac asked, enjoying the afterglow too much to feel truly dejected.


  “Like I said, he’s got something he needs to deal with. He’ll tell you, when he’s ready.” Rain said, and that was that.


  


  “So Tyloki won’t talk to me. Riley didn’t want to see me before he left town, for some reason. I already talked to Rufus. So I just needed to talk to you.” Isaac said to Sera, who was sitting across from him. He met her at a cafe near the Registry.


  “They’re giving you the chance to walk away? To just come home and pretend none of this ever happened?” Sera asked, trying to make sure she understood everything clearly.


  “Yeah. Clean slate. No Tyloki, no magic. Just Isaac.” He said, nodding.


  “Wow.” She said, taking a sip of her drink.


  “You said it.” Isaac agreed, taking a drink as well.


  “What are you going to do?” Sera asked, though Isaac knew what she wanted to say.


  “I don’t know. That’s why I wanted to talk to you.” He replied, looking up at her.


  “You want me to tell you what I think you should do?” Sera asked.


  “Yeah, I’m curious. About what you think.” Isaac answered.


  “Isaac.” Sera took a deep breath, and then look away, out the window, at nothing in particular.


  “Sera?”


  “Do you remember when we were kids, and Dad couldn’t afford to get us both the toys we wanted for our birthday?” Sera asked, seemingly a non-sequitur.


  Isaac stared at her for a moment, wondering what she was getting at, before answering. “Yeah, Edgar was always trying to pit us against each other, so he told us that only the best behaved would get to have their birthday. One party, one cake, one toy.”


  “Which is just crazy to tell twins. Only one of you can have your birthday this year…” Sera trailed off.


  “And Edgar being who he was, ‘behaving’ wasn’t so easy. Since he’d get mad and blame us for things that had nothing to do with us.” Isaac continued.


  Sera nodded. “Yeah, it wasn’t really a fair contest, you know?”


  “No, I guess it wasn’t.” Isaac said, “And he didn’t even end up giving either of us birthday presents. It was a scam from the beginning. Neither of us was good enough.”


  Sera stared at nothing for awhile longer, but then she said something that caught Isaac off guard. “But you know, the more I think about it, he wasn’t trying to hurt us.”


  “How do you figure that?” Isaac asked incredulously.


  “He could only afford one birthday. Between the two of us, he could only afford one birthday. How do you make a decision when you know that no matter what you choose to do, someone else will suffer?” Sera asked, and then turned back to Isaac. He was silent. She went on. “He was too weak to make that choice, and so we both suffered. But at least through that, we were able to hate him together. If he had chosen one of us, maybe it would have worked. Maybe we would have blamed each other after all.”


  “So what does this have to do with us, now?” Isaac asked.


  “Sometimes, you have to choose something, and no matter what, it’s going to hurt someone. But it’s important to still make a choice. Because not choosing is still choosing. Maybe.” She said.


  “I get it.” Isaac said, nodding. And he joined Sera at staring at nothing out the window. It was something he did frequently in his old life, and he wondered, could he really go back to doing it again?


  


  On his way back to meet Canaan, to tell them his decision, Isaac ran into Alkaid. They didn’t talk. Alkaid stood in front of him, but he didn’t block his path. He looked at Isaac, looked into him, and when he was satisfied, he nodded. Isaac nodded back, and was surprised when Alkaid embraced him for a hug. After, the cat left, and there was no one else Isaac needed to talk to, he had made up his mind.


  Tyloki, if you want a say in this, now’s the time.


  But as he expected, Tyloki didn’t say a thing. He took a deep breath and entered the room where Canaan and Everett were waiting. There was a sleek metal box on the table, a perfect chrome cube, with a square hole in the top. Isaac stared at the box as he entered, and he thought it all over.


  He was different now. He couldn’t go back to his old life. But he was afraid of dying, afraid of it ending before he had a chance to live. So he needed to walk away now, and build that new life. Or else he risked never having it at all. He unfastened the collar that was around his neck, and walked across the room, to where the box waited. Here it was.


  The end.


  Ty?


  Isaac handed the collar to Everett, who informed him that he might want to sit down. He listened, and took a seat in the chair at the end of the table. Everett looked at him, searched for the proof on his face that this was what he truly wanted. And then he slowly lowered the collar Totem into the box. Nothing happened at first. He pressed a few buttons on the side of the box, and the top closed, somehow, and the Lockbox was now a solid, seamless chrome cube. As soon as the top was completely closed, Isaac noticed the difference.


  It felt like he had the wind knocked out of him, and he couldn’t breathe. There was no air to breathe. And his head hurt, it felt so empty, so quiet. There had been a soft hum in his head, all the time, when Tyloki had been there, but now, there was nothing. He remembered it had been like that before he met Tyloki, but it was almost too much now. When he wasn’t thinking something, it was just silence. Overwhelming silence. His own thoughts seemed to hurt, and the world seemed less vibrant.


  But most of all, he felt normal again. Normal, like he had always been before. He wasn’t afraid, there would be no more fighting, no more dying. Isaac wasn’t sure what job he would take up, he couldn’t work for InCorp anymore, but he would take it one day at a time. It wasn’t like he needed the money. Maybe he would take a trip, see the world. He smiled, settling into the silence as he considered all the possible futures.


  Everything that had just opened up before him. He wasn’t going to stay in his room anymore. It had been tough, but maybe his time with Tyloki had actually saved him, after all.


  


  Rack, rack, rack. Isaac knocked on the door, and he knew it would open seconds later. The door had a doorbell, but knocking seemed more appropriate. Before he could even prepare himself, the door flew open and there was his mother. She looked him over, perhaps considering if it was the right boy after all. But apparently he passed the test, because then she flew out the door, and wrapped around him, and he held them up as she hugged him.


  “Isaac Walker. You couldn’t even be troubled to call me? It’s been a year!” She scolded through her tears.


  Olivia Walker was a tough woman, she normally walked tall, and carried an unshakable optimism. She had black hair, like her two youngest daughters, and she wore it in a ponytail that reached her lower back. Her skin was fair, and only a few scars from the tough times showed visibly. She laughed as she scolded Isaac, but he knew she still wanted an answer.


  “It hasn’t been a whole year yet, Mom.” Isaac insisted, letting her hug him as long as she wanted.


  “You know what I mean, young man!” She said, and then she pulled back. “You look like you’re doing well. But I figured that, given what I’ve seen on the news. Just can’t keep yourself off the TV, can you?”


  “A lot of stuff just sort of happened. But it’s over now.” Isaac said.


  Olivia crossed her arms. “Just sort of happened. I’m sure. Something tells me that it isn’t over, though.”


  Laughter echoed from inside the house. “Come on inside, the girls are feisty lately and I have to keep an eye on them. Sera said we’d be having a family dinner tonight. Is that true? Will you be staying for dinner?” Olivia asked as she walked inside, searching for her two youngest daughters.


  “I’ll be staying for more than just dinner. I’m home. The whole Collar thing, it’s over. It’s complicated to explain, but I’m staying.” Isaac explained, and Olivia stopped in the hallway.


  “Can you do that? Just walk away?” She asked, and then continued to search for the little girls.


  “I can. Like I said, it’s complicated. But I’m out. I’m free.” Isaac said, and he got to work helping his mother find out where the girls were.


  Right then, it was like nothing had ever changed at all.


  


  Canaan shook his head and sighed. He took one last look at the folder that held Isaac’s file and dropped it in a bin next to his desk.


  “Don’t sound so disappointed.” Chase sat on the side of the desk.


  “I didn’t say anything.” Canaan replied, and he sighed again.


  “You’re sighing a lot. You’re disappointed.” Chase insisted.


  “Isaac wasn’t the one we’re looking for.” Canaan said, but Chase already knew that.


  “So we keep looking. We’ll find them soon enough.” Chase sounded sure of himself.


  Canaan stood and looked out the window, out over the entire city of Bastion. “If it wasn’t Isaac, why did we spend the better part of a year monitoring him? A waste of time.”


  “There is no waste of time, when it comes to these.” Chase tapped a claw on another manilla folder on top of Canaan’s desk. “No such thing. Either what he did really mattered, or we haven’t seen the last of him yet.”


  Canaan scanned the city skyline. “Either way, I don’t like being in the position of not knowing. Can you go fetch me the next set of folders? We’ve got some work to do, since Isaac bowed out.”


  “That we do.” Chase said, and he hopped off Canaan’s desk. “I’ll be right back.”


  


  Riley stared out the window of the train, the sun was starting to set, so he shielded his eyes with his hand. He chose a seat that was far away from most of the other passengers, and he was glad he could be alone for a short while. The train would be leaving soon.


  Of course, Rain had let him know that Isaac had woken up, but he had ignored Isaac’s calls, and he had avoided running into him entirely. Riley had finally come to realize something, and that realization hurt. So he decided to take Canaan’s job outside the city, get away for a few days, and work through it.


  Rain was in the seat next to him, and he put his paw on his shoulder. “He really wanted to see you.”


  “Not as much as I wanted to see him, and that’s the problem.” Riley said, still staring out the window.


  “Maybe not.” Rain offered, but he said nothing else.


  “Miria kissed him. Sure, he was asleep. But with her offer, I’ve got no chance. I don’t know why I thought I had a chance in the first place, but that doesn’t matter anymore.” Riley explained. “It’s okay, it’s always just been you and me.”


  “He’s walking away, Riley. He’s gone home, he’s not a Collar anymore.” Rain said, and Riley nodded.


  With a smile, Riley turned away from the window. “Good, I’m glad he’ll be safe. And hopefully he can find happiness now. He’s had a tough time. And I…” Riley put his hand on Rain’s arm. “I’ve still got you. And that will always be enough for me.”


  


  Miria got off her shift around sundown, and realized she had left her LINK in her locker. It had a few missed calls, mostly from Isaac. She felt bad for leaving her number, and not having her LINK with her when he tried to call. There was a text message, though, and he said he was looking forward to seeing her when she was free. She smiled, and she texted him back that she was looking forward to seeing him, too. She had been too busy during the day to see him after he woke up, but she had certainly heard the news around the hospital.


  She changed her clothes, and then she sent Isaac another text.


  Are you free tomorrow night?


  It was a pointless question. She knew he’d say yes. Now she just had to decide what she wanted to wear.


  


  Alkaid found Archer sitting outside the Registry, on the ledge of a small garden planter, staring up at the imposing building.


  The cat sat next to him and stared along with him.


  “I think, it’ll be you soon.” Alkaid said.


  Archer shrugged. “I’m sometimes not sure if it’s worth it.”


  “Everything turned out okay. And as it stands right now, you’re next in line. Once you’re in charge, then you can change things.” Alkaid assured him.


  “It’ll be about time.” Archer said, and together, they stared at the Registry. The building, the organization, the power that he longed to be in control of.


  


  After an eternity apart, the Walker family sat down together for dinner just after the sun went down. Just before the meal was served, there was a knock at the door, and the entire family went to go answer it. Isaac, Sera, Roy, Olivia, and the two girls, Chloe and Haley. The door was opened, and there was Rufus, standing outside, looking sheepishly out of place.


  He was invited inside, and as it happened, Sera had already set a place at the table for him. So the Walker family each took their seats, and as the food was being served, each of them thanked their own personal gods for the meal they were about to enjoy.


  Isaac found himself thanking Tyloki, in some small way. It was the wolf that had kept him alive, in the end, even if Tyloki would never admit as much. The wolf that had gotten him through it all, so he could even be here at all.


  And as they began to eat, they talked, and they laughed, and they enjoyed each other’s company. For the first time in a long time, there was nothing wrong. They were a family again, even the damage that was caused by Edgar all those years ago was starting to fade. It wouldn’t disappear overnight, but Isaac knew they would all be able to overcome it. It would just take a little time, and a little fighting. But Isaac knew something now that he hadn’t before.


  A little fighting wasn’t always a bad thing.


  Chapter 18 – Powdertrail


  It was the cold, more than the hunger, that got to him. He wasn’t going hungry, of course, so that might have had something to do with it. It was much easier to steal food than steal warmth, after all. To steal warmth, that took some time, planning, and creativity. And maybe a little magic.


  Pulling the cloak tight around himself, the boy cursed the sudden change in the weather. Where days before it had simply been rain, something he could easily understand, not just control but master, now the sky’s voice was taking the form of cursed white snow. The boy would’ve liked to have had words with the sky, if it was willing to listen, but that was sort of the point. The sky was free.


  So in lieu of telling the sky to knock it the Hell off, damn it, the boy could only huddle under his cloak, close his eyes when the winds got too cold, and get creative. He’d tried to stay on board the monorail, it was warm there, but a stolen ticket was a stolen ticket, and could only get him so far. Stealing money was near impossible, given that most money was digital, and very few people carried anything of value inside the Brink.


  So that’s where the creativity came in. And the magic.


  [I know I went on about freedom. I just wish we didn’t have to steal to make that happen.]


  It’s a temporary situation. Besides, it’s not stealing. It’s…no, you’re right. It’s stealing.


  [You could get a job.]


  With my skin color? In the Brink?


  The boy guffawed out loud to punctuate his point, and pulled his cloak tighter as the whipping wind took advantage of his mirth to slip inside.


  I thought you had access to everything inside my head. So you know what the Brink is, right? Half the people here think my race was responsible for the Thrall Campaign. The other half are just racist pieces of shit. No one lives in the Brink because they’re just totally awesome people, man.


  The Brink, as the boy didn’t need to explain, was more or less the name of the continent that housed Bastion and their neighbors, the Acadians. Specifically, the Brink was a constantly fluctuating outline of no-mans-land at the center of the continent that neither Bastion nor Acadia wanted to claim as their own.


  [I wonder why Thalls appeared more in the Brink than outside it.]


  Back then, it wasn’t called the Brink. It was just Bastion, and Acadia. After the Campaign, the Brink was in such a bad way that neither side wanted it anymore. The whole thing is stupid, though. Bastion and Acadia should’ve been working together, it’s not like the Thralls were on one side or the other. But no, people suck. People can’t get over skin color long enough to help each other avoid dying.


  [I don’t think all people suck.]


  You’re right. I don’t suck. But, you know, exceptions.


  [That isn’t what I meant.]


  The cold weather provided the boy a particular benefit. It was an excuse to be fully clothed, to cover not only his dark skin color, but also his Collar brand around his neck. He was just a young traveler, and there were plenty of them in the Brink. Acadia had a colder climate than Bastion, but even as he traveled west, the cold weather had seemingly followed him. He had imagined Bastion to be a near tropical city, warm and sunny. And since he knew Bastion was on the coast, he conjured images of city dwellers making their way to the beach for a lazy day under a blue sky.


  It worked in his favor that this wasn’t the case as he grew closer to Bastion, as warm weather clothes would give his race away, not to mention his status as an unregistered Collar. Acadia and Bastion both had their own ways of dealing with Collars, and on the Acadian side of the border, the method was closer to ‘slavery’. Those who believed in the Faith, and if you were Acadian in Acadia, you believed, also believed that certain boys were born specifically as tributes to the Gods.


  Having spent time with the creature living in his head, the boy could confirm that Indicia were not Gods. At least, not Gods in the traditional sense. If they were, for lack of a better term, divine, then divinity wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. They weren’t all powerful, omniscient, omnipresent, and despite all of their posturing, they relied on humans to achieve their goals. No humans, no way to influence the world.


  On the Bastion side of the border, where the boy found himself now, even in the Brink, the method of dealing with Collars was different, but hardly much better. Forced registration, reporting every little detail of their lives to a central agency for documentation. The Registry liked to explain it in PR friendly ways, and to their credit, they were damn good at it. But the truth was that you didn’t just have to report to the Registry where you worked and where you lived. You had to keep a detailed journal of your day to day life, willingly give them your closest guarded secrets. Tell them what you think, what you feel, what you do, every day. If you kept a secret for any reason, and it got found out, you could expect to be on the receiving end of a life-wrecking inspection. They would turn your life inside out, trying to find out what you were hiding and why.


  Even if the secret was that you were embarrassed to tell them who you had a crush on.


  The vicious double-standard was that the Registry itself couldn’t keep enough secrets. It was Big Brother knows best, and so even if it didn’t require being used as props in public ‘rituals’, it wasn’t much better than the Acadian Faith.


  Suffice it to say, the boy had little faith in anything as he stood in the cold outside the monorail station. A shiver shook his spine, and his nose and ears didn’t feel like anything at all. He wasn’t entirely sure they were still there.


  But even in the cold, a smile spread on his lips underneath the cloak. His breath was keeping his chin and neck warm, that was nice. And the snow was falling from patchy clouds, and what shone through between those patchy clouds was magnificent. It was a view that was hard to come by in Acadia, or any other major cities where people crowded too much. A sky full of stars was winking at the boy through the clouds, and he knew that just like the sky, the stars were free as well.


  That they would present themselves to him, on such a wretched night, was almost an honor. If there were truly Gods, that must be where they lived. On those beautiful stars, choosing only the most worthy to shine upon, and only those they chose could see the truth in their brilliance. The sky wasn’t black, it was swirling shades of blue and purple, red and white and pink, dotted all over by white pins, holding the tapestry above the sky.


  I thought we’d be able to stay on the monorail.


  [I’m still learning, too. I guess it just doesn’t work on everyone.]


  The boy had been surprised when he hadn’t been able to talk his way into staying on the train. Since his exodus from Acadia, since his bonding with his Indicia, he’d found that he had three particular abilities. One of which was an uncanny ability to talk some people into doing what he wanted. People just seemed to like him, which was a wonderful ability to have when you were an illegal alien in a racist unincorporated territory like the Brink. But thus far, he wasn’t able to fully control it, and even those affected by it to a small degree didn’t always get fully taken in. It was unreliable. And that made it dangerous.


  A boot crunched in the snow, and the boy flashed a rude gesture back at the monorail station as he made his way towards the town proper. According to a small informational screen inside the monorail station, the town was called Cliffridge, and this made sense, considering the town itself was situated on the edge of a particularly high cliff overlooking a hilly woodland. It was a small town, to the boy’s standards, a main street led up the cliff and to a town square just along the far edge. Buildings, houses and businesses, dotted the hill and cliff edge, which left the town with only one real direction of vulnerability.


  There weren’t many people out (who would be, in the middle of a snowstorm?), but the town wasn’t deserted. Paths had been dug into the snow between many of the buildings, and the town center had been completely cleared. The boy wondered if perhaps there was a device that was melting the snow in the town square before it could build up. Acadia would have struggled with such a prospect, relying more on natural things like fire, and also magic, more than technology.


  If I’m not going to freeze to death tonight, I need to find someplace warm to sleep.


  [I’m warm. If we don’t find anything, you can just stay close to me.]


  I’ll keep that in mind. But first, I’ve got to find the worst person in this town, and I’ve got to find some way to get them to give me a place to stay.


  [Why the worst? There must be someone in town that would be willing to give a room to a lost boy.]


  I’m not lost. I’m free. And that means I’ve got to find a place to stay on my terms. Besides, like I said, this is the Brink. People here suck worse than most people.


  The worst person in town, logically, would probably be exceedingly drunk right now. So finding the pub became the boy’s priority, and that wasn’t difficult. He walked as casually as he could, given the frigid air, to the town square, and an ostentatious sign gave it away. He didn’t want to draw attention to himself, and that would be easy, since no one could draw attention to themselves next to the intensity of the flashing neon sign outside the pub. Acadia didn’t use signs like that, it was outside their sensibilities, the Faith wouldn’t have allowed it, it was old technology anyway, the reasons went on.


  The boy found himself enamored by the neon lights, old fashioned, no Lightglass but actual neon tubes. They glowed a rainbow on the ground, and he stood under those lights for a minute, just staring at them. Quite different from the celestial light of the stars, and yet, in their own way, divine. Humanity’s never ending attempt to one up nature.


  There was no bouncer standing outside the door, so maybe Cliffridge wasn’t the worst town he’d been to since coming to the Brink. At those not-so-nice establishments, you only got in if the owner liked you, and the owner only ever liked you if you had money that he could liberate from you. Here, entrance was as simple as opening the door and walking in.


  Freedom sure was grand.


  Compared to the ridiculous sign outside, the inside of the pub was quaint. Small, dark, crowded, but simple. A bar on the far wall, booths and tables between the door and the bar. Standing room only, at this point. Good, then, because it kept everyone from turning to look at the boy as he entered. In the old movies that he’d seen, every time an out of towner walked into a bar, it went silent and everyone turned to see who it was. Here, the music played loud, a slow, blues sound, and the conversations were shouted louder. Wondering if the entire town was here, the boy made his way through the crowd and found a dark corner in the back, by the bathroom.


  He leaned nonchalantly on the wall by the entrance to the bathrooms. A particular way to find a warm bed, or make some money, flashed through his head.


  [I don’t know if this is the right crowd for that.]


  I’m not in the mood, anyway. No, we’re here to try something with a little more finesse.


  The boy kept his eye on the bartender, even as he scanned the rest of the room, searching for the right mark. The bartender, he noticed, was keeping an eye on him, too. There was no bouncer that he could see, but the bartender was likely good enough to bounce when needed. He was a beast of a man, nothing but muscles and more muscles, bald head, bushy mustache, with clever eyes that made the boy nervous.


  In an attempt to keep that attention off of him, he decided to make his way to the bar. The bartender approached and looked at him, considered something, and then leaned forward onto the bar.


  “Whiskey.” The boy said simply, looking around the bar casually, as if there was nothing interesting to look at.


  “You old enough to drink?” The bartender asked, not convinced, especially since the boy was almost completely covering his face with the cloak, even inside the considerably warmer bar.


  The boy now turned to the bartender and locked eyes with the man. “After what I’ve been through, I need a drink.” The cloak around his neck blocked anyone from seeing the green glow emanating from the boy’s Collar brand.


  The bartender nodded and went to get the boy what he’d asked for.


  [You don’t have any money. So either someone else will have to pay for your drink, or you’d better get some money.]


  It’ll be fine. I’m not leaving without making some money. And if I don’t, I’ll just use that Charm trick to get someone to pay.


  [It doesn’t always work. And don’t forget, sometimes it makes people really mad.]


  The boy shrugged and took the whiskey, tasted it, and nodded approvingly. The Acadian Faith gave their Acolytes (the Acadian word for Collar) plenty of ritual drinks through their youth, and not a few of them were alcoholic. But that wasn’t drinking for pleasure, which the boy had taken a knack for since leaving Acadia.


  Now sipping on his drink, enjoying the warmth inside now as well as outside, he let the cloak slip down around his shoulders for the time being. It would let anyone who wanted to look close see the green brand around his neck, but it was dark, and no one would look that close. With the bartender off his case, he’d be free to find a mark. And finding one didn’t take long.


  There was a man sitting at the far end of the bar from the boy, and he had obviously already had enough to drink. Even still, a man sitting next to him appeared to be buying him one more beer to top off the night. The guy didn’t look nice, so the boy felt little remorse about choosing him as his target. As a stroke of luck, after buying the drunk man a drink, the other man stood and left, leaving an empty stool. The boy took his whiskey and made his way to the seat, plopped himself down, and turned directly to the drunk man.


  “Your name, sir, what is it?” As he talked, he pulled the cloak up around his neck, covering the brand. It glowed once again, though none could see.


  “What’s it to you?” The man asked, taking a long pull of his new beer.


  “I have a business proposition, and I like to know the name of the gentlemen I do business with.” The boy explained, taking no offense from the drunk man’s tone.


  “A business propasishin?” The man slurred his way through saying.


  “More of a wager, actually.” The boy said with a slight tilt of his head.


  “A wager? Whadda ya got that I want, boy?” The man asked, looking at him now, instead of into his beer.


  “Money.” The boy said, and then he downed the rest of his drink. He exhaled slowly as he placed the glass down. “I’ve got a game I like to play. It’s fun. And if you win, I’ll buy all your drinks that you’ve had tonight.”


  The man’s ears perked up at money, but he thought it over and shook his head. “You think Imma idiot? You gotta be smover than that to con someone in the Brink, boy.”


  “Con?” The boy raised an eyebrow. “There’s no reason to throw accusations around like that. I’m looking for entertainment. So I have a game I like to play. You stand to win, and either way, I have fun. It’s not a con.”


  The man was drunk enough, the boy supposed, to have severely impaired judgement. Any sober person, living in the Brink, they’d be too smart to even engage him. But this guy, he was arrogant and very drunk. Perfect.


  “What’s the game?” The man asked incredulously. His tone implied he was simply humoring the boy.


  The boy grinned, glad to have gotten so far so quickly. He’d trick the guy into buying his drink before too long. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out one of his few possessions. It was an old style timekeeping device. He held it up so the man could see it. “This is a watch. It’s an old watch, so it isn’t digital. See?”


  The boy handed the watch to the man, who looked at it all over, intrigued now by what the boy was planning to pull. The watch was indeed an analog watch, with hands that ticked along steadfastly, moving along obediently with time. Most clocks in those days were digital, kept by a computer. The boy didn’t know how this old watch worked, to be honest, but it did.


  “So what do you want to do with this watch?” The man asked, looking between the timepiece and the boy.


  “Simple. Notice the third hand on the watch? It keeps seconds. See how it moves once each second.” The boy explained as if the man were an imbecile. But the man stared at the watch, and he saw that the boy was telling the truth.


  “What of it?” The man asked.


  “The game is to see how well you can keep time. The watch is just there to help us judge. As you can see, the watch is impartial. It keeps time, no tricks. So I’ll make a wager to you. You put that watch in your safest pocket, somewhere where even the best pickpocket couldn’t reach it. Then, with it concealed, you count out ten seconds. When you’re satisfied, you take the watch out of your pocket. If it’s been ten seconds, I’ll buy all your drinks. If not, you just buy my one drink and we’ll call it square.” The boy explained breathlessly.


  “All I gotta do is count ten seconds with this watch in my pocket?” With a raised eyebrow, the drunk man stared at the watch. The boy knew the man had to suspect there was a trick, but it was so simple, the man’s impaired judgment should make him go for it.


  “Alright, you’re on. I don’t know why you think this game is fun, kid, but whatever.” The man took the watch and slipped it inside a pocket on the inside of his coat.


  The boy observed, hiding his amusement, keeping his face steady with a calm smile as he noted the pocket where the man put the watch. He remained silent as the man counted ten seconds in his head, mouthing ‘one, two, three, four, five…’ silently with his lips. Either the man would pay for his drink, and he’d leave him alone, find a new mark, or the man wouldn’t pay. And the boy would know then that he had chosen correctly.


  The boy had found himself with new abilities since bonding with his Indicia, and his Charm wasn’t the most powerful of those abilities by a long shot. His most difficult power, one that was a challenge to pull off, but well worth it, would be what he used to ensure his success. The boy could, for a single, sufficiently small object, control time. More specifically, he could control the time stream of a single object. It didn’t work on living things, only on inorganic objects, and the catch was that it set the object back exactly 13 seconds in the past. Once 13 seconds had passed, the object would then return to its original state.


  For instance, if one were to try to count ten seconds on the second hand of a watch. They would count to ten, and most likely, they would be relatively close. But if the boy shifted the watch back in time 13 seconds, they would now be 13 seconds wrong on their guess. At the end of the 13 seconds, the watch would suddenly, miraculously, read the accurate time once again, effectively skipping over the time during which it was shifted. Someone in that situation had no chance.


  And this is exactly what the boy did. Concealing the glow from his neck brand, as the man reached for the watch, the boy concentrated his will on the watch, and a small sphere appeared over the watch momentarily, unseen in the man’s pocket. By the time the man had the watch fully removed from his pocket, there was no evidence of tampering, aside from the fact that the man was, indeed, 13 seconds fast on his count.


  “What the Hell? It’s the same as when I started.” The man exclaimed, glaring at the boy.


  The boy grinned. “I guess you have had a bit more to drink than you thought. But a deal is a deal…” He trailed off, looking aside.


  “Screw you, kid. Leave me alone. I’m not buying your drink. Yer lucky I don’t beat your ass into the ground right now.” The man said, slamming the watch on the bar.


  The boy grabbed the watch and put it back in his pocket. “What do you mean you’re not buying my drink?” He stood up and knocked the barstool over, for effect. “A deal is a deal, you drunk bastard!”


  “Shove it, kid!” The man said, but the bartender was already on his way over.


  “You agreed to buy my drink, old man!” The boy shouted, goading the man into making a scene.


  “Knock it off!” The bartender instructed him, looming over him even from the other side of the bar.


  “This guy said he’d buy my drink if I won a bet. I won, and he won’t pay. What’s the point of a man’s word if it doesn’t mean anything?” The boy turned on the bartender. “I guess that’s just the kind of establishment this place is. Just like the rest of the Brink. Nothing means anything.”


  “Alright, get the Hell out of here.” The bartender said, and he turned to the drunk man. “You, you’re out too. You’ve had enough.”


  “I din’t do nothin!” The man whined, gesturing to the boy. “I wuz jus minding my own bizness!”


  “I don’t care what happened between you two. Get out.” The bartender pointed to the door. “You can pay me tomorrow for all the drinks you still owe on.”


  The drunk man stared at the bartender, and then he wheeled on the boy. Reaching out, he grabbed the boy by the collar of his shirt and dragged him, with little effort, towards the front door. The other patrons made way for him as he went, and before long, he tossed the boy out into the snow.


  “You little shit. Got me thrown out of the only bar in town. Where else am I supposed to get a drink in a Hellhole like this?” The man shouted, stomping towards the boy.


  “Not my problem. Maybe you wouldn’t have gotten us thrown out if you kept your damn word.” The boy said, starting to stand up. He couldn’t beat this guy in a fight, but he didn’t need to. As he stood, his boot slipped in the melting snow, and he reached an arm out to keep himself steady. The arm caught on his cloak, and pulled it down to his shoulders.


  Oops.


  Outside, in the garish neon light, the boy’s Collar brand was on full display. The man gawped at him. “I knew you cheated! You used magic, you Cad! If Idda known you wuz a Cad, I wouldn’ta taken your bet!” The man was referring to the boy’s skin color.


  “What difference does that make? You’re the one who didn’t keep your word.” The boy didn’t have time to stand fully before the man was upon him.


  [This isn’t good. You should run.]


  What? Empty handed? No way. I can still turn this around.


  The plan had been to avoid the man’s attacks, quietly pick his pocket during the bustle, and then slip away to see what he’d gotten away with. Hopefully, he’d have found a house or hotel key, which would lead him to a room he could ransack for food, clothes, and blankets. At best, the man would pass out drunk somewhere, and he could spend the entire night in the man’s bed. Instead, a simple slip had left him unable to defend himself as the man reached down and lifted him up by his collar again.


  His Indicia cried out inside his head, drowning out the sound of his own yelp, as the man slugged him in the face. He flew, tumbled across the wet ground, and got scratched by more than one rock along the way. His cheek burned and he sniffed as he tried to get his bearings back. This guy was apt to beat him to death if he had the chance.


  When the boy looked up, someone new had entered the equation. A tall, thin man stood between him and the drunkard. The neon light silhouetted the newcomer, but he was standing proud in the way of the drunk man, so that was a good thing, really. The boy hated being saved by someone else, but at least he would live to con another day.


  “Outta the way, guy.” The drunkard said, approaching the tall man.


  “You might like to turn and walk away now. I’d rather if I didn’t have to show you who the better man is, here.” The newcomer spoke. He was holding something under his right arm, and his left arm was hanging down at his side.


  “Why not? You woulda just be showin me that I’m the better one.” The man said, determined to get back to the boy to continue his retribution.


  The tall man sighed audibly and shook his head. When the drunk man threw a punch, the tall man’s left hand moved swiftly, and caught the man’s punch in the air. A peculiar thing happened, then, as the drunk man’s shoulder was forced back, as if he himself had been punched. He stumbled back, and the tall man’s hand returned to hanging by his side.


  “The Hell?” The man asked, his left hand feeling his right shoulder, and he winced. His hand rubbed along his arm, trying to make the pain go away. Unfortunately, the man was drunk, and pain was dull, and not enough to stop him.


  Lowering his head, he screamed aloud as he charged forward for a headbutt, a questionable tactic. Once again, the thin man’s hand was up, and he caught the headbutt in his palm. The man stopped dead in his tracks, and then his head snapped back violently, and his body with it, as he went flying backwards. He landed in a heap on the ground, and he was writhing in pain.


  “As I said. You would have liked it better if you had simply walked away.” The thin man said, and he turned around to look at the boy.


  Behind the silhouetted man, a creature appeared in a cloud of dust, presumably to check on the drunk man. Make sure he wasn’t too seriously injured. The boy turned his focus away from the creature, this man’s Indicia?, and back to the man himself.


  “Who are you?” He asked, standing up. His head came to the tall man’s chest, so he had to look up at the man’s face.


  “My name is Canaan. I saw you in a bit of trouble and thought I might step in to assist. One Collar, to another.” Canaan spoke knowingly, and gestured to the boy’s neck.


  “I’m out.” The boy said, and he started to back away.


  This guy must be from the Registry. Looks like they finally tracked me down.


  [He definitely doesn’t look Acadian, so the Registry is probably right. But he doesn’t seem like a bad guy.]


  Until he wants me to register. I don’t want to be their slave.


  [He helped you. The least you could do is hear him out.]


  Sorry, nope. Not gonna happen.


  “Hold on.” Canaan said, holding his hand out.


  For some reason, he didn’t know exactly why, the boy stopped and waited. Canaan lifted up what he had under his arm. It was a manilla folder, which he opened and scanned the contents of. There was enough light to read by, thanks to the neon sign.


  “I’m not here to make you register, if that’s what you’re thinking.” Canaan explained, still looking at the folder. “I just have an interest in getting to know you.”


  “Creepy. Anyway, I think I don’t have an interest in getting to know you.” The boy said, taking one more step away.


  “I can give you what you’re looking for.” Canaan said, and the boy stopped again.


  “What do you know about what I’m looking for?”


  “You want to be free, right?” Canaan asked.


  You haven’t been reporting on me to anyone, have you?


  [No, that’s crazy.]


  So then how does he know that about me?


  “Yeah, and your registry can’t give that to me. Sorry.” The boy replied. “Who the Hell are you, and how do you know that?”


  “That’s not all I know.” Canaan looked up from the folder. “Tonight, I’ll give you a warm place to stay. Some food. Tomorrow, we can talk about the other things you want.”


  “And what do you get in return?” The boy asked, knowing a good con when he saw one.


  “As I said, I have an interest in getting to know you.” Canaan answered.


  This wasn’t getting them anywhere.


  Guy sure likes to talk without saying anything.


  [Not entirely different from you, really…]


  A warm bed and food sounded nice, the boy had to admit. “How do I know you’re not after anything weird? I’m quite attractive, for an Acadian, I’m told.”


  “You’ll just have to take my word for it. What’s your name?” Canaan asked, expertly changing subjects.


  “You don’t already know?” The boy was surprised, this Canaan seemed like he knew everything about him already.


  “I do. I just want to be sure. I need to be sure that it’s you. I know all about you. But what I want to know is who you are.” Canaan apparently talked in ceaseless riddles.


  The boy mulled it over. Take the bed, take the food, and split if anything got weird. That sounded like a good plan. He realized that through everything, he’d forgotten about how cold it was outside. It was starting to come back to him now. He shivered, and nodded. “Name’s Riley.”


  “Just Riley?” Canaan asked, glancing down at the boy.


  “Acadian Acolytes are all given unique names. No need for a last name. Especially for a puppet.” Riley said, looking up.


  “Well met, Riley. Trust me when I say, you’re no puppet.” Canaan held his hand out to the boy, and with a firm shake, a deal was made.


  Riley gave a glance up at the sky, and hoped that the gods on those stars were still smiling on him. He didn’t have much going for him, but he had that much. The thing was, he didn’t realize at the time just how much he had to lose.


  * * *


  Several years later, save for a few days, Riley had been waiting for Isaac to wake up from his coma. After seeing Miria finally give in to Isaac’s advances to go on a date, and more importantly, seeing her kiss him in his sleep, Riley decided he needed to get away and clear his head. He’d been in Bastion for a long time, and it had been awhile since he’d gone on vacation. Okay, he wasn’t going on vacation, but the mission that Canaan had for him would at least get him out of town for a while. While he was gone, the hurt would go away, and he could see Isaac when he got back.


  But Riley wasn’t the only person on the train out of Bastion that day. And he wasn’t the only person heading to Cliffridge with a secret purpose. And to explain who else was there, and why, it would be necessary to jump back a few days, yet again.


  Jensen knocked insistently on Alyssa’s door, but she wasn’t coming to answer it. He would have just phased through, that would be no problem, but he didn’t want to get shot if she was training a gun on the door.


  “Alyssa! Open up! It’s me, the guy you saved from InCorp.” He pounded on the door again, and he heard scuttling around inside, but the door still didn’t open.


  “Prove it!” Alyssa called through the door.


  Jensen shrugged and looked around. “How?”


  “I…don’t know.” Alyssa said, and she opened the mail slot. Crouching down, she got a good look at Jensen’s crotch before he bent down to look at her through the opening.


  “I wasn’t aware you became so familiar with my anatomy while I was here.” He snarked through the slot.


  The door opened, Jensen was pulled inside, and the door was locked at least five times again. Jensen stood hesitantly in Alyssa’s entryway. “Uh, so I take it you think there’s something strange going on, too.”


  “Something very strange. And it’s InCorp. They’re at the heart of it.” Alyssa was clearly still in the dark as to the Vassals’ part in the situation.


  “Yeah, I noticed that bit when they abducted me and held me captive.” Jensen scuffed his shoe on the floor. “Nice place. InCorp, they, uh, they pay you enough to live here?”


  “I rent.” Alyssa explained, “What do you want?”


  Jensen had just left the Vassals’ HQ in Freeman’s mansion, and Freeman had tasked him with a mission. There was a certain something he was supposed to steal, and it should have been easy for him, given his ability to walk through walls. But, as it happened, the train didn’t leave for another few days, so he had some time to kill.


  As Sev had pointed out, though Jensen insisted he put it together himself, Freeman was up to something, just as much as InCorp was. Jensen knew the Vassals’ plan was to break into InCorp, but now he was starting to have doubts. Freeman had been complicit in his capture by InCorp, that much he was sure of. He wanted to know what it was they were going to be breaking in to. And the object he was supposed to steal? It was a weapon, Freeman had called it the Lance. Capital L.


  Jensen needed to know why Freeman wanted that weapon before he could give it to him.


  [We should just leave town and get out of this mess.]


  Freeman might still be doing good. Besides, if we don’t steal the weapon, someone else will. It’ll be better for us if we know what he’s up to. If we know what he wants to do, and it’s bad, it’ll be easier to stop him.


  So Jensen did the only thing he could think to do. He couldn’t trust any of the other Vassals, he had no friends at InCorp, and certainly wasn’t about to seek help from the Registry. So there was really only one person he could trust.


  Besides you, of course, Sev.


  Alyssa.


  She’d pulled him out of a figurative fire and kept him safe at her place until he could get away safely. Jensen didn’t know if his escape was part of Freeman’s plan or not, so he had to tread carefully here. Alyssa had pieces to the puzzle he didn’t have, and he had pieces she lacked. It was time for someone to start putting it all together.


  “That a new door?” Jensen asked as he walked towards the living room.


  Alyssa took a deep breath and rubbed her forehead. “Start talking or get out, I don’t have time for this crap.”


  “Okay, okay.” Jensen calmed her down as he took a seat. He gestured for her to sit too, and when she did, he shared with her everything he knew.


  Jensen explained how he had been working with Freeman on a plan to invade InCorp, that whatever they had there would help keep the Vassals free, and safe from the Registry’s tyranny. Jensen had bought it hook, line, and sinker, and became Freeman’s lieutenant. It turned out that Freeman had a man on the inside of InCorp, though Jensen didn’t know who it was. That person would disable the building defenses, and allow the Vassals access. The first InCorp siege had been a test run, to build up their faith that the man on the inside could actually do what he said he could. No reason to put Vassal lives at risk without proof. They waited for an opportunity, and lured a Thrall to the building. That had been the first incursion.


  From then, Jensen knew less and less. He didn’t know why they needed to break into InCorp, he didn’t know who the man on the inside was, or what their aim was, and he didn’t know why Freeman had allowed him to be captured. The simplest explanation was that InCorp wanted a patsy to blame for the first incursion, and that Jensen was the best choice. It certainly didn’t garner Freeman any of Jensen’s love or respect, but he understood it, at least in concept.


  Last, Jensen explained how he’d been tasked with stealing the Lance to help with the second incursion into InCorp.


  He didn’t expect Alyssa to stand up and punch him in his solar plexus.


  “You were behind the incursion? People died. I nearly died.” Alyssa said after she punched him. She took advantage of his inability to speak to continue. “So you want to know if I know what it is you might want to steal?”


  Jensen nodded and whimpered.


  “During the incursion, if you want to call it that, instead of, I don’t know, a massacre,” Alyssa spat venom as she spoke, “an illegal AI system activated and nearly killed everyone in the building. So first of all, your man on the inside didn’t turn off all the defenses.”


  Jensen wheezed out an agreement, and let Alyssa continue.


  “Second, how do you know the AI isn’t what you’re after? True artificial intelligence is prohibited, and InCorp has done a wonderful job covering it up since the attack. But whoever turned the defenses off, they obviously didn’t know about the AI. Or else they would have turned it off, too, right?” Alyssa assumed that Jensen agreed, and so she didn’t pause to wait for an answer. “InCorp has doubtless spent billions on this AI. So Freeman wants the AI. Simple.”


  “I need to know for sure, before I hand it over to him. I need to know what it is.” Jensen spoke through tears when he could finally manage to talk.


  Alyssa stared at him blankly. “You want to go see it, don’t you?”


  “It?” Jensen asked.


  “There’s something underneath InCorp. I don’t know what it is. But if I had to bet money, I’d say that whatever is down there, it’s what your man Freeman is after.” Alyssa said.


  “Why don’t we go take a look and find out?” Jensen’s mouth spread into a grin, because he knew exactly how crazy that sounded.


  But in the end, getting in had been easy. Alyssa worked for InCorp, and she worked in security, so even though she walked tensely with a paranoid air that screamed ‘I’m up to something!’ no one gave it a second thought as she made her way through the building. The plans she had studied showed that whatever was under InCorp could be reached by going through the bottom of the ground floor elevator shaft.


  When she found out that Jensen’s power made that literally the easiest thing to do, she practically laughed. So they waited patiently by the necessary elevator, pretended to were there for a good reason, and when the elevator was empty, they boarded it together.


  “Whatever you do,” Jensen spoke gravely, with utmost importance, “do not open your eyes until we are all the way through. I’ll let you know when.”


  “Why? What happens if I open my eyes?” Alyssa was genuinely curious, but Jensen didn’t like to think about it, much less explain it.


  “Just don’t.” He repeated as he held the door close button, but didn’t select a floor.


  “Okay.” Alyssa agreed, though she sounded a bit put off.


  “Give me your hand. Do not let go.” Jensen further explained, and he gripped her hand tightly, as if he were afraid she might just fall away. “Ready?”


  When Alyssa nodded, he pressed a button for a sufficiently high floor, and he concentrated as the elevator began to move up. He simply held them in place, so the elevator moved up through them, and they ended up falling a few feet to the bottom of the elevator shaft. Jensen held tight to Alyssa’s hand as he observed the bottom of the shaft. It did appear to be a door that could open, so Alyssa was correct, there was something underneath them. He didn’t know how far down it went, so there was a chance when he phased through it, they could fall to their deaths.


  It was a risk that Jensen had explained carefully to Alyssa, but she was resolute to go with him. He didn’t know if she knew exactly why she cared so much, why, like Sev suggested, neither of them just ran away and didn’t look back. Probably the same reason, he figured. Both of them liked to stick their noses where they didn’t belong.


  Besides, it didn’t get more exciting than this.


  Jensen and Alyssa phased through the floor, and Jensen felt nauseated as they started to fall. Once he felt that they were completely through the door, he opened his eyes to take in the surroundings of their plummet. They were in an extension of the elevator shaft that went down farther than he had time to determine before he needed to find something to grab onto. The emergency ladder that lined the inside of the elevator shaft, thankfully, continued down into the sublevel, and Jensen instinctively reached out to grab it.


  His shoulder and arm screamed at him as he held onto the metal bar and tightened his grip. Alyssa, eyes still closed, kept falling, and he held her tight with his free arm. He managed not to drop her, and he managed to say, “Oh crap,” before she swung into the wall of the shaft below him. It was a solid hit, and it jarred Jensen’s arm and shoulder more than he would have liked.


  With a bit of coughing, Alyssa angrily growled, “Can I open my eyes now?”


  “If you would. And you might want to grab on.” Jensen instructed.


  Alyssa opened her eyes and stared first thing down at the distance below them. Then she remembered Jensen’s directions to grab on, and used her free hand to clamber onto the rungs of the emergency ladder. When they were both safely situated on the ladder, Alyssa started to climb down without hesitation. It was a long, quiet climb. Jensen figured out while they were on their way down that Alyssa was unhappy with him. He couldn’t imagine any reasons why.


  After a climb long enough to turn their arms and legs into jelly, Alyssa and Jensen reached the basement floor. Alyssa clapped her hands together and turned around, ready to finally learn what it was InCorp was keeping down here. Jensen wobbled a moment, forgot why they had come, and leaned on the wall for support. After a few deep breaths, he came back to himself and turned along with Alyssa.


  “Damn it.” She said, and it echoed through the chamber.


  “Damn.” Jensen agreed.


  Before them was a massive vault door, circular in shape and locked tighter than Jensen’s own home, which didn’t even have a door. Jensen remembered just a moment later that he could walk through walls, and a vault shouldn’t stop him any more than any other type of door.


  The two approached the vault cautiously, and Alyssa put her hand out to touch the smooth metal. The chamber was lit by emergency lighting, so everything was dark and illuminated red. This far underground, she couldn’t help but think of Hell.


  “So, I’ll just stroll inside, I assume there will be a switch to open the door, and I’ll let you in.” Jensen came up with his master plan with ease.


  “I doubt there is a switch to open it. Why don’t you just take me through with you?” Alyssa urged.


  Jensen stared at her for a second, and took a breath, and then turned resolutely to the door. “What if there’s just nothing but lava on the other side? You stay here until I make sure it’s safe.”


  “Why in the Hell would there be lava in there?” Alyssa asked.


  “I don’t know. Just, you know, worst case scenario. Anyway, it takes more concentration and energy to take someone with me. It’ll be faster if I go alone.” Jensen shrugged.


  “Okay. If you die, I’ll write you a beautiful eulogy. Now go. I’ll keep a look out until you open it for me. Hurry up.” She punched him in the shoulder, and he knew another, harder punch was coming if he didn’t go.


  Alyssa watched Jensen disappear through the vault door, and then she had nothing she could do but wait. She tapped her foot on the floor impatiently, stared at the vault, looked at the time on her LINK, and regretted the fact that she didn’t go with him.


  She started to regret that fact even more when she sensed someone behind her. They reached over her shoulders and tried to pull something tight around her neck. She kicked backwards and put her hands between the garrote and her throat. Her kick didn’t land on her assailant, but she did manage to keep the wire away from her neck. Unfortunately, it was digging into her fingers, instead. With enough pressure, she thought it might slice through her fingers completely.


  Struggling against her assailant, she kicked and thrashed, but there wasn’t much she could do. They were stronger than her, and they had gotten the drop on her. Unless Jensen popped back out of the wall soon, he’d probably come back to discover her corpse. She was desperate, flailing as much as she could.


  “I can’t get through. I just get stuck half-way on something.” Jensen said as he walked out of the vault door, eyes still closed. He heard the sound of the scuffle, and opened his eyes. Upon seeing Alyssa being strangled, he acted at once. The assailant didn’t have much time to react, but they did put Alyssa between themselves and Jensen.


  Oh well. That wouldn’t matter.


  Jensen ran forward and held out his arm to clothesline the bastard. When his arm came into contact with Alyssa, he phased it through her, and that made for a solid hit against the assailant’s face, who was caught completely unawares. The hit shouldn’t have been able to connect, and since it caught the attacker off guard, Alyssa was able to slip down and away from his grasp. Her fingers were bloody, and there were small cuts on her throat where the wire had been digging in. At least she was alive.


  Jensen kicked the attacker’s knee out from behind, and they fell forward with a thud. He could’ve killed the guy, but that wouldn’t have been fair. Using magic to beat a normal person, it was unnecessary and ungentlemanly. Another kick to the man’s head knocked him out, and ensured they’d have time to escape.


  “The vault’s a no-go. I can’t get in. I don’t know why.” Jensen explained.


  Alyssa was practically hyperventilating. “I don’t care. They know we’re here. We need to go.”


  Jensen nodded in agreement and took Alyssa’s hand. “I don’t think we should go out the way we came in.” The blood between their hands was slick and warm. Jensen took a closer look at Alyssa’s neck to make sure she was alright. “But if I’m right, we’ve got another way out of here.”


  “What’s that?” Alyssa asked, and she would later regret not pressing him for a more specific answer.


  “Just don’t open your eyes until I tell you. It’s should be right around here.” Jensen pulled Alyssa over to one of the metal walls opposite the vault door. He knocked on them a few times, chewed on his lip, and then threw caution to the wind. “I hope it is, anyway.”


  With that, he dragged Alyssa into the wall, and it was like they had never been there at all.


  Their trip to InCorp hadn’t revealed much. Jensen wasn’t sure why he couldn’t phase through the vault, but together they figured that was the reason why Freeman needed Jensen to steal the Lance in the first place. To break into the vault.


  Jensen talked it over with Alyssa and Sev, and they decided the best plan was for Jensen to steal the weapon, and then they could decide what to do after. If Freeman needed the Lance, having it in their hands gave them a leg up. Jensen went about his business as usual, and they agreed not to contact each other if it wasn’t necessary.


  Alyssa was going to board herself up in her home, as she had been doing before, until Jensen came back. The train to Cliffridge didn’t leave for another few days, which was a long time when you were convinced there were people looking to kill you. The encounter in the basement hadn’t done much to reassure Alyssa that people weren’t trying to kill her, anyway.


  But in the intervening days, Alyssa got called into the InCorp office, and against her better judgment, she decided to report in. She reassured herself that InCorp didn’t know that she knew anything, and Parker might be an ass, but he wasn’t a murderer. She knew she would probably have to quit her job sooner rather than later, but part of her had hoped she could stay working for InCorp, if she could just prove to herself that the conspiracy wasn’t real.


  Now that she knew that the conspiracy was definitely real, she needed to at least talk to Parker about her resignation. So she met him at InCorp in the middle of the day, when it was crowded, so that no one could kill her secretly, if they wanted to.


  Parker’s office was at the back of the security room, but to Alyssa’s relief, it had a lot of windows, making it easy for the other security staff to see in during the meeting. She walked in confidently and sat down at the chair across Parker’s desk, and they sat silently together, neither wanting to play their hand first.


  Eventually, Parker raised his LINK and entered a series of commands. On a Lightglass display behind him, a video began to play. It was dark, and hard to make out, but upon further inspection, it was unmistakable. It was a security camera, and it had taken footage of Alyssa and Jensen in the basement.


  Alyssa tensed up, held the arm rests on her chair rightly, palms sweating.


  “So you broke into a restricted area, Alyssa.” Parker said, paused, and then continued. “You’ve taken a lot of days off lately. And we’ve granted them to you, because of the stress of the incursion. But why would you do this?” He asked, pointing to the monitor.


  “During the incursion…” Alyssa started slowly, trying to decide what exactly to say. “You were so calm. So I knew there must be somewhere that you could go where you would be safe. I wanted to know where that was.”


  “Of course there are areas of this facility that you don’t have access to, Alyssa. We’re a big company. We do a lot of things.” Parker spoke as if he was the good guy, and made Alyssa feel like she had done something wrong.


  Sort of by definition, she had done something wrong. But she didn’t want to feel that way.


  “And you try to kill people when they sneak in?” Alyssa asked, accusatory, as the security footage continued to play.


  “The security staff down there is trained to protect the facility at all costs. You weren’t authorized to be down there, and they didn’t know if you posed a threat to the facility.” Parker explained.


  “What facility? What is down there, Parker?” Alyssa pleaded.


  “If you were supposed to know that, you would. Alyssa, I like you. I’ve always liked you. But with this evidence, I’m afraid I can’t allow you to walk the halls of InCorp with security clearance anymore. Consider yourself lucky we aren’t pressing charges.” Parker shook his head as he talked.


  Alyssa stared at him, studied him. There was no way, right now, for her to get him to talk. So she would have to bow out. Her plan with Jensen was still in place. He would retrieve the Lance, and they’d find out what was in that vault themselves. Standing up, she placed her badge on Parker’s desk and walked to the door.


  “It could be dangerous, having you hang around InCorp, in the future.” Parker warned.


  “Yeah, I guess. I can be pretty damn dangerous.” Alyssa said coldly, and she left the office.


  * * *


  Riley read over the memo that Canaan have given him one more time. He was going to investigate a missing Collar in Cliffridge, one who had been registered but failed to report in for several weeks. He understood the irony, of course, that he was going to hunt down a missing Collar in Cliffridge, and it brought an amused smile to his face.


  It would likely be an easy trip. Go to Cliffridge, locate and subdue a rogue Collar, and be home in no time. There was another possibility, but that wouldn’t prove to be much more difficult to handle. Riley was one of the few people privy to a recent rash of disappearances in Bastion and the Brink. Canaan and Chase liked to keep a lid on it, to keep public concern to a minimum.


  The fact was that they had no idea where these people were disappearing to. There one minute, gone the next. No trace of where they might have gone. Only a strange black residue in their place that would dissipate at the slightest breeze. It terrified Riley, something so inexplicable as the disappearances, but he believed that they would find out what was going on, and stop it, before it could grow into a larger problem.


  That was another reason why Riley had accepted the assignment. Only a few people close to Canaan knew about the disappearances, so there were only a few people who could investigate. Canaan and Everett had already sent Everett’s man Darius ahead, who would meet Riley there. Hell, Darius would probably finish the job before Riley even arrived.


  When the monorail arrived at Cliffridge, Riley expected Darius to be waiting for him at the rail station. No such luck. Riley slung his bag over his shoulder and decided he would have to meet Darius in town. It wasn’t a long walk to the town from the monorail station, if he remembered correctly, though it was starting to get cold out. He regretted not bringing heavier clothes.


  [It’s been awhile, huh?]


  Sure has.


  Riley remembered his last visit to Cliffridge, when he had met Canaan. It had changed his life. But as the monorail pulled away behind him, he found that it was quieter than he remembered. Another passenger had gotten off the train along with him, and he started walking towards the town proper without a second thought.


  Riley followed suit, walking up the dirt path through the woods towards the city square. It was a slow realization, as it dawned on him that something was very wrong. As they passed the first houses, there was no one there. Just Riley and the other passenger. The man looked at him and raised an eyebrow.


  “Where is everyone? Is it Church Day in Acadia?” The man asked, looking around, obviously confused.


  “Even that’s not as quiet as this.” Riley spoke with apprehension. “It might be dangerous. I’m Riley. Stay close.”


  The man took a few steps closer to Riley. “Name’s Jensen. And I’m not stranger to danger, Riley.” Jensen stuck close to Riley as they walked, nonetheless.


  The name was familiar to Riley, but he couldn’t place it. He may have been able to figure it out if he thought about it enough, but Riley was distracted by the unusual situation. He let the thought go, planning to return to it at a better time.


  They encountered just as few people on their way through the path leading to the town square. Part of Riley expected to find everyone huddled together inside the old bar, drinking their cares away. But there was no music playing that he could hear. No voices. Nothing.


  “It might be safer if you head back to the monorail, Jensen.” Riley instructed.


  Jensen had a high-necked coat on, and Riley couldn’t see his brand. He didn’t know Jensen was a Vassal. It made sense for him to try to send him back to safety. But Jensen couldn’t leave, not without the weapon he was there for. So neither was going to go until they found out what was going on.


  “And leave you alone? Not a chance.” Jensen winked at Riley as they walked.


  “Suit yourself.” Riley said, keeping his eyes forward as they approached town square.


  Neither could explain what they found when they got there.


  The town square was, more or less, exactly as Riley remembered it. The bar’s neon sign was either off or broken, and just as with the rest of the town, no one was there. But there was something new, something that Riley was intrigued by but nervous about. Because by the looks of it, it couldn’t have been anything good.


  At the center of town square was an oily black cube, about the size of an old fashioned mailbox. Its tar-like flesh undulated and pulsed like only a Thrall could, and Riley immediately readied himself for a fight. But the cube shaped Thrall didn’t move, it didn’t make noise, it just sat there in the center of town. Riley and Jensen walked towards it cautiously, hoping to get a better look.


  “What…?” Jensen asked, leaning down to observe it closer.


  “The Hell?” Riley leaned likewise, but kept a slightly further distance.


  “Is it a Thrall?” Jensen noted the faint cubic outline that the box had, a crimson barrier of light, the usual Thrall defense.


  “I think so…” Riley whispered, as if he were afraid to wake the thing.


  [I’ve never seen anything like it. And neither have you.]


  Yes, I’m aware, thank you.


  Rain appeared next to the pair, and Riley noticed that Jensen didn’t seem startled by his sudden presence.


  “What’s it…doing?” Jensen looked over at Riley slowly.


  “Relaxing?” Rain asked with a shrug.


  Jensen then asked what was on all of their minds. “Should we kill it?”


  “I think so…” Riley whispered, reaching for a knife. “Back up, if I have to fight it, I don’t want you to get caught in between.”


  “Getting caught in between things is a specialty of mine, Riley.” Jensen winked again.


  Riley looked to the others for reassurance as he raised his knife up above the Thrall. His plan basically consisted of stabbing through its barrier and killing it before it had a chance to react. If it even could react. Whatever it was.


  Before he could do that, he took his free hand and placed it palm down on the barrier. Closing his eyes, he concentrated and began to freeze the condensation in the air. Luckily for him, it was a humid day, and the water froze onto the barrier with relative ease. With that done, he struck down with the knife, stabbing into the icy barrier, hoping to shatter it.


  And shatter it, he did. The barrier broke into a flurry of floating red shards of ice and light. The dagger carried on through, and dug into the flesh of the Thrall. As the tip of the blade hit the Thrall, it screeched, and before Riley, Jensen, or Rain could react, it grew. Explosively.


  As it increased in size, it swallowed the three into its flesh. To be more specific, it grew through and around them, so they were enclosed within its walls. And when it grew large enough to grab all three of them, it shrank itself down again, returning to its original size.


  The Thrall sat alone in the center of Cliffridge square. Riley and Jensen had vanished, along with the entire town’s population. Cold wind moaned through the streets and over the cliff, and as the day passed into night, and the stars looked down on Cliffridge town, snow began to fall.


  Chapter 19 – Cavalry


  He felt like he’d been hit by a train, when he finally came around. It wasn’t waking up, as he hadn’t been asleep, but rather it was simply coming back to his senses. The room was spinning, and he was disoriented, but Riley was most surprised to find that he was alive. As his head stopped turning, he could see that, despite the darkness that filled the space he found himself in, it was not a room. He was planted on his ass in the dirt, and he knew Cliffridge was at least a quality enough town that the buildings had floors.


  The position he was in, leaning back on his hands, having fallen on his rear, left him at a specific disadvantage to the sharp object that was being shoved in his face. He stared at the point of the weapon, blinked a few times, and tilted his head. Realizing his ears were ringing, and he couldn’t hear anything, he tried to articulate a sound, but he couldn’t hear that, either.


  […better move.]


  I thought maybe I’d see what it was like to be a shish kebab.


  [We can try that later, with less dangerous toys.]


  The sounds around him were muffled, but they were starting to clear up, so Riley held up his hand to request that they wait a moment and let him get acclimatized to the nonsense that was currently happening. The point of the spear that was in his face flinched when he put his hand up, and he leaned back away from it.


  Riley was not alone, as he found himself seated on the ground in the center of what appeared to be Cliffridge, only with a lot less sunlight, and a slightly less friendly populace. The square was positively crowded, Riley figured it must have been everyone who lived in Cliffridge. Most were huddled together in a group to the side, but a few had broken off to welcome Riley and Jensen with the friendly offer of face spearing. The scene was lit by numerous torches and one gaudy neon sign.


  “…come from?” A man asked, poking his spear into Jensen’s personal space. Jensen seemed unconcerned, and didn’t flinch away from it.


  “Bastion, born and raised.” Jensen kept his back straight as he spoke proudly, and even Riley thought he sounded somewhat condescending.


  “And you?” Riley’s spear wielding buddy asked, with another pointless jab towards Riley’s face.


  Not that jabbing the spear at Riley’s face made any sense. The men were too close, not taking advantage of the length of their weapons, and it would have been simple for Riley to liberate the man’s weapon and turn the tables. Though he wasn’t sure how many people had weapons, and if there were any ranged weapons, things could get messy. It was best to see where things were going before making a move.


  Riley noticed, as he deliberately didn’t answer, that the spear in his face wasn’t a weapon built by any competent blacksmith. It wasn’t Lightglass, so that would have suggested the weapon belonged to a Collar. A cursory glance at the man’s neck proved this not to be the case, and anyway, with a weapon that poorly made, Riley would have called such a Collar a disgrace. A man just had to have principles, and Riley was a stickler for a finely made product.


  A voice called out from the crowd, and a man forced his way through to the open area of the square. “Hey, hey, hey! You have got to stop jamming that spear in anyone’s face as soon as they show up here.” Riley recognized the voice, though what he saw concerned him. The man was Darius, sent ahead to scope out the situation. Darius was alive, that should have been a comfort, despite what all was going on. But the man also was covered in scrapes and bruises, dirt and blood. Bandages covered what Riley assumed were more serious injuries.


  “Just because they’re human doesn’t mean they’re friendly. We’ve got a delicate eco…eco…a delicate balance here in Cliffridge. We don’t need no bandits coming in to screw it up.” Riley’s spearman replied.


  “Said the pot to the kettle.” Darius rolled his eyes and walked over to offer Riley a hand up.


  “Thanks.” Riley took the offer and stood, looking around, trying to make sense of the situation. They were in Cliffridge, but the sky was pitch black, no stars, no moon, and no clouds. Just black. Riley had no idea how far out from the town they could go before they would be consumed by the blackness, but he couldn’t see anything over the edge of the cliff, so he wagered it wasn’t far.


  “Thanks, too.” Jensen waved, and when no one offered him a hand up, stood and brushed the dust off of his pants.


  “I’ve got a question.” Riley nodded turned around slowly, rubbing his hands together.


  “What the Hell is going on?” Darius asked.


  “Oh, yeah, that is a better question.” Riley said.


  [I don’t like this, Riley. I can’t materialize.]


  You can do it! I believe in you!


  [No, I don’t think that’s going to work.]


  Worth a shot. Keep trying. I need you. If we’re trapped here forever, I am not sleeping with any of these people.


  “What were you going to ask?” Darius wondered aloud.


  “Is there a bar?” Jensen cut in before Riley had a chance to answer. “Because the first thing I think of when I get eaten by a Thrall-box is ‘I need to get blackout drunk’.”


  Darius looked at the spearmen. “I know this one,” He gestured to Riley first, and then to Jensen, “that one? No clue. Do whatever you want.”


  Riley held up a hand. “Hold on, he’s telling the truth, he came from Bastion. We’ve got no reason not to trust him, yet. So why doesn’t literally anyone explain what is happening right now?”


  The crowd looked around at itself, murmuring in uncertainty. They didn’t have to words to explain it, or perhaps they simply had no idea. After a time, the crowd parted a one of its members was pushed to the front. They were reluctant to come forward, and the hands of the crowd were shoving them out into the open.


  A boy, somewhere in his teens, stumbled forward after the final shove, and came to a stop in front of Riley. His hands were bound together by rope, and he had obviously been battered, his face was swollen and discolored. He looked up at Riley through a puffy eye, but he said nothing.


  “Maybe you didn’t understand the question. I was hoping someone could make sense of all this.” Riley gestured wide, to the entire town.


  “It’s my fault.” The boy said.


  “Your fault?” Riley crouched to the boy’s level and looked him in the eye. “Why do you think it’s your fault?”


  “I brought it here, the Thrall.” The boy said with a simple nod, though Riley noticed that he didn’t hear guilt or regret in the boy’s words.


  [You think it could be his fault somehow?]


  It’s unlikely, I think.


  “Humans don’t cause Thralls, buddy. That’s a myth. They just are. So whatever you think you did to make this Thrall come here, you shouldn’t let everyone heap the blame on you, alright?” Riley stood up and turned his attention back to the crowd. “Shame. You all really believe this is this boy’s fault?”


  “No, you don’t understand.” The boy spoke again, and he waited until Riley turned his attention back down. “I didn’t cause the Thrall. But I brought it here.”


  Darius waved to the crowd. “Everyone go relax. I’ve got to explain the situation to my partner.” He paused a second, and then added, “We will be getting out of here. Everyone. So don’t worry.”


  “Darius, what is this?” Riley asked, but Darius sat on the ground, and so did the boy, so Riley followed suit.


  “It’s a bit of a long story. But what have we got but time, eh?” Darius glanced at the boy. “He’ll explain it better than I can.”


  Jensen took a seat next to them, and Riley considered asking him to wait with the crowd of normal people, but decided against it. Jensen, as of right now, wasn’t part of the mob. And if things got ugly, having one more person on his side wouldn’t hurt. Judging by the boy’s condition, they had no trouble taking their worries out on others.


  “I love a good campfire story.” Riley nodded as they sat under the light of a torch.


  “No s’mores, though.” Jensen added with an exaggerated sigh.


  “My name is Renton.” The boy started. Under the light of the torch, Riley could begin to guess the boy’s age was around 15, give or take. He had brown hair that was a bit too long and needed to see the business end of a brush, and overall, the boy needed a bath. He was covered in dirt and had some small cuts that didn’t appear to have been cleaned. His voice had a slight lisp, but Riley attributed that to the fat lip the boy had apparently earned.


  But Riley was shocked by what else he could see sitting under the light with the boy. Around his neck was a bright red band, the brand of a Collar.


  Renton continued. “I brought this Thrall to the village, and it consumed everyone here. I guess it’s still eating, because it got you, too.” At that, the boy sounded guilty. “I didn’t mean for it to get you, so I’m sorry.”


  “What do you mean, you ‘brought it here’? Some magic Collar mumbo-jumbo?” Jensen asked, after he noticed the boy’s brand.


  “No, I mean I picked it up and I carried it here.” Renton explained, condescendingly. He looked up at the black sky, the inner wall of the Thrall. “And despite what Darius says, we’re all going to die in here.”


  * * *


  At the same time as Isaac was worrying about what Dominic had done with his sister, there were other people in the world having troubles, as well. Life was hard in the Brink, and Renton had one ambition. He was going to make life better, easier for everyone. Because maybe if their lives weren’t so hard, they wouldn’t be such huge assholes.


  Renton was born to a woman who had no business birthing a child, living in a place where children shouldn’t be born, and so she did the logical thing. She got rid of him. Renton didn’t hold it against her, he was intelligent enough to know that it was the right thing to do. It was the world they lived in, and if it was him, he would have made the same choice.


  If she was willing to abandon him, he never figured that life with her would have been much better. A bad mother is a bad mother, no matter how you looked at it.


  Lucky for Renton, she wasn’t a bad person, so getting rid of her child didn’t involve killing him. Another thing Renton believed in, despite his short time spent alive so far, was that people deserved a chance to do the right thing. Not the good thing, not the moral thing. The right thing. And that always differed from situation to situation, didn’t it?


  His mother had done the right thing, which might have also been considered the good thing, unless you figured that good would have been raising the child herself. She gave Renton a chance to prove what he was worth. And he was going to use that chance to make life better, so no more children had to be abandoned in the Brink to fend for themselves.


  What Renton had learned quickly as he grew up is that he was smarter than most, especially the near perpetually mentally handicapped denizens of the Brink. Survival was simple, thriving was easy. The biggest threats in the Brink were Thralls, bandits, starvation, and then the weather, in that order.


  Renton had dealt with all those threats in one fell swoop.


  Cliffridge was a mountain town a few hours by train from Bastion, and a few days on foot. The mountains were difficult to scale, and Bastion itself was built onto a mountain on the coast, giving the city fantastic natural defenses. At first, Renton had considered making his way to Bastion, finding someone to take care of him. He’d seen a stage play where that had happened once, but the thing was too optimistic, and the songs were grating.


  The people of Bastion were affluent, as far as he was aware. He could be forgiven for not knowing there was a sufficiently poor Lowtown, seeing as he was only somewhere around 10 years old at the time. (He wasn’t entirely sure how old he was, but he knew he was currently somewhere in his teens.) Regardless, if he had known, he still would have avoided Bastion, because he didn’t like the idea of city life. Cliffridge offered him what he needed, so he had stayed.


  Like most towns in the Brink, there was a resident registered Collar. The Registry claimed no ownership over the Brink, but they treated it like a community service. It was a smart move, if there were ever an altercation with Acadia, the population of the Brink would undoubtedly side with Bastion. Renton knew that the right thing to do was to use that Collar to his advantage. So one fateful day, Renton threw himself into the middle of a Thrall attack, putting himself at a calculated risk, and the outcome had been exactly what he’d been hoping for.


  The Collar, Shel, had taken to the urchin, and the ‘frail, helpless boy’ convinced the Collar to take him in. Over the years that followed, Renton was surprised as he took to the Collar in much the same way. Like an older brother, Shel took care of him, raised him to be an intelligent man, instead of a smart boy.


  Renton was convinced as a child that people weren’t good, and they weren’t required to be good. He didn’t ask them to be. He only ever wanted them to be right. It wasn’t their fault if the world made it too difficult to be good, but the least they could do was be smart about it. But as he grew, he began to change. Shel had changed him.


  Renton still only expected people to be right, but somehow, he learned to hope that they might be good.


  And then one day, Shel didn’t come home.


  Renton had come to share Shel’s schedule, and so they would wake together at dawn each day. His first clue that something was wrong was when he was woken up by the sun, instead of by Shel kicking him out of bed. He rolled over, out of bed, and flailed on his way to the floor. Landing amongst a pile of junk on the floor, metal scraps and machine parts, he yelped and groaned. Something seemed off, but his sleeping brain had yet to put it together.


  Get up, get clean, get dressed, get breakfast. That was the plan, and that was what he did, and he made it all the way through with the nagging sense of something being wrong. He set out breakfast for two, and went in search of Shel, who would be hungry if he got up to train so early.


  Their house was only three rooms, not including the bathroom, and Renton would have run into Shel inside if he were there. The door to Shel’s bedroom was wide open, and he didn’t notice any sign of him. Venturing outside, Renton shielded his eyes from the sun, which was being made brighter by diffusion through a cloudy sky. Outside the house was a dirt lot, surrounded by a few more houses inhabited by people Renton never could bring himself to care who they were. They didn’t use the lot between the houses, so Shel used it to train, and Renton used it to experiment.


  Shel wasn’t in the lot.


  Renton tried calling his name, but he didn’t get the feeling that Shel was nearby.


  They lived on the outskirts of Cliffridge, so it was possible that Shel had gone into town to get something. Usually, though, Shel would let Renton know if he was going out for something, even if it meant waking him up at 3 am. Shel was the town Collar, and if he went to fight a Thrall, he might not be coming back, so he always wanted to let Renton know where he was.


  But it wasn’t outside the realm of possibility that he was simply stocking up on something they were short on, or he had been out training, and something had called his attention away at a moment’s notice.


  If he went anywhere other than the town square, finding him would be difficult.


  Difficult for anyone except for Renton.


  The boy had quickly realized he was smarter than most, and once he had secured a safe place to live, he decided to apply those talents to something more creative. There was another benefit to living in Cliffridge, in that he could find scrap to work with much easier than Bastion, where things were so neatly recycled. With the assumption that something like this would eventually happen, he had prepared a device for such an occasion. He skipped back inside to his bedroom to retrieve it.


  The bedroom more resembled a machine shop with a bed in it, than a proper bedroom. Workbenches along the walls, and hanging from those walls, an assortment of tools for working with small machinery. The floor was littered with excess parts that Shel was constantly urging Renton to clean up. A locked chest at the foot of the bed held his personal belongings and other such things. He had to dig around in the clutter for a bit before he found what he was looking for.


  It wasn’t pretty, but Renton wasn’t making consumer devices, he was just making things to see if he could. The device was a bit awkward to hold, a fat brick of a thing with an old style screen that wasn’t created using Aer. There was nowhere convenient to hold it, and it seemed as if it might fall apart at a moment’s notice. It ran on a battery that Renton had to rig up himself, as well, since running it on Aer at all caused it to feedback into itself; and the noise it made then was unpleasant to say the least.


  Reason being that it was a device designed to locate concentrations of Aer in the nearby vicinity. It didn’t always work, but it worked well enough to give him an idea of where Shel might be. Collars were great sources of Aer. Switching the device on, Renton stared at the screen and waited for a reaction. There was a faint signature in one of the nearby houses, but Shel wouldn’t have been there. Renton remembered faintly one of their neighbors getting their hands on a Lightglass lamp. That must have been what he was picking up.


  Time to take the search outside. Bringing the scanner with him, he made sure to also bring his weapons, a sack of bombs of varying types, sizes, and shapes. If he ever found himself in trouble in the Brink, arming a bomb was usually enough to keep people away. And Thralls were tough, but he figured he had a bomb or two big enough to give one pause.


  The scanner sent out a pulse of energy, looking for Aer resonance, so it wasn’t a constant feed. Instead, it was closer to a radar scan. The latest pulse revealed the same small energy signature in the nearby house, but he was able to pick up some faint signatures from the direction of town square, as well.


  Renton frowned at the screen, and then looked around. The sources from town square were too weak to be Shel, unless he was practically dead. There was another source on the screen, and though it was also weak, it was coming from the forest outside of town. That was something. Of course, it could have been anything. But if Shel was injured and weakened, he’d need someone to help him as soon as he could. So the right thing to do was check the source in the forest, and work from there.


  Bag of bombs slung over his shoulder, Renton started out into the woods towards the scanner’s reading. They lived almost as far away from the town as anyone, so it wasn’t a long walk before he was outside what he would call Cliffridge, and firmly inside what he would call the forest. Cliffridge was in a mountainous region, so the forest was full of hills and valleys, plenty of places to fall and tumble if one lost their footing. Renton made sure to keep an eye on the ground as he watched the scanner screen.


  It was quiet in the woods, Renton didn’t even hear the birds chirping, as he would have expected. The weather was starting to take a turn for the colder, but he was wearing a thin coat made out of a well-insulated material, and it kept him plenty warm. He didn’t have to go far before he came upon the source of the reading.


  It was a Thrall, he knew as much the second he laid his eyes on it. Frozen, he stared at the creature over the top of his scanner screen. It was a cube, sitting there in the middle of the forest, not doing anything. Here was the biggest threat of living inland, and it was right in front of him. Renton had taken to living with Shel to provide himself with protection from Thralls, and where was Shel now?


  It didn’t matter. Renton already had a spherical bomb in his palm, and he was arming it. Judging by its weight and size, it was an Aer bomb, and a circuit along its circumference glowed blue as it was activated. There were two main principles when it came to Aer and Barriers. An Aer wavelength could be negated by another of the exact same wavelength. For example, if Renton had a bomb that produced the exact same crimson shade of light as the Thrall, it would explode and ignore the barrier entirely, destroying the creature with ease. This was a challenge, as Thrall wavelengths fluctuated constantly, and no one had ever been able to develop a weapon that could keep up with the slight variations enough to reliably break through.


  The other principle that made more sense to rely on was resonance, when two opposing wavelengths met. The two opposing wavelengths would attempt to temper each other to their own wavelength, causing a massive release of energy. The closer the wavelengths, the lesser the resonance. This was simplified by the fact that wavelengths also tied into colors. The Thrall had a red shield. Renton readied a blue bomb. Simple.


  Bomb tossed, scurrying away, Renton glanced over his shoulder to see if he hit his mark. The bomb landed directly on top of the Thrall, and rolled, rolled, stopped. He ducked behind a tree but peeked around the edge, making sure the bomb did its job.


  Beep, beep, beep.


  As the explosive detonated, azure light radiated from the bomb in a sphere shape, expanding rapidly. Renton watched the blue light come to life, and for a brief moment, it was beautiful, blue and red light, representing opposing forces, the natural forces of the universe. It was proof to him that good and bad were less important than right or wrong. Aer wasn’t good or bad, but it could be used for the right thing. When the azure met the crimson, there was a blinding flash, and Renton huddled behind his protective tree.


  He waited in silence for a moment, and then froze when the Thrall seemed to have launched a counterattack. He saw the Thrall’s flesh on either side of his tree, and he knew it was coming for him now. He shuddered helplessly, waited for the Thrall to kill him. When no such thing happened, he leaned around the tree. He didn’t fully understand what he saw. The Thrall was contracting again, after apparently having expanded considerably following the Aer barrier being breached. Once the Thrall had returned to its original size, the crimson barrier faded back into existence, and the thing became inert again.


  “What a waste of a good bomb.” Renton complained as he walked over to the Thrall.


  His mind was cranking, working to put together what he knew, and figure out how this Thrall worked. He knew that Thralls weren’t restricted by the rules of the universe as humans knew them, so a Thrall could do almost anything, and it wouldn’t be a complete surprise. It was a cube shaped Thrall, and when its barrier was broken, it expanded in a sudden attack. A creature with a defensive nature. It didn’t seem to be on the same destructive rampage most Thralls went on.


  But a Thrall was a Thrall, and that meant it had to die.


  After all, even in the woods, it wasn’t far from Cliffridge, and it was still dangerous. Renton looked at his Aer scanner. Still no sign of Shel. If the Thrall killed him, wouldn’t there be a body? No time to worry about it. Shel was probably at the town square, anyway, and Renton needed to tell him about the Thrall, so that was the best place to go.


  After recording the Thrall’s exact coordinates, Renton held his bag of bombs tight and ran for town as fast as his feet would take him.


  Shel wasn’t anywhere in Cliffridge, that was the conclusion Renton had come to rather quickly. He had asked around town square, looking for the Collar, and no one had seen him. It was a busy time of day at the square, and Renton had to climb on top of a box to get a good look at everyone. But he didn’t see Shel, and none of his Aer readings on his scanner turned out to be the Collar.


  Overall, the people of Cliffridge treated him with indifference. They didn’t listen to the things he said, and they didn’t understand the implications of their Collar being MIA. It had something to do with Renton being of a young age, and people tended to disregard the worries of the young, especially in the Brink. That didn’t change the fact that they were in danger.


  “There is a Thrall in the forest outside town!” Renton yelled, “We need to find Shel so he can kill it!”


  Those that turned to listen didn’t listen for long. The Thrall was outside town. Why should they care? Shel would certainly find it and take care of it before it became a problem. Someone else would find Shel and let him know. That was just the way things worked. Nothing for them to worry about. It was sometimes a bad thing that Thrall attacks had decreased in recent years, it made people forget why they should be afraid.


  Renton grew angrier the more he was ignored. The people wouldn’t help him, they were sheep, trusting that their shepherd would protect them. They would only run away if they could see the danger in front of their eyes. At that, Renton had an idea.


  Renton did something that he would later admit was incredibly stupid.


  A quick stop back at his workshop got him what he needed, and he took it with him into the woods to the coordinates of the Thrall. It was still sitting out there, still not doing anything. Shel was missing, and the people didn’t want to help Renton look for him. So Renton would give them a good reason to look for him. It was less than an hour later that the boy was pushing the dolly up Main Street, towards town square. On top of the dolly, the Thrall. He managed to walk it all the way to the center of the square, through a packed crowd, before anyone noticed.


  Someone grabbed his arm, stopped him. Renton looked up at the man, and found a fist in his face.


  “What the Hell do you think you’re doing, kid?” The man asked, and then he hit Renton again. “Why would you bring a Thrall here?”


  The people in the square were starting to catch on, and the panic began. Like a colony of ants that had been disturbed, the people could see the danger now. The Thrall was right in the center of town. Renton tried to explain that they needed to find Shel to fight it, but instead, he got punched once more. He fell down. Some quick thinker took the dolly and started to push it away from Renton. The boy held out his hand towards it.


  “We need to find Shel!” He called after them.


  “I’m going to drop it over the cliff.” The man explained to someone else, ignoring Renton.


  As the town scrambled, and the worrying began, and their protector was nowhere to be found, Renton realized this might have been a bad idea. Before he could think it over fully, the Thrall let out its unnerving screech, and as Renton had partially seen before, it expanded. As its flesh grew, it engulfed the people of town, including Renton, and as it did, the world went black.


  * * *


  “Oh. So when you said you brought it here…” Riley said as Renton finished his story.


  “I meant that I literally carried it here, yeah. Not my best idea, ever, no. But that’s okay, because we’re going to die here.” Renton shrugged nonchalantly.


  “Quit saying that, we are not going to die here. We’ve got two Collars here now, at least. We’ll kill the Thrall, and we’ll get out. Anyway, that doesn’t explain you being a Collar, young man.”


  “Unrelated.” Renton dismissed him, and stood up. “My Indicia can’t take form here, for some reason, so it doesn’t matter. I don’t know how to use any magic.” The boy wrung his hands and dropped his head.


  “That’s alright. You’re just a kid.” Jensen stood and slapped the boy on his back. “Let the grownups handle this.”


  “I could say the same to you.” Riley glanced sideways at Jensen. Then to Darius, “You’ve been here longer. What’s the plan?”


  “I went to check the perimeter of town. We can’t get further than the outskirts of town, and the cliffs are blocked off, too. At the edge, there’s just endless Thrall flesh. I tried to cut it, the barrier ought to be pretty weak, with it being spread over such a large area, but I couldn’t break it. There’s something strange about it. I don’t think we can just brute force our way out of here.” Darius laid out the situation, though he didn’t seem to like that Jensen was hovering so close by.


  “The air is really dry in here.” Riley complained, looking up and around. “So I can’t do much with my water magic. And Renton’s right, Rain can’t materialize.”


  “My powers are for espionage, not fighting. I’m a spy for a reason. They won’t help us get out of here, that’s for sure.” Darius agreed. “We’re pretty much neutered in here.”


  “Renton, you said you like to make inventions, right?” Riley turned to the boy. “Ever made anything that might help us?”


  “If I did, do you think I would keep saying we’re going to die here?” Renton snapped.


  “Fair point, but lighten up. A Collar should be easy going.” Riley instructed, and then he looked around town, tapping his foot on the ground repetitively. “Alright, we need to take stock of what we’ve got. How much food, weapons, supplies. I haven’t been to Cliffridge in years, so I don’t know how much things have changed since I was here last. But if they haven’t changed much, then I doubt we’ve got much to work with.”


  “That’s my town you’re talking about,” Renton growled possessively.


  “Your town doesn’t seem to like you much.” Jensen pointed at the boy’s bruised face.


  “No offense, but I almost got myself a nice beating here once, too. This isn’t a town to be proud of, Renton.” Riley added.


  “I’m sure the place you’re from has never treated you wrong. I’m sure it’s just paradise, for someone like you.” Renton referenced Riley’s dark skin and raven hair.


  “Alright, this isn’t getting us anywhere. Riley, there’s something else. Remember the guy we’re here to find?” Darius changed the subject before it could get too ugly.


  “Shel, yeah. That’d be the reason we made the trip all the way out here. Because he stopped reporting in. And from the sounds of Renton’s story, he’s disappeared.” Riley followed along with Darius.


  “He had disappeared.” Darius clarified.


  “So that means that he’s here, too?” Riley asked.


  “He was here. He went out into town to get something from my lab.” Renton answered.


  “What could you possibly need that badly?” Riley wondered.


  “There was a weapon I made that might have been able to get us out of here. But Shel went to get it and didn’t come back.” Renton elaborated, but he offered no more than he was specifically asked about.


  “I thought you said there was nothing that could get us out of here.” Riley was beginning to sound exasperated with the boy. He certainly wasn’t easy to talk to.


  “No, I answered that question with a question. And to save time, the answer to the next question you’re going to ask me is, ‘Yes, but if Shel isn’t back by now, he’s dead, and we’re not going to get our hands on it’.”


  Jensen sauntered closer to the group when the discussion turned towards the weapon. “You don’t know that, that he’s dead, I mean.”


  “If he isn’t back by now, he’s dead, and we’re not going to get our hands on the Lance.” Renton repeated. “And there’s no guarantee that my house is even within the limits of the Thrall. And it gets dangerous, the further you get from town square. Basically, it’s hopeless.”


  “What do you mean ‘dangerous’?” Jensen squeaked as he looked out into the distance, over the outskirts of town.


  “The Thrall is more active, out there.” Renton gestured in the direction Jensen was looking. “It attacks us when we go there. So we stay here.”


  “We don’t know that Shel is dead. And you know what?” Riley turned to look down over the town with the others. “I have a thing about freedom. I don’t like being cooped up. I’m not going to die in here, so if our hope of getting out is out there, then that’s where I’m going.”


  “I thought you said your magic couldn’t do much in here.” Renton crossed his arms disapprovingly.


  “I said I can’t do much with the water in the air. I’ll figure something out.” Riley spoke confidently. But the truth was, he was scared that Renton was right. That they were going to die in that dark prison. And that fear made him angry. So he turned that anger towards the Thrall. “I’m coming for you!” He shouted at the sky.


  “That’s a good idea, but you’re not going alone. I let Shel go alone, and he hasn’t come back yet.” Darius stood beside Riley.


  “Someone has to stay and protect these people.” Riley whispered to Darius.


  “They’re fine. I’d rather come and protect an ally. These people, they live in the Brink. They’re… you know…” Darius explained.


  “People. They’re people. And we are here to help them. So you need to stay here. You too, Jensen.” Riley instructed.


  “No arguments there.” Jensen shrugged, joining the people of Cliffridge.


  “I’m with you, then.” Renton sighed, joining Riley.


  “Not a chance.” Riley looked down at the boy incredulously.


  “You don’t know where my house is, what the weapon looks like, or how to use it. If you want to have any chance of getting out of here, I’m coming with you.” Renton was steadfast.


  “Alright.” Riley agreed after thinking it over. What the boy said made sense. “Darius, you keep an eye on Jensen and the people here. Renton and I will go get the Lance, and if that doesn’t work, then we’ll come up with something else.”


  Renton waved behind his back to everyone in the square as he walked away. Riley glanced at him, then looked at Darius, shrugged, and followed along. “You know how to fight?”


  “Shel taught me a thing or two. But mostly I just blow up things I don’t like.” Renton rested his hand on the bag of bombs hanging at his side.


  “You blow up things you don’t like? I know someone else like that, too. Yeah.” Riley nodded as he followed Renton down Main Street, towards the outskirts of town.


  * * *


  Jensen watched as Riley and Renton walked away. In truth, it would have been simple for him to go retrieve the object for himself. All he would have to do was phase through everything on his way to Renton’s house, and take the Lance. It was the weapon that Freeman had sent him to pick up, of that he was certain. This wasn’t the best course of action, though.


  [I don’t like that I can’t come in there.]


  I don’t like it either, but there isn’t much we can do about it, Sev.


  [I just hate how apart we’ve been lately.]


  After all this is done, we’ll take a vacation.


  There was something else Jensen needed to do while Riley and Renton were busy bringing the weapon back. They would deliver it straight to him, and worst case scenario, he’d snatch it and split. Take it back to Alyssa, and decide what to do from there.


  [Worst case is we destroy it, because we can’t let Freeman have it.]


  I haven’t decided that yet. All I know is I don’t want anyone to use it until we figure out what is inside that vault at InCorp.


  [Jensen…]


  Don’t worry. No one knows what we’re doing except Alyssa, and I trust her. We have the upper hand. No one here even knows I’m a Vassal.


  Jensen walked while they talked, towards the cliff at the far side of town. It wasn’t a long walk from the town square, and sure enough, what he’d been told was true. Buildings backed up all the way to the edge of the cliff, with some even hazarding balconies over the edge of the abyss. Jensen could pass through objects, but it was a complicated mental process, and one he wouldn’t want to figure out how to do on contact at the bottom of a freefall. He regarded the cliff’s edge with hesitation as he looked at the blackness just beyond.


  Given what his power was, Jensen wasn’t exactly a scrapper. He liked to handle things with a more delicate touch, and wasn’t technically trained in any specific combat style. This sort of situation was a little outside his comfort zone, since he didn’t know how brute force or intelligence were going to get them out of it.


  This close, he could see that the black abyss wasn’t completely black, but did indeed pulse gently, giving off the faint light of an Aer barrier. It was thin, weak after being stretched over such a large area, but still intact.


  [What’s the plan?]


  Though Sev was only asking as a formality, Jensen answered, hoping to soothe the rabbit’s nerves.


  Can’t break the barrier. It’d break all over, and the Thrall would be pissed about that. It might kill everyone.


  [Phase through the barrier, then?]


  Jensen nodded and reluctantly clambered onto one of the balconies adjacent to the cliff’s edge, making his way to one that enabled him to reach out and touch the black wall. As he stretched his arm out and placed his palm against the scarlet light, he considered something he hadn’t yet thought of. The Thrall that had swallowed them was a small box, compared to the town-spanning size of the one they were inside of.


  So on the other side of the wall he was touching, was it the town square or the edge of the cliff?


  He concentrated and pushed against the barrier, and after a moment, he was still in the exactly same place. The barrier was solid, like a block of lead, and his hand wasn’t gaining any purchase through it.


  [Performance issues?]


  Come to think of it, I’ve never phased through Lightglass before.


  Jensen pushed for a short while longer before leaning back safely on the balcony. He crossed his arms over his chest, stared at the black wall, and was out of ideas.


  [At least that explains why you couldn’t get through the vault at InCorp. Must have a Lightglass barrier in addition to the door.]


  Maybe.


  For now, Jensen resolved that all he could do was wait for Riley and Renton to come through. He might be able to phase through the Thrall itself, and if things got bad enough, it might have been worth a shot. Darius said they’d been unable to break the creature’s barrier, but Jensen would try if he was forced to. Considering he’d never phased through a Thrall’s flesh before, either, and this one seemed to have particular disdain for the laws of physics, there was no guarantee that would work.


  Leaning on the balcony guardrail, Jensen cursed how powerless he was. He’d never felt so trapped before, even when he was imprisoned by InCorp.


  “You shouldn’t be this far from the group.” Jensen was startled as Darius came around the corner of the building, wobbled and felt like he might fall over the edge.


  After he regained his balance, he climbed back to solid ground. “I just wanted to see it for myself.”


  “It’s hard to keep everyone safe if they split up.” Darius insisted, suggesting they head back to the group.


  “Speaking of keeping everyone safe, if you’re here, where’s everyone else?” Jensen snapped back, even as he started walking with Darius back towards the center of town square where everyone was gathered.


  Darius stopped in his tracks, and Jensen stopped a few steps later.


  “Wait, you could touch the wall from that balcony?” Darius asked.


  Jensen wasn’t sure why it was important, so he answered honestly. “Yeah, I was just curious. Having trouble believing this is actually happening. I mean, have you ever heard of anything like this?”


  Darius hushed Jensen and held a finger up in the air. “Hold on, I’m thinking.” The Collar turned and walked to the edge of the cliff.


  “Thinking…?”


  “Shh.” Darius held his finger up higher.


  Jensen tapped his foot on the ground as he waited.


  “When I first got in here, we couldn’t reach the wall. Just now, you could reach it from that balcony.” Darius explained, and he held his hand out over the cliff, reaching for the wall, and his fingers were just out of reach.


  Jensen swallowed hard, and considered that maybe he would have to go with plan B sooner than he expected.


  “It’s getting smaller.” Darius looked up at the starless sky. “This whole place is getting smaller.”


  * * *


  They walked together for a while and didn’t encounter anything of importance. Riley trusted Renton to lead him the right way, and he kept his guard up, ready for the Thrall to attack at any time.


  Renton walked a bit more casually, though he carried a spherical bomb in his palm.


  “We should talk about that.” Riley motioned to the bomb.


  “What about it?” Renton asked.


  “Bombs aren’t the best cooperative weapon.” Riley said, hoping Renton would understand.


  “No, I don’t often fight by anyone else’s side. I usually just use them to threaten people trying to steal things from me.” Renton admired the metal sphere against the torch in his left hand.


  “Right. So if we get in a fight where we need to work together…” Riley trailed off.


  “You’re asking me not to blow you up.” Renton said.


  “Not in so many words.” Riley said with a shrug.


  “I know my bombs, I built them myself. I know how to use them. I won’t blow you up if I don’t absolutely have to.” Renton said.


  Pointing at Renton, Riley threw his torch hand up in the air. “That’s what I’m talking about. ‘If you don’t have to’. No, just don’t blow me up at all.”


  “If we’re both being held by the Thrall, and you’re severely wounded beyond help, I will probably blow you up if it gets me to safety.” Renton explained.


  “I wouldn’t blow you up.” Riley complained, but he didn’t have a better argument than that.


  “Of course you wouldn’t. You don’t have any bombs.” Renton said.


  “I meant if I had bombs.” Riley said.


  “No reason to worry about ‘if’.” Renton said.


  “You brought up ‘if’ first! You said ‘if we’re both being held by the Thrall’.” Riley said, with an attempt to mimic Renton’s voice.


  “I brought it up. I didn’t worry about it, though. Sometimes you have to do things you don’t want to in order to get out of a bad situation.” Renton said.


  Riley’s heart sank as he thought about what the boy had said. It was true, Riley had definitely done things that he wasn’t proud of in his past, and those things were why he was still alive. Still, Riley was an adamant idealist, assuming there had to be a good way out of any bad situation.


  [That’s the spirit.]


  You’ve grown on me, that’s for sure.


  [I’ve grown on you, I’ve grown in you…]


  Please, not right now.


  But Riley couldn’t help his lips curling into a smirk.


  They walked in silence after that, at least out loud. Riley kept up a conversation with Rain inside his head that he didn’t think would be appropriate to share with the teenage boy traveling with them.


  It took longer than Riley expected to reach Renton’s house, and when they finally approached, Renton seemed guarded and hesitant. He stopped short of the building, spinning the bomb in his hand.


  “What’s wrong?” Riley asked, put on edge by the boy’s hesitation.


  “Shel should be here. We didn’t run into any resistance, so why didn’t he make it back?” Renton asked, looking at his house cautiously.


  “Maybe he got lost.” Riley suggested, but he still kept his distance with Renton.


  Renton ignored Riley and started a careful approach to the building. Riley kept just behind the boy, knives ready. The boy leaned around the corner, looking before leaping, and when he got a good look, he wheeled around the corner and sprinted away.


  “Renton, wait!” Riley whispered, but the boy was gone. When he followed around the corner, he saw Renton kneeling at the side of, presumably, Shel.


  The Collar was on his back on the ground, and appeared to be unconscious. Riley stood behind Renton, who was looking Shel over.


  “What happened to him?” He asked while keeping a lookout.


  “He looks like he was hit pretty hard.” Renton said, inspecting the Collar’s body, checking for a pulse. “He’s still alive.”


  “Hit by what, where?” Riley asked.


  “Something big, everywhere.” Renton said, “Like he was crushed by a building. The Thrall did it. We need to get him back to everyone else, see if they can help him.”


  Riley took a deep breath and sighed. “I can try to carry him back.” He didn’t want to volunteer to carry the Collar, but he couldn’t exactly expect the boy to do it, and they likely didn’t have time to bring help to him.


  “Okay, wait here. I’ll get the Lance.” Renton disappeared inside, and Riley set about trying to figure out the best way to lift the unconscious Collar.


  The quaking started while Renton was inside. Riley looked up and all around, and he couldn’t find the source. All of a sudden, the ground started to shudder.


  “Renton?” Riley shouted, but he didn’t get an answer. He hefted Shel up and over his shoulder, and regretted not lifting more weights while training.


  [Come on, you’ve had bigger guys than him on top of you.]


  Rain, could you just, for one minute…


  [Sorry…]


  “Renton?!” Riley shouted once more, and this time, the boy appeared in the doorway to the house. He was carrying a massive metal contraption in his arms that looked like nothing Riley had ever seen before. It was, it seemed, pieced together by a mishmash of different parts from countless other devices.


  “Got it. Let’s go, we have to get back before…” Renton ran towards Riley.


  “Before what?” Riley asked.


  Riley got his answer when a pillar of black stone smashed the ground just in front of him. It was a large pillar, and it missed crushing him by an inch. Another pillar smashed behind him, and the pillar in front of him raised back into the air.


  He looked up and found that it wasn’t black stone, it was flesh. The ceiling of their Thrall prison was projecting itself downward in huge pillars, trying to crush them.


  “It did this once before. I figured it was what got Shel.” Renton explained, keeping an eye upward as he struggled to run with the Lance in his arms.


  “You couldn’t have explained this to me before?” Riley asked, struggling to run with Shel over his shoulder. At least they were struggling together.


  They had to dodge sideways a few times to avoid being crushed, and even had to jump backwards from time to time. The creature’s aim was getting better. They would have to move fast if they wanted to get back to the town square before they got crushed like Shel.


  “Question!” Riley shouted.


  “Why would you not just ask the question?” Renton asked back, breathing quickly.


  “I wanted to make sure I had your attention.” Riley said, and he had to jump away from Renton to dodge a pillar.


  “Alright, you’ve got it.” Renton said when they came together again.


  “Can’t we just use that weapon here and now?” Riley nodded at Renton.


  “Takes a minute to get ready. We need more time.” Renton huffed, and he tripped, stumbled forward, scrambled to stay up, and fell. The Lance bounced along the ground, and Riley winced each time it hit, hoping that it wouldn’t break.


  There were two pillars falling now, one for Renton, one for the Lance. It was as if the Thrall knew what the Lance was and why they needed it. Renton and Riley made eye contact, and they had a quick exchange entirely in facial expressions.


  Get the Lance, forget about me. Renton’s face said.


  I hate being an idealist. Riley’s said, and he sprinted towards Renton, grabbed his hand, and pulled as hard as he could, dragging him out of the way of the pillar.


  They both turned towards the Lance and watched it disappear under the pillar aiming for it. There was no time to worry about the Lance currently, however, as another pillar was falling straight towards the trio. Riley dragged Renton, who was still recovering either from his fall or the shock of losing the Lance, out of the way of danger. They came to a stop as a pillar slammed down in front of them. As Riley moved to dodge sideways, he crashed his shoulder into a new pillar that had just touched down, adjacent to the two previous.


  Spinning around, Riley already knew what he would see.


  A fourth pillar, already fully descended, corners touching the other pillars, trapping them in a small space the size of one of the pillars. There would be nowhere to hide from the fifth pillar that would undoubtedly be coming for them now. The pillars extended all the way to the ceiling of the Thrall.


  “I told you to leave me!” Renton shouted in Riley’s ear.


  Riley took a deep breath and ignored him. He put Shel on the ground, a bit rougher than he should have.


  [Gotta think fast, Riley.]


  I am out of ideas.


  [Riley.]


  “Now the Lance is gone, and we’re both going to die. What did I say about doing things you don’t want to do?” Renton continued to shout.


  Riley didn’t want his final moments to be filled with the boy’s complaints, so he shoved Renton against the Thrall’s flesh and leaned close, whispering. “Shut up. If I die, whether it be here today or there tomorrow, it’s going to be for a reason. Maybe it won’t amount to anything, saving your life might have been the wrong thing to do, but I have a reason. There’s someone that I can’t let down. I don’t know how long you’ve been a Collar, but it means something. I was saved, and so my life has a purpose. Everything I do is to make him proud of me. I’d rather die with you here, knowing I made him proud, than get out and live even one day without him behind me one hundred percent.”


  “That’s good, because that is what you’re going to get.” Renton said, not shrinking back from Riley in the slightest.


  “I’ve got things I need to do, things I need to say. But Collars don’t always get that chance. If I live my life afraid to take risks and save lives then I may as well not be a Collar at all. I don’t usually get to say goodbye to my friends. You just wake up one day and your best friend is gone. The next day, another friend goes crazy. I guess tomorrow is the day when my friends wake up and I’m the one who’s gone, and we’re Collars, they won’t hold that against me.”


  “The right thing and the good thing aren’t always the same. If you didn’t die here, maybe you could have gotten out. Think about the lives you could have saved. Instead, you chose to die here with me. You can’t save everyone, Riley. Why bother trying?” Renton said.


  “Because he would try.” Riley said, and he let Renton go.


  [Riley.]


  I noticed.


  [You’re still alive. No pillar.]


  “Why’d it stop?” Riley looked up, unsure of what was going on.


  “I don’t know.” Renton joined Riley, crossed his arms over his chest.


  There was no fifth pillar falling on them. It wasn’t going to crush them.


  “But we’re still trapped.” Riley pointed out.


  “It could have killed us all whenever it wanted. I think it works differently than that. It was attacking us when we had the Lance, but it was destroyed. We’re not a threat to it anymore.” Renton was trying to deduce what was going on.


  While Renton was busy talking to himself, Riley inspected the walls of their prison. Solid, yes, but still the flesh of a Thrall. And no barrier.


  “Why do you think it trapped us all in here in the first place?” Renton asked. “I’ve never known a Thrall to do that before.”


  “Thralls are unpredictable. They don’t follow one set of rules.” Riley responded, poking at the Thrall’s flesh with his knife.


  “Stop!” Renton held his hand up, looked around warily.


  “What?” Riley asked, but he obeyed, pulling his knife back.


  “It only attacks us when we’re threatening it. If you cut through there, it’ll probably crush us.” Renton explained. “I think it trapped us in here for a reason. It doesn’t want to kill us. Well, not directly.”


  “A Thrall that doesn’t want to kill? That’s definitely a new one.” Riley shrugged.


  “Not that. It does want us here, and it is going to kill us. Thralls are powered by what?” Renton asked as if he were teaching a class.


  “Aer. They’re Aer creatures, like Indicia.” Riley replied obediently.


  “It wants our Aer. If we’re trapped here, it can drain our Aer until it’s gone, and then, as far as it’s concerned, we’re just skeletons.” Renton spoke slowly, figuring it out as he went along.


  “So it’s content to just keep us trapped here, and we can’t cut our way out, or it’ll kill us.” Riley assessed the situation.


  “That sums it up. Yeah.” Renton slumped against the wall, slid to the ground. “Who knows if the other villagers are even still alive? It wants Aer, and that means Collars. Out of the three Collars in here, two of them are sitting right here.”


  “You mean four Collars, three of them are here. You forgot Shel.” Riley pointed at the unconscious form on the ground.


  “Oh, you’re right. I forgot about Shel.” Renton sighed.


  “That explains why it left Shel alive. It wanted to drain his Aer before it killed him.” Riley said.


  “So if the only Collar left in town was Darien, then maybe the Thrall cut its losses, and we’re in the only spot left. There might be nowhere left to go.”


  “Darius. His name is Darius.” Riley corrected. “And that doesn’t matter. No sense in worrying about ‘if’. Either way, we need to figure out a way out of here.”


  All they had in their square was a dirt floor, a bag of bombs, Riley’s daggers, two torches, and the clothes on their backs.


  [Riley, if you don’t find a way out of here…]


  No sense in worrying about if, Rain.


  [I love you, Riley.]


  Riley thought, if he died, that would be a nice thing to hear before he departed. No, not a bad way to go at all.


  * * *


  Jensen and Darius made it back to the mass of civilians right around the time the Thrall decided to start bringing the roof down. Though they could see the pillars emerging in the distance, where Riley and Renton presumably were, that didn’t stop the townspeople from panicking immediately.


  Panic might have, perhaps, been the appropriate response, as it didn’t take long before the pillars started to fall in the town square. Jensen’s initial instinct was to phase through the pillars as they tried to land on him.


  [We don’t know if that’ll work.]


  Jensen was annoyed by Sev’s reminder, but it was true. If the pillars had barriers, he couldn’t phase through them, and he’d get crushed. If they didn’t have barriers, he still wasn’t sure he could phase through them, and he might get crushed. Not fancying a maybe-to-definite crushing, he decided to try dodging instead. This worked out well as far as keeping up the lie that he wasn’t a Vassal, as well, since if Darius saw him phase through something, the jig would be up. It wouldn’t be a disaster, no sane Collar would squabble over details like ‘Collar’ or ‘Vassal’ in such a situation, but the Registry schlubs would be curious why he hid the fact that he was a Vassal in the first place.


  Jensen wasn’t ready to share his suspicions about InCorp or Freeman with anyone but Alyssa yet, so it would be easier to get his hands on the Lance if he wasn’t forced to reveal his abilities.


  Dodging didn’t prove to be too difficult. The pillars were easy to spot and coming from quite high overhead, giving plenty of time to move. Unfortunately, most of the villagers weren’t smart or attentive enough to pull it off. Jensen winced as a pillar crashed into the ground amidst a swarm of people.


  [How long do we have to keep this up?]


  The pillars were starting to come down in greater number, more at once over a larger area. They tore through buildings, bringing many of the houses crumbling to the ground. Fortunately, after landing, most of the pillars rose back up, instead of simply blocking other possible places to dodge.


  You always ask the best questions, Sev.


  As he dodged, Jensen kept his eye on Darius, who was doing his best to not get crushed and keep as many Cliffridge citizens from being crushed as well. He was doing reasonably well, but he had more close calls than Jensen would’ve liked to have himself. And, regardless of their efforts, they were losing a large number of the villagers.


  It wasn’t Jensen’s job to worry about the random people living in a small town in the Brink, but he felt remorse that he couldn’t save them. Not enough remorse to slow himself down, but enough to notice it.


  It was enough to slow Jensen down when he saw Darius making a bad move. The Collar was shoving a group of villagers to the side, out of the way of a falling pillar. The dodge that Darius made after was a mistake, moving into a square that had another pillar falling fast. Hardly thinking, Jensen decided it was enough impetus to shed his guise of being a normal person, and he leapt on Darius.


  Concentrating, he prayed to Sev that he could phase through the pillars as it came down on top of Collar and Vassal. Touching Darius, Jensen could keep them both on the ground and phase up through the pillar as it lowered. With any luck, it would rise back up like the others, and they both would come out of it with hardly a scratch.


  To Jensen’s surprise, who fully expected to be crushed to death, he felt the usual, awkward numbness that accompanied his phasing as the pillar reached him. But something was wrong. He almost lost his concentration, taking himself out of phase while still inside the pillar, when he realized what happened.


  He had managed to phase himself through the pillar, but for some reason, and this had never happened before, he couldn’t bring Darius with him. Bringing a second person was difficult, but something Jensen had mastered long ago. He felt weak as he began to understand. He didn’t have enough Aer, like when he escaped captivity from InCorp. Trying to save Darius, he had managed to save himself.


  The pillar rose, and Jensen let out his tightly held breath, kept his eyes closed, refusing to look down at Darius below him. He rolled off the Collar, staring up at the ceiling. As if to mock him for his failure, the pillars had stopped, and Jensen was staring at an empty black sky. Out of desperation, he reached over to feel Darius wrist, but he knew already that the Collar was gone.


  Jensen had no love for Collars, nor the Registry. And he barely cared about other people that he didn’t know. But this business with Alyssa and InCorp was changing him, making him think more about what wanted from life. Losing Darius felt heavy, weighed him down. He couldn’t stand, not yet.


  The black sky above had no lights, no shooting stars to wish on for hope. No gods hid amongst the darkness, waiting to bring a miracle to them.


  Jensen didn’t know it yet, but the Lance was gone. Riley and Renton stared at the same empty sky as the Vassal, and they were all alone, without hope, together.


  Chapter 20 – Lance


  Already having changed his outfit four times, with a huff, the blonde boy slumped back into his desk chair, letting out a pathetic groan. Never once before had he cared about how he looked, at least not in regards to a girl (or guy, he had to constantly remind himself). Now he couldn’t pick an outfit for a night at a club.


  The problem stemmed from the fact that he had never bought an outfit for going to a club, because he never planned on going to any clubs. All he had were plain clothes for day to day errands, and his old InCorp uniform. It looked more worn and distressed than he had remembered leaving it.


  In the back of the closet, behind everything else, was a small metal staff and battle armor from his time at the Registry. It couldn’t be worn anymore, most of it was cut or torn off of his body after the showdown in the Underway. Together with the weapon, it served as a reminder of who he could be, if he chose to be.


  He didn’t need to be a warrior, today; he just needed to be attractive. In his mind, and he wouldn’t dare tell Miria this, they had been dating for longer than a few days. All the time he had known her, he had wanted to be with her, at least some small amount. Going on a date with her was just formalizing matters. Most of all, it was something that never would have happened if Isaac hadn’t let go of Tyloki.


  Rising from the chair, he didn’t see the figure standing in his bedroom doorway. With crossed arms, he chewed on his lip as he looked over his choice of outfits again. He hated them all. When he turned to check the clock, to see if he had time to go out and buy a new outfit, he noticed the fair maiden standing in his doorway.


  “I got tired of waiting on you.” She said, and all he could see or think about was the ruby blouse, cut just a bit too low, and the form fitting black pants that came to a stop midway down her shins.


  “Funny that, I got tired of waiting on you a long time ago.” He shot back quickly, before he remembered he was in his underwear.


  His face went as red as Miria’s blouse, but instead of turning to his usual tactic, covering himself with embarrassment, he stood proud, acting like he wasn’t embarrassed at all. Her smirk told him that she wasn’t fooled.


  “Oh.” Her smile broadened, and she turned with a clearly fake intention of leaving. “I’ll just go then, if I’m not wanted.”


  “Wait!” Isaac said, hurriedly picking an outfit. It didn’t matter which one anymore. He wouldn’t be looking at himself, he’d be looking at Miria.


  “Now you want me here while you change? This is your mother’s house, Isaac. Be decent!” Miria giggled.


  “That is not what I meant. Though considering I’ve never brought a girl home before, at my age, I don’t think my mother would mind that much.” Isaac said.


  Miria strutted towards Isaac, who shrank back slightly. She closed the door behind her as she went, and Isaac’s heart started to beat faster.


  “You don’t need to blush.” She insisted, “I’ve seen more than this when I was treating you.”


  “That doesn’t make me feel better.” Isaac sighed as Miria started to hold his outfits in front of him.


  “Purely clinical reasons, of course.” Miria said.


  “Of course.” Isaac said.


  “This one.” Miria chose an outfit, a black and gold shirt with buttons down the front, and held it against him. Her free hand brushed gently against a sensitive part of his lower body, and he nearly started to drool. It brushed again, just so he would be sure it hadn’t been an accident.


  “This one?” He asked, taking the hanger from her.


  She walked to the door and pulled it open. “I just wanted to encourage you to hurry up a little. There is only so much time in a night, and we’ve got so much to do.”


  Isaac was left standing in his bedroom, panting, as he watched Miria exit. Inside, he felt the same as he had when he fended off Rain’s affections, though he had eventually realized he wanted the otter’s attention. This feeling filled him with confidence, so he dressed and he followed Miria out of his room.


  There was, after all, so much to do.


  * * *


  There was nothing to do, trapped in their small square, and it was driving Riley insane.


  “We can’t just sit in here until we starve to death.” He said.


  Renton was sitting on the ground, inspecting each and every one of his many bombs that he had poured out in a pile. “Quiet, I’m trying to think.”


  “Unless you have a bomb that doesn’t explode, I don’t see how useful those are going to be.” Riley said.


  “I don’t remember what they all do off the top of my head. I kind of just put them together and throw them in the bag. Might’ve been drunk when I made some of these.” Renton eyed the current sphere suspiciously. “Because I do not remember making some of them.”


  “You have bombs you don’t remember making?” Riley couldn’t help but laugh.


  “I’m very creative. None of them are as good as the Lance was, but that’s your fault.” Renton said.


  “Let it go.” Riley was tired of being told it was his fault that the Lance was destroyed. Renton was the one who dropped it.


  “Most of them will definitely kill us.” Renton mused, placing each bomb back in his bag after he finished looking them over.


  “It’s amusing that you think only most of your bombs would kill us in such a small space.” Riley did not like being cooped up, and his usual fix for this couldn’t materialize where they were.


  “I said that because that means that there are some that won’t kill us. I think.” Renton placed a specific sphere aside, made of interlocking red and blue pieces of metal.


  He thinks.


  [Better than we’ve got.]


  You’re on his side, too?


  [There’s sort of a beautiful tranquility to this place, isn’t there?]


  Ugh.


  “This one.” Renton picked up the red and blue sphere and held it up high for Riley to see. “It was designed to draw Aer out of the…air. Almost exactly the same as I believe the Thrall is doing to us.”


  “Fantastic. We can speed up the process. That’s very considerate of you.” Riley said.


  “The Thrall wants our Aer, but we might starve to death before it takes it all. But if we didn’t have any Aer left to give it, there would be no sense is keeping us trapped here anymore.” Renton said.


  “Just like all of those villagers it isn’t keeping trapped in the square. Oh wait, it is.”


  Renton sighed deeply, “Even a regular human has Aer to give, it’s a building block of our universe. They’re just not as rich as we are.”


  With this explanation, Riley started to see how Renton’s plan might work. He felt a glimmer of hope.


  “Why wouldn’t it just crush us to death when it’s done with us?” Riley wondered.


  “It takes Aer for the Thrall to grow itself like that, it’d be wasting energy to kill something that isn’t a threat. I think, if it doesn’t detect any more Aer within its confines, it’ll revert to its hibernating state. It ate Shel first, and it’s had a steady supply of Aer ever since.” Renton said.


  “A steady supply. Our Indicia replenish our Aer, so wouldn’t your bomb just drain our energy, and then the Thrall would start being fed again right away?” Riley said.


  “I believe that the reason that Indicia can’t materialize here is that the Aer flow is being throttled, but not completely blocked. It’ll weaken us for a short time, and the influx of new Aer should be slow enough for us to get back to the village. The Thrall shouldn’t attack us again, it only wanted to destroy the Lance, which was its biggest threat.”


  What do you think?


  [Might be the only option.]


  “Renton,” Riley crouched and placed one hand on each of the boy’s shoulders, “how sure are you that this will work?”


  “Almost positive that it won’t.” Renton assured him.


  “Good enough for me. I say we do it.”


  If there was a chance of getting out of their prison and saving even one of the villagers, it would be worth the risk. Besides, Riley didn’t believe that Darius would go down that easily.


  Renton retrieved the bomb from the ground and pressed a button on the side, raised his eyebrows at Riley, and tossed the sphere as high up as he could. The bomb didn’t detonate with an explosion, instead it produced a growing sphere that looked like a swirling white gas, translucent but not transparent. Wisps of light swam around the inside of the sphere, and it grew large enough to surround Riley, Renton, and Shel. The wisps angled towards Riley, swam through him, and came out the other side green and pink. After changing colors, the once white wisps went back to lazily floating around the air, with no apparent destination or goal. As the swarm of wisps glided through his body, Riley felt faint, so he took a knee to keep from falling over.


  […]


  Silence in his head, scratching at his mind. There was something there he wanted to hear, but it was too soft to make out. He could barely hear himself think, and he couldn’t hear Rain at all. He had never been this drained of energy before. Colorful dots of light danced around him, and he reached out to grab one, found them to be incorporeal. Green, pink, orange, blue. The light show was mesmerizing, and Riley couldn’t bring himself to focus on anything else. He was too weak.


  In a way, they reminding him of snowflakes, but they were lighter than that. The sensation of being lost in a snowstorm remained, however, and Riley drifted off to memories in the snow. Memories of nights huddled with Rain, bodies pressed tightly together, hiding from the cold that wanted to take his life.


  […]


  Then the memory changed to what it had not been. Riley was alone in the snow, without Rain to hold for warmth, he was shivering, wet and cold, alone, dying. Worst of all, he was no one. He had no one.


  Riley came to when Renton grabbed his arm and gave him a hard tug. Shel was still on the ground next to him, and the Thrall pillars had raised back into the ceiling, letting them free. It had worked.


  It took more effort than Riley liked to push himself off the ground and into a standing position, and more strength than Riley wanted to give to lift Shel, but he did it. Both Riley and Renton were now of the same mind, searching for the spot where the Lance had fallen. They found its remains, and seeing it shattered was another blow to Riley’s hope that they could get out of that place. Renton gathered the parts, carrying some in his arms and stuffing some into his bag of bombs.


  When there was nothing left to get, it was time to go back to the town square and decide what to do next.


  They found Jensen sitting on a box staring at the sky. Evidently, the Thrall had attacked the people in the village as much as it had attacked them. Several of the buildings had caved in or were almost completely gone. Darius would have been busy trying to keep everyone calm.


  “Where’s Darius?” Riley asked Jensen, and worry started to set in when Jensen didn’t turn to look at him.


  “It looks like they started to move the dead into the bar.” Renton said. The bar was one of the few undamaged buildings, and there was a lot of open space inside, it made sense to move the dead in there. “I’m going to see what I can do about the Lance. You should find someone to treat Shel.”


  Jensen raised his hand and pointed a finger at the bar.


  Riley put Shel down next to Jensen and nodded at Renton. If there was anyone with enough medical experience to treat Shel, they would need to find them. But first, Riley needed to check in with Darius. He strode quickly towards the bar, hoping to find the Collar inside, and directing operations. He didn’t expect, he didn’t want, to find Darius among the bodies of the fallen.


  That was what he found. It didn’t take long to identify Darius’ armor on one of the bodies, and Riley crouched next to his friend, held his cold hand. He felt weak again, like when the wisps of light had been draining energy from his body, but this was different. It was deeper. It was a feeling that he couldn’t stand. He couldn’t lose any more of his friends, after Jin, Dominic, Darius. Even Isaac had a death wish. There was nothing he could do to stop them, nothing he could do to save them.


  Riley knew he didn’t have time for tears, and without Darius, he was the only person left to take command, to bring these people to safety. They wouldn’t trust him to lead them if they saw his sorrow, so he quickly wiped the water from his eyes. He tried to magic the tears away, but couldn’t muster the strength.


  […]


  He still couldn’t hear Rain.


  It would take time and rest before he could use magic or hear Rain. For now, Renton would have to try to rebuild the Lance. In the meantime, Riley needed to be strong for the people still trapped inside. As little hope as he had left, he needed them to have more than that.


  * * *


  “You think too much.” Miria shouted over the music.


  It was too loud, too dark, uncomfortable, and Isaac realized he wasn’t smiling. “What?”


  “You think too much, you make yourself worry about what you want, and what you have. You need to turn your brain off once in a while!” Miria pushed a shot in front of Isaac.


  He downed it, coughed, made a face, and Miria laughed at him.


  “You’d rather I made every decision without thinking?” Isaac asked.


  “No.” Miria grabbed his hand and stood up, pulling him out of his seat. “Just take your heart out of your head once in a while, listen to something other than your worries.”


  There was a crowd on the dance floor, it would be easy to get lost in there.


  “Take my heart out of my head? You talk funny when you’re drunk.” Isaac said.


  “Whatever, you know what I mean. Come dance with me, and promise to stop thinking so much!” Miria said.


  Isaac felt his LINK vibrate, and he glanced down to see who it was. “I’ll come dance in a second. Gotta go pee first.” He smiled at Miria and watched her disappear into the mass of dancers before making his way to the bathroom. He had to squeeze through the tight spaces in the crowd as he went.


  He answered the call on the last buzz, just as he reached the bathroom. “Hello?”


  “Don’t you ‘hello’ me.” The female voice spoke.


  “Um, okay. Did you want something?” He asked, leaning on the wall by the bathroom door.


  “We need to talk, Walker.” She said. “Come out front, I’m waiting outside.”


  “What!? I can’t come outside, especially to see a girl. I’m on a date. We either talk on the phone or this can wait.” Isaac didn’t know what she wanted, but it wasn’t about to ruin his date.


  “It can’t wait. Hold on.” She went silent for a moment. Isaac was about to hang up when she spoke again. “Come to the men’s room.”


  Isaac took a deep breath and tapped his foot on the ground once, twice, three times. He decided to humor her, and opened the door the men’s bathroom. Dimly lit, but brighter than the club’s dance floor. Urinal, two stalls. Narrow window into the alley, situated high up on the wall. Spotless, likely cleaned by a robot. Or magic. Isaac wondered if any Collars had cleaning magic.


  No, that would be silly.


  But there was no one in the bathroom.


  “Back stall.” She said, and Isaac rolled his eyes as he walked to the back of the bathroom.


  Without warning, Isaac was stolen into the second stall, and it was closed, latched behind him. It didn’t exactly trap him, but it made him feel trapped. Miria was likely already starting to wonder where he was. After the sort of things he’d done at the Registry, her mind might wander when thinking about things he could be getting up to in the men’s bathroom. He ended the LINK call and crossed his arms.


  Alyssa and Isaac barely fit into the stall together.


  “You!” She accused, pressing a sharp finger into his chest.


  “You!?” He spat back, moving to poke her in the chest, but he thought better of touching another woman’s breasts while on a date with Miria.


  “You!” Alyssa said, and she jabbed him harder before stepping back, standing awkwardly around the toilet.


  “What me?” Isaac asked.


  “I got fired. You thought that InCorp was doing something, so I looked into it, and I got fired.” Alyssa said.


  “You thought they were up to something. I thought it was Canaan. Didn’t I? I can’t really remember anymore.” Isaac was still confused about what Alyssa wanted.


  “We both thought it was both. Right? That’s not important. What matters is that I got fired, so whoever thought InCorp was up to something was right. They’ve got this huge vault in the basement. No idea what’s in there. But Jensen is supposed to steal a weapon called a lance to break into the vault, so whatever is in there, the Vassals want it. Maybe they’re working for the Registry. I don’t know.” Alyssa spoke too quickly for Isaac to keep up.


  “Wait, what? A vault? Who is Jensen again? What the Hell are you talking about?” Isaac asked.


  “Jensen, the Vassal I found that InCorp was holding.” Alyssa said.


  “Okay, this is all good. Why don’t you take it to a Collar at the Registry? I’m out of the game, in case you didn’t know.” Isaac said.


  “No! That is exactly the problem. You!” She jabbed him in the chest again. “You quit!”


  “You’d have quit too, if you had to put up with Tyloki.” Isaac shrugged, though he did wish she would quit poking him so hard.


  “Tyloki or not, you don’t get to quit. When Dominic took your sister, I saw you on the news. You drew a line in the sand, and you asked everyone in the city to pick a side. You drew a battle line and then you resigned. Who does that?” Alyssa asked with a burning gaze.


  “It isn’t that dramatic. I got Sera back. Tyloki did something wrong, so he’s being punished. It just so happened that it set me free, too.” Isaac explained.


  “Isaac, I don’t have many people I can trust right now. I walked into Parker’s office and I was sure he was going to kill me. I feel like I’m being watched, everywhere I go. Why do you think we’re talking in a bathroom stall right now?” Alyssa asked.


  “Because you’re a bit crazy.” He answered honestly.


  “Only a little, and only because of the stress. But that’s beside the point, Isaac. I need your help. I know you’re clean, you were there with me when everything went down at InCorp. Something is going to happen again. Soon.” Alyssa said.


  “That’s not my job anymore, Alyssa. Take it to the Registry.” Isaac said, and he turned to undo the latch on the stall door.


  “You asked me before why I do what I do. It’s because it’s the right thing to do. It isn’t your job to save lives. But it is who you are. You can’t just hide from that, drinking and dancing, sitting around with your dick in your hand.” Alyssa growled.


  “I’ve saved people. I did that already. I’ve saved my fair share. I’m done now. I just want to live my own life, Alyssa.” Isaac opened the stall door and started to walk out.


  “You can’t just walk away.” Alyssa whispered, and Isaac didn’t see the tear that rolled down her cheek.


  It took Isaac a minute to find Miria on the dance floor, and by the time he did, he had already put Alyssa from his mind. The music was too loud, and it was too dark, but Miria was teaching him how to dance. Just like she asked, Isaac let his mind go blank, and let go the worries that ruled his life. Later that night, Miria taught Isaac more than just how to dance.


  * * *


  “What difference does it make?” Jensen asked Riley. They were sitting together, away from the others. They were the outsiders.


  “What do you mean?” Riley asked, glancing sideways.


  “If we get out of here, if we don’t. I’ve never much thought about other people. It’s just been me. As long as I can remember. So if I don’t have anyone that will miss me, what difference does it make if I die in here or not?” Jensen said.


  “If you’re asking me what the point of all of this is,” Riley gestured big, enough to compass all that existed, “you are asking the wrong guy.”


  “But you have people that you care about. People that care about you, right?” Jensen asked.


  “I do. But it seems like, lately, they’re just there so I can lose them.” Riley said.


  “That’s kind of an arrogant way to look at it, isn’t it?” Jensen chuckled.


  Riley didn’t feel like chuckling. The gesture made him angry, he wanted to turn away, but he didn’t have the energy to move again, not yet. “How do you figure?”


  “Part of the reason I keep other people out of my life is because I can’t control what paths their lives are going to take. No one else is going to live their life for your benefit. Their lives belong to them. If that helps you, it’s incidental. If it hurts you, same.” Jensen explained.


  “If I’m arrogant, you’re cynical.” Riley said.


  “Whichever one of us is right, sometimes, it seems like there just isn’t a point to any of it.” Jensen said.


  “This world doesn’t owe us a point. We get to live in it, that’s all we get.” Riley said.


  “And we’re not owed a single damn thing else.” Jensen nodded, and they agreed.


  Riley was sitting silently with Jensen when Renton announced that he had fixed the Lance. He already had it set up on some boxes when they arrived. It was a long machine, resembling a rifle, and it was pointed upwards, towards the ceiling. It had two large handles on the side, simple metal poles that pointed up along with the Lance.


  “Will it work?” Riley asked, looking it over.


  Shel wasn’t on the ground anymore. Riley had sent someone to take care of him, they must have moved him somewhere safer.


  “If I thought this thing would work in the first place, I wouldn’t have kept saying we were going to die.” Renton said. “That said, if anything can get us out of here, this is it. It wasn’t as badly damaged as I assumed it would be.”


  “How does it work?” Jensen asked.


  “It produces a high concentration of self-modulating Aer that rotates through the entire light spectrum several times a second. Not much could stand up to its beam.” Renton sounded downright proud of himself.


  “I didn’t understand that.” Jensen proclaimed proudly.


  “What are we waiting for?” Riley asked.


  Renton looked at Jensen. “You’ll want to stand back.” He gestured towards the machine. “If you’ll do the honors, Riley.”


  “How do I start it?” Riley asked, but he was nervous, Jensen and Renton were both stepping slowly backwards to a safe distance. “Is this going to explode in my face?”


  “No, it’s fine. Just a precaution.” Renton insisted. “Just grab those handles on the side and it’ll start itself up.”


  Stepping up to the Lance, Riley glanced at Renton, who nodded enthusiastically. Jensen shrugged. If there was one thing that could get them out of there, it was the Lance.


  Here goes nothing.


  Riley grabbed the handles and held on tight. As soon as he made firm contact, the Lance began to emit a whirr sound, and a ring around the ‘barrel’, as far as Riley understood it, began to spin slowly. It was definitely an impressive piece of engineering, and that Renton had made it himself, despite his young age, was quite a feat. As seconds passed, the noise grew louder, and the ring spun faster.


  An empty feeling filled the pit of his stomach as a green light appeared at the center of the spinning ring. A small dot, a twinkle, but Riley recognized it just the same.


  [Riley, something is wrong.]


  He could hear Rain again, but not for long. The otter said something else, but the sound was muffled. The green light grew into a small ball of green energy, and Riley knew that it was his Aer. The feeling was similar to the bomb that had drained their Aer, but this time, it was all being conducted via his hands. His palms tingled, and he could feel the energy leaving his body into the handles.


  Instinctively, Riley let go of the handles.


  Weakened by the drained energy, reaction slowed by the fogginess that was filling his head, he couldn’t move fast enough to stop it. He felt one of his daggers pulled from its sheath, and the point of the blade was driven into his lower back, right in the center, aiming for his lower spine.


  […]


  He couldn’t hear Rain. He could hear his scream as the dagger tore through him, it was distant.


  […]


  Rain was trying hard to say something, but he still couldn’t hear it.


  What was happening? His head was heavy, he couldn’t understand what was going on. His legs didn’t hold him up anymore, and he fell to the ground. He hit hard, and his head rattled, making his disorientation even worse. Heavy arms reached down and grabbed his hands, raised them up, wrapped them around the Lance’s handles.


  He struggled to turn and see who had stabbed him, who was forcing him to use the Lance. It was Shel. Renton stood by his side.


  “What?” He coughed, “What are you doing?”


  “The Lance. It needs a power source. You can’t just generate a high concentration of Aer out of thin…air.” Renton smiled, wobbling back and forth in Riley’s vision.


  “First plan was to use your friend, Darius.” Shel said, holding Riley’s hands tight on the Lance’s handles. “But he went and got himself killed.”


  The ring was spinning faster and faster, the green sphere was growing larger every second.


  “The Lance is powered by human lives?” Riley asked, looking around, wondering where Jensen was. He was a civilian, but they had come into this together. Would he let them do this?


  “No. No, no, no.” Renton was annoyed that no one understood how it worked except him. “It uses Indicia. They are a vast wealth of Aer, it just converts that directly into destructive energy.”


  “It’ll kill Rain?” Riley pulled at his arms, but they refused to move. He tried to throw himself to the side, but Shel was crouched around him, trapping him. His legs wouldn’t move either.


  “Yes. But you’ll survive, don’t worry about that.” Renton said, reassuringly.


  “No, I don’t want to.” Riley pulled again. It didn’t budge.


  “That would be why there is a knife in your back. I had a feeling you’d be uncooperative, so I made a backup plan. Thank you for carrying me back here, I’d be dead if you hadn’t helped.” Shel said, Riley could hear the man’s smile.


  “Rain.” Riley said.


  Rain.


  […]


  Riley could feel Rain leaving him. He could feel the emptiness that was remaining in his place.


  “Why not one of you?” Riley asked, though he couldn’t muster up the anger he wanted. Instead, he sounded weak and weary. “You’re both Collars. It could’ve been you.”


  “Actually,” Renton grabbed his shirt collar and scrubbed at the colorful ring around his neck. It smudged. “Mine’s just make-up. I knew that no one would trust me to get them out of here if I was just a kid. But a Collar? People listen to Collars. It worked on you!”


  Riley remembered the bomb that drained their Aer, how there had only been four colors, not six. None of the wisps had drained from Renton. He had missed that fact before.


  “What about you?” Riley asked Shel, who hulked over him, whose frame reminded him of Tyloki.


  “Why would I volunteer when there was someone else that could do it? First Darius, then you. Nothing personal. You’ve got to fight to survive in the Brink.” Shel said.


  “My Indicia’s name is Rain. He’s young, by Indicia standards. He’s never told me that, but I can tell. He’s saved my life more times than I could say, and he’s made me into a better person. I was no one before I met him. I was raised to be no one by the Acolytes of the Acadian Faith. But Rain made me into someone. He’s special, and you’re going to kill him.” Riley said, growing weaker, losing blood, losing Aer. “It’s not right.”


  “It is right. Maybe it isn’t good. But the good and the right aren’t always the same thing. This is my home, and Shel is my friend. Why should I ask him to sacrifice himself? You said you wanted to save the people trapped in here. This is your chance!” Renton said.


  “I want to make him proud. I can’t make him proud if he’s gone.” Riley said.


  [I am proud.]


  Rain.


  Riley had an idea. It was a bad idea, but it was all he had. As soon as he thought it, Rain protested.


  If I die, our link will be broken, and you’ll be safe.


  [Riley, no.]


  You have so much more good to do. More people to save than just me. Tell Isaac what I couldn’t tell him.


  Riley didn’t know how he was going to kill himself, of course. He couldn’t move. It would have to be quick, though, because he was losing a lot of blood. Wait. That would kill him. Would he die before Rain did?


  He blacked out before he had a chance to consider the answer.


  * * *


  Jensen didn’t know what any of the bombs did, but being bombs, he assumed they blew shit up. Picking one up at random, he placed his thumb over the button and, bag slung over his shoulder, stepped up lightly behind Renton. The boy didn’t realize he was there until the bomb, button pressed and held down, was waved in front of his face.


  The Vassal had let Darius die, and on any other day, he wouldn’t have minded trading a Collar’s life for his own. Things had changed. The Lance was the weapon Freeman wanted, and it was powered by Indicia. It was powerful enough to kill the Thrall they were trapped in, powerful enough to open the InCorp vault. It was too powerful. He couldn’t let Freeman have it.


  Besides that, Riley was an alright guy, and he didn’t deserve this.


  “Let him go.” Jensen said as confidently as he could.


  Shel glanced at him. “No. You blow up the Lance, none of us get out of here. I think that’s more important to you than, what, your friend?”


  “I am going to blow up the Lance whether you’re next to it or not. What I’m asking is if you want to explode with it.” Jensen said.


  The Lance was nearing full charge, or it seemed so, and the green sphere of light at the barrel was almost as large as the barrel itself.


  “If you destroy the Lance, we’ll all die in here.” Renton said.


  “Okay.” Jensen said, and he tossed the bomb underhand towards the Lance. It landed next to the Lance, on top of the boxes it was set up on.


  Shel let go of Riley’s hand and scrambled to grab the bomb, tossing it aside, where it exploded near one of the already crumbled buildings. Riley’s unconscious arm fell limp to the ground, and his body weight shifted sideways. Shel had to struggle to keep Riley upright now, and as he tried to grab Riley’s hand and bring it back to the Lance’s handle, he let too much pressure off of Riley’s left hand, and it slipped off of the handle as well.


  As Shel tried to get Riley’s hands both back on the handles, another bomb landed near the Lance, and he had to toss that aside as well. With no power going into the handles, the green sphere had shrunk considerably, and the spinning ring had stopped cold.


  Renton shoved his elbow back into Jensen’s gut, and the Vassal dropped the bag of bombs as he stumbled back, coughing. He regretted getting so close to the boy, it hadn’t been necessary. The bombs rolled out of the bag and onto the ground, scattering. Several of them rolled over and bounced off of Shel’s feet.


  Shel ignored them and held Riley’s hands against the handles again. This time, there was no reaction. Riley was cold, most likely dead. He wouldn’t be able to power the Lance anymore. There was only one person left that could do it.


  “I’m not going to die in here.” Shel screamed, and he tossed Riley aside, grasping the Lance’s handles with his own hands.


  Jensen tried to get his hands on a bomb to throw at Shel and the Lance, but Renton was scrappier than he looked, and he put up a good fight, keeping Jensen away from the scattered bombs.


  The Lance’s ring spun once more, and the green sphere turned orange. It took only a few seconds for the Lance to return to where it had been before, orange sphere touching against the edges of the barrel. Shel fell forward, hands still tightly grasping the Lance’s handles, head lolling between his shoulders.


  The orange sphere turned into a beam of light that pierced the sky, swirling with every color of the rainbow, radiantly shifting from one color to the next. The beam struck the ceiling, and the Thrall let out a wail as the laser drilled through its barrier and flesh, giving off colorful sparks that lit the sky like stars.


  Jensen stopped fighting Renton and stared up, marveling at the intensity of the beam, at the miracle of the stars in the black sky. The Lance had fired, there was no reason to fight anymore. Renton felt the same, and he joined Jensen in watching the Lance do its work.


  The Lance’s beam broke through the Thrall’s ceiling, and as the light from the outside sky crept through the cracks in the flesh, Jensen covered his eyes from its blinding brightness. It got so bright he was forced to close his eyes completely, and while they were closed, he felt a shift in the air around him. It grew colder, wetter, and brighter. When he opened his eyes again, he was standing in the town square of Cliffridge, and the Thrall was gone.


  The buildings that had been destroyed were standing once again, the Lance was nowhere to be found, and the only evidence that anything had ever happened at all was Riley’s body, lying lifeless in the snow, and the building full of bodies nearby.


  * * *


  Everett arrived soon after the Thrall disappeared. Having come to look for his missing agents, he indeed found them in the square of Cliffridge, along with half a town’s worth of people who were scared and confused. It was a strange thing to happen upon, especially given that Darius and Riley had been sent to investigate the usual missing person’s case, and it appeared that there was no one missing here.


  There were dead, but not missing.


  A teenage boy stood in the center of town, next to the supposedly missing Collar. Shel was sitting on his bottom in the snow, staring blankly forward. His totem had no Aer left in it, an empty, useless husk.


  “It’s so quiet.” He said, and he didn’t react when Everett waved his hand in front of his face.


  The boy wasn’t saying anything either, though that was by choice and not from shock. He had his neck painted as if he was a Collar, but he had no totem, and Everett didn’t sense any Aer. Why had he been pretending to be a Collar?


  Everett wasn’t too worried. Someone from Cliffridge would be willing to explain what had happened. The most pressing thing Everett encountered was Riley, bleeding in the snow, and everything else had been secondary to that. A slight amount of Aer remained in his totem, and Collars were amazingly resilient. Everett knew enough first aid to keep Riley from bleeding out completely, but it was cold, and he had stained a lot of snow red.


  Bayard found Darius in the bar with the other dead bodies, and reported to Everett what he had found. It was a blow, but if Darius was gone, Everett had to give everything he had to saving Riley. There would be time to mourn later, when he knew exactly how many friends he would have to mourn.


  “Yeah, I need you to fly some EMTs out here. I need a VTOL, the train is too slow. This is an emergency.” Everett called in on his LINK.


  While he waited for the air support, he decided to take Shel and the boy into custody, until they could figure out what had happened. It wouldn’t take long for a VTOL to arrive, but it wasn’t time he was sure they had.


  * * *


  Riley dreamt of the worse and better days, when he was living in the Brink with Rain. Just after he had left Acadia, before he found his purpose as a Collar. When the world was just him and Rain, and that was all he wanted. He was warm, fur pressed against his skin, keeping each other alive. But that wasn’t right. They weren’t keeping each other alive.


  Riley knew that it was Rain keeping him alive, and it always had been. It always would be.


  Chapter 21 – Recession


  “We should just destroy it. Right?”


  The Lance was sitting unassumingly on Alyssa’s coffee table, and the pair sat side by side on the sofa, keeping an eye on it as if it had a personal grudge against them. They didn’t trust it.


  It was an inanimate object, it harbored them no ill will.


  “Obviously.”


  Neither moved from the couch.


  “Does seem like a waste, though.”


  “The Registry took the boy that made it into custody.”


  “What’s that got to do with us?”


  “He was a little screwy. Maybe he builds a new one for them.”


  “That would be unfortunate for you, but no downside for me, personally.”


  “Don’t you want to find out what is in InCorp’s vault?”


  “If we use this to open it, we’re just giving Freeman whatever is in there. Anyway, you said it was powered by Indicia, so how do you intend to fire it?”


  “Good point.”


  Jensen glanced up from the Lance at the four foot tall rabbit standing on the far side of the table, arms crossed, looking like a cartoon character.


  “I’ve been complaining since you stole the thing that you should just take it apart.” Sev tapped his large rabbit foot on the ground, winked at Alyssa, and then turned his frown back to Jensen.


  “Why did he just wink at me?” Alyssa asked.


  “Don’t ask me. He knows what’s going on in my head, not the other way around.” Jensen said.


  “Exactly, I know what you’re thinking. Now, it’s time we all threw this thing away and got out of town for a while until everything blows over.” Sev said. “And I winked at you because you’re pretty, I’m pretty…” He trailed off.


  “I thought Indicia were all gay.” Alyssa said after his implication dawned on her.


  “No, we’re all male. There’s a difference.” Sev said.


  “Getting a little off topic here.” Jensen said with an awkward cough.


  “Freeman wanted you to steal this weapon, right?” Alyssa asked. “How did he know about it?”


  “Vassals have eyes everywhere. He must’ve had someone in Cliffridge who knew about it. Maybe Shel? He was registered, but we do have allies in the Registry. Hell, maybe he paid the kid to make it in the first place.” Jensen said.


  “What is Freeman going to say when he knows you’re sitting on the Lance? Jensen, he helped InCorp kidnap you and held onto your totem for safekeeping, and that was when you were loyal to him. If he finds out you’re not working with him anymore?” Sev asked.


  “I don’t think it’ll take long for Freeman to learn that the Lance is missing, and if you’re missing, too, he will probably put two and two together.” Alyssa said.


  “Sev’s right. Let’s just take the thing apart.” Jensen stood up.


  He was blinded as the flash grenade exploded, fell back onto the couch, and couldn’t hear anything besides a high pitched ringing.


  One second. Two. Three. Four. Five seconds.


  As his vision began to return to him, he could see the shards of glass on the floor, the curtains blowing in the wind. Someone was exiting the window, it had been blown inward, with the Lance under arm. Jensen tried to stand to give chase, but he was dizzy, and he fell sideways, catching himself with his arms on the floor. He thought he heard a muffled gunshot as the ringing started to subside, turned to see Alyssa firing blindly out the window.


  Rising up, he held his hand out to tell her to stop shooting. She wouldn’t be able to hit anything while they were disoriented from the flash. By the time they would be able to give chase, it would be too late to find the thief.


  They stared at each other as their senses returned to normal.


  “We should have just destroyed it. Right?”


  “Obviously.”


  * * *


  Isaac woke up with his arm hanging out of the bed, hand on the floor. The blankets were bundled around Miria like a cocoon, leaving Isaac naked and cold in the chilly conditioned air of the apartment. He tugged at the blankets, but Miria had them in an iron grip. Stretching, yawning, he slid his feet to the floor and scratched the back of his head.


  The night before had been a first for Isaac, but he was surprised that he didn’t find it much different from his experiences with Indicia. Both had been a good time.


  A great time.


  Huh.


  With a sudden desire to cook Miria breakfast, Isaac rose into the warm sun cascading through the window. It took him a moment to locate his underwear, which had been flung aside quite passionately the night before. Making breakfast took longer, since Isaac had rarely cooked in his life, had no idea what he was doing, and no idea where any of Miria’s cooking tools were, nor how many of them worked.


  When Miria woke, she took a seat at her two chair dining table and watched him work. Isaac imagined it was entertaining, watching him struggle so much to cook eggs and bacon.


  “I’ve got to get to work eventually, Isaac.” Miria said after watching for some time.


  “That’s fine. I have to go pack up my things at the house.” Isaac said as he plated the burnt bacon and overdone eggs.


  “Have you decided if you’re going to move out of Bastion, yet?” Miria asked as she poked at the eggs with a fork.


  Isaac twirled his fork in the eggs, tried to pick up some bacon, but it shattered into crisp shards. “Probably.”


  “I know we’ve only been official for a few days, but we’ve been friends for just about a year.” Miria said. “I’ve got nothing holding me down here.”


  “You want to move with me?” Isaac asked, glancing up from his plate.


  “Not with you, no. Maybe to the same place as you. They need doctors wherever you go. Maybe not right away. But I thought it was worth thinking about.” Miria said.


  “Worth thinking about. Yeah.” Isaac smiled and ate his breakfast. He didn’t even notice how bad it tasted.


  * * *


  “My car, is it ready?” President Shaw asked without looking at Parker, who had just entered the office.


  “Yes, sir, whenever you are.” Parker said.


  “Let me just say that I find your inability to prevent the Vassal’s plans to be unacceptable. I will be reevaluating your position when I return.” Shaw was busy drafting a document on his computer. Smoke wafted up from the cigarette on his desk.


  Parker responded, flustered. “Sir, I can guarantee your safety and the safety of Nova. You certainly don’t need to go into hiding.”


  “Enough, we’ve discussed this. The past year has shown me that you like to over speak of your abilities. Nova will be safe, I’m sure of this. But I would prefer a vacation.” Shaw finished typing and returned to his cigarette.


  “A vacation. Yes, sir.” Parker nodded obediently.


  Shaw stood. “I haven’t gotten out of this rotten city in ages. It will be nice to get away for a while. No one else knows where we’re going?”


  “Yes, sir.” Parker said.


  “Good. I don’t want to leave things in Harland’s hands while I’m gone. Too much of a bleeding heart, that one. You will be in charge, but you will call me and ask me before you make any decisions.” Shaw put out the cigarette in the ashtray on his desk, and then dropped the husk on the floor.


  “Of course, President Shaw. Everything will be as usual, you’ll just be giving orders from off site. I understand.” Parker said.


  “If you don’t,” Shaw walked over and looked Parker in the eyes, which made the security chief shudder, “I’ll show you Nova, personally.”


  Parker nodded and, as Shaw exited the office, he scurried over to clean the dead cigarette off of the floor.


  * * *


  “It was really fucking weird.”


  Riley had looked better. He was in the hospital at the Registry, and he now knew how Isaac felt, having spent so much time under the watchful eyes of the Registry medical staff. Several days had passed since Cliffridge, and the doctors had been in and out constantly, poking and prodding him. Finally, there was a moment of peace, and Canaan came calling.


  “Fucking weird is our job, Riley.” Canaan said, sitting down next to Riley’s bed.


  “I know. But this was different weird. I’ve never run into a Thrall like this one. It…ate us.” Riley said.


  “How did you get out?” Canaan asked, straight to the point.


  “This kid, Renton, he invented a weapon. Called it the Lance.” Riley’s eyes widened as he thought about the machine draining Rain’s life out of him. For a second, he felt like it was still tugging at his insides. “It’s powered by Indicia. Shoots a damn powerful laser, but it kills the user’s Indicia.”


  “It is not good that technology like that exists.” Canaan said, nodding to Chase who stood on the far side of the bed.


  “We’ve got Renton in custody. He isn’t talking, but we’ve got Collars that can get inside his head. He won’t be able to keep any secrets from us. We’ve also got the Collar who was resident in Cliffridge. Shel. He ain’t doing so well, though.” Chase said.


  “I don’t know what happened after I got stabbed. I passed out.” Riley wiggled his toes, shifting the blanket.


  “We’ll find out from Renton. We need to know where that weapon went.” Canaan said.


  “How powerful was it?” Chase asked.


  “It was bad.” Riley said.


  “Not to mention the possibility of weapons that kill Indicia. If that were turned into an offensive capability, instead of auxiliary, it could be devastating.” Canaan said.


  “It took a long time to charge up.” Riley said. “But Renton is a smart kid. He might be able to speed it up.”


  “What should we do?” Chase asked, looking at both Riley and Canaan. “Should we just wipe him out?”


  “He’s too smart. That would be a waste. For now, we’ll try to win him over to our side. If he is too resistant to that, we’ll have to consider alternatives.” Canaan said.


  “Where’s Isaac?” Riley asked, changing the subject abruptly. “He hasn’t come to see me yet.”


  “After you left for Cliffridge, Isaac retired. We offered him the chance to put his totem in a Lockbox; after what Tyloki did to Dominic, something had to be done. I haven’t seen him since then.” Canaan said.


  “He quit?” Riley took a deep breath. He didn’t say what he felt, but he knew that Chase and Canaan could see it on his face. “Oh.”


  Canaan and Chase continued the conversation, but Riley was distracted.


  He quit?


  [I don’t think it’s that much of a surprise. Tyloki was not nice to him.]


  No, but I thought Isaac was a survivor. He just went and quit.


  [He really wanted to talk to you before you left. That must have been what he wanted to talk about.]


  Why didn’t you tell me?


  [You said you didn’t want to see him.]


  That’s different.


  [You truly didn’t want to see him. Trust me, I would know.]


  I want to see him now.


  [I know. We’ll go visit him when you’re better.]


  “Make sure you take your time getting better.” Canaan said, patting the side of the bed. “If I’d known what I was sending you into at Cliffridge, this wouldn’t have happened. We’re lucky you’ll be able to walk again, and that’s my fault. I don’t normally act with as little information as I had.”


  “That’s my job. To gather information. It might not have been one of the disappearances we’ve been looking into, but it was worth it. There are people that would’ve been dead if I hadn’t been there. If Darius hadn’t…” Riley swallowed. “A Thrall killed him. That’s what happens to Collars.”


  “Hopefully not before they save a life or two.” Canaan said.


  “We’ll stop the Thralls. I don’t know how yet, but we will.” Chase said.


  “And then everyone that’s died fighting them, it’ll mean something.” Riley nodded emphatically.


  Riley had rarely talked motivations with Canaan and Chase. Since the day they met, their desires were mostly unspoken, though that didn’t mean they were unknown. Riley followed Canaan because it was a chance to save lives.


  Every Collar carried, deep inside, the desire and the hope that someday the Thralls would be gone for good.


  * * *


  The shadows were fuller than ever in the dark room, cloaking Freeman in the darkness like a shroud. Lights glimmered from the computer bank in the corner, but otherwise, the old man kept the room full dark. He took a deep breath, eyes fixed on the table before him, on which sat the entire plan.


  It had been in the works for years, and it felt surreal that it was finally coming to fruition. Having just received the final piece, the Lance, Freeman was walking through the plan in his head, ensuring there were no holes. He could think of only one or two possible hitches, but they would have to be dealt with when they came up.


  Annoyingly, Freeman had been required to send someone to retrieve the Lance from Jensen, but the old man had only sent Jensen to get the Lance in the first place as a test of his loyalty. As soon as he didn’t bring it back, Freeman knew he had to cut him off and take the Lance himself.


  The darkness was a comfort, as if Anje had his arms wrapped around the old man protectively. Yellow eyes blinked in the shadows beside Freeman.


  Freeman was an old man, indeed. Collars liked to remark that one would never see old Collars around, because they died young. There was a reason that Freeman had not died young. He was smart, careful. And then there was Anje. Freeman had met Anje so long ago, it felt like another lifetime. The world had been different then, it was before the Thrall Campaign, before everything went to Hell. Everyone liked to pretend that things were better now, but they weren’t the same as they had been, not yet.


  Freeman intended to fix that.


  He was going to put the world back the way it was, before the Brink. Before Bastion. Before the walls surrounded the city, when Bastion had a different name.


  The old man had it all figured out, and he finally had all the pieces he needed to pull it off. Freeman was going to do more than save the world. He was going to bring it back to prosperity.


  There was just one thing he needed, first. One small change that needed to be made to the Lance. Then everything would be ready.


  Then everything would change.


  * * *


  “I didn’t know I owned so much crap.” Isaac said as he put the last of his clothes in a box.


  For the most part, his clothes from before wouldn’t fit anymore. He was larger than he used to be, after training at the Registry. He paused as he saw the armor hanging at the back of the closet, the retracted staff leaning on the wall.


  “I did. All you did since Dad died was collect crap.” Sera sniped as she walked past the door to his room.


  “I was trying to fill a gap!” He called after her, but she was gone down the hallway.


  Wouldn’t mind just lighting some of this stuff on fire.


  There was no response.


  Of course there wasn’t. I’m the only one in here.


  Picking up the armor, Isaac held it in the air and looked it over. There was no wearing it anymore. It was destroyed. That was okay, Isaac didn’t want to wear it. It was part of the past, and he was moving on. Moving away. Moving out of the city where so many bad things had happened. Moving into a new city, a new life. When Edgar died, Isaac was content to sit alone in the darkness. What he hadn’t realized was that he wasn’t alone, there were other people in the darkness with him. Sera, but more than just Sera.


  It was meeting Tyloki that caused Isaac to start clawing his way out of the dark, and out into…something else. Something new. But even though he was leaving with Sera and his family, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he was leaving other people in the darkness. People that would think they were alone there, as he had. People that wouldn’t know how to find their way out.


  “Not the only gap you filled.” Sera said as she passed back by his door.


  Isaac growled, shoving his tattered armor into the box. “Come here and say that to my face!” He shouted with a smile, but Sera was already back at her room.


  His mother walked by and smiled at him warmly before returning to her own packing.


  It was a good thing that they were leaving. Together, as a family.


  Isaac couldn’t be happier.


  When the doorbell rang, he grabbed the retracted staff instinctually, extended it to its full length before he even processed what the sound had been. He took a deep breath and shortened the staff.


  “I’ll get it!” His mother said, and she passed his bedroom on her way to the front door. “It’s for you, Isaac.”


  Wondering if Miria had come to visit him, though realizing it was unlikely as she had to work, brought a flutter to his chest. He swung out the door into the hallway, and saw that it wasn’t Miria in the threshold. Isaac wasn’t sure how he felt, seeing Alkaid in the doorway. The cat was wearing his usual yellow hoodie, too large and covering down to his knees. It was good to see Alkaid, the cat had once caused the same sort of butterflies in his stomach that Isaac now felt for Miria, but in truth, Isaac wanted to move on without seeing his old friends anymore.


  The friends he was leaving in the darkness.


  “Thanks, Mom.” Isaac said as he walked towards Alkaid with a quivering smile.


  “Isaac.” The cat said smoothly, standing just outside the doorway.


  “Hi.” Isaac said.


  “How are you?” Alkaid asked.


  “I’m good.” Isaac said, and then after a moment of silence, “Do you want to come in?”


  “You don’t want me to come in. So let’s talk outside, if you don’t mind.” Alkaid said, and he welcomed Isaac out the door as if he was inviting him in.


  Isaac joined Alkaid on the street outside, hands in his pockets, trying to look casual. He didn’t feel casual.


  “I heard you were leaving Bastion. Good for you.” Alkaid said.


  “Thanks. I…want to start over. Again.” Isaac said, looking at everything but the cat.


  “Never too late to start over. Though I do think that if one is going to start over, they should close the book on the previous chapter.” Alkaid said.


  “Close the book?” Isaac asked, glancing sideways at the cat.


  “Oh, yes.” Alkaid was grinning broadly. “Otherwise you’ll be writing two books at once. You might get confused about which one you’re trying to work on. So I think it’s best to dot your i’s, cross your t’s, and close the book definitively. If you’re going to leave, that is.”


  “You’re not going to ask me to come back?” Isaac asked, only half understanding the metaphor.


  “No, I’m not. I want what is best for you, Isaac. I’ve never once said that you have to be a fighter to be happy. I just want you to be…” Alkaid stopped and waited.


  Isaac glanced at the cat again, found him staring expectantly. He turned his gaze and fixed it on the cat’s eyes.


  “I just want you to be happy, Isaac. Tyloki wasn’t a good fit for you. I understand why you’re leaving. I’m not in your head the way Tyloki was, the way I could be, but that doesn’t mean I don’t understand people. You could try again with a different Indicia, but that doesn’t always work so well. I think going now is the right thing, I really do.” Alkaid said.


  Isaac blushed, embarrassed by the cat’s speech, by what he felt looking into Alkaid’s eyes. “I figured everyone would tell me to come back.”


  “We could all see that Tyloki wasn’t right for you. I don’t think anyone is really surprised by what happened. I’ve been to see him. He knows what he did to Dominic was wrong, but he thought you were dying. He thought he was dying. So he lost himself in his flames one last time. You pulled through, and I don’t think he knew quite what to do after that.” Alkaid said.


  Isaac crossed his arms. “You came to say goodbye, then?”


  “I came to ask you something. As your friend.” Alkaid said. “I want you to come say goodbye to your other friends. Riley is back from his trip outside the city, but he almost didn’t make it. He’s in the hospital.” Alkaid said.


  Gritting his teeth, Isaac looked away from Alkaid again. “I can’t go see him. He didn’t want to see me before he left.”


  “You’re friends. The least you can do is go say goodbye before you go. Isaac, you don’t see many old Collars around for a reason. You might never see him or Archer again. You should go say what needs to be said before you go.” Alkaid said. “Pretend you’re going to visit Miria. I don’t think you’ll have any trouble getting into medical.”


  “I’ll think about it.” Isaac said. “Thanks for coming to see me.”


  “I don’t think this is the last time you’ll see me, Isaac.” Alkaid said with a smirk.


  “Goodbye, Alkaid.” Isaac said, turning around.


  He stopped when he felt Alkaid’s paw on his shoulder. The cat wrapped his arms around Isaac’s sides, and rested his head on Isaac’s shoulder. “In another world, maybe.”


  “Huh?” Isaac asked, but he remained still, enjoying the cat’s warmth.


  “Maybe.” Alkaid repeated, and he pulled away.


  By the time Isaac looked behind him, the cat was gone.


  * * *


  “You need to tell the Director or someone what is going on.” Jensen was agitated, looking around spastically.


  “You haven’t told me what is going on yet.” Rufus took a drink, leaned back in his chair.


  The pair were at the usual cafe where they would meet to exchange information. It wasn’t far from Jensen’s apartment, where he intended to go hide until the Lance situation blew over.


  “Freeman, the leader of a radical group of Vassals, has acquired a weapon known as the Lance, and he intends to launch a siege on InCorp in order to use the Lance to open an unbreakable vault hidden in the basement. I don’t know what is down there, but the Lance is what got us out of the Thrall in Cliffridge, ask…what was his name, Riley, ask him. So if Freeman needs the Lance to get into the vault, it isn’t good. I did what I could to stop him, but he took the Lance anyway. I’m out. But the Registry needs to do something.” Jensen rambled.


  “Now that you need us, the Registry is okay?” Rufus asked smugly.


  “Stop it. The fact that we exchange information is proof of at least the smallest alliance. We’re not at war. The Vassals exist to fill an oversight in the Registry’s system. I’m appealing to you for help in a situation that has gotten out of control.” Jensen said.


  Rufus took another drink. “I can take this information to Canaan. That’s the best I can give you. But there is something I want in return.”


  “What is it?” Jensen asked.


  “My family is moving out of Bastion. Where they’re going, there isn’t as strong Registry presence. I’m willing to bet there are plenty of Vassals there, though. I want you to get in touch with them, make sure my family is safe.” Rufus said.


  “Sure, no problem. Just make sure you guys do something about Freeman.” Jensen put a memory card on the table. “This is everything I can tell you. Freeman’s house, a map. Get in and get the Lance. Or find out where he has it. You need to do something.”


  Rufus picked up the memory card. “Okay.”


  “If you get the Lance, destroy it.” Jensen said.


  “That’s not my call to make.” Rufus said.


  “Whoever has the Lance needs to make that call. I made a mistake when I didn’t destroy it. It’s bad, it needs to go. No matter what.” Jensen said.


  “I’ll keep that in mind.” Rufus said. He pocketed the memory card.


  Upon leaving, Jensen planned on going to his apartment to hide, but he found this new conscience thing to be bugging him. Making him feel anxious about sitting around.


  [There is something else you could do.]


  I know, you don’t have to remind me.


  [At least Alyssa is doing her part, too.]


  Jensen groaned, and he got to work. Being a good guy was so much less fun than being neutral.


  * * *


  Isaac stopped as he stepped into the doorway to Riley’s room. It was unusual, being on the other side of the equation. He was used to being the one in the hospital bed, hooked up to machines and being watched by doctors. It was part of the reason he was getting out of Bastion. No more accelerated healing without Tyloki, after all.


  He stumbled forward as Archer bumped into him from behind, forcing him into the room. Archer walked in calmly behind him and sat on the far side of Riley’s bed.


  “The old band, back together. Minus one.” Riley said with a smile.


  “I never liked him, anyway.” Archer said.


  “No sympathy there, he kidnapped my sister and tried to kill me. Almost did.” Isaac said, and then he smirked, sitting across from Archer.


  “Bullshit.” Archer said, and Isaac and Riley both turned to him with raised eyebrows. “Dominic couldn’t have killed any of us, no matter how hard he tried. Too weak.”


  Isaac and Riley laughed in unison, and Archer reached inside the jacket of his uniform and pulled out a chrome flask. After taking a drink from it, he held it out to the other two.


  Riley took it, pretended to drink, and then passed it Isaac. Isaac took a long swig.


  “So you’re leaving.” Riley said.


  “Yeah. Got a nice place. Not in the Brink, if that’s what you’re thinking. Growing city on the coast a little ways west.” Isaac said.


  “At least you’re not moving to Acadia.” Riley said.


  “What’s wrong with Acadia?” Isaac asked.


  “Fanatics.” Riley said, taking another pretend drink from the flask before passing it back to Archer.


  “We had some good times.” Isaac said. “You guys pulled me out of a dark place.”


  “Us and Tyloki.” Archer said.


  “Yeah, you guys and that asshole.” Isaac agreed.


  “Guess it’s over now, though.” Riley said.


  “We’ll find new members, and the group will keep going until we’re both dead.” Archer said.


  “Won’t be anytime soon. I intend to live a long life. I got stabbed in the spine and I can still walk.” Riley did a fist pump.


  “I was really more a tourist here, I think.” Isaac said. “But thanks for having me while it lasted.”


  “You weren’t a tourist.” Archer said. “You were a brother.”


  Isaac smiled sheepishly.


  “Any idea what you’re going to be doing in your new life?” Riley asked.


  “Not yet. I don’t have to do anything, I mean, for money. But that just means I need to figure out what I really want to do with my life. I just realized that I want to live my life, so I’m still a bit short on what I want to do with it.” Isaac said.


  “Fair enough.” Archer said. “Don’t lose our LINKs. If you need anything, you give us a call.”


  “Ditto.” Riley said. “We don’t forget our friends.”


  Isaac would keep their LINKs, but he knew this would be the last time they were together, drinking in good spirits. If he did call them, it would be in an emergency. So this was their last hurrah. This was the last page in the book, as Alkaid would say.


  “What about Miria?” Riley asked.


  “She might move with me, actually.” Isaac scratched the back of his head.


  “Oh, really?” Riley grinned. “It’s getting pretty serious, then?”


  “I don’t know. I guess.” Isaac shrugged. “It’s good. It’s great.”


  “Don’t be coy. You’ll be a better father than you had.” Archer said.


  “Who said anything about having kids?” Isaac said with a laugh.


  “If it doesn’t happen on purpose, it’ll happen on accident.” Riley said. “You two seem like the type. You’re a good pair.”


  “You two are getting way ahead of yourselves!” Isaac said.


  “Whatever you end up doing,” Archer stood up, “you’ll probably be better at that than you were at fighting, when you started. Anyway, I’ve got a class to teach. Can’t stay.”


  Archer held out his hand, and Isaac gave it a firm shake. That was all they needed, and Archer left the room. Riley and Isaac sat in silence for a moment. Then they spoke at the same time.


  “Isaac.” Riley said.


  “Riley.” Isaac said.


  “You go first.” They tried to say at the same time, and they both shut up at the same time.


  “Why don’t you drink?” Isaac asked.


  “Oh, that? Me and alcohol don’t get along too well. I don’t like to be a drag on everyone else, and I like to prove to myself that I’m in control, so I don’t mind holding a drink. I just don’t drink it.” Riley explained.


  “I wish Edgar could have done that. He couldn’t walk past alcohol without getting drunk.” Isaac said.


  “Some people just don’t need help being assholes.” Riley said knowingly.


  “You were going to say something.” Isaac said.


  “I wanted to say something before you go.” Riley said. “I almost died. You’ve almost died a few times. So I wanted to tell you, before you go, because as much bravado as I might have, I’ll probably die sooner than later.”


  “Okay, go ahead.” Isaac said.


  “I…” Riley said, and he took a deep breath. He looked at the wall, not at Isaac. “I…”


  “You…” Isaac said.


  “I know what you did with Rain, the other day.” Riley said with a wink and a smirk.


  “He told you? It…I…it wasn’t…” Isaac stammered. Of course Rain told Riley. “It wasn’t…”


  “It’s okay. We do that sort of thing. He enjoyed himself, you enjoyed yourself. No reason to think about it any harder than that.” Riley said. “I just wanted to see you blush one more time before you go.”


  Isaac was blushing, indeed. “Don’t tell Miria, please.”


  “No, but I might tell Sera.” Riley said.


  “Even worse!” Isaac said.


  The two talked for a while more, and Isaac only wanted to smother Riley with his pillow once or twice. It was like they were friends, and they would be for a while to come. It wasn’t as if Isaac was moving away within the week. It wasn’t as if Riley was keeping his feelings secret from Isaac. It was fun, and fun was something that Isaac sorely needed.


  * * *


  “We’re almost there, sir.” Parker said to Shaw, who was sitting in the back seat. He glanced at the old man in the rearview mirror.


  Their trip had taken the outside the walls of Bastion and along dirt roads leading far away from the city. No one besides Parker and Shaw knew where this house was, and it was nestled on the edge of the Brink, hidden in a thick forest that most wouldn’t venture into without a good reason.


  The house itself was equipped with the latest automated defense systems, and so Parker was sure that Shaw would be safe during his stay.


  As no one else knew where Shaw was located, it would protect him from the Vassals that might target him to damage InCorp.


  “I always forget how annoyingly long the drive out here is. I would have preferred to take a VTOL.” Shaw complained.


  “This was more discreet, sir.” Parker assured him, pulling the car up to the side of the mansion.


  It was an impressively sized house, built to specifications that no one used anymore, far more rooms than one person could ever possibly use. The perfect place to get away from Bastion for a vacation.


  “Of course. No one knows where I am.” Shaw said as he waited for Parker to open the door.


  Parker got out of the vehicle and circled to Shaw’s door, which he opened and waited for the old man to get out.


  “Yes, sir.” Parker assured him.


  “Allow me to remind you once more. You will be in constant contact with me, and any decisions made in my absence will be made by me. If I return and find that you moved my ashtray without asking me, there will be problems. Is that understood?” Shaw said, not looking at Parker as he stepped out of the car.


  “Understood, sir.” Parker said.


  Not looking at Parker would prove to be a mistake on Shaw’s part.


  “That is all, then. You may be on your way.” Shaw said, walking towards the front door of the house. He didn’t need luggage, the place had been fully furnished and equipped since it was built, and Parker could bring him any more deliveries he might need, groceries and the like.


  “One more thing, sir.” Parker said.


  “What?” Shaw asked, annoyed that he had to stop.


  If Shaw had looked at Parker, he may have noticed the intent in the security chief’s eyes. He may have noticed the gun that Parker had pulled out of its holster. He wouldn’t have been as surprised by the rap rap rap as the gun was fired at him. But he was surprised as he fell forward, onto his face.


  Parker walked over to Shaw’s body, which was shuddering on the ground. The old man couldn’t even speak. Before firing the last shot, Parker withdrew a cigarette butt from his pocket and dropped it on Shaw’s back.


  No one else knew where Shaw was, besides Parker. And Parker was in charge until Shaw returned. Given what Parker knew what was to come to pass in the next few days, it wouldn’t be difficult to seize complete control over InCorp. The reason that Parker had been unable to locate the Vassal mole inside InCorp was because it was him. That didn’t mean he had loyalties to the Vassals, of course.


  They had served their purpose. Upon their siege on his building, they expected him to turn off the building’s automated defenses and stand down the security personnel, as he had done for them during their trial run. These were not things he intended to do. His deal with the Vassals was through, and he had his own plan for how things would progress now. He got back in the car and left Shaw alone in the woods, in the Brink, with nothing and no one, dead and meaningless.


  * * *


  Few knew of the storm that was to come. Rufus reported what Jensen had told him to Canaan. Jensen himself knew, as did Alyssa. Parker and Freeman knew, they’d worked together on the beginning of their plans, though neither knew the full extent of the other’s plan. It was finally time for the events to come to pass that had begun months ago, shortly after Isaac had first met Tyloki.


  Everything had been moving forward toward an inevitable end, and there was nothing that could be done to stop it. Inevitable only because no one that knew anything knew enough to prevent it. Ignorant of any of this, Isaac sat on the couch in Miria’s apartment. They watched a movie together, and didn’t think about Collars or Vassals or Thralls. It wasn’t his life anymore.


  He was happy, and he was glad that he had gone to say goodbye to Riley and Archer. Alkaid had been right, it felt nice to close that book once and for all.


  It was finally here, the future he thought would never come. The life that Edgar had convinced him was impossible. The world wasn’t dark or bad, it just was. It was however you looked at it. However you believed it to be.


  “I’m going to go get some tea.” Miria said, pausing the movie. “Want any?”


  “No thanks.” Isaac said, and he smiled as he watched Miria disappear into the kitchen.


  Isaac was wrong. The world wasn’t what he believed it to be. At the beginning, he believed it to be dark and wearisome, but that was wrong. It wasn’t all bad. Now he believed in good, and happiness. But that was also wrong, because the world was both, good and bad, light and dark. And in being happy, Isaac tried to pretend that the darkness was behind him. That it had nothing left to do with him.


  He was wrong.


  “I think I’m going to use the new set you got–” Miria said, and she stopped mid-sentence. Porcelain shattered.


  Isaac was on his feet in seconds. Over the couch. Around the corner into the kitchen. He didn’t understand what he saw. The kitchen was empty.


  Miria was gone.


  Shards of the porcelain pottery that Isaac had bought Miria littered the ground, but there was no sign of Miria.


  Upon closer inspection, Isaac could see a strange sight, a sort of swirling black powder in the air around the broken cup. It was almost funnel shaped, like a small black tornado. It spun and spun, unaffected by the breeze caused by the air conditioning. Isaac stared at the scene with a slack jaw.


  Miria was gone.


  The thought filled his head, it was all he could think.


  Where did she go?


  There was no response. Of course there wasn’t. He was the only one in there.


  “Miria?” He asked, and there was no answer.


  All there was, a broken cup and a swirling black cloud.


  The darkness wasn’t done with Isaac yet.


  Chapter 22 – Revision


  The day would begin and end quietly, as a leaf caught in a maelstrom might be picked up and whisked off somewhere far away, with no idea of how to return to where from it came. The middle would be loud, and at the end of the day, would leave those involved with their hands on their ears, trying to hear again in the silence that would follow. That was certain, after the day was done, no one would know how to get back to where they came from. It would be one of those days where the world seemed to have changed, and the lives of the people changed with it.


  Freeman had his people begin taking position before the sun rose. It was murky twilight in a chilling cold as the front line of Freeman’s Vassals hid on rooftops and in alleyways on the approach to the InCorp building. Though there were not entrances from each side, not public entrances, at least, there was still an even distribution of Vassals around the circumference of the building.


  Freeman himself kept back, watching the events go down from his dark room in the mansion, camera feeds filling him in on anything that was happening to his Vassals at InCorp coming in on a bank of screens projected on the back wall. Because of this necessity, Freeman needed to know what was going on, the room was far more brightly lit than it usually would have been. Faint yellow eyes peered at Freeman out of the dark corner of the room.


  Anje didn’t appreciate too much light.


  Before the invasion could begin, Freeman simply needed to wait a bit longer. He needed to make sure that the Registry was also moving it’s vanguard into position alongside his own well hidden Vassals. When the Registry began moving into position, then the Vassals could begin.


  It would be up to Parker to disable the InCorp building defenses, else the automated systems would likely kill everyone in the building, if the last siege had been any indication. A stroke of luck, that had been. Only that boy stepping in kept the building from purging everyone inside in order to kill the multiplicitous Thrall.


  It didn’t matter, of course, if Parker kept up his end of the bargain. It was inconsequential. Only one more obstacle stood between Freeman and what he had sought for years. A revolution, a return to the old ways. Vassals were not lower class citizens, and Collars shouldn’t be mercenary prisoners. There was a time when Collars were revered, not as divinity like in Acadia, but as the powerful, the famous, and the protectors of the city. They fought a war, and it was bloody, it was horrific, and everything changed.


  Freeman had a different idea for how to run the city. He was going to change it all back. It changed in blood once, so it would take blood to change it again.


  * * *


  Isaac hadn’t noticed until just then how much Tyloki’s fire inside him helped regulate his body temperature. He could see his breath as he shivered his way through the front door of the Registry tower. The glass panels that made up the front of the lobby were fogged over, and outside, a thick fog hung low over the city streets. The Registry tower was, after all, at the top of a city built onto a mountain.


  Inside, the Registry felt oddly like the train station in the middle of the night, with few passengers and lights that were a bit too bright. Isaac winced at them as he looked around and tried to place exactly what was wrong with the scene. Even this early in the morning, especially this early in the morning, the lobby of the Registry shouldn’t have been so empty.


  It was nearly deserted, but not completely empty. A small group of normal people huddled around the security checkpoint, seemingly arguing with the humorless security guard. He approached but kept his distance, trying to discern what was happening without getting involved. As it happened, they were non-Collars who needed to get access to the lower levels of the Registry for their day jobs as servers or cooks in the restaurants, or retailers in the shops.


  Isaac rubbed his hands on his uppers arms as he watched the group. It was cold inside, too. If non-Collars couldn’t get in, whatever the reason, he wouldn’t be able to get in. Previously, he had gotten in using a guest pass, but the guard knew him; almost everyone knew him. But no guest passes, no entry.


  That wouldn’t do. Miria was gone, disappeared into literal thin air. It couldn’t wait, no matter what was happening. Isaac looked up, thinking about his options. The Registry tower was an empty cylinder most of the way up, with balconies extending up into the darkness further than Isaac could see. He didn’t need to get all the way up, just past security.


  Getting past Registry security couldn’t be easy, since as far as Isaac was aware, it hadn’t happened in quite some time. Even if you did manage to get past the guard, the building was filled to the brim with the city’s best fighters. Bastion’s guardians.


  If they wanted to stop you, they would.


  Unless they weren’t around. Isaac looked around again at the mostly empty lobby. Almost no Indicia walking around tantalizingly as they usually did, only a few scattered about the seats and lounge areas in the corners of the huge atrium, sitting in wait with their Collars. Waiting for what?


  Waiting for what?


  Something was definitely going on.


  Isaac ran his fingers along the blue brand on his neck. Whatever it was, he wouldn’t be able to help.


  “Eesh, didn’t expect to see you here today. Anyone ever tell you that you’ve got sort of a magnetic pull towards trouble?” A gravelly voice growled in Isaac’s ear.


  He turned calmly, arms crossed over his chest to keep warm. “I just wanted to come lodge a complaint about how cold it is in here.”


  “I think the heater is set to allow for the place to be packed with people. As you can see, not packed.” Shir said, waving his clawed paws around the room at all of the emptiness.


  “Alright, well, fix that. Get everyone to come back.” Isaac complained, having to look up at the saber tooth much as he used to look up at Tyloki, though Shir felt less threatening.


  “No can do. They’re on a secret mission.” Shir winked at Isaac. “No entry to the Registry today, either. Not till everyone gets back.”


  “Secret mission? What kind of secret?” Isaac asked.


  “Oh ho, you’re tricky. I’ll trade you.” Shir smirked, which served to accentuate his large tusk-like teeth.


  “I’m not sure I want to trade what you want to trade.” Isaac smirked back, exhaling a cloud of steam.


  “I’ll gladly pay you today for some company on Tuesday.” Shir said.


  “Sorry, I’m not certain I’ll be alive on Tuesday. My life is in constant peril. I wouldn’t feel right making arrangements like that and then backing out by dying.” Isaac said.


  “Do you plan to die?” Shir asked, a look of horror on his face, afraid that he had tread on fragile ground.


  Isaac grinned wider. “No, I don’t plan to die. Shir, I need to talk to Canaan. Now. He won’t answer his LINK.”


  “Canaan is probably the last person on the planet you’ll get to talk to today.” Shir said.


  “From the looks of this place, that makes sense.” Isaac nodded, turning in a circle. “I just need to get past security, then I’ll take care of the rest myself.”


  “I’m more of a mascot than anything.” Shir said. “I couldn’t get you past that guy if I wanted.”


  “What is his deal, anyway?” Isaac asked, in regards to the serious security guard. It was always the same guy, every day, all day. And he never smiled.


  “He’s just boring. Anyway,” Shir glanced upwards, “forget about it. Let’s solve your problem.”


  “You have an idea?” Isaac asked.


  “Depends on what I get for it.” Shir said.


  “What do you want?” Isaac asked. When Shir started, Isaac held up his hand and cut him off. “Don’t say you want to sleep with me.”


  Shir frowned and looked down. He chewed on his lip as he thought it over. “Just a kiss, then. Our last one was magical.”


  “Our last kiss was awkward and creepy. You stole it, if you’ll remember.” Isaac said. “Tell me your idea, first, and then we’ll talk.”


  Instead of explaining, Shir stepped closer to Isaac and lifted him up, one arm under his knees, one arm behind his back. Isaac felt, embarrassingly, like a damsel being rescued by a dashing hero. Shir was quite dashing. The saber tooth was warm where he pressed against Isaac, a respite from the cold air. Isaac leaned in closer to the tiger’s chest. Powerful legs bent, and in a jolting lurch, Shir jumped.


  Easily clearing to the balcony of the first floor, he landed and held onto Isaac with a grin.


  “That worked.” Isaac said, not making a move to get out of Shir’s arms.


  “It did. Now, I can jump you back down, or you can give me something in return. It’s only polite.” Shir said.


  Isaac rolled his eyes visibly. “I’m not sleeping with you.”


  “Says you. You might not have a choice, if you don’t do something else to make it worth my while.” Shir growled playfully.


  “Make it worth your while?” Isaac asked.


  Wanting to get a move on, Isaac needed to get this over with. He reached up and placed his hand on the side of Shir’s face, stroked through the fur. With closed eyes, Isaac leaned up and pressed his lips to Shir’s. It was a passionate kiss, forceful and lusty, as he ran his tongue over Shir’s sharp teeth, making sure to feel the long saber teeth fully. As they kissed, and Shir pressed his tongue into Isaac’s mouth, making it tingle, the tiger slowly lowered Isaac’s feet to the floor.


  When Isaac had solid footing, he pulled back from the kiss and opened his eyes. To his surprise, Shir looked stunned.


  “That’ll do.” Isaac said.


  “For now.” Shir winked at Isaac.


  Isaac brushed his hand over his lips, wiping away some stray saliva. Holding his hand up to wave at Shir, he made his way past the various lounges on the first floor to the elevator. They were still working, which was a surprise, since Isaac expected his day to be one of those that just wouldn’t stop being bullshit.


  A good kiss, and the elevators still worked. Besides Miria being completely disappeared, Isaac’s day was going pretty well.


  The day stopped going as smoothly when he stepped off the elevator into the reception room outside Canaan’s office. Leia, Canaan’s secretary, looked up from her desk without amusement.


  Isaac looked at her, and then to the door to Canaan’s office.


  “Canaan isn’t receiving visitors right now.” Leia said.


  “That is unfortunate. I need to talk to him.” Isaac said.


  “It’ll have to wait. I’ve got an appointment on Tuesday open.” Leia said.


  “Sorry, no good. I’m not certain I’ll be alive Tuesday.” Isaac said. “I have to talk to him now.”


  “I’m sorry, Tuesday is the earliest available appointment. Director Canaan is a busy man.” Leia said.


  “I have information. About the thing that’s happening right now. The thing that all the Collars are gone at.” Isaac said. It was a gamble, a terrible lie, but maybe it’d work.


  “You have information about ‘the thing’? Oh me, I’m sorry for holding you up. Director Canaan needs to know about ‘the thing’. Tell me and I’ll deliver it right to him.” Leia said facetiously.


  “I can’t tell you. It’s very, very classified. Like, super classified.” Isaac said.


  “I’m sure.” Leia nodded emphatically. “Well, I hope ‘the thing’ lasts until Tuesday. Because you’re not getting in there without an appointment.”


  Isaac started trying to think of a fitting comeback when the office door opened, and Director Canaan stood waiting.


  “I’ll see him now, Leia. I doubt if he’ll go away before then.” Director Canaan adjusted his glasses and waved Isaac into the office.


  Isaac couldn’t help but stick his tongue out at Leia as he entered. When the door closed behind him, he was walking just next to Canaan through the large office, towards the desk at the far end.


  “Where is she?” Isaac asked.


  “I have absolutely zero idea what you’re talking about. Who?” Canaan asked.


  “Miria.” Isaac said.


  Canaan looked at him blankly.


  “Miria. Dr. Miria Ross.” Isaac said. “She’s a doctor here at the Registry.”


  “I apologize if I’m not personally familiar with every employee of this building. There are thousands. Now, start from the beginning. Why would you think I’m the person to come to about your missing friend?” Canaan said.


  “She was more than a friend…” Isaac said. They stopped in front of the desk. Canaan leaned on the front of the desk. Isaac was too agitated to sit.


  “I’m a busy man, Isaac. If you can’t explain why you’re here…” Canaan said.


  “I was with Miria at her apartment, and she disappeared. All that was left was a…black mist.” Isaac said. When he mentioned the black mist, Canaan perked up visibly. He started listening.


  “Don’t you have a problem with losing women?” Canaan said condescendingly. “Chase, will you check for me?”


  “Check what?” Isaac asked, looking around for Chase, but he didn’t see him.


  Canaan was clearly thinking something in his head, having an internal conversation with Chase that Isaac wasn’t privy to. Afterwards, when Canaan’s attention was back on reality, he nodded at Isaac. His face was grim.


  “It’s time I told you a truth, Isaac. I would rather not, it’s not something I want getting out and about beyond the Registry. But I’ve gotten to know you, and I know you won’t let it go until you’re satisfied. That would be more trouble than it is worth.” Canaan said.


  “A truth? Does this have to do with why you were at the InCorp meeting before the siege, the one about my sponsor?” Isaac asked. He’d been hounding Canaan for answers since they met, he felt on the verge of success.


  “Vaguely.” Canaan said. “It’s sort of a tangential connection.”


  “Why can’t you ever speak clearly?” Isaac asked.


  “Because the truth isn’t a clear thing.” Canaan said.


  “The truth is simple.” Isaac said.


  “Far from it.” Canaan stood up straight. “What I tell you can go nowhere else. You can tell no one else. Otherwise, I’ll have to deal with you the way I deal with others who find out things that I don’t want them to know.”


  “Is that a threat?” Isaac asked.


  “There are Collar abilities that are listed in public directories, and there are Collar abilities that are not. Just trust me when I say that you don’t want to run into the ones that are not.” Canaan assured him. “Isaac, for some time now, I’ve had some of my better agents investigating a series of disappearances. Everett, Darius, Riley. They’re a team that, on the surface, is an Internal Affairs department. But underneath, they secretly investigate these disappearances.”


  “Riley?” Isaac said.


  “That was why I sent him to Cliffridge. I believed there to be one of these disappearances there.” Canaan said. “That wasn’t the case, of course, it was just a Thrall. In the cases of these vanishings, the people are gone without a trace, except for a certain black residue.”


  “Miria disappeared and all there was, was the black mist.” Isaac nodded.


  “I’m sorry to say this, but we’ve never located a single one of the people that have disappeared in this manner. Dr. Ross is gone.” Canaan said.


  “No, that can’t be right. Someone has to be taking them, right? This is a Vassal with magic that is taking them somewhere else. The residue must be a clue to that.” Isaac said.


  “I’ve had Riley and Everett looking into it for a long time, now. We’ve never located any of the missing people or a culprit. All that is left is the residue.” Canaan said.


  “No.” Isaac said. Miria couldn’t just be gone. People didn’t just disappear forever for no reason.


  “I’m afraid so. I keep it a secret from the public to avoid panic. We don’t know what causes these disappearances, or how to stop them. People would be worried over a phenomenon that we know nothing about.” Canaan said.


  “That can’t be…No. You should tell people.” Isaac said, but he could offer no reason why. Canaan was right, it would just spread senseless panic.


  “I’m sorry, Isaac. Dr. Ross is gone.” Canaan said.


  “What does that have to do with me? Isaac asked. “You said it was vaguely related to me.”


  “While we can’t predict who will disappear, why, how, or when it happens, we have found a correlation.” Canaan said.


  “A correlation?” Isaac asked.


  “There are certain events that happen around the disappearances. Repetitions. Similar situations. There’s no telling who will vanish, but I can make a guess as to who they’ll disappear around. I’m afraid I can’t explain any more than that. But using a certain method, we can put together possibilities of disappearances. I was following you, I had you followed, because of this correlation. It seems to have proved correct.” Canaan said.


  “This isn’t making sense, anymore.” Isaac said.


  “I can’t explain it anymore. Just understand that I was following you to try and help people.” Canaan said.


  “It has to do with me? I’m the reason Miria disappeared?” Isaac said.


  “No, it’s not quite like that. Anyway, I’ve told you all I know about the disappearances. Dr. Ross will not be coming back, and she will not be found.” Canaan said. “Our methods of trying to track the disappearances that will take place in the future are proprietary and I can’t share that with you. Regardless, it would do you no good in locating your friend.”


  Isaac looked at the ground. “There has to be some lead, something I can do. I can’t just let it go.”


  “I know something you can do.” Canaan said.


  “What?” Isaac looked up hopefully.


  “It is possible the disappearances are part of a larger scheme by a Vassal named Freeman. He’s a radical revolutionary, and I’ve been at odds with him and his people for years. I believe he was behind the siege on InCorp, and he is up to something else now. There is no guarantee, but if you want to do something, I’ve got something I need done.” Canaan said.


  “Name it.” Isaac said.


  “I’ve received the location of Freeman’s base. I need someone to go infiltrate it and report back to me what they find there.” Canaan said.


  “Do you think its possible Miria is there?” Isaac asked.


  “Anything is possible.” Canaan said.


  “Send me the address on my LINK. I’ll go right away.” Isaac said.


  “Take a weapon, Isaac. If you’re going to go, are you sure you don’t want him back?” Canaan asked.


  Isaac thought it over for a moment. “I need to save someone on my own. I’ve got to prove that I still can.”


  “Foolish, but alright. Be careful, the building should be empty but there may be guards left behind.” Canaan said.


  “I’ll be fine. Alkaid taught me how to fight, and I always sucked at magic, anyway.” Isaac said as he walked towards the door.


  When he was gone, Canaan turned and leaned both hands on the desk. Chase materialized on the other side of the desk.


  “Why did you tell him he might find Miria at Freeman’s mansion?” Chase asked.


  “Because anything is possible.” Canaan said.


  “Not that.” Chase said.


  “Hope made him useful to me.” Canaan said. “Did you look for it?”


  “Yes. It’s gone, as expected. Miria Ross’ file is gone.” Chase said.


  Canaan nodded, having confirmed his suspicions. Miria Ross was gone.


  And she wasn’t ever coming back.


  * * *


  When the chaos erupted, Roy Walker was in a meeting. Sera Walker was in the process of dotting some ‘i’s on paperwork for her transfer to their new home. The building turned into a warzone without a moment’s notice as Vassals began pouring in at street level and through windows from nearby rooftops. The first thought shared by both Walkers was why they hadn’t simply dropped everything and moved away at once. It was fitting that they would be caught in the middle of some such event just before they left the city.


  Sera and Roy both did the smart thing, and took hiding positions under desks that were an entire building apart. And then, simultaneously, both remembered that the building had locked them in and tried to murder them that last time this happened. Staying and hiding was not an option.


  From Sera’s location, it was a bit of a walk to the elevator and stairwell, and she was on a low floor, so there was almost no chance of getting past the army of magic users that had just invaded the building. InCorp had a military-like security force, and they would be more useful fighting back against Vassals than Thralls, as Vassals were humans that would bleed and die on the wrong end of a bullet.


  The building was echoing with blasts of magic and bursts from rifles as the security teams attempted to hold back the Vassals. Sera wasn’t frightened and frozen by this, and she was glad for the time she had spent at the shooting range since being kidnapped. If it came down to it, she knew how to fire a gun. There was Roy to think about, he would be on one of the higher floors. Hopefully the Vassals would take longer to get there.


  But getting out would be more difficult, and if the building tried to lock them in again, he would be out of luck.


  Sera needed to make a plan and get to it, otherwise she might end up trapped. Would she go for Roy or get herself out?


  A bolt of colored light shot past the desk she was huddled under. More gunfire. From where she was, she couldn’t see anything else. She couldn’t see if it was safe to go out. In the distance, muffled noises. Explosions, bullets. Nearby, silence. Then footsteps. Sera tensed and swallowed, ready to spring out at whoever was coming her way.


  She didn’t know why the building was under attack, but it was, so whoever was attacking was likely not friendly.


  The barrel of a rifle. She flinched, but managed not to scream. Then the face of an InCorp guard. He held out his hand to offer her help up, which she took.


  “What’s happening?” She asked.


  “Vassals attacking the building. Nothing we can’t handle, ma’am. I’m going to escort you to the emergency meeting point.” The guard said.


  “The cafeteria? No, I went there last time this happened. I don’t want to go there.” Sera said.


  “I have to insist, ma’am. Protocol is to gather at the safe rooms. Letting you go off on your own would be dangerous.” The guard said, with a subtext that told her that he wasn’t offering as a courtesy.


  “Alright, lead the way. I’m scared so I’ll hang back.” Sera said. She would slip away when she had the chance.


  “Don’t stay too far back.” The guard said, and he held his rifle at the ready as he walked along the row of cubicles, clearing each corner and cubicle as they passed it. Sera couldn’t help but think he looked straight out of an action movie.


  One of the extra characters who always died.


  She kept her distance, as promised, and made sure to double check each cubicle, not wanting to place her trust in someone else. The guard was at least competent enough to get them safely to the end of the cubicles and to the hallway with the elevators. The cafeteria was up, so Sera would just make a break for it down the stairs and hope not to get shot.


  “We should take the stairs up.” The guard said.


  Sera nodded meekly.


  She stayed back as the guard walked past the elevators towards the door to the stairwell. Then there was the sound of a chime. One of the elevator doors opened, and as the guard turned to aim his rifle at whoever was inside, he was thrown back against the wall by an invisible force. He hit hard, dropped the rifle, and fell limp to the ground. Sera could see a Vassal stepping off the elevator, and she moved at the same time as him.


  Diving forward for the rifle, Sera knew she had to be decisive. The Vassal raised his hand at her, presumably to blast her with the same force that she knocked the guard out with. She scrambled for the rifle, trying to get her hands on it right to fire it. She got it, aimed it at the man with his hand held out towards her. His hand gave off a faint glow.


  Then, in a flash, the man’s hand was gone. Standing next to him was a man that Sera recognized as one of Isaac’s friends. The man jabbed his sword back, Sera didn’t know what kind of sword it was, into the Vassal’s stomach, and the Vassal crumpled. The hand landed near Sera’s face, and she skittered backwards against the wall.


  The man sheathed the sword at his side, and instead of going into a sheath, it disappeared in a silver light. He turned to Sera and held his hands up defensively. “Don’t point that at me.” He said.


  She realized now that she had the rifle aimed at him, and worse yet, her finger was on the trigger. She placed her finger on the trigger guard and lowered the weapon.


  “You’re Sera, right? Isaac’s sister?” Archer asked, crouching next to her.


  “Yeah, that’s me. Can’t avoid trouble.” She said.


  “Apparently a family trait. Don’t worry, the Registry is here now. We’ll get this situation under control.” Archer said.


  “That’s great and all, but I really want to get out of this building.” Sera said.


  “Understood. Let’s take the stairs down, I’ll get you out, and then I’ll rejoin the rest of my group.” Archer said, helping Sera stand.


  “That sounds like a good idea.” Sera agreed. “My step-father, Roy, he’s probably on one of the upper floors. Any chance you could look for him? Try to keep him safe?”


  Leading Sera at a safe distance to the stairwell, Archer took a similar role as the guard from moments before. From over his shoulder, he drew another sword, Sera again unfamiliar, out of a silver flash of light. Holding it ready in front of him, he looked down over the railing of the stairwell before leading them on. As with the guard before, Sera made sure to double check Archer, and this time she had a rifle in her arms. She’d only used handguns at the shooting range, but at least she wasn’t afraid of the gun in her hands. It went a long way towards making her feel safer.


  As they made their way down the stairs, a voice came over the intercom.


  “This is Acting President Parker, to all security personnel. We are currently undergoing an incursion by the Registry, though I can’t say I know why. While I attempt to contact Director Canaan and determine why we are under attack, please remember security protocols and act accordingly. Any Collar in the building without specific permission should be considered a hostile combatant. Meanwhile, top priority goes to protecting the employees and civilians in the building. Stay safe, everyone. I’ll try to get this sorted out as quickly as I can.”


  Sera looked at Archer, and he glanced back at her with a raised eyebrow.


  “Acting President Parker?” Sera said.


  “I don’t know, and I don’t care.” Archer kept skipping down steps. “But he is lying. Only half the magic users here are Collars. The others are Vassals. This just turned into a three way fight.”


  Sera followed briskly.


  They came around the corner at the bottom of the last flight of stairs and found a group of InCorp security at odds with a pair of Vassals in the lobby. On the far end of them was the security room. To the right, a short walk away, the doors to freedom.


  “We should make a break for it.” Sera said.


  Archer held his arm out to block her from running off.


  Three guards, two Vassals. One Sera with a rifle, and one Collar.


  “I could mow them all down with this.” Sera said with only a hint of humor.


  “Let’s see who wins, and then try to slip past or take them out then.” Archer said.


  All three guards were armed with the same rifle that Sera held, and standard InCorp armor. One Vassal was larger, so Sera nicknamed him Big, and one was smaller, thus he was Slim. Big had metal knuckles over his fists, which he slammed together menacingly. Slim had a pair of what appeared to be handguns, though they weren’t manufactured by InCorp. Slim chuckled and flicked his head back towards the door, ran a hand, still holding a gun, through his greasy, slicked back hair.


  “We’re not supposed to let anyone leave.” Slim said.


  “We’re not trying to leave. But you might want to.” One of the guards said.


  Big slammed his fists together again, generating sparks.


  Without an order, all three guards opened fire, and Sera thought she could almost see the bullets traveling in slow motion towards the Vassals. As the guards pulled their triggers, so did Slim. He pointed one of his guns at Big, and the other at the ground, and pulled the trigger on each simultaneously. From the gun pointed at Big, a mint colored light shot into the large Vassal’s body. The gun pointed at the ground made an effect that Sera was familiar with, as a blue shield of Lightglass, rectangular, tall, and narrow, emerged from the ground in front of Slim.


  Bullets pinged ineffectively against Slim’s shield. Meanwhile, Big seemed to gain a mint glow from his skin and eyes, he leaned forward, suddenly appeared in front of the guards. One massive fist barreled into a guards head, knocking him out. The second guard turned his rifle on Big, who grabbed the gun and easily removed it from the guard’s hands before crushing his fist into the guard’s chest, knocking him violently to the ground. The third guard stepped backwards, eyes wide as Big approached him. Another single strike took him out.


  “Good work.” Slim said, spinning his guns in his hands.


  Big walked back over to Slim and took his position where he had been. The shield flickered out.


  “Can we get past them?” Sera whispered.


  “I believe so.” Archer said.


  The situation changed in an instant. The lights shut off for a moment, and the emergency lighting took their place. Blast doors, the same ones that had kept them trapped in last time, began to close over the front of the building. Sera looked up, she didn’t see any doors closing in the stairwell. The stairwells were blocked last time, but the first floor was not. Why was it different now?


  “This is the automated emergency response intelligence.” A computerized voice echoed through the stairwell.


  “I thought our contact was supposed to shut off the building defenses.” Slim said, tapping his foot.


  Big just stared at the closing blast doors that would trap them inside.


  “Screw it.” Sera said, and she made a break for it. She wasn’t going to be trapped inside that building again. Archer sighed as she ran past him, into the lobby, and stepped out after her.


  Slim raised a gun at her and shouted, “Hey, stop!”


  Sera ignored him, running at full tilt towards the closing blast doors. They weren’t far, but they were closing fast. She wasn’t going to make it. She dove, held out the rifle, tried to wedge it under the metal sheet that was closing. She managed to get the rifle under the door, but it was crushed with ease, parts of it flying inside and out, the rest of the debris disappearing down the ridge in the floor where the door would seal shut.


  The blast doors were closed. Sera was trapped. On her knees in front of the door, she began to slam her fist into the metal. “No! No! No!”


  She turned around and slid backwards into the door. Last time, the ‘emergency response intelligence’ had tried to kill them all. It was only because of Isaac that she survived, and Isaac wasn’t here. It was always Isaac that helped her survive. When it was Edgar, Isaac would step in the way. When it was a Thrall, Isaac would give up his life to an Indicia to save her. When it was InCorp, Isaac would ignite an entire building. When it was Dominic, Isaac came for her. It was always Isaac saving Sera.


  “Why didn’t I just drop everything and move right away?” Sera asked Slim.


  “No idea what you’re talking about, lady.” Slim said, still holding his gun at her.


  She had lost her rifle, and had no way to fight back. She laughed. “Because I didn’t want to leave without him? I was so surprised to hear him say that he wanted to die, that he tried to die to save me. Because I want to live so damn badly. He gave me that. I want to live.”


  “It’s impolite to point a gun at a lady.” Archer said.


  Slim glanced over and raised his other gun at Archer. “Ain’t ever anyone called me polite.”


  “I’ll have to show you how, then.” Archer said.


  Slim and Archer stood still, as did Big. Three magic users, and Sera had only a vague idea of what Slim was capable of. She had no idea what Big’s magic might be, and was only aware of Archer’s weird silver-light-weapon thing. Archer only knew as much as she did. It was dangerous to go into a fight, especially with magic users, if you didn’t know what the enemy was capable of. Not to mention it was two-on-one.


  Sera didn’t know why these Vassals were attacking InCorp. They didn’t want her to leave, and that meant they were bad. She wasn’t going to lay down and die. If they wanted to fight, Sera would give them one.


  * * *


  Waiting calmly for things to blow over, a few blocks away, Jensen sat playing a card game against a few other Vassals. On the TVs above the bar, they had hooked in camera feeds from cameras in the block around InCorp HQ. They paused their game to watch as the blast doors closed and trapped everyone inside.


  Jensen took only a moment to gloat, as he had been proven right. What he had been up to since the Lance had been stolen was trying to rally as many of his Vassal friends as he could and convince them to ditch Freeman’s plan. Instead, he decided to throw them a party at the Vassal bar nearby InCorp. There were seven of them, including himself. Not a great turnout, but not the worst party he had ever thrown.


  As they played cards, they placed bets on what they thought would be the turnout of Freeman’s plans. Jensen felt a bit of remorse, not warning the employees of InCorp about the plan. But he did warn the Registry, which enabled them to respond properly, and he spent the rest of the time he had rounding up his friends. Going public with the plans wouldn’t have stopped Freeman, it would have just gotten more people killed, most likely including himself.


  It had been an argument with Sev, but he had won out. Sev wanted to go public, and a part of Jensen wanted to go public as well. They didn’t. But at least they had front row seats to whatever did end up happening. Jensen was a Vassal, not a Collar. It wasn’t his job to save lives, so the few he did save seemed to soothe his conscience enough.


  He folded on his hand and stared at the camera feed on the screen. There were people trapped inside, and his unique ability would enable him to help them. With a sigh, the round ended, and Jensen dealt another hand.


  * * *


  Isaac moved swiftly, still able to work his way through the city faster than anyone else he knew. He had to carry his staff in his hand, since he didn’t have armor with a magnetic holster, which limited his parkour, and slowed him down more than he would have liked, but he decided the weapon would be worth the trouble. He didn’t know what he would find when he got to Freeman’s mansion, so he wanted to be ready.


  The mansion butted up against the wall of the city in a wealthy district that Isaac had only delivered to on a few occasions. It was slower going through the rich area than the poor ones, not the least of which because there were less dark alleyways to use as shortcuts. Isaac stopped and took a breather when he reached the gates on the outside of the mansion’s lawn.


  A mansion. With a lawn. In Bastion.


  Isaac shook his head and stared at the gate. It was closed, presumably electronically locked. The fence was taller than him, and had pointed spires on the top, making it harder to climb over. Harder, but not impossible. The fence was made up of vertical black rods, and Isaac could slip his feet between the rods and climb to the top. It took a bit of upper body strength to pull himself up, strength he wouldn’t have had before he was a Collar, but he did it. When he reached the top, he did his best to swing up and vault over the pointed spires on the top of the rods. He landed in a heap on the lawn, but at least he wasn’t injured.


  He stood and dusted himself off, getting his bearings. It was about now that he expected to be berated inside his head, but no such insults came.


  He was the only one in there.


  “Okay.” He said to himself, and he took a deep breath. The mansion was a short distance away, yet, and there might be someone watching him. A line of hedges ran along the fence bordering the neighboring property, so Isaac crouched and walked close to them for concealment.


  The plants were fake, as Isaac found out when he pulled a leaf off of one compulsively.


  As he approached the house, Isaac extended his staff to full length and tried to look at least a little cool. On his LINK, he pulled up the map of the house that Canaan had sent him. Their contact had apparently even marked the room where the plans were made, and where Isaac would be most likely to find what he was looking for. He hoped Miria was there, too.


  The doors were likely locked, but Isaac saw one he wanted to try situated on the side of the house. According to the map, it let in near the room he was heading for. It was locked. A nearby window, also locked, didn’t put up much of a fight at the end of his staff. Clearing the broken glass from the sill with the staff, Isaac climbed through and looked around.


  Finding himself in a garishly decorated sitting room, all of the decor was old fashioned and went out of style decades ago, he was only a hallway away from the small room he was aiming for. A Vassal, presumably left behind to guard the building, stood stupefied in the hallway, staring at him.


  Isaac held up his hand to cast magic, forgetting he didn’t have magic anymore. The Vassal didn’t know that, anyway, and he flinched. It gave Isaac a chance to dive behind a paisley chair before the Vassal returned fire. The chair caught fire from whatever the Vassal did, so Isaac spun around the chair and out into the open. Using the length of the staff to his advantage, Isaac lunged forward with the staff held out, striking the Vassal in his chest. Continuing his move forward, gaining ground, Isaac swung the staff around, smacking the Vassal in the head, possibly knocking him out, but he continued the bring the staff around, knocking the Vassal’s feet out, as well. The man was on the ground, and Isaac held the end of his staff near the Vassal’s head, confirming he was out before dropping his guard.


  Turning to the side, another guard was at the end of the hallway, leaning out the door from the room where Isaac was heading. This wasn’t the stealthiest infiltration ever. This guard had a sword in hand. Isaac smiled, the sword wasn’t the best weapon against his staff, not at all. They moved towards each other, Isaac parried the sword with his staff as soon as it was in range, kept the man at a distance with his long reach.


  Isaac spent a moment parrying the Vassal’s sword swings, but in truth, he was just fooling around. Magic slipped from his mind, and when the Vassal swung his sword and produced a blade of energy that rocketed towards Isaac, he tried to react on instinct, to block it using a magic shield. A magic shield he didn’t have. The blade whizzed past his shoulder, slicing through his shirt and cutting him shallowly. No playing around anymore.


  Pressing forward aggressively, Isaac used the tip of his staff to parry any movement that the sword wielder tried to make, keeping him from slicing any more lasers through the air. The man backed away from Isaac, but eventually, he was cornered, and Isaac kept moving forward. First he used his staff to disarm the Vassal, knocking the sword from his hand, and then he repeated his knockout combo that he used on the other Vassal.


  With two Vassals knocked out, Isaac expected to turn around and find a third, but the hallway was clear. He leaned into the dark room at the back of the hall, where the second Vassal had emerged from, and found it to be empty.


  There was only minimal light inside, a large table at the center of the room covered in papers and maps, a computer terminal flickered in the back corner. Along the back wall, a bank of Lightglass screens displayed camera feeds from myriad places, but Isaac locked onto one in particular. It didn’t take him long to put together that the feeds were from inside InCorp, and one of the cameras was pointed directly at Sera, slumped against a blast door in what appeared to be the lobby.


  “Again?” Isaac asked, but there was no one to answer.


  No sign of Miria was present, but Isaac expected that Canaan was lying. He never trusted that guy. The computer terminal in the corner was logged in, so Isaac decided to give it a quick look. On it, he found an intranet database that logged and kept a record of all of the Vassals in the city.


  “So the Vassals are the same as the Registry, anyway. What’s the point?” Isaac wondered as he clicked through the database. Upon closer inspection, it wasn’t a database of all Vassals in the city. Only those that were directly allied with Freeman. Additionally, it listed a few Vassal contacts in InCorp, the police force, and the Registry. It didn’t have names for many of them, only code names and pictures for a few.


  The computer was, for reasons Isaac could not fathom, connected to the internet. With a shrug, Isaac uploaded the database to the internet. If it was just Freeman’s Vassals he was outing, it couldn’t really hurt.


  Back to business. He needed to get to InCorp and save Sera. It would help to know what the plan was, so Isaac looked over the table at the center of the room. There was a stack of maps of InCorp, including one showing a hidden basement level, so Alyssa was right after all. She was going to punch him so hard if she saw him again. Various handwritten notes on the table gave Isaac an idea as to the overall plan. Send as many Vassals to InCorp as possible, draw in as many Registry Collars as they could. The security team at InCorp was supposed to fight on the side of the Vassals, and take out as many Collars as they could. Meanwhile, there was a vault in the basement. They had a weapon called a Lance, which they would use to open it. Alyssa was right about everything. Damn.


  Except she wasn’t right about everything. That was only half of the plan. There was another map on the table. Isaac stared at the table as a whole, putting the entire plan together in his head. Slack jaw, wide eyes, Isaac understood it now. He had to act. He ran out of the dark room as fast as he could, and he set his LINK to call Canaan.


  The attack on InCorp was only half of the plan, and Isaac couldn’t stop either half by himself.


  * * *


  “…Stay safe, everyone. I’ll try to get this sorted out as quickly as I can.”


  Acting President Parker walked through his building with confidence. He was in control of the automated emergency system, so it wouldn’t do anything to harm him. It wouldn’t activate until he told it to, and it wouldn’t purge the building as long as he was inside. His security staff was loyal to him, so there were no worries there. The Vassals thought he was on their side, so they would leave him alone. That would turn out to be unfortunate for them. And the Collars, they were do-gooders. They wouldn’t attack a civilian. No one in that building would hurt him.


  President Shaw left Parker in charge because Parker knew about Nova and the vault that contained it. This would allow Parker to better protect Nova and keep it from falling into the wrong hands. Shaw didn’t expect Parker to take advantage of the situation, but Parker had been planning for a long time, working with Freeman’s Vassals to set everything up.


  Now all he had to do was wait it out for a while, and if things got too dangerous, he could activate the security system, retreat to the vault, and purge the building. Taking out most of the Collars from the Registry was enticing, and the Vassals were vermin, not worth thinking about. Parker wanted to be the tragic lone survivor of the attack only if he needed to, though, as it did raise questions he didn’t want to answer.


  Bored of waiting for the siege to come to an end, Parker was on his way to his new office, Shaw’s office, to try to make it more comfortable. He’d get rid of the ash tray, no one smoked cigarettes anymore. The bar was well stocked, which was convenient. Parker continued to think about any changes he might want to make as he opened the door and stepped into the office.


  The lights were out, but something was wrong. Shaw’s desk chair was turned the wrong direction, facing the back wall. In the window, Parker could see a reflection of someone sitting in the chair. Not wanting to take any risks, Parker keyed a code into his LINK, activating the emergency AI. It would close the building off from any newcomers, trap those that were already there inside, and activate building defenses like the turrets in the stairwell. The lights shut off and were replaced by emergency lighting.


  The person sitting in the chair held their arm out, waved a gun in the air.


  “Who’s there?” Parker asked, still standing confidently in the doorway to the office.


  “Someone dangerous.” Alyssa spun the chair around dramatically and kicked her feet up on the desk.


  “What do you think you’re doing?” Parker asked.


  “Holding a gun. I’ll go ahead and call myself a crazy bitch before you do.” She aimed the gun at Parker.


  “You’re going to shoot me?” Parker asked. “That’d be murder.”


  “I’m tired of watching over my shoulder and being followed everywhere I go. One way or another, this ends today, Parker. Where’s Shaw?” Alyssa asked.


  “He’s out of town. I’m acting in his place until he returns.” Parker said.


  “Good, then you can give me what I want.” Alyssa said.


  “Not a chance. Whatever it is, it isn’t happening.” Parker said.


  “Do you have the memory of a fish? Did you forget I’m holding a gun?” Alyssa said, put her feet on the floor, and leaned her arms on the desk. “Guns sometimes get people things they want.”


  “It won’t get you anything today.” Parker said.


  “Okay.” Alyssa said, and she pulled the trigger, shooting the wall on the other side of the room, just past Parker.


  Parker jumped and yowled, Alyssa was amused.


  “What do you want?” Parker asked, glancing to the side, wondering if he could get back out of the office before Alyssa could shoot him. He knew how good she was with a gun. Unlikely.


  Alyssa stood up. “We’re going on a field trip.”


  “Where?” Parker asked.


  “There’s a secret vault under this building, and I think it’s the reason the Vassals are attacking. You’ve known about it all along. You’re going to take me down to the vault, and you’re going to open it up.”


  * * *


  Archer dashed forward, drawing his katana as he moved, slashing at Slim as he passed by. Slim shot another barrier from his gun, which Archer’s blade clinked against but didn’t cut through. Once past Slim, Archer had to roll to avoid a swing from Big. Slim shot another colored light at Big from a gun, and Archer was taken by surprise as Big appeared behind him.


  No, it wasn’t ‘appeared’. It was just ‘moved’. Moved faster than Archer could see. He recognized the technique, a certain cat did something similar. Archer took a swing to his back, but he dodged forward and avoided getting smacked to the ground. He rolled and spun around in a single movement, readying his sword.


  Slim could somehow give Big a boost to his speed, allowing him to move faster than anything his size should be able to. Archer was used to large, heavy enemies being slow, but the idea of a fast and large enemy wasn’t entirely unexpected. Thralls rarely followed the laws of physics, so a Collar had to be ready for anything.


  Big, a behemoth of a fighter, moved to his right side now. Archer was beginning to understand what his opponents were capable of. They had no idea what he was capable of. That put him at an advantage. He repeated his dash past Slim, this time, instead of slashing with the katana, he sheathed it. In the same motion, he crossed his arms over his belly and drew a pair of swords out of silver lights at his waist. One sword clanged against the shield that Slim predictably fired. Archer used his momentum to drive the sword into the shield and pivot around it, slashing at Slim with his off-hand.


  Slim hopped back, taken by surprise. Archer took the moment of surprise to step forward, bringing both swords up towards Slim. Slim blocked the blades with his guns and jumped further back. Archer kept pushing forward, but now Big was caught up with what was going on. He rolled to avoid a rhino charge from the large Vassal.


  Fighting both would prove to be quite difficult after all. And he was less likely to surprise them with a new weapon swap the more he drew. As he recovered from his roll, he rolled again to avoid a blast from Slim’s guns. He assumed it wouldn’t make him faster as it did Big.


  A deafening roar filled the lobby as a new combatant entered the fray. From the stairwell, a creature larger than Big stormed into the room, bending the frame of the doorway as it forced its way through. It looked almost like a tiger, but was larger, more monstrous, and brought confidence along with it. It was also naked, having torn out of its clothes when it transformed.


  This would make Sera feel awkward later when she learned it was Rufus.


  Rufus left footprints in the metal floor as he stomped towards Big, easily towering over the large human. The beast took a deep breath and screeched as it smashed into Big, toppling the Vassal over. The two tumbled on the floor, wrestling with each other. Rufus scratched Big’s flesh with his black claws as they rolled, leaving a trail of blood behind them.


  Slim was distracted by Rufus. No doubt he’d never seen anything like him. Archer couldn’t be more thankful for Rufus’ beastly transformation than he was then. It was a short step forward, and his swords were crossed at Slim’s throat.


  Slim, who had an appropriate appraisal of the situation, and clearly knew that Big had no chance of besting the beast, decided to retreat. He aimed his gun at the floor and shot a barrier just between them. It rose up from the floor and pushed Archer’s swords up with it, moving them away from Slim’s neck. The Vassal took the opportunity to run, and he made it to the stairwell before Archer recovered.


  When Rufus and Big stopped rolling, Rufus was still moving. Big was not. The beast stood up and walked over to Sera, who looked him straight in the eyes. She didn’t shy away. Rufus wasn’t the most frightening creature she had ever come face to face with. Archer checked Big to make sure he was out, and he was, before joining Sera and Rufus.


  “We need a new plan.” Archer said.


  “We need to get out of this building.” Sera said. “Can this guy bust through the wall?” “I don’t believe so.” Archer said, and Rufus shook his head. “Then we need to find another way out.” Sera said, and she accepted Rufus’ paw to help her up. “I saw Vassals entering the building from nearby rooftops on certain floors. We may be able to make it out that way.” Archer said


  “I think the rooftops are too far away.” Sera said. “You’d need magic to get across the gap.”


  “’This guy’ can jump pretty far. I think you’ll find he would be willing to carry you to safety.” Archer said.


  Sera looked at Rufus. “That’s a better plan than anything else I’ve got. We should start heading up.”


  “Same as before. Stay behind us, but not too far.” Archer said, and Sera nodded in agreement.


  Their first obstacle would be the turrets in the stairwell, but they didn’t know about those yet. They would find out soon, as they started to make their way up.


  * * *


  Isaac ran as fast as his feet would take him. He shouted curses whenever Canaan didn’t answer his LINK. The things he had learned in Freeman’s mansion would be crucial to the outcome of the day, and the jerk wouldn’t answer his LINK.


  Though he moved as fast as he could, he wasn’t sure where he was going. There was InCorp, where Sera was, where Roy was. Where most of his friends were. It made sense to go there.


  But Isaac had no magic, and would be unlikely to help anyone there. Not to mention, the blast doors were closed on the front, barring him from getting in. There were more people there, though, all drawn into a trap.


  InCorp was a trap. The plan had nothing to do with the vault under InCorp, which was just a stroke of luck. It was to draw attention from the real plan, the thing Freeman had been planning all along. The reason he needed the Lance.


  Isaac stumbled, but managed to stay on his feet. He’d done a lot of running already, and he hadn’t slept since Miria disappeared. His heart hurt as he thought about Miria, but he took the hurt as a good sign. He still felt things like fear and pain, so all of this Collar business hadn’t broken him yet. And his legs hurt, his lungs hurt. He noticed a burn on his arm as he ran, he must have picked that up in the mansion and not even realized it.


  He was coming up on an intersection, he would have to make a choice about where he was going. To rescue Sera, again, to save InCorp again. Or to follow Freeman, and try to stop what he had been planning all along.


  It had been Freeman’s original InCorp attack that had caused Isaac to decide he wanted to learn to fight. It had been Isaac learning to fight that set Dominic off, that led to Sera’s kidnapping. Everything was Freeman’s fault.


  Isaac stopped, catching his breath. It was a left turn to go to InCorp.


  It was a right turn to go to the Registry.


  Isaac knew he wasn’t a hero. He knew he had made mistakes, he had his own part in everything that happened. He couldn’t blame Freeman entirely. He had to take some of the blame himself. So did Tyloki. There was plenty of guilt to go around.


  He needed to prove to himself that his life was worth something. He needed to do it without Tyloki. All the good he had done, it was because of Tyloki. Without him, so far, Isaac was nobody.


  Isaac’s LINK vibrated, and he answered it without looking to see who was calling.


  “Freeman’s real target is the Registry. He is bringing the Lance to destroy the Registry.” Isaac said.


  “What?” Riley asked.


  “Riley? I thought you were Canaan.” Isaac said.


  “No, I don’t know where Canaan is. I don’t know where anyone is. I just woke up, I’m still in the hospital. What’s going on?” Riley asked.


  “Freeman is bringing the Lance to the Registry. He’s going to destroy the entire building.” Isaac said.


  Riley didn’t respond.


  “Riley?”


  “The Lance?”


  “Yeah.”


  “I need to get out of here.” Riley said.


  “Wait, Riley, no. If Canaan isn’t answering, someone has to stop Freeman.” Isaac said.


  “I’ve seen what that thing can do. I’m getting out of here.” Riley said.


  “Riley.”


  “Yeah?”


  “Everyone else is at InCorp fighting. Sera is there. I don’t have Tyloki but I have to do something.” Isaac said.


  “You’re going to InCorp?”


  “I haven’t decided yet.” Isaac admitted.


  “Need Tyloki to give you a kick in the ass?” Riley asked.


  Isaac looked left, and he looked right. The InCorp tower and the Registry tower. Both loomed in the distance. Both were in danger. Maybe Riley was right. Maybe he did need Tyloki.


  He was scared. He started to move his feet, he needed to stop thinking so much. Miria was right about that. He didn’t know where his feet would take him.


  It would be somewhere he needed to be.


  * * *


  Freeman approached the Registry, Lance hanging by his side from a thick Kevlar strap. He’d had a few changes made to its design, but it was relatively similar to the weapon used in Cliffridge by Shel and Renton. He looked at the building as he approached, yearning to see the skyline without it. With any luck, the Registry would be on a skeleton crew, most of the Collars would be at InCorp, if Jensen had told Canaan about the attack.


  Calmly, he opened the door and stepped inside.


  Chapter 23 – Reversal


  It wasn’t the first life to end that day, and it wouldn’t be the last.


  The security guard at the entrance to the Registry was a symbolic position. If ever they needed to fight an incoming threat, the Registry hardly needed a dedicated security force. It was a tower filled to the brim with the city’s strongest. The security guard was there as a symbol, to remind people that the building was secure. It had been secure, until Canaan had made a mistake.


  The Registry wasn’t empty, it hadn’t been completely evacuated, but those that could be considered the city’s strongest were sent to InCorp, locked inside, and unable to come help. Canaan had closed off the Registry to many of the civilian personnel that morning, but that was so they wouldn’t get in the way, and because they wouldn’t have had much of a job to do with the Registry on alert. Still present in the building were the full medical staff, the CC trainees, many of the teachers, a group of Collars held back specifically for support, and those Collars that decided not to offer their aid to InCorp, in light of what happened last time.


  The building wasn’t empty, and there were still fighters present. The face at the front of it all, the security guard, Shir’s Collar, was not the best fighter at the Registry. He might have lived, if it hadn’t been for Canaan’s mistake. The Director didn’t expect anyone to attack the Registry directly, and he had believed that the plan was specifically designed to gain access to InCorp’s vault. The Registry would be collateral damage of Canaan’s hubris.


  Shir reacted as soon as Freeman stepped through the doors, into the Registry atrium. Part of the reason Shir was partnered with the security guard was that Shir’s ability was well suited to it. The guard recognized the threat the same as Shir did, and the first thing he did was lock down his security checkpoint, which would prevent Freeman from reaching the stairs or elevators using much the same impenetrable blast doors as the ones at InCorp.


  The guard stood, and a soft light enveloped the approaching Freeman, who then stopped in his tracks. It was an ability that served security quite well, holding others still against their will. Most Collars needed a slight physical component to cast magic, even if just a hand held up to focus their concentration. Freeman was not one of these people.


  As if he had been nothing but an annoyance, the guard was swatted aside by a force he couldn’t see. Losing his concentration, Freeman was free the move, the glow disappeared. The guard planned to roll and rise to his feet, continue to fight. He didn’t get the chance. As he hit the ground, the shadow cast upon the floor by his own body solidified, rose up in the shape of a spear. The guard was impaled on his own shadow, and lay bleeding on the ground.


  Shir materialized and, knowing that coming to his Collar’s aid would be of little use, threw himself at Freeman. Freeman’s shadow rose from the ground, forming itself into multiple spears which surrounded him like hissing snakes. Shir dodged nimbly as they jabbed at him, and when an opening presented itself, he lunged in with his claws.


  Before his claws could meet Freeman’s flesh, Shir’s Collar died, and as he did, Shir immediately vanished, as if he had never been there at all.


  Freeman ignored the corpse of the Collar as he set to work. The blast doors blocking off the stairwell would do little to stop him. At the center of the atrium, Freeman stood and raised his hands in the air, needing more concentration to work the shadows so delicately. In front of him, he conducted his hands, weaving the shadows into a form that suited his needs. It was the power Anje gave him, the power to command the darkness. It wasn’t an evil power, shadows themselves were not inherently good or evil.


  Freeman took what many considered to be an evil power, the power over darkness, and he applied it to a good cause. He was going to save the city of Bastion, he was going to take back the Brink, he was going to save the world. This plan was only step one. The Lance hung heavy on his shoulder, he needed to keep it safe. It would be the key to the lock that would bring him the power he needed to achieve his ambitions.


  Threads of shadow shimmered, paradoxically, like shreds of velvet in the air above Freeman. It was not fast work, but shadows were ancient and ever-present. They had existed as long as light had, and they were stubborn. The first two things to exist had been light and shadows, appearing at the same time, always hand in hand. Shadows were not the absence of light, they were light’s brother.


  The threads of darkness in the air began to coalesce into solid shape as Freeman worked. They formed a black plank near the ground in front of him, and then another, and then they began to multiply faster. When Freeman was finished, it was a sight to behold, and he was the only person around to see it. An impressive spiral staircase stretched into the heights of the Registry atrium, made entirely out of shadows, with a slight shimmer of silver mixed in with the uncanny solid darkness.


  Freeman placed his foot on the first step of the staircase, tested it for stability, found it to be pleasing, and began his way up the spiral. On the floor nearby was the body of the Registry guard, discarded and left behind as if he were nothing. Blood covered his nametag, blocking it from being read, but there was no one around to read it anyway.


  * * *


  Isaac’s feet beat the ground and he kept running as fast as he could. He would sleep well that night, he was sure of it. Exhausted, he came to a stop in front of the InCorp building. It was then that the problem with thinking less presented itself. The building was more closed off than it had been in the previous lock down. Before, the windows had been unblocked, and the first floor was accessible, which gave them a loophole to escape through. Apparently, the security measures had been upgraded in the meantime. So much for ‘old, forgotten defense system’.


  The entire building was encased in metal, windows closed up like impenetrable scales on a mighty dragon. Even the first floor entrance was blocked. There was no way in. Panic threatened to overtake Isaac as the thinking came back, which led to over thinking, which led to worry. He couldn’t get inside. He’d made the wrong choice.


  Turning around, Isaac looked around for alternative options. In the sky above, clouds gathered, threatening to bring a storm with them. It was still winter, so it could be snow, or it could be sleet and hail. At ground level, in front of Isaac, was a fountain. He was in Fountain Square, a place that used to feel familiar. It was the entrance to his old job. A year ago, that was where he was, working every day for InCorp for no reason. Just to waste his time away.


  Now the place felt unfamiliar and distant, as if the boy who had worked for InCorp had been a different person entirely. Closing his eyes, Isaac saw the scene differently. A year ago, when everything changed, he had been here. So many things had changed around this fountain.


  In his mind, he watched as he stood paralyzed, unable to help Riley fight a Thrall in this very spot. The Thrall had been so close to InCorp. Had it been there for a reason? Did it have to do with the siege Isaac had been trapped in before? It had never occurred to him before.


  Riley fought bravely, unafraid to fight alone, even so soon after his comrade had fallen. At the time, Isaac thought that it had been confidence that drove Riley. It had been a long time since then, and he knew the Collar much better than that. What had driven Riley then had been recklessness, vengeance. Riley didn’t show it outwardly, he acted like he was just doing his job. But he had been angry that Jin had died, and he kept it all inside.


  “I’m not Jin.” Isaac said to no one.


  Riley’s fight hadn’t been the only moment here that had changed Isaac. After he escaped InCorp with Alyssa and Harland, it was where he met Director Canaan, Chase, and Miria.


  Miria Ross.


  It was unexpected, unfair pain. Miria disappeared for no reason, with no explanation. Instead of being able to look for her, Isaac had to deal with the Vassal plot. But the pain of being blindsided by Miria’s disappearance stuck with him.


  Isaac’s eyes were still closed, and he was startled by a voice calling to him.


  “You want to go in there?”


  His eyes snapped open, and he readied his staff. The person standing on the far side of Fountain Square was vaguely familiar.


  “Yeah, you wouldn’t be the first person to tell me I’ve got a deathwish.” Isaac didn’t sense a threat from the Vassal, so he lowered his weapon, but kept it handy.


  “I’d say you still look familiar.” The Vassal said as he walked across the square. “But it wouldn’t make sense anymore, since we’ve met once. But you look like someone else I know.”


  “I’ve got a brother.” Isaac shrugged. It was the Vassal that Alyssa had rescued from InCorp, the one who had disappeared. His name was…


  “Jensen.” Jensen said with a wave. “Now that I’ve put together who you are, and who you’re related to, my mind is finally at ease.”


  “No idea what you’re talking about.” Isaac said.


  “Some things that didn’t make sense before make sense now. Now, down to business.” Jensen said.


  “Business? Are we doing business?” Isaac said.


  “I think so. You want to go in there. I may be able to get you in there.” Jensen said.


  “I’m tired of making deals today, already.” Isaac said.


  “No deal, then.” Jensen said, looking at the ground. “Listen, I’m part of the reason this is happening. I’ve realized since it started that it wasn’t for the reasons I wanted. I couldn’t stop it on my own, I’m not a fighter. I’m not a hero.”


  “What’s that got to do with me?” Isaac said.


  “After this past year, you’re the closest this city has to a hero. Sure, you went on the news and trashed Vassals, even though we didn’t do anything to you. But people know your face, they know what you’re capable of. You might not be the best fighter the Registry has, but you’ve got something else. I don’t know what to call it, but it’s in there somewhere.” Jensen pointed at Isaac’s chest. “Something indescribable.”


  “I did not know you were crazy.” Isaac said cynically.


  “I’m not crazy. I need someone to fix what I did. I need someone to go in there and stop this.” Jensen said. “The deal I want to make isn’t what you think. I’m asking what you want from me, in exchange for stopping what is going on in there.”


  “What do I want?” Isaac asked. “I don’t know if I can stop it. I’m not a Collar anymore. No magic.”


  “If you didn’t think you could stop it, you wouldn’t have come here. When I saw you on the camera here, I decided there was one more thing I could do to help. I could get you inside. After that, it’s up to you.” Jensen said.


  “I’m not a hero.” Isaac said.


  “Then don’t be a hero. Just…be the next closest thing you can manage.” Jensen said.


  “I’m going in to rescue my sister. Again. If I find a way to stop it, I’ll do what I can. But no magic, no big explosions this time. If I stop it, it’ll have to be me, not Tyloki.” Isaac said.


  “What do you want, in exchange? Something tells me that people usually ask you to do things without proper compensation.” Jensen said.


  “I’ll let you know what I want on Tuesday.” Isaac said.


  “Tuesday?” Jensen asked.


  “Nevermind, bad joke.” Isaac said.


  “Remember, Hero. Whatever you do today, people will be watching.” Jensen said. “You don’t have to save the world. Just try to be the best of us.” He took Isaac’s hand, held it tight. “Close your eyes, and don’t open them until I tell you. Do. Not. Open. Them.”


  “I’m not the best of us.” Isaac looked around the square once more.


  He was far from the best humans had to offer, but maybe today, it would be enough. He closed his eyes.


  “Here we go.” Jensen said, and he tugged Isaac’s arm, pulling him through the wall, to the inside of the dragon.


  * * *


  As soon as Isaac told Riley that the Lance was coming to the Registry, he knew he needed to get out. The Lance had already almost gotten him and Rain killed once, he wouldn’t give it the chance to do it again. His toes could wiggle quite impressively, so he took a gamble that he would be able to walk, at least a little.


  Struggling to shift in bed to get his feet onto the floor, Riley was thankful for the improved healing afforded to Collars. Without it, he may have been paralyzed completely, barring an implant in his spine. He shifted his weight and stood. His legs wobbled, and he fell forward.


  Caught in the otter’s arms, Riley looked up at a disapproving face.


  “We can’t leave, for so many reasons.” Rain said.


  “We have to leave, for so many reasons.” Riley insisted.


  With the otter’s help, he stood and got his balance. Standing wasn’t so hard.


  “If you stay here, you’ll be safe. Freeman isn’t coming here.” Rain said.


  “I’m not staying anywhere near the Lance. After what it did to you…” Riley said.


  “It was Renton and Shel that did that to us.” Rain said.


  “But they did it using the Lance.” Riley said.


  “I’m not leaving.” Rain said.


  “I’m not sure you’ve got much choice. You go where my totem does.” Riley said.


  “Riley, please, listen to me.” Rain said.


  Riley started to hobble slowly towards the door to his room, only stopping to lean on something every few steps.


  [Riley.]


  I understand where you’re coming from. If the Lance goes off, and we’re in the building, we won’t survive that.


  [The Lance can’t go off.]


  What do you mean? Of course it can. There is a madman bringing it into the building.


  [What I mean is that it can not be allowed to go off.]


  It would be devastating, but I don’t see any way to stop it, at this point. If Freeman sets it up in the lobby and shoots it up…bye-bye building.


  Riley leaned out the door and looked around the hallway. No doctors or nurses around to stop him. As soon as he stepped into the hallway, though, someone stopped him.


  “Riley, get back in your bed.” The nurse said, trotting up beside him, ready to redirect him.


  Riley was wearing the hospital gown that he usually made fun of Isaac for wearing. He would need to get his armor, if he had a chance. In case he needed to fight his way out of the building. His priority was escaping, and if Canaan knew that Freeman was bringing the Lance and didn’t evacuate the Registry, then he was insane.


  [Freeman isn’t here to destroy the Registry, Riley.]


  What do you mean? Why else would he bring the Lance here?


  [To destroy something else. The tower itself isn’t in danger. The safest place to stay is right here.]


  How do you know that?


  [It doesn’t matter how I know. Riley, do not evacuate these people. They will get killed on their way out. So will you.]


  Riley turned and looked the nurse in the eyes. He heeded Rain’s warning, he trusted the otter. If he wasn’t to evacuate these people, he wouldn’t. He still needed to get himself out. With a bit of concentration, he spoke deliberately. “I’m just going out to get some fresh air. I’m fine to go on my own. I’ve got Rain to help me if I need.”


  The nurse was transfixed by Riley’s gaze for a moment, and then she nodded, let go of him. “Let someone know if you need any help.”


  “I don’t need any help.” Riley said as he continued to hobble his way down the hallway, towards the elevators.


  * * *


  By the time Sera, Archer, and Rufus realized the stairwells were now armed with automated turrets, they were already halfway between floors. As the turret whirred and aimed towards them, the three stopped and stared at it, each individually wondering why they hadn’t considered such a thing beforehand.


  Archer placed himself between the gun and Sera, knowing they wouldn’t have much time before it fired. With any luck, she would retreat backwards to safety before he went down.


  It turned out to be unnecessary, as Rufus leapt into the air, wrapped his clawed paws around the turret, and crushed it like an empty beer can. He tore the remains of the gun off the wall and slammed them on the ground, for good measure.


  “Good work, Ru…” Archer said, but he bit his tongue.


  Sera wasn’t yet aware that the beast with them was her brother, and she didn’t need to know, if she didn’t have to. Archer wasn’t trying to protect her feelings, of course, but instead was worried about her putting herself at risk if she knew that her brother was in danger. They had only just reconciled, as he understood.


  Rufus couldn’t stay transformed forever, though, and so they needed to move quickly. They made their way together up several floors, Rufus destroying turrets violently as they came across them, not one managing to get a shot off.


  Turrets weren’t the most dangerous thing in the building. There was an army of Vassals, all most likely as powerful or more so than Slim. Slim made any other Vassal that he came across more dangerous, somehow imbuing them with power using his guns.


  When they reached a floor that Archer thought might have access to a nearby rooftop, Rufus stormed out of the stairwell, once again tearing through the door frame. An unfortunate Vassal on in the hallway outside didn’t have a chance to fight back as he was descended upon by the creature. Archer led Sera calmly behind Rufus, made sure the Vassal was still alive but properly subdued, and then they all became aware of the biggest problem of all.


  The wall of windows that normally bordered each floor, the ones that should have been open and providing quick egress from the building, were sealed by metal shutters.


  “This didn’t happen last time.” Sera said, feeling the shutters, testing to see if there was any give.


  “Apparently, they’ve updated.” Archer said.


  “Can he break through them?” Sera asked.


  Rufus had already started slamming his body against the shutters, but wasn’t making any headway.


  “You’re just going to waste all of your energy.” Archer said, and Rufus stopped.


  “What now? What do we do now?” Sera asked, crossing her arms.


  Archer thought it over calmly. “We need to hide you somewhere, and then take control of the building.”


  “Hide me somewhere?” Sera said. “I can take care of myself.”


  “No, you can’t. This is a bit outside your capabilities.” Archer said. “We just need to find a place to hide you until we can figure this all out.”


  “Anywhere seems as safe as any other place. The Vassals are all over the place. Don’t forget, last time, the building tried to ‘purge’ us. I’m not sure there’s anywhere safe from that.” Sera said.


  “It appears that the Vassals have a higher concentration in the upper floors. Staying here would be safer than bringing you up with us.” Archer looked around.


  Nearby, there was a door to a small supply stockroom. It was unlocked, and Archer opened the door and gestured to Sera.


  She looked at him, tightened her crossed arms, and then reluctantly walked inside. “I hope this isn’t a tomb.”


  “Trust us to keep anything bad from happening. The Vassals don’t want the building to ‘purge’, either. It’ll kill everyone inside. So somehow, we’ll stop it.” Archer said. “Come on, we should get going.”


  Sera’s eyes went wider, and Archer turned around to see what she was looking at. The beast was gone, and kneeling on one knee was a battered and exhausted Rufus. He was breathing heavily, covered in sweat, and naked.


  “Uh-oh.” Archer said.


  “I’m fine.” Rufus held his hand up, took a deep breath. “I can transform again. I just needed to rest.”


  “Rufus?” Sera said, and then she looked away. “Gross. Why are you naked?”


  “Because clothes aren’t stretchy enough.” Rufus said.


  “You’re sure you’ll be able to fight?” Archer said, and Rufus nodded.


  “Wait, no. Rufus, if you’re not that…thing anymore, you can’t go with Archer. Besides, I need someone here to protect me.” Sera said.


  “You’ll be safer here.” Rufus walked over and grabbed the door. “Nowhere in this building is safe right now, but standing on the side of a battlefield is a little less safe.”


  “At least take the clothes off that guy you knocked out.” Sera said as Rufus started to shut the door.


  He held a thumbs up in the crack of the door as he shut it all the way. “Stay in there til I come get you.”


  “I hate this company!” Sera shouted through the door.


  “Yeah, me too.” Rufus said.


  It was the first thing they’d agreed on in years.


  * * *


  Freeman climbed almost halfway to the top of the Registry unimpeded. The trouble with building a staircase out of shadows was that shadows could be dispersed. From the floor just above him, over the edge of the balcony, a floodlight turned on, aimed at the shadow stairs. Under the strength of the light, the shadows used to build the stairs simply didn’t exist.


  The light tilted down, towards Freeman, threatening to remove his footing. Here was something Freeman would have to stop and deal with. The light that shined on Freeman produced a long shadow behind him, even so high up in the air. That shadow turned into spear tipped snakes, just as it had done at ground level. Those shadows pierced the air, wrapped around the edge of the balcony, and flung Freeman over the edge. The light, a large personal flashlight, turned towards him. That was fine, shining a light on him produced strong shadows for him to fight with. Shadows strong enough to withstand the direct light.


  The flashlight switched off, bringing the balcony back to the normal level of ambient light in the atrium. Someone had also turned off many of the Lightglass fixtures that normally lined the walls, leaving the area relatively dark. Not pitch black, but close. Freeman didn’t know what floor they were on, and he didn’t have an intimate knowledge of the environment. This put him at a disadvantage.


  “I should have taken care of you awhile ago.” Canaan said, holding the flashlight towards Freeman, even though it was turned off.


  “It would have been entertaining to see you try.” Freeman said.


  “If I was who I am now, I wouldn’t have had any trouble.” Canaan said. He set the flashlight down on the floor.


  “If you were back then who you are now, would we be at odds?” Freeman asked.


  “You were right. The truth isn’t always simple. But yes, we would still be enemies.” Canaan said. “I’m just too young to be as nostalgic as you are.”


  “The world will be better off.” Freeman said.


  “The world will be gone.” Canaan replied.


  “You’re just too afraid to fix it.” Freeman said.


  “You’re wrong. I am not afraid.” Canaan said.


  “Prove it.” Freeman taunted.


  “You won’t get to use that, I promise.” Canaan said, looking at the Lance hanging on Freeman’s shoulder.


  “You really think so?” Freeman said, and as he spoke, hoping to catch Canaan off guard, a spear of darkness shot from the floor between them towards the Director.


  The spear stopped cold as it contacted Canaan’s left palm, arm outstretched to catch the shadow. Canaan pushed his glasses up with his right hand as he held his left arm out. The spear reversed course, disappearing into the ground from where it came. Another spear approached Canaan from the wall beside him, and he moved only his left arm, once again catching the spear in his palm. That spear also disappeared back into the wall.


  Freeman gritted his teeth. Canaan wouldn’t be an easy one to beat. Trying a different tactic, Freeman raised an arm into the air above him and swung it down by his side, causing a spear of shadow to become a whip, instead. Canaan had no trouble placing his left hand between him and the whip, and as soon as the shadow touched his hand, it was repelled.


  Canaan had a smug grin on his face.


  “That’s a cheap trick.” Freeman said.


  “A trick? As if we’re all just stage magicians.” Canaan said.


  Freeman placed the Lance gently on the floor behind him. This would take a bit of a stronger touch. Though he was an old man, Freeman was still athletic, and could move faster than most would give him credit for. He rushed Canaan, turning darkness into blades in his hands.


  Canaan didn’t fight back, he focused entirely on defense. Any strike Freeman attempted to land would inevitably hit Canaan’s left hand and be repelled, as if Canaan was capable of reversing it’s velocity. The Director was able to exchange any force and its equal reaction, effectively making any defensive strike an offensive one. When the shadow blades hit Canaan’s hand, Freeman’s arm would be thrown back as if he’d been hit in the hand.


  Canaan could attack simply by defending, so long as he countered with his left hand.


  “What you want isn’t what the world needs anymore.” Canaan said.


  “What you are isn’t what the world wants.” Freeman snarled.


  “This world doesn’t know what it wants. It doesn’t get to decide.” Canaan said.


  “And you do?” Freeman said.


  “No, I don’t.” Canaan said.


  Freeman threw a punch at Canaan’s face, which Canaan caught in his left palm. Freeman’s arm was thrown back violently, and he stumbled away. He recovered and moved forward again, threw another punch at the Director, which was deflected as well. Freeman fell to the ground, crawled back against the railing of the balcony.


  “I don’t decide what this world wants, I just uphold it.” Canaan said, leaning down over Freeman.


  “Not anymore.” Freeman said, and with an outstretched arm, he grabbed the flashlight. Switching it on, he turned it on Canaan, bathing the director in bright light. Freeman didn’t hate light, it was the brother to darkness. He needed both light and darkness. Putting his free hand over the bulb, Freeman blocked most of the flashlight’s glow, casting a shadow over Canaan. Over Canaan’s hand.


  Then it was as simple as turning that shadow into a blade. It sliced through Canaan’s left wrist with a splatter of blood that dripped darkly down the lens of the flashlight. Canaan screamed and fell back, holding his left wrist with his right hand. Freeman turned the flashlight off and stood up, tossed it over the edge of the balcony.


  As Canaan slid down the wall behind him, he sputtered, gawking with bulging eyes at his missing hand. Freeman loomed over the Director now.


  “I will be the one who decides what this world needs now.” Freeman said.


  “No.” Canaan said, but he said no more. He was shaking, blood was pouring out from his wrist.


  Freeman stood at the edge of the balcony and rebuilt his shadowy stairwell. When it was finished, he vaulted over the railing, Lance on his shoulder, and began making his way upward once again. There was nothing left to stop him now. Everything that he had planned for would be his.


  Canaan watched Freeman start to climb, and he took a deep breath, composed himself. “Chase. It’s time for plan B.”


  “You’re sure?” The kangaroo asked, suddenly crouching next to the Director.


  “We’ve got no other choice. Do it.” Canaan said, and the kangaroo vanished, gone to do the only thing left to do.


  * * *


  Jensen left Isaac in the lobby and then waved to him as he disappeared back outside the walls of InCorp. Isaac had tried to convince him to stay, to help evacuate people, but Jensen refused to have any more to do with the situation. It didn’t matter, Isaac would just have to find another way to save Sera and the rest of InCorp. Hell, maybe he would be able to save everyone, Collar and Vassal alike.


  The lobby was empty, save for the unconscious form of a large Collar or Vassal that Isaac didn’t recognize. Nothing he could do for him, Isaac went straight for the security room on the first floor, which had camera feeds from the entire structure. The camera at Freeman’s mansion had shown Sera in the lobby, hopefully she hadn’t gone far.


  Once in the security room, Isaac was glad to find it was much the same as it had been before. He stood in front of the computer console and closed his eyes. For a moment, he was back in this same room, but nearly a year previous. Tyloki stood behind him, arms wrapped around him, the two standing together in their Burnout. They were going to give up their lives to save everyone in the building. It had been simpler then, though. Their enemy was a Thrall, something you could kill and not feel guilty about. Now there were no Thralls, just people.


  The fire hadn’t been hot, it had been a comfort. In that moment, Tyloki’s arms hadn’t even seemed dangerous. They had been almost consolatory, though Isaac wouldn’t have thought so at the time. Regardless, Isaac had no fire to use this time around.


  Opening his eyes, Isaac rolled back the security footage from the lobby until he found Sera. It looked like she went with Archer and Rufus upstairs. He smiled. “Good job, guys. Keeping her safe.” He whispered.


  It took awhile, but Isaac was able to roll back footage a room at a time, even through the stairwell, and was able to track them all the way to the storage room where they left Sera. Leaving the console how it was, Isaac left the room and made his way upstairs. Thankfully, Rufus had utterly obliterated the turrets in the stairwell. As he climbed Isaac was struck with an idea.


  “Automated Emergency Response Intelligence.” He called out.


  “This is the Automated Emergency Response Intelligence.” A computerized voice replied.


  “Good, listen up. Last time I met you, you tried to burn an entire building full of people just to kill a little pest infestation.” Isaac said.


  “The last time the Automated Emergency Response Intelligence was activated,” the computer spoke, “the circumstances required the building to be purged.”


  “Alright, well, let me make something clear.” Isaac huffed, climbing the stairs as fast as he could. “The circumstances are different this time. You won’t be purging the building.”


  “There are currently essential primary personnel within the lockdown zone. A purge of the threat can not continue until the primary personnel are safely evacuated.” The voice said.


  “Who is the primary personnel?” Isaac asked.


  “Acting President Parker.” The computer said.


  Isaac stopped and looked up, speaking to the air. “I haven’t been clear yet. If you try to purge this building, I will kill you.” He started climbing again.


  “I am an artificial intelligence. I can not be killed.” The voice said.


  “You think that means I can’t kill you? I will kill you as much as I possibly can.” Isaac shook his head.


  Reaching the floor where Sera had been left, Isaac extended his staff and cautiously left the stairwell. Seeing the door where Sera was, he approached slowly and calmly.


  “Sera? It’s Isaac.” He said, standing away from the door. He wasn’t sure how she would respond.


  There was no answer. He sighed and stepped in front of the door, knocked on it. No answer.


  “Sera?” He said.


  Turning the knob, he pulled the door open and was smacked in the face by a heavy sheaf of papers. He stumbled back and winced but kept his gaze forward. Sera dropped the next pack of papers that she was preparing to throw and winced along with him.


  “Isaac? What are you doing here?” Sera asked.


  “Didn’t you hear me calling?” Isaac said.


  “I figured there was no way you could be here, so I assumed it was some freaky Vassal with the ability to change their voice or something. I thought you were here to kill me. How did you get here?” Sera asked. “Do you have a way out?”


  “A friend let me in, but no, I don’t have a way out yet. I came to check on you. I haven’t really thought past this part.” Isaac admitted.


  “Isaac Walker, you idiot. Why would you come inside this building, with no magic, you don’t have magic, do you, and without a plan to get out?” Sera said in a single, frustrated breath.


  “Miria told me I need to think less. So I did.” Isaac said.


  “Oh my God, you’re an idiot.” Sera said as if she was realizing it for the first time.


  “I came to rescue you.” Isaac said.


  “Fantastic job you’re doing there!” Sera was starting to raise her voice. “Does this plan involve suicide, too? Or are you over that now? We were so close for years! How did I not know how much you were hurting?”


  “I hid it well, Sera. It’s not your fault. And no, I don’t want to die anymore. I’m past that.” Isaac said.


  “Speaking of Miria, where is she? You didn’t bring her here, did you?” Sera asked.


  Isaac paused. “…No. I didn’t.”


  “Good.” Sera said. “Now what?”


  “I…don’t know.” Isaac said. “I guess I’m hoping for a miracle.”


  “Could sort of use Tyloki’s help, huh.” Sera said.


  Isaac frowned, but she was right. He had no plan from here on. As soon as he saw her in danger, he knew he needed to save her. Jensen had asked him to save everyone. But now that it was time to do it, Isaac was out of ideas. He didn’t know what to do. He was starting to miss problems that could be fixed by lighting them on fire.


  “Parker.” Isaac said. “I need Parker. The AI told me he is inside the lockdown zone. Called him ‘acting president Parker’. Freeman’s plan, it hinged on Parker turning off the security system. So I need to find him and get him to turn it off.”


  “Now that’s a plan.” Sera smiled. “I’ll help find him.”


  “No, you need to wait in here.” Isaac said.


  “Are you kidding? You have as much magic right now as I do. You shouldn’t go alone.” Sera said.


  “I don’t want you to get hurt.” Isaac said.


  “I know you’ve always tried to put yourself between me and pain, Isaac. Always. But you can’t stop me from being in pain just by keeping me from getting hurt.” Sera said.


  “There’s a light, Sera. I see it in your eyes, you’re still alive in a way I haven’t been in years. The less you have to go through, the better.” Isaac said.


  “You can’t just take all my pain for me.” Sera said.


  “I can try.” Isaac took a deep breath and sighed. “But I don’t want you to stay in here without anything to protect yourself.” He held out his staff to her.


  “No, I don’t know how to use that, and besides, you need it more than I do. It’ll do you more good.” Sera said.


  “You two are making a racket in here. Someone could just stroll right in and shoot you in the back. Blam!” Isaac turned to the stairwell, Alyssa was standing in the doorway with a gun held to Parker’s back.


  “Alyssa? What the Hell are you doing?” Isaac asked.


  “I’m getting into that vault I told you about.” She said smugly.


  “You’re taking Parker down to get into the vault?” Isaac asked. He’d wanted a miracle, this was as good as it was going to get.


  “I didn’t expect to run into you here. Did you get your wolf back?” Alyssa asked conversationally.


  “No, I didn’t get my wolf back. I came to get Sera and go, but I didn’t really have a plan for the ‘go’ part.” Isaac said.


  “Want to come have some fun with me?” Alyssa asked.


  “Wait, wait. Wait. You can’t take Parker to the vault.” Isaac said.


  “Why not?” Alyssa asked.


  Parker’s lips grew into a smile.


  “As soon as you take him outside the lockdown area, the AI will purge the building like it tried to do last time.” Isaac said, “You can’t take him underground.”


  “How else am I going to get into the vault? Tell you what, I’ll take him down, he’ll open the vault door, and we’ll bring him back up to stop the purge.” Alyssa said.


  “No good, Alyssa. If the purge starts, it won’t stop just because I come back inside.” Parker said.


  “Why should we listen to you?” Alyssa asked.


  Isaac glanced at Sera, who was waiting patiently in the storage closet. “We can’t risk it.”


  “We have to. Isaac, listen, we need whatever is in that vault.” Alyssa said.


  “Need it for what, Alyssa? For your obsession?” Isaac said.


  “What else can we do, Isaac?” Alyssa asked.


  “We wait until someone comes to cut us out of here. Someone from the Registry will come get us out.” Isaac said.


  “Like last time? Wait, no, that was you. It was you doing something drastic to save the day. Don’t tell me you’re getting soft now.” Alyssa said.


  Isaac didn’t like it, but she was right. He didn’t trust anyone else to get them out. He had come to InCorp to prove he could be something without Tyloki. It was time to do that.


  “Do you think the controls for the AI are underground?” Isaac asked.


  Alyssa shrugged. “Could be.”


  “We take Parker to let us in, and we shut the whole system down before it can purge the building. If not, I’m not sure we’re going to get out of the building before a lot more people die.” Isaac said. “I can’t just make decisions that are the best for my family.” He turned to Sera. “I will get you out of the building safely, but I have to get everyone else out, too.”


  Sera smiled and nodded. “I trust you, Isaac.”


  “Alyssa, give me your other gun.” Isaac said.


  “What other gun?” Alyssa asked, but she pulled a second gun out of her ankle holster, tossed it to Isaac.


  The gun was heavy. He handed it to Sera. “If anyone tries to hurt you, shoot them. It doesn’t matter who it is. If they try to hurt you, shoot them. And stay in here.”


  “I’m going to need that back eventually.” Alyssa said, and she jabbed Parker in the back with her gun. “I’m just lending it to you.”


  “I’ll give it back to you on Tuesday.” Isaac said as he followed her down the stairs.


  * * *


  Riley stumbled down the hallway, trying to force his legs to walk more steadily. Any time he threatened to fall over completely, Rain would catch him and keep him up. When he reached the balcony overlooking the atrium, he saw Freeman’s shadow stairs leading up to the top of the building.


  Where’s he going?


  [Canaan’s office, I’d bet.]


  Why?


  [Can’t say.]


  What could be so secret that you couldn’t tell me right now?


  [It just is. If I tell you, everything changes. Then it wouldn’t matter if you survive the day or not.]


  Riley made his way to the normal stairs and started to climb down, holding tightly onto the railing. Inside, he felt guilty for running away. He was glad that Rain wasn’t pressing him on it. The otter would be able to guilt him into staying if he tried. It wouldn’t be hard. Riley owed a lot to Rain and to Canaan. Running away felt wrong. The fact that he was having trouble walking down the stairs, though, that validated his decision to flee. He couldn’t fight if he wanted to.


  Riley stopped on the landing between two floors to catch his breath. While he waited in the silence, he heard a quiet moaning coming from the next floor. He hobbled down the stairs and leaned out of the stairwell, onto the atrium balcony. He saw Canaan slumped against the wall, holding his bloody arm, sitting in a pool of blood.


  “Canaan! What happened?” Riley asked, quickly stumbling over to the Director.


  The Director was barely conscious, and he was as pale as the sky outside. “Freeman got the better of me.”


  “He got past you?” Riley asked.


  “Yeah.” Canaan said. “He’s got the Lance. He’s going to destroy it.”


  “What do you mean ‘it’?” Riley asked.


  [We can’t let him do that.]


  What is ‘it’?


  “Chase is going to stop him.” Canaan said, nodding weakly.


  “What is Chase doing?” Riley asked.


  “If what Chase is doing doesn’t work, you need to stop Freeman.” Canaan said.


  “What is Chase doing? How am I supposed to stop Freeman?” Riley asked. He was just full of questions.


  “Riley, promise.” Canaan said.


  Fighting Freeman in his current state was practically a death sentence, and Riley wasn’t as suicidal as Isaac was. It was a request from Canaan, and not just Canaan, Rain was trying to convince him, too. If they were both serious about it, then he couldn’t just run away. “Alright. I’ll stop Freeman if Chase doesn’t.”


  “Good.” Canaan said.


  Riley stood up. “We need to get you to medical.”


  “No, leave me here. Go stop Freeman. Now. If he uses the Lance…” Canaan said.


  “Not negotiable.” Riley said, and he tried to lift Canaan. It took all of his strength to raise the Director up, and he couldn’t walk with the man in his arms. “Okay.” He put Canaan down. “I’m going to send someone for you. Then I’m going to find clothes, then I’ll stop Freeman. Somehow.”


  Riley looked over the balcony, up at the spiral staircase made of shadows. It would be a quicker way up and down than the building stairs, but it could disappear at any time. At this point, it was worth the risk. The dorms were a few floors down. He would have to go down first, get his armor and weapons.


  “No pressure.” He said, scrambling over the railing.


  Then he would climb up and face Freeman and the Lance, once and for all.


  * * *


  Chase was typing away on a computer in a brightly lit white room. He tapped the keys as fast as he could, but his claws weren’t build for keyboards. He had to bounce around the room, typing on different computers, doing the jobs of several different people at the same time. It wasn’t an easy thing to do, what he was trying to do, and rightly so.


  When he was finished setting it all up, he grabbed a microphone off the nearby console and held it up to his muzzle.


  “G’day, inmates. Have I got a very special offer for you today.” He spoke, and his voice echoed through every corner of the sterile prison. He spoke at once to every one of the prisoners, the worst of the worst. “How would you like to work for your freedom?”


  The Registry prison was used to hold Collars and Vassals that used their magic for the worst crimes. They were murderers and psychopaths, those that needed to be removed from society completely. They were secreted away, often without trial, to be hidden in this prison until the day they died.


  Chase was one button press away from letting them all out.


  “There is a single man infiltrating the Registry as we speak. I am prepared to let you all out of your cells, and unlock every single one of your totems.” Chase’s voice echoed.


  The lives this stunt could cost would pale in comparison to the potential of Freeman succeeding at his plan.


  “Whoever stops this man, Freeman, I’ll let you go free. Clear your record. Fresh start.” Chase offered, claw hovering over the button on the computer, ready to shut it all down. “No, there is nothing to stop you from running away. I promise you, if you run away, I will hunt you down and kill you. If you don’t believe me now, you will later.”


  With that, Chase pressed the button dramatically, and a moment later, the bright white lights turned dark. The doors to the cells opened, and the prisoners began to stream out.


  * * *


  Dominic walked slowly amidst the swarming crowd of prisoners. He hadn’t seen himself in a mirror since Tyloki had burned him, but he knew he wasn’t the same as he used to be. He was hardly human anymore. The rest of the prisoners were scrambling, as if their chance to escape, or to fight Freeman, would slip from their grasps.


  Not interested in freedom, Dominic only wanted revenge. He followed the swarms to a room that was filled with Lockboxes, and he was drawn instinctively to his own. Inside was his totem, which brought a smile to his scarred face. So it seemed Chase was telling the truth. He gave them their powers back, and they were to use them to fight Freeman.


  Taking his totem, Dominic walked against the crowd now, having no intention of following Chase’s orders. Instead, he was looking for something particular, and with luck, he found it.


  [Dominic? Dominic, stop.]


  Be quiet.


  A group of like minded inmates were amassing in the hallway at the center of the prison, instead of following the rest of the prisoners to the elevators.


  “You got a way out of here?” Dominic asked.


  There were five of them, of various builds and demeanors. He spoke to the one who appeared to be the leader of the group.


  “You got it.” The leader said.


  “Mind if I hitch a ride?” Dominic asked.


  “Who are you to us?” The leader asked.


  One of the companions, a squirrelly looking man, jabbed the leader in the shoulder. “Come on, let him come along. It’ll make for a good story.”


  “Okay, he can come. For the story.” The leader said, and they rest of the group turned now to the shortest member.


  The squirrelly man was grinning stupidly. The short man placed his hands on the wall and drew a large circle. Behind his hands was left an iridescent trail of light, and when he drew a complete circle, the center filled in. It illuminated the dark hallway with its brilliance. Some sort of portal.


  Who these people were didn’t matter to Dominic. He didn’t care to learn their names or their powers. All he wanted was to hitch a ride out of the prison and get his revenge. He followed them through the portal and out into the murky daylight. The sky was full of clouds, and it was drizzling lightly.


  Dominic parted from the group without so much as a ‘thank you’. He looked at the skyline, got his bearings, and started to walk towards his destination.


  He was heading to InCorp.


  * * *


  Isaac climbed down last, following Alyssa and Parker. With Parker in the underground, it couldn’t be long before the AI would try to purge the building. When he jumped off the bottom of the ladder, Isaac turned and was impressed by the size of the vault.


  “Go on, open it.” Alyssa said, shoving Parker towards the massive vault door.


  “Alyssa, I’ll say this one more time. Do not open this vault.” Parker said.


  Isaac joined the pair by the door. The room was illuminated by red lights, which put Isaac into a strange mood. He was anxious about what waited inside the vault, agitated by the situation as a whole. The red lights reminded him of a certain place underground that he’d rather not be.


  “We can’t have much time. We need to get in there, Alyssa.” Isaac said.


  “Open it.” Alyssa said through gritted teeth, holding the gun to Parker’s head.


  “Alright.” Parker said, and he approached the vault door. “Welcome to Nova.” He said as he entered something on a console to the side.


  With a booming mechanical noise, true to Parker’s word, the vault began to open. It slid sideways, into the wall, and on the other side, bright lights blinded Isaac and Alyssa.


  This was it. The vault was open, and Isaac had one chance to find the source of the AI and shut it down. Alyssa would likely be focused on whatever Nova was.


  After the vault was open, Alyssa whipped her gun into the back of Parker’s neck, and he slumped to the ground.


  “Alyssa, he might’ve been useful.” Isaac said.


  “Not worth the risk. Look, doors open. Lets go.” Alyssa nodded towards the open vault.


  Nova.


  If Isaac was going to prove he was worth something without Tyloki’s help, now was the time.


  They walked forward together, into the light.


  Into the vault.


  Chapter 24 – The Last Drop of Rain on the Precipice


  The world was full of magic, fantastic things that defied explanation. Around every corner, a new miracle or devastation, an undreamed of way to live, an unfathomable way to die. It was a world of magic, and the fact was, exactly why it worked was unknown. It had to do with Aer, that much was certain, but why any given Collar obtained the ability that they did when paired with an Indicia, that was a mystery.


  It was a mystery that Isaac Edgar Walker-Cross had never stopped once to think about. In a world replete with magic, magic itself became mundane. Conjuring fire, controlling the fiercest natural element. Manipulating water, bending the fluid to the user’s will. Rending earth, tearing stone apart. Sharpening wind, turning the air into blades. Those were just the traditional elements. Arcane barriers, time shifting, body transformation, weapon summoning, shadow construction, force reversal. Magic was so broad, it was stretched thin, and most couldn’t see its majesty any longer.


  Magic was science, it was well enough explained that the average person needed not speculate on its existence. It wasn’t impossible, science said so, but it was so much more improbable than most would imagine. When something is so fully in front of a person, it’s hard for them to imagine it any other way.


  The thing in the vault, what Isaac laid his eyes on as they entered, it changed him. It showed him the majesty of the magic, the beauty that was present in the world, was still there even through pain and loss and darkness. There was something important he did not yet know, but he knew he needed to learn it.


  The room inside the vault was shaped like a diamond, and there were doors at each of the points. Several rows of computer screens squared off the center of the room, each row a step up above the previous, leading to a central platform, which each of the computer screens was facing. The walls and floors were a dark metal, and through them ran circuits glowing similarly to the energy in Aer armor, bright and vibrant colors, giving the room a soft white glow, even though it should have been darker.


  The circuits ran along the floors and walls in a pattern, and the glow indicated a direction of movement, the energy was flowing from somewhere else, into the central stage. The diamond shaped floor of the central platform was glowing radiantly, bright white.


  Floating above the platform, bobbing slightly up and down, burning with the intensity of a star, was the thing.


  Isaac approached apprehensively, Alyssa stayed back, similarly in awe but less aware of why she was in awe. Footsteps soft and slow, Isaac climbed the steps towards the sphere. It was large enough that Isaac wouldn’t have been able to fit his arms around it, but only just so. So bright that it was hard to look at, but impossible not to stare, Isaac stood in front of the sphere and held his hand in the air just in front of it.


  It was resplendent, magnificent in its colors and vibrancy. Isaac had seen one once before, his own ‘soul’ that Tyloki had shown him. His own soul had been so weak compared to this one, so dull and lifeless, monotone. This sphere swirled, an aurora borealis, colors bled through seemingly at random. A bloom of gold overtook crimson, and was washed away by emerald like a rushing tide. Not just gold and crimson and emerald. Many hues, many shades. Every color, coexisting. The surface looked like silk, and Isaac longed to touch it.


  This was the first time Isaac ever wondered why magic was, why it did what it did. He knew as well not to touch the sphere, as he did that the answer to why was one that would not be a discovery he would make. It was too big of a question for someone like him. Someone so small, standing next to a star.


  * * *


  [Dominic, stop.]


  Shut up.


  Dominic walked with a steady pace towards his goal. Having been unable to gain access to the InCorp building from ground level, he fell back on a plan that he came up with while he was setting up to kidnap Sera. It was dark in the Underway, but he’d spent plenty of time down there, so he didn’t have trouble finding his way around. He conjured a torch in the palm of his right hand in order to illuminate the corridor, but he found the element revolting, so he snuffed the flame quickly.


  He would have to settle for the flash of crackling electricity if he needed to see something. Electricity wasn’t fire, it didn’t light the darkness as well, but Dominic couldn’t abide fire. Not anymore.


  As he went, he made it a point to avoid looking at any reflective materials, he didn’t need to see the monster that he knew was waiting for him in the mirror. After he was done, he would find a mask that he could wear daily, and hopefully, he would never have to look at the twisted mess of his face.


  The only other problem that he had now was the grating insistence from Basil that he stop, as if that were even a conceivable possibility. It was not. There was no going back for Dominic, who had lost as much in Tyloki’s pyre as he had over the years since his family’s death. He was not a person anymore, but a vessel for the elements he commanded. There were no more thoughts about the long term future in Dominic’s head, only practicalities. He knew he would need to find a mask and that he could never look at his reflection. He didn’t know what he intended to do, big picture, in the long run.


  Maybe kill people. People that deserved it. False heroes like Isaac Cross. This thought brought a twinge to Dom’s lips, and he felt like he was smiling. He couldn’t see it, but his face was the nightmare that looms in the shadows, waiting to frighten children from under the bed.


  [Stop.]


  I said, shut up.


  Dominic punctuated his command with a blast of lightning directed at the nearby wall. His hand shuddered with rage, and Basil obeyed, going silent.


  In his mind, Dominic was not a monster or a villain. He was justice, doing the work of an unknown higher spirit, a conduit for the will of the universe.


  Much of the Underway was constructed of stone, tunnels carved out of the earth, and though in its prime most of the walls had been covered in sheets of metal, that had been a long time ago. Now much of the metal had been shorn away by time, leaving vast stretches of raw stone.


  Dominic was a master of the elements.


  It was simple work to will the stone out of his way, carving his own tunnel, parting the cave wall as if it were water and he were leading his people to a promised land. The stone gave way around him with deference, reaffirming his belief that what he was doing was just. He did not close the tunnel behind him, though he could have if he wished to. Eventually, the stone ended, and his tunnel led out into a room more recently used than the Underway.


  Directly in front of him was a massive vault door which was of no concern to him. Whatever was inside may have been interesting to him before, but now, with no future, Dominic possessed no reason to be interested in such a mystery. Perhaps he would satisfy his curiosity after he took care of his task, perhaps he would not. He would live in the moment, and not worry about what he would do next.


  A body was on the floor in front of the vault, Dominic didn’t recognize the man, but he could tell even from a distance that the man was alive. He considered ending the man’s life, just to see how it truly felt to kill someone, something he had never done before, but he would save that for his target. He imagined he would develop a taste for it in time, if it didn’t immediately strike him as enjoyable.


  He had to be careful not to give in to his urges, to be only a vessel for the will of reality, to bring justice down upon those that were unworthy to live. That would be more difficult if he enjoyed killing too much.


  Ignoring the man and the vault, Dom climbed the ladder at the back of the elevator shaft, moving slowly and methodically. Surprised to find that he was as strong and able as he was, having expected the damage from the fire and the atrophy of inactivity to have weakened him, an excitement twitched inside him as he went. Would he use magic to do the job? As reprehensible and disgusting as he found it, there would be an irony in resorting to fire. Maybe instead he would wrap his hands around the neck and force them to watch, to look at his broken visage, knowing that his elated grin would be the last they would see.


  The climb was long, and he spent the entirety of it thinking of different ways to kill. Each element under his command provided many different ways, and he knew upon considering it that he would need to kill more people than just his target, simply to try out his creativity to its fullest. He had been limited as a Collar.


  He would be unrestrained as an agent of reality.


  Upon this thought, another truth became evident to him. As an agent of the universe’s will, Dominic would be free to act how he chose to, or how reality commanded him to, without fear of retribution. The problems that had arisen in his life came about as a result of him rebelling against reality. Now that he submitted, gave himself up to, for lack of a better word, fate, things would go his way.


  That wasn’t to say there wouldn’t be challenges. The universe would want to test its agent, to ensure he was the right man for the job. Deep in his heart, Dominic knew he was the man for the job, and thus those tests would be but simple hurdles.


  Emerging at ground level, Dominic had successfully gained access to the inside of the lockdown. Fear of death, from the army of Collars or Vassals, the squads of InCorp security, or the buildings overzealous AI system, was unknown to him. Reality wouldn’t allow those things to happen to him.


  Finding himself in the lobby of InCorp, Dom needed to determine a method with which to find his quarry. Isaac had once used the security room in the lobby to protect every person in the building, and besides that, InCorp wasn’t the type of company to let an inch of their building go unmonitored. Dominic danced across the lobby to the security room, and what he found there warmed his heart, and he smiled with appreciation for the universe. One of the camera feeds had been paused on a frame and left there. The frame showed Dominic’s target where she may have been minutes ago. Even if she was no longer there, it would be a good place to start looking.


  Dominic was only a few floors away from his mark. Isaac was going to lose his sister, it was what the universe wanted. Still dancing, Dominic left the security room and started for the stairs. The music was in his head, no one else could hear it.


  No one else besides Basil. Basil had never stopped listening, even when he had been told to shut up. He watched Dom’s imagination, his desire to kill people he deemed corrupt, and he knew that Dominic was too far gone. There was no coming back for him, for either of them.


  * * *


  Riley struggled into his armor, and Rain had to materialize to give him a hand getting it on properly. Luckily, Riley’s Aer Circuit armor was designed to increase his agility, and upon activating it, gold wires woven into the fabric lighting up, it began to help him stand up on his own. Usually, it elevated him above human levels of agility, now it only brought him on par with an average man.


  He huffed for breath as he stood tall with the armor’s help. “I can’t do this.”


  “There’s no one else that can.” Rain said.


  “What difference does it make if I go and die? Freeman is still going to use the Lance.” Riley said, next taking his daggers out of his locker.


  “You won’t die. Riley, listen to me.” Rain said, and he leaned in close, waited until Riley turned his head to look at him. “You will not die.”


  “It would be easier to buy into this if I knew what was going on. But since Canaan won’t tell me, and neither will you…” Riley said.


  “There is something in Canaan’s office. Explaining it wouldn’t help, but you have to believe that it can’t be left to Freeman.” Rain said.


  Riley nodded his head and pretended to understand. He knew that Rain could tell that it was fake faith, but it was all he had. The idea of dying at Freeman’s hands, or of having to face the Lance again, filled him with fear. Riley would have been unafraid, typically, but his experience with the Lance, and the weak state he was in now, stripped him of his usual confidence. Suddenly, and he almost never thought like this, his mind was full of all of the things he wanted to do but never had.


  So many movies he wanted to watch, foods he wanted to try, Indicia he wanted to lure into bed. Feelings that he hadn’t admitted to that he may never get the chance to own up to. Riley wasn’t a bucket list kind of guy, but maybe he was turning into one.


  Riley looked across the contents of his locker, making sure he brought everything that might be of use in the fight against Freeman. Just about the only thing left inside was the butane lighter, Isaac’s lighter, the small fire he kept in his pocket all the times that he was berated by Tyloki. Isaac didn’t need fire, he had insisted time and time again, but he carried Tyloki’s lost flame in his pocket like a torch leading him through the darkness.


  That torch had almost gotten him killed. And he had left that flame, as well as Tyloki’s, behind when he left the Registry. Riley pocketed the lighter, bringing Isaac’s light with him. It restored a small bit of his fractured confidence.


  “We don’t have much time, right?” Riley asked.


  Rain answered with a quick kiss on his lips before disappearing.


  [I’m afraid we don’t. Not even enough time for a quickie.]


  “It must be serious.” Riley sighed as he shut the locker and exited the room. “Rain doesn’t want to have sex.”


  Back in the atrium, Freeman’s shadow stairs were still present. Once again, Riley was worried that the stairs would cease to be at an inopportune time and send him hurtling to ground level, but with time so short, he would have to take his chances. He vaulted over the railing onto the stairs and started to climb.


  It took a while to walk to the top of the Registry, giving Riley’s brain ample time to obsess over the many ways that things could go south. Freeman had bested Canaan in combat, which meant the fight would be suicide under normal conditions. The only thing Riley had going for him was that his target wasn’t Freeman himself, but the Lance. Freeman had the Lance to protect as well as himself. This was, as far as Riley could come up with, the only advantage he had.


  That and the element of surprise.


  At the top of the atrium, Riley climbed over the railing to the top floor balcony. Unfortunately for Freeman’s shadow stairs, the atrium didn’t go all the way to the top of the tower, only most of the way. Many of the upper floors required the entire available space of the building’s square footage, and the balconies only went up as high as some administrative offices, above the medical floors.


  Between Riley and Canaan’s top floor office, and presumably Freeman, were R&D, the Registry’s portal to the Indicia realm, and a few more secret floors that even Riley didn’t know what was on them. Freeman would have been forced to climb the building’s stairwell to reach the top floor.


  Riley wasted no time moving forward, pushing his hesitation deep into his belly, taking deep, considered breaths to fight off his worry. Riley was struck by something as he approached the stairwell. It was a scent, an odor, but more than that, it had a presence. He could nearly feel the tragedy that he was about to come upon.


  It was an odor that he was familiar with, but never in such quantities, never so devastating. It was the stench of blood and evisceration, fresh death. Riley was confused, certainly there hadn’t been so many Collars standing in the way of Freeman, and there was no way he carved his way through them with such ease.


  His confusion was cleared up as he opened the door to the horror in the stairwell. The smell hit him physically, driving him back a step, and his eyes couldn’t focus on a single aspect of the nightmare in front of him. The bodies were garbed in the Registry prison uniforms, which explained where they all came from. Fresh blood dripped down the walls, oozed down the stairs like lava from a volcano. Not every body was intact, many were missing parts, entire limbs, which were scattered about the stairwell chaotically.


  Riley heard a wheezing gurgle come from one of the bodies who must not have died yet. Before he could locate its source, it stopped, presumably as the source drowned in their own blood or died from blood loss.


  It was unimaginable, a warzone in miniature, like nothing Riley had ever experienced. If Freeman had done this, what chance did he have of stopping him? Glad now that he had been holding his worry at the bottom of his stomach, he was able to hold down his gorge as it attempted to empty itself.


  All this was in several seconds, at the end of which Riley knew he had to keep pressing forward. If Freeman had done this, he couldn’t be allowed to keep going, no matter his aims. Riley closed his eyes and held his breath as he stepped into the stairwell. He opened his eyes with he realized he needed to be able to see where the body parts were. Before he made it up enough flights of stairs to escape the gore, he was forced to let his breath out and take in fresh air. The air he took in wasn’t fresh, it was stale with death and blood.


  Riley climbed with determination. They had been criminals, but that didn’t mean they deserved to be massacred. He was going to stop Freeman or die in the process. If all else failed, the Lance had no allegiance, it would work for whoever possessed it. If he was willing to use it, it would guarantee victory.


  Coming to the top floor, Riley found the door open. He could hear footsteps echoing around Canaan’s office. Freeman had arrived, and Riley was right on his trail. This was all going to end soon.


  At this point, between his fear and determination, Riley wasn’t sure which ending he preferred.


  * * *


  Isaac took a step back from the soul sphere, but he had to force his hand back to his side, his desire to touch it was great.


  “What is it?” Alyssa asked, finger on the trigger guard of her gun, held ready but lowered to the ground.


  “It’s a…soul. Tyloki showed me mine when I after I made a pact with him. Mine isn’t this…magnificent. But I can tell it’s the same thing. This is a soul.” Isaac said in hushed tones.


  “A soul? You’ve lost me. If it is a soul, whose is it? How is it here? Because, and I’m not saying I believe in souls, but they’re metaphysical, right?” Alyssa said.


  “I have no idea. Too bad you clocked Parker out. He could have told us, I’d bet.” Isaac said, turning around.


  “Heat of the moment.” Alyssa shrugged. “This must be Nova. A soul, but here in our world.”


  “That would mean…” Isaac started, but he didn’t finish.


  They both stared in awed silence.


  “Alright, we’ll have time to be lost in wonderment later. First, we need to find the source of the AI and shut it down.” Alyssa snapped them back to the task at hand.


  “Another thing Parker could have helped with.” Isaac said.


  “Could’ve. But he wouldn’t have. Looks like we’ve got three doors. It’s like a game show.” Alyssa smirked.


  “Split up or stay together?” Isaac asked.


  “Depends. Is this a scary movie?” Alyssa said.


  “I’m not scared. But there is only one gun between the two of us, and all I’ve got is a stick.” Isaac said.


  “Let’s stay together, then. Stay behind me.” Alyssa ordered.


  Leading the way to the leftmost door, Alyssa moved like a soldier. Isaac hadn’t been trained as a soldier, but it wasn’t the first time he had been following Alyssa’s lead, so he was able to stick with her competently enough. It was fruitless, as the leftmost door was locked and there was no panel or handle with which to try to open it.


  Aware that time was not on their side, they moved swiftly to the door on the right hand side. It opened, thankfully, but led to a wing of what appeared to be laboratories behind walls of glass. A quick scan of the rooms from the doorway revealed little of interest, so Alyssa and Isaac agreed to move on to the third door, at the back of the vault.


  As the door slid open, Alyssa kept her gun ready, and she spun into the hallway with the gun drawn up, prepared for any possible threats. The door led into a nondescript hallway, which reminded Isaac of the long hallway that led to the prison at the Registry, except here it was gunmetal instead of bright white. Alyssa started to move down the hallway cautiously, Isaac couldn’t help but imagine some sort of laser grid security system that would trap them in and chop them into little pieces.


  No such security system existed, and they reached the far end of the hallway safely. Here was another door, and Isaac was truthfully becoming tired of closed doors. Maybe he would get a studio apartment with only one door so he wouldn’t have to deal with them anymore. No more surprises behind thresholds.


  This door opened as well, and on the other side, a row of doors. At least ten of them. Isaac groaned inwardly as they stepped into the hallway of doorways. Checking the first door, which slid open with a gasp, they found the doors led to a sort of dormitory. A living area. The room had a corner with beds in it, a computer in the opposite corner, and little else. A fake plant graced the nearest corner, which somehow made the room feel artificial, like someplace no one had ever or would ever live.


  “Chances are all these rooms are bedrooms or the bathroom or showers. I don’t know why they need a bunker down here, but I doubt the AI is kept in the living space.” Alyssa said.


  “You’re right, I doubt that, too. But if there is anyone actually living here…” Isaac said.


  Alyssa nodded. “They might be able to lead us to the AI, wherever it is.”


  Three more doors on the right side of the hallway came up empty, immaculately clean with no signs of life.


  “This place is eerily empty. The soul sphere is just floating out there by itself, no technicians or engineers or scientists. Isn’t that strange?” Isaac asked.


  “You said it. It’s eerie.” Alyssa agreed.


  The fifth door on the right bore fruit.


  The door slid open with ease, as the others had, but the room on the far side was different. Instead of being a minimalist underground bunker, the room was quite differently designed. A faux fireplace on the far wall cast a flickering glow across the room, illuminating the full sized bed and ornately carved desk. An entire wall was a bookshelf, covered from top to bottom in thick texts that had titles Isaac was unable to comprehend.


  In the chair at the desk, a man sat.


  He was facing away, and he didn’t turn to look at them as they stood in the doorway. Finishing what he was writing down, he jabbed a period at the end of his sentence, and then set his pen on the desk. He stood up from the chair and pulled his coat straight from the lapels.


  And he said, “It’s about time.”


  His hair was neatly combed, if not a bit too long, and Isaac could see the sides of a short beard on the man’s silhouette. The hair was the color of fire, and seemed almost to be actual flames in the flickering light of the fireplace. He was wearing a neatly pressed, gray three-quarter length coat.


  Isaac and Alyssa had expected to come across a scientist, they had hoped to find someone, but this encounter had an unexpected, surreal quality to it. The man turned around to face them. Indeed he had a short beard, also the color of flames. Disappearing under the lapels of his coat was an impossibly vibrant tie, striped with multiple hues and standing out as a shock of color, resting atop his shirt which was the color of stone.


  Just underneath the collar of the man’s shirt, Isaac could make out a familiar colored band, the tattoo of a pact, the mark of a Collar.


  “I take it you’re here to rescue me.”


  * * *


  Archer was beginning to feel exhaustion creeping in on him. It wasn’t a feeling he was used to. He trained daily, and fought real battles with Thralls on a regular basis. The feeling of exhaustion was frankly a bit worrisome. He had been fighting to the best of his abilities for the better part of the day, and he was only human. Though if he was getting tired, that meant his enemies must have been more so.


  As he fought, he didn’t need to worry about what drove him. He simply fought because it was the thing he did. He was good at it, and he did good with it. He wouldn’t go so far as to call himself a hero. Simply, he had never had trouble discerning right from wrong, and he applied those to any problems that arose in front of him.


  Archer functioned simply, and he didn’t need Alkaid inside his head, as many Collars did, to help him with strategy or planning. The man was good, in many senses of the word. He was carving his way, as necessary, up the InCorp building, stopping on floors where the Registry was losing ground to the Vassals. Few of the relatively untrained Vassals could stand against him for long, and he was becoming exhausted simply by the sheer number of people he had fought with so far.


  Floor by floor he went, keeping Rufus safe by the stairwell, securing the Vassals and forcing any of the InCorp security to stand down, if they were feeling a bit itchy in the trigger finger. It was a display of art in the form of weapon play, as if this was the day that Archer had been training for all along. However, Archer wouldn’t agree that this day was a foregone conclusion, that it was inevitable. Events led to this, but that didn’t mean they had to lead here.


  Sera was, as far as Archer was aware, still tucked safely away in the closet floors below. It wouldn’t be long before Archer had the entire building secure, though the credit didn’t belong entirely to him, he was simply joining with the Collars on each floor to help them take the lead. Once the building was under control, then there would be the task of figuring out how to get the innocents, and for that matter, the perpetrators, out of the lockdown.


  Slim had yet to show his face again, but in the grand scheme, it didn’t matter. Slim was just a Vassal, and if another Collar didn’t take him down, he would be an easy mark when most of the other Vassals were dealt with.


  It wasn’t until nearly the top floor that Slim appeared again. Archer felt an unusual compulsion to make sure that Slim was taken care of, as if they were rivals. It was more likely that Archer didn’t like the feeling of someone one-upping him in combat. It wasn’t something that happened often.


  Having exited the stairwell, the floor they were on was much like every other they’d passed. Rooms full of cubicles and computers, the occasional fake plant or water cooler. Rufus stayed in the stairwell, still human despite his insistence that he’d be able to transform again soon. Archer had his katana ready as he glanced around the floor. Slim was with a small group of Vassals on the far side of the cubicles. They hadn’t seen Archer yet, so he ducked behind a cubicle wall to survey them.


  Keeping a low crouch, he moved across the room toward them silently, listening in to their conversation. Slim was aware that they were losing ground, being forced up until there was nowhere left to run. Whoever he was, the other Vassals deferred to him, taking his advice and letting him make the decisions about what to do.


  It was a shame for them that their plans were about to be ruined by Archer. There were four of them, including Slim, and four on one was a bit of a challenge. Not impossible, but the odds weren’t worth taking as they were. Archer glanced back to see if Rufus could join in, and saw him hunched against the wall, still breathing heavily and drenched in sweat. Rufus would be unlikely to join him in a fight for the rest of the day.


  He would have to make a plan. Still crouched, Archer was just around the corner from Slim and his cronies. He leaned out ever so slightly, to get a view of them. A quick glance showed them to be standing relatively close together. That could facilitate taking out more than one at once. None were very large, though they were not quite as thin as Slim.


  Archer took a deep breath and was shocked to find weariness in his chest. He wouldn’t be fighting at peak condition anymore, and he wouldn’t be fighting at all much longer. If he was going to take down Slim, he needed a good plan. He glanced out at them again, but this time, one of the Vassals was looking his direction.


  Having been spotted, he wasted no time stepping out into the open. Slim raised his guns at Archer, and the others readied unknown abilities. Archer raised his hands in the air and dropped his sword on the ground.


  “Hold on, wait. You got me.” Archer gambled, hoping they wouldn’t just kill him on the spot.


  One of the Vassals started walking towards him, most likely to apprehend him.


  “Wait! He’s got weapons hidden on him. Tons of them. Don’t get near him.” Slim warned, and the Vassal stopped.


  Archer cursed inwardly and took a millisecond to go over how he would drop down, grab his sword, move into range, and take down four combatants in a single motion, while also being prepared for Slim’s guns and at least three other magic abilities he knew nothing about.


  It didn’t seem particularly doable.


  An answer to his problem presented itself when he least expected it. It seemed, at a glance, to be quite a coincidence, but it wasn’t at all.


  Archer was linked to Alkaid as any Collar was linked to his Indicia, and that afforded them a connection that could be used to gain the upper hand in such situations. Perhaps inspired by Tyloki’s performance in the Underway, Alkaid stepped around the corner from behind the cubicle wall behind Slim and his companions.


  Trying not to smirk, Archer was glad that Slim hadn’t just killed him on sight. Now he didn’t need to take out four of them at once. Only two of them. Those odds were good.


  The calico walked towards Slim from behind, his footsteps absolutely silent, wearing only his yellow hoodie and a sword sheath at his side. There was a gleeful smile on Alkaid’s lips, and his eyes glinted darkly. His tail whipped behind him. If they weren’t friends, Archer would have been afraid of Alkaid, as anyone who crossed the cat should have been.


  Slim must have seen something in Archer’s eyes, because he turned and ducked as Alkaid pulled the sword, a wooden sword, from the sheath and swung it at him. It was an impossible dodge, but Slim had pulled it off just the same. Not missing a beat, Alkaid redirected his attention to Slim’s nearest ally, taking him out with a swift blow to the head.


  Slim’s other two allies turned now, pincered between Alkaid and Archer. As Slim recovered from his duck and pulled his guns up at Alkaid, Archer skipped forward and grabbed his sword, engaging the other two Vassals. Alkaid leaned aside, dodging a colorful blast from the gun trained on him. The other gun was thrust backwards, and a familiar mint colored light increased the speed of one of Archer’s enemies.


  “Don’t let him buff them up!” Archer shouted.


  “Oh certainly, that was intentional on my part.” Alkaid said, still smiling as he tried to take Slim out.


  For his part, Slim spent most of the time dodging Alkaid’s blows, attempting to shoot the cat with colorful light that Archer assumed would make something explode. Alkaid had little trouble dodging these blasts. The greater challenge was, indeed, keeping Slim from using his second gun to improve the capabilities of his companions.


  Anticipating that the newly enhanced Vassal would use his augmented speed to try and flank him, Archer thrust the hilt of his sword backwards, and it smashed into the man’s gut, knocking him back. The katana was long, and it was poised now to thrust directly towards the second Vassal, which Archer didn’t want to do, but he didn’t have much choice. Instead of going for a killing blow, he drove the sword through the Vassal’s shoulder, hoping to incapacitate him.


  The man screamed and, when the sword was yanked out, fell against the wall with his hand on his shoulder, clutching the wound tightly. That took care of that, for now. Archer spun and found that he had lost the speed enhanced Vassal.


  Alkaid and Slim were making no progress when it came to fighting each other.


  The Vassal was hiding somewhere in the cubicles, and his increased speed would make it a dangerous maze. Archer clutched his sword tightly and scanned the nearby area. He walked slowly along the rows, ready for an attack from any direction. He didn’t notice he’d been snuck up on until the arm was already wrapped around his neck.


  The Vassal squeezed, choking the life out of the Collar. Archer struggled against the man’s arm lock, but he was tired. It would have been no problem, normally, to flip the man over and take control of the fight, but he was proving to be too weak to pull that off now. Airway cut off, Archer struggled for a breath that wasn’t coming.


  Only one thing left to do. Archer didn’t fancy driving the katana through himself to kill his attacker, he wasn’t a character in an action movie. That was why he prepared a weapon for this eventuality. Dropping the katana, he tried to remember the exact hand motion that would summon the weapon he needed. He raised his right arm high in the air above him, and in his palm a silver light started to shine. There it was.


  He swung the light down, and emerging from thin air, from the light, was a short sword that he had placed in the air above him, pointing backwards so that the blade ran along his forearm. In this case, that meant that it was a weapon, ready to summon, pointing directly behind Archer. It was a single short thrust away from his attacker’s gut, which is where he drove it in.


  With a chunk of metal in his stomach, the man let go of Archer, who fell forward onto his hands, gasping for breath. Archer coughed a few times and patted his hand against his chest. It was time to check on Alkaid.


  The cat and Slim were still dodging each other more than fighting each other. Archer stood and walked towards them, behind Slim. He reached forward and grabbed Slim’s hands, wrenched the guns out of them, and tossed them as far as he could behind him.


  Slim turned towards him with an expression on his face that showed he knew he had lost. Archer, perhaps venting a bit of anger, punched Slim in the nose. When the Vassal reeled back, Alkaid knocked his feet out from under him using his wooden sword, and fell with his knee on Slim’s chest for good measure.


  With the Vassals taken care of, Archer felt reinvigorated. He could fight Vassals for hours yet.


  “A wooden sword?” Archer asked.


  “Felt like playing challenge mode today.” Alkaid said.


  “Are you purring?” Archer asked, upon hearing the engine rumble coming from the cat’s chest.


  “Goodness no.” Alkaid replied with a smile as he continued to purr loudly.


  “This is the Automated Emergency Response Intelligence. Notification: essential personnel have been successfully evacuated. Premises will be purged of external threat.”


  The purring stopped.


  “Challenge mode, you said?” Archer asked.


  * * *


  Freeman placed the Lance on the floor of Canaan’s office. Its barrel was pointed at the wall. The device would take only a moment to set up, but it would take a few minutes to charge, especially given the modifications that Freeman had made to it. Overall, it was the same Lance, but it had a few tweaks to functionality.


  Moments to set up, and it would bring about a new order to the world. Freeman knew that what drove him was described best as petulance, but being aware of the fact did little to deter him. He would be in charge of the new world, and his power would be that of a King, instead of the leader of the worthless lot that was the Vassals. It didn’t even occur to him to think of them as pawns, as that would imply that their sacrifices had been worthwhile. The Vassals had been a tool, and the organization was now through.


  Freeman would have to round them all up once he was King. Those who served under him would retain a false sense of belonging, so the only choices he had for them were imprisonment or death. The mere idea of the power that was soon to be his made him feel giddy and young, not the skeleton he had become in his time of waiting.


  The fact that there was a price for this power was a part of Freeman’s rational. The Lance was the most powerful weapon ever created, this Freeman was aware of because he had commissioned its construction from the beginning. His learning of the boy Renton had been but a coincidence, but that coincidence brought an end to the waiting and a start to the planning. The Lance’s price was life, the life of an Indicia. It was a Burnout machine, with a singular purpose, absolute annihilation.


  Aware that the Lance would cost Anje, Freeman hadn’t expected the Indicia to go along with the plan. Indicia weren’t suicidal, as a matter of course. Though they could be vague on their purpose, goals, or motivations, those ends were not served by bringing about one’s own death. But to Freeman’s surprise, Anje had been most willing.


  The reason for this, Freeman was unaware of. The Indicia was always a mysterious one, cloaked in shadows and never revealing his true form. The one thing that Freeman did not consider is that using the Lance did serve Anje’s needs, and that he had a plan of his own. The old man was arrogant above all else.


  With the lance prepared, set on the floor of Canaan’s grand office, the time had finally come. Gone were the handles of the Lance, they had been replaced by a small sphere. Freeman pressed his thumb against the sphere, and slowly, it began to spin in its socket. The barrel was pointed directly at the side wall of the room with no apparent, specific target.


  The Lance was beginning to activate, and there was nothing that could stop its firing.


  Click.


  Freeman whipped his head towards the door to the office, which now stood open. The door had automatically closed itself after he entered, so for it to be open, someone new must have been foolish enough to come confront him. Little did they know that their presence did naught but serve Freeman’s own needs.


  Standing in the doorway was a small man, a pathetic man, who appeared weak and battered. A man who would be unable to put up a fight, much last survive the next few seconds. Without even asking who the man thought he was, Freeman readied a barrage of darkness in the form of talons, they would tear the man to pieces, but not so many that the life was extinguished. Then he would help serve as fuel for the Lance.


  Click.


  The man was holding a small object, and he had made it click twice in quick succession. Freeman could not tell what it was at a distance, only that it made a small spark of light along with the click. The man wobbled slightly, Freeman could easily see that he wasn’t in the best of shape. He hesitated only a moment, dumbfounded by what the clicking object could be.


  * * *


  It was a lighter, Isaac’s lighter. A small butane box which had, in days long past, been a quick way to make fire. It was technology, it was natural, but it was not magic. The magic users of modern day had become so accustomed to magic and modern technology that using something like a lighter to make a fire wouldn’t have crossed their minds.


  And what good would a fire do, in an office made entirely of marble. A lighter could light other flammable materials to create a larger fire, but marble was decidedly not flammable. Even if a fire were started, the Registry and most other buildings of the day were equipped with top of the line, quick response fire suppression systems.


  Riley held the lighter aloft, straining his arm to hold it high enough. He brought it to the top of the door’s threshold, where there would be a sensor for the sprinklers. Through the windows outside, Riley could see that, though a storm still loomed, it had not yet started to rain. In that case, he would bring his own rain to the fight.


  Click.


  And the lighter flashed up, bringing a flame to life, no larger than a candle’s burning wick. That small fire would have to be what saved Riley. There was no other way. As the fire burned, the sensors for the suppression system picked up on it, and they reacted.


  Clink.


  In an instant, in what seemed to be the same moment that Freeman first noticed Riley, the sprinklers turned on. Of course the mixture they sprayed was not entirely water, but a solution of chemicals designed to best extinguish a fire. There was water in it, and that was close enough. Riley smirked, his usual expression.


  The room exploded into a maelstrom, a deluge of wet and dark, indiscernible from the undertow of the deepest ocean. Riley stood in the doorway, Freeman by the Lance, and without moving, they began to do battle. Water poured down on the office, began to whip around the room in a violent tornado of ice. Likewise, Freeman was contorting as much darkness as he could into sharp objects.


  Standing their ground, Freeman and Riley were locked in a battle of will, of the strength of their souls. Riley knew that he was weak from his injuries, but Rain was cheering him on. It gave him hope that winning was a possibility.


  [You’ve got this.]


  Riley could hardly see Freeman through the storm, and he had to fight to keep his concentration as small shards of darkness sliced his skin. They were superficial cuts, nothing deep, and only where his flesh was exposed. If he let down his control of the ice, the cuts would get deeper and deeper until he became more shadow than flesh.


  Though he couldn’t see it, his shards of ice were doing the same to Freeman, cutting and jabbing at him superficially. Each was using their control of their elements to defend themselves and attack at the same time. Riley knew this was the only hope he had of winning; that a traditional fight would be over before it began. He couldn’t move acrobatically, he couldn’t hit with the force he normally would.


  Unconcerned with the fight the two humans were having, the Lance spun on. As the sphere reached a certain level, the charging mechanism activated. Freeman had replaced the manual charge with an automatic charge. A modification based on another design of Renton’s, it would allow the Lance to collect Aer even when not in direct contact with a Collar. Amongst the maelstrom, a white sphere of light expanded from the Lance, engulfed the whole room, bringing about a haze that washed colors out. As soon as it reached Riley, he knew what it was.


  He could hear his heartbeat as the white field encompassed him.


  No…


  It was the same design as the bomb that Renton had designed to drain their Aer in Cliffridge. It would be able to absorb his energy for the Lance, even at a distance. It was time to go.


  [You can’t go, Riley. You can’t let the Lance fire.]


  Why not? Tell me why, Rain! If I’m going to die for this, tell me why! What here is worth dying for?


  [There is something on the other side of that wall. If it gets taken or destroyed, it’ll all be over.]


  It?


  [Everything.]


  Riley knew that Rain was telling the truth, and with those words, it was enough to keep him from running away that instant. His heart was pounding rapidly, but he could feel each and every beat as if they were slow and measured. He could feel the blood rushing through his head, to every part of his body.


  The Lance wasn’t unstoppable, it just meant that Riley couldn’t stand his ground any longer. He needed to move forward. He wasn’t just walking forward into Canaan’s office, he was stepping through his fear and uncertainty. It was a walk through a shadowed valley, and it was only that Rain was with him that enabled him to move forward.


  As Riley pressed his leg forward, the white wisps that gathered Aer for the Lance began to swim about, unfazed by the storm of ice and darkness. They came for him, and he moved towards them, unafraid. Wisps shot through Freeman as well, coming out the other side of his body in muddy, faded colors. Riley ignored the wisps as he took the first few steps into the office.


  But he could feel them taking his Aer away, taking Rain away. The Lance was threatening to take Rain again. It had been a terror that had filled him since his first encounter with the Lance, but it would have been ludicrous to expect it could actually come true. It was unfair, ridiculous, and impossible.


  Shadows tore at his armor, ripped at his flesh, as he walked deeper into the heart of the storm. In his head, threatening to break his concentration completely, nightmares emerged. Memories of Rain, huddled together and warm, even in the snow. Those memories were changing, asking Riley a question. Asking him who he would be without the otter.


  What would he be on his own?


  They weren’t real, they were a product of his fear. The closer he got to the Lance, the more of his energy that it drained, the more forceful they became. Without Rain, Riley would have been nothing. He would never have left Acadia, he would never have met Jin or Archer or Isaac. He would never have saved a life. Everything that made Riley who he was came from Rain. In the world of his imagination, Riley saw it was true.


  The begrudging footsteps stopped. Feet remained still. Wind whipped at his hair and armor, and Riley had one last chance to turn and run away. He could escape the office, escape the building, and continue to live with Rain. But that was impossible. To run away would be to throw away that which Rain made him, to give up being a hero. To stay may mean to die or to lose Rain, but leaving would eventually lead to one or the other, anyway.


  The outcomes were inevitable. Rain wouldn’t forgive him if he fled.


  And Rain had turned Riley into a hero. Riley didn’t pretend to be a hero to make Rain like him. Riley had become one thanks to Rain. Riley didn’t have it in him to turn tail and run, as much as his fear told him it was the correct course of action. Even as the wisps took his energy, as his connection to Rain grew dimmer, Riley stepped forward.


  Slight as it may have been, the connection to Rain was still there. Deep inside, Riley felt for the light that the otter brought him, the warmth. Gone were the terrors of finding himself alone in the snow. No matter what happened now, Riley hadn’t been alone. He’d been with Rain, he’d been warm, he’d been happy, and he’d been safe. Not a single night had passed since they met where Riley was alone, where he wasn’t nestled in the otter’s arms.


  The wisps were filling the air with bright and muddy hues, flitting about with no concern for the people they were taking away from. Their job was nearly done. The Lance’s barrel was spinning, and it was glowing with a cold, heartless light.


  It was Freeman who faltered first. Riley didn’t know if it was because he had experienced the Lance before that he was able to hold his concentration longer, but he took advantage of it the instant it happened. Directing the entirety of the ice storm at Freeman and the Lance, he hoped to bring an end to the encounter in a single swoop. The ice gathered in the air above Freeman and crashed down on him in a frozen waterfall.


  As the air cleared, Riley’s heart sank. It hadn’t worked. Though Freeman looked scuffed up and more worn than before, he was still standing. Evidently, he had reconfigured his shadow into a shield to protect him from Riley’s ice.


  Rain attempted to say something, but it was distant and muffled. Riley couldn’t hear it.


  Freeman breathed slowly, arms held in the air in front of him, covered by a shadow wall that reminded Riley of a tinted window. Freeman could have ended the fight there, he could have killed Riley and been done with it. It would be only seconds until the Lance fired.


  Freeman was arrogant above all else.


  Instead of killing Riley, who stood halfway between the door and the Lance, Freeman acted spitefully. Using the shadow of Canaan’s desk, he lifted the large object into the air and hurtled it at Riley. Unable to react quickly enough, the desk hit home, knocking Riley to the ground, crushing him, trapping him.


  Unconcerned with appraising his own damage, Riley didn’t struggle against the desk. He didn’t try to pull himself free. It would make no difference. Instead, he desperately searched for Rain. The connection was still there, albeit weaker than it had ever been. He closed his eyes, shut out distractions, reached for Rain.


  “Rain, this didn’t exactly go so well.” Riley said.


  “It’s not over yet.” Rain said.


  The otter was standing in front of him, inside his head.


  “What more can I do? I’m stuck under a desk and I’ve got about nothing left in the tank.” Riley said.


  “You’re still alive.” Rain said.


  “Not for long.” Riley said.


  “The Riley I know has never been that pessimistic.” Rain said. “Is Isaac rubbing off on you?”


  “Phrasing.” Riley said, with an involuntary smirk.


  “I meant it both ways.” The otter said with a wink.


  “Am I an optimist, Rain? Or is that just you?” Riley asked.


  “I can see who you are, but I can’t tell you who you are.” Rain said.


  “What is this all for?” Riley asked.


  “I couldn’t explain it in the few seconds we’ve got left. I already told you, it’s for everything.” Rain said.


  “No, not the Lance and Freeman. I mean…life. You. Me. Indicia. Collars. What is it all for?” Riley asked.


  Rain smiled broadly. “Isn’t that the question?”


  “You know something, don’t you?” Riley said.


  “We’d better do something, time is almost up.” Rain said.


  Riley opened his eyes, and Rain moved far away again. He was pinned firmly underneath the upturned desk. Freeman stood triumphant near the Lance, the Lance was ready to fire. Riley had never been a pessimist. Thinking quickly had saved his life before, he wasn’t about to let everything end like this. Outside, rain was falling from the clouds, indifferent and cold. He was too weak to do anything with it. Magic was no longer an option.


  If magic wasn’t an option, he would have to do it the old fashioned way. Unfortunately, his legs were under the desk, and he couldn’t reach any of his daggers. Something picked at him from his subconscious. There was another option, something he was having trouble thinking of. It would have been…


  “Is that a gun?” Riley asked, ignoring Canaan, referring instead to what he saw in the desk.


  Canaan tilted his head to the side, waited a moment before answering. “It is. Why?”


  “We’re Collars, we have magic. Why have a gun?”


  Riley prayed silently and pulled the desk drawer open, and tumbling out came many things, and Riley’s salvation. The gun clattered on the floor noisily, but not out of Riley’s reach. Freeman turned to see the source of the noise, and Riley gave him no time to react. He scooped the gun up and turned it on the old man. He hadn’t fired a gun in years, and wasn’t skilled at it. His arms were tired, and he was probably broken in a few places from the desk. He fired once, twice. Bullets cracked the glass behind Freeman, the windows came close to shattering, but they held.


  The third shot tore into Freeman, jerking him back violently. Riley kept firing, as many bullets as the gun held. He lost count of how many bullets he fired, of how many hit Freeman. The old man fell to the ground in a splatter of blood, and Riley could hear the man’s wheezed as the firing stopped. All that was left was the noise of the trigger clicking, a ringing in Riley’s ears, an old man’s dying wheezes, and the whirr of the Lance that was about to go off.


  Perhaps the thrill of victory rejuvenated him, or maybe it was just a rush of adrenaline, but Riley pushed desperately and was able to lift the desk enough to struggle and pull his legs out. He dropped the gun on the floor and crawled over to the Lance. There had to be an off-switch. The ball of energy that had accumulated at the barrel of the Lance was shuddering, the want of potential destruction, an agent of entropy.


  Drawing out his last reserve of strength, Riley used the Lance to pull himself up. Time was up. There was nothing left to do. The Lance would fire, Rain would be gone, and whatever was on the other side of Canaan’s wall would go with him.


  But time wasn’t completely up. There was a second left. Riley concentrated and placed his hand on the Lance. It was an old trick, he didn’t use it often, not since his days as a con artist. His ability to turn back time. It was small. Only for a single object, and only for thirteen seconds. Blood dripped from his nose as a sphere of light appeared around the Lance’s barrel. The Lance would be kept from firing for thirteen seconds.


  Riley had thirteen seconds to figure out how to stop it.


  * * *


  “Doctor Noether. Pleased to make your acquaintance.” The man in the coat said.


  The surreal quality of the encounter persisted. Alyssa and Isaac stood, struck dumb for reasons they’d didn’t quite understand.


  The man spoke with a poised quality, properly enunciating each sound. Isaac would have expected to meet a man like him at a cocktail party, not in a secret bunker.


  There were many things Isaac could have said in that moment. Myriad relevant, pressing issues that he could have asked about, information he could have gained. Instead, he commented on the man’s outfit.


  “I hate that tie.” Isaac said.


  “Isaac, don’t insult the appearance of strange underground men that you’ve just met.” Alyssa scolded.


  “What? So it’s okay to insult him after we get back to ground level?” Isaac asked.


  “The underground part was not the point of what I said.” Alyssa replied.


  Dr. Noether watched the two with curiosity. “So you’re not here to rescue me, then?”


  “Every time we’re together, someone wants to be rescued!” Alyssa threw her arms into the air.


  “You’re the one who works for the evil mega corporation.” Isaac muttered with a sideways glance.


  “What? Don’t make me remind you that I’m a crazy woman with a gun. Also, point, I don’t work for InCorp anymore. And I never would have, if I knew they imprisoned handsome doctors in the basement!” Alyssa waved her gun around in the air to emphasize her point.


  Though her point was taken, Isaac couldn’t help but bite back. “Don’t flirt with strange underground men we’ve only just met.”


  “I’m not strange.” Dr. Noether insisted, “You two are.”


  “I am not strange. I’m crazy. There’s a difference.” Alyssa turned her glimmering eyes towards Dr. Noether, and they twinkled in the firelight.


  “Noted.” Dr. Noether said with a hesitant nod. “So if you aren’t here to rescue me, why are you here?”


  “What do you need to be rescued from?” Isaac asked.


  The room was poshly decorated, more of a formal office than a prison cell. Though it was inside the vault, there wasn’t anything evident that the doctor could need rescuing from. Isaac did not consider the existential concept of rescue, of being imprisoned in one’s own life, if not physically but emotionally. People tend to have a blind spot where their own problems are concerned.


  Regardless, that wasn’t the type of rescue that Dr. Noether had in mind. “I’m a prisoner. Despite the look of my office, it is a prison cell, indeed.” The doctor waved a hand around at the room. “They gave me whatever they wanted, so long as I did what they asked.”


  “Did what they asked?” Alyssa said.


  “I’m not a medical doctor. I’m a doctor of Aer. Of magic.” Dr. Noether said. “They wanted me to make something for them. I’ve been trapped here, working on it for InCorp. I thought, when you arrived, that the Registry sent you to liberate me.”


  “Why are you the only one here?” Isaac said.


  “You two are full of questions. Listen, if you get me out of here, I’ll answer anything you like. Later. As for why I’m the only one here, it’s because I’m the only scientist they still need. Everyone else left when we finished.” Dr. Noether walked past the pair and into the hallway.


  They glanced at each other and started following him down the hallway, as if he had come to lead them to safety. He walked with a confident step, upright posture, a haughty air. The door slid closed to the office, and none of them looked back.


  “Finished what?” Isaac asked, and he kicked himself for being only able to ask questions.


  Dr. Noether didn’t speak until they came to the central room. As they entered, he pointed to the glowing sphere in the center. “It was a whole team of us, working day and night for years. We hardly ate or slept, we were committed. At first, it was voluntary. We had a common purpose, we were probing the depths of possibility. We were trying to do the impossible.” He sighed loudly.


  “You made something impossible.” Isaac whispered, once again entranced by the soul sphere.


  “We did.” Dr. Noether nodded. “We created Nova. That is what you see here before you.”


  “An artificial soul sphere.” Isaac said.


  “Synthetic. A synthetic soul sphere. Minute distinction, but important.” Dr. Noether corrected.


  “Why?” Isaac asked.


  “Magic, unchained from the collar of an Indicia.” Dr. Noether whispered.


  “I’m glad you two are having a moment, but now that that mystery is solved, it occurs to me we had something else we were doing. Isaac, something else…?” Alyssa said.


  Isaac took a moment to wrench himself from the wonder of the soul sphere. “You’re right. We don’t have much time. Doctor, do you know anything about the Artificial Intelligence that InCorp developed? They turned it into a security system in the building, and it’s going to be used to murder hundreds of people.”


  “Ah, Stella. She was the first thing we developed, before Nova. Though I was unaware she would be used for a nefarious purpose. She was intended to be the control system for Nova.” Dr. Noether said, though there was no hint of concern in his voice.


  With the thoughts of Sera and his friends upstairs, in danger, returning to the forefront of Isaac’s mind, concern was inevitable. The soul sphere wasn’t majestic enough to make him forget about his worries any longer. He wanted to ask why Nova needed a control system, and an artificial intelligence, at that. That question could wait. The AI had to be shut down. If it was meant to be a control system for Nova, and the synthetic sphere was Nova, then it followed that the AI core should be nearby.


  “You were right when you said you should educate us later. Is the computer that Stella is on nearby? We need to stop it.” Isaac said.


  Dr. Noether walked calmly to one of the computer terminals and turned it on, typed at it with one hand. Isaac and Alyssa waited, twitching with impatience. Dr. Noether cleared his throat, and tilted his head to the side as he looked at the screen. “Uh oh.” He said, though there was no urgency to it.


  “Uh oh?” Alyssa asked.


  “Take a look.” Dr. Noether said, stepping aside from the screen.


  Isaac and Alyssa stood side by side to get a good view of the display.


  “Stella has already activated a purge protocol. As I said, I had no idea she would be used for such a purpose, but I suppose I knew it was possible. The entire building, you say?” Dr. Noether said.


  “Except for this bunker.” Alyssa nodded. “We can’t let that happen.”


  “Can’t say we have much of a choice. I’m a prisoner here, remember? I don’t have any control.” Dr. Noether said. “Safest bet is to stay here and wait it out.”


  “Not an option.” Isaac said. He began to glance around frantically. “Stella, she’s saved on one of these computers?”


  Without looking, Dr. Noether pointed at the locked door to the left of the room. “A server bank in there, to be exact. No way through that door. No way to stop her.”


  In this same situation, previously, Isaac had relied on Tyloki to save everyone. Without Tyloki, there was nothing he could do. There was no way to combat such a large threat with just his bare hands. It wasn’t his fault, everything that was happening, but his brain had no trouble twisting it to seem that way. Everyone that would die because he ran away from Tyloki, it screamed inside his head, filled his stomach with lead.


  Alyssa started typing at the computer, and Isaac couldn’t keep up with the speed with which words were flitting across the screen. “I used to work here. Maybe I can redefine essential personnel, or something. Anything to stop it or slow it down.”


  “I doubt you’ll have much luck, but feel free to try. If we are safe here, it’s not like we’ve got anywhere else to be.” Dr. Noether said.


  Isaac ran his hands through his hair. He felt useless, but that was nothing new. He always felt useless. This was different, he felt useless because there was something he could have been doing. It just hadn’t occurred to him yet. It was an idea that was crazy, certified Isaac. An idea that would have caused Tyloki to call him an idiot. Those were the kinds of ideas that worked for Isaac. There had to be one here, something to do.


  Something impossible.


  “Alyssa, is it working?” Isaac asked.


  “No. No it isn’t.” She said.


  “Alright.” Isaac skipped across the room, down the center alley, towards the soul sphere. “Alyssa.” He turned to look at her, waited until he had her attention. “Go start bringing as many people down the ladder into the basement as you can manage. We can’t fit everyone down here, but we can fit some.”


  “Sure. What are you going to do?” Alyssa asked.


  “Something idiotic.” Isaac said.


  You are a runt. What could you possibly do on your own?


  Isaac smiled as he climbed the stairs to the central platform. “Haven’t you heard? I always stay when I should run away. That makes me sort of a hero.”


  Isaac waited until Alyssa left the vault, and then he took a deep breath and held his hands before the soul sphere. There was really no reason this would possibly work. But if trying to kill himself by trying dumb ideas was who he was, Isaac couldn’t help it. He had to give it a shot.


  Magic without the chain of an Indicia.


  “Don’t!” Dr. Noether shouted urgently as Isaac reached forward.


  It caused a flash of panic in Isaac’s stomach. Why would the doctor, who had been so calm before, be emotional now when he realized Isaac intended to touch Nova? Isaac’s palms pressed against the sphere, and he was surprised to find it didn’t feel like silk. It felt like the sun, or however he imagined the sun would feel.


  Isaac wasn’t in the vault anymore. He was elsewhere, everywhere. Images flashed through his head, his consciousness was lost in a vast expanse, being tossed about by the tides of a chaotic universe. He saw things that he had experienced, people and places from his past. He stood before Edgar Cross, confident and unafraid. He stood in front of Tyloki the Flame. In an instant, he saw and heard and felt everything he had ever done before.


  He was falling, gazing up at Tyloki. Falling towards a firestorm, looking at the grinning fangs of a monster. His hands were covered in blood, blood dripped from the walls, puddled on the floor. Dreams and nightmares, dredged up from the furthest reaches of his mind, places only an Indicia could have tread. The need to keep Sera safe, the belief that she could be so much more than he could, if only he could keep her from being broken. All this time, they had huddled together in the darkness, and she wasn’t better, but she wasn’t broken.


  Nightmares about her being taken from him. Taken by Edgar or by Dominic or by Tyloki.


  He was in Miria’s apartment, and it was empty. There was no furniture, only empty rooms and sterile walls. The mark she had made on the world was gone, as well as she was. A black mist swirled around the kitchen.


  He was at the Registry, he was at home, and he was in the city. He was healthy, he was battered and bruised, he was bleeding and he was drawing blood. All things, more than he could comprehend at once. Pain and loss, hope and happiness.


  Images. Places. People. Faces.


  A crack.


  A shining white crack in a black wall, a crack that filled him with terror. He didn’t know how he knew, but he knew what he was looking at. Something was broken in the universe, and he was looking at the damage.


  Pulled back by Dr. Noether, who had to wrap his arms around Isaac’s midsection to yank him back off of Nova. Blood dripped, dripped, dripped onto the floor from Isaac’s nose. He wiped the blood off of his lip and turned to look at the doctor. The room was filled with a new light, a blue glow that hadn’t been there before.


  Dr. Noether stepped back, backwards down the steps. “Are you okay?”


  Where was the blue glow coming from? “I…” The light was coming from Isaac.


  It was strong and bright, brilliantly blue, like an azure gemstone.


  “You’re…glowing a little bit.” Dr. Noether said.


  It was true. The light was coming from Isaac’s collar brand, the blue circle around his neck was luminescent. Inside, Isaac felt a wealth of energy, something he never felt before, even when he was bound to Tyloki.


  Tyloki was not there. The totem was in a lockbox.


  But even still, Isaac had magic.


  * * *


  The bloodlust was reaching a fever pitch. Dominic had expected not to feel quite so emotional over the prospect of getting his revenge. After all, if he was acting in the interest of reality, of justice, then it shouldn’t be personal. As he climbed the stairs, he started to feel a pang of some analogue to guilt, but he quickly squashed it down. Certain that he was justified, the euphoria that he knew would envelop him was just a bonus. A reward for bringing balance to the world.


  Sniffing the air as he stepped out of the stairwell, Dominic thought he’d still be able to pursue Sera, even without knowing where she was. He would have been able to follow her scent, like a search dog. That wasn’t necessary, he knew precisely where she was.


  A computerized voice announced something over the building intercom, Dominic ignored it. There was no way it was important to him, nothing bad would happen to him so long as he was carrying out justice. The hallway was quiet and barren, remnants of a battle hinted at events that had recently transpired here, but these likewise mattered little to Dominic.


  His eyes seized onto the door where he knew Sera to be hiding, and he halted his movement. Caution wasn’t the reason he stopped, caution was unnecessary to him. Caution was the hopelessness of the common man, who had to genuinely worry about the possibility of failure. The reason Dom stopped was to savor the moment.


  The moment of anticipation before opening a wrapped gift. Here was every gift he had ever been denied, lost to the tragedy that had befallen him.


  He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, committing the feeling from his stomach to memory, in case he ever forgot his mission. It would be simple to recall such a fantastic feeling, the reaffirm his dedication. To remind himself just how much he wanted to kill someone. Random muscles twitched in anticipation, Dominic felt as if he was vibrating. A cocktail of emotions rushed through him, and he was letting them sink in before moving forward.


  There was no reason to wait any longer. Time to get the job done.


  The door was only a few feet away now, but Dominic’s anticipation caused each footfall to feel like a mile. Would he end it quickly or toy with his prey? Would he use Tyloki’s damned fire or a more elegant element? Knowing that he would be able to make all the decisions he needed in the blink of an eye, he reached out to grab the door handle.


  Sweat made the metal handle difficult to grasp, it felt slimy as he twisted it open. The reaction he got as the door swung open wasn’t a scream, as he expected. It was the face of a frightened woman, but she didn’t give him the pleasure of a blood curdling scream. Dominic knew he had the face of a monster, so why she didn’t scream was confusing to him. The blonde woman was huddled at the back of the storage closet, and she was staring at him in disbelief.


  As it dawned on her who he was, her facial expression changed, and it felt like a punch in Dominic’s gut. Mixed in with her confusion was pity, she felt sorry for him in some way. That wasn’t fair, why would she feel sorry for him? He had suffered, yes, but he suffered as a result of what he had done to her. Hadn’t he? No, his suffering had been because of Tyloki, because of the actions of the wolf.


  The demon wolf. And that wolf belonged to Isaac, which was why Sera was a target. That was always why Sera had been a target. She had done nothing herself except be alive. She should have been angry that she was a part of this at all. If she was angry, it would have been easier to carry out his mission of justice.


  Dominic was beginning to confuse himself. There was no more time to think about why. It was time to act.


  There was a gun in her hands, an implicit symbol of hostility. Despite the pity on her face, she held a gun in her hands, and that signaled that she wanted to fight. If she wanted to fight, Dominic felt no guilt for bringing her into this. Choosing to fight made her responsible for the outcome.


  The air became charged around Dominic as he began to prepare a spell. He didn’t know which element yet, but it would make itself known to him as it began to form. Molecules cracked and screamed as Dominic wrought his change on the universe, turning air into another of the primal elements.


  Sera noticed the beginning of the spell, and she raised the gun. She wanted to fight, and yet she did not pull the trigger. Tears formed in her eyes, her own form of magic was crying, it seemed. The dark storage room flashed with a strobe light as charges in the air equalized themselves, flashes of a lightning storm caught in a bottle.


  Tongues of lightning licked around Dominic, between his hands, between his flesh and the floors, the walls. The lights flickered. The girl was pleading now.


  “Please, please…” She was shaking her head, tears were running down her face like rainfall.


  It wasn’t Dominic’s decision to make, he was carrying out the will of the universe. Perhaps he would have stopped, if he hadn’t received his mission.


  [That isn’t true. You wouldn’t have stopped.]


  Shut up.


  [This isn’t about the will of the universe. This isn’t about what Tyloki did to you.]


  Stop.


  [Walk away.]


  I can’t!


  [Dominic, I love you. I would’ve given my life for you, to make you happy. When we met, I could see that you were injured. I wanted to be the one who would save you, because I loved you. I went along with the things you wanted, stuck with you, in the hopes that I could steer you in the right direction. Over time, I lost sight of my hopes more and more. Eventually, I was just your servant, I couldn’t even see how little I mattered to you anymore. Any capacity you had for love was being overwritten by a need for revenge. And revenge for what? Tyloki spared you from a life of hardship. There was nothing the wolf could have done to save your mother, to save Doreen.]


  Shut up!


  [Tyloki could see you were too young, too fragile, to be with him. And I could never hate him for turning you down, as much as that hurt you, because if he hadn’t, I wouldn’t have been able to be with you. We’ve seen a lot of beautiful things since we met. We’ve had a lot of good friends. But you’ve missed all of them, somehow. I wonder if the person I saw in you was ever there, or if it was just my own dream. I can’t do this anymore.]


  It’s not that you don’t matter to me, Basel.


  [If I matter to you, even the tiniest bit, then walk away.]


  I can’t.


  [If you can’t, then I can.]


  Dominic couldn’t let Basel leave, he needed the ferret’s magic. The lightning was already conjured, he just needed to direct it. Then he could try to convince Basel of the truth of the universe. The truth of justice.


  [You’re not righteous, you’re just crazy.]


  Throwing his arms forward, Dominic blasted all of the pent up energy towards Sera. She closed her eyes, but she still didn’t pull the trigger. None of the lightning hit the woman, it all went off course, striking the walls and floors. The reason for this was that Dominic’s arms weren’t held forward, the direction he intended. They were being held out to his sides, furred arms wrapped under his elbows.


  In essence, Basel was hugging him. It was warm, and comforting, and he hadn’t been hugged that way in as long as he could remember. Any time Basel would have tried, he would have shooed him off, that sort of sentimentality showing his weakness. But the ferret was also holding his arms still, preventing him from casting any more spells. He struggled against the ferret, trying to pull his arms free.


  “Sera, I can’t…” Basel said. “I can hold him. But I can’t…You have to do it. I can’t hold him forever.”


  “Basel, what are you doing? You said you were going to walk away. This isn’t walking away.” Dominic complained.


  “I walked away from Dominic. Whatever you’ve become, it’s not Dominic anymore. I don’t love you. I loved him.” Basel said.


  Sera’s hand trembled, and she wrapped her free hand around the gun to steady it. Her finger touched the trigger.


  “You’re going to get me killed, Basel!” Dominic said.


  “Still blaming others, all the way to the end.” Basel said. “Sera! You have to save both of us.”


  Dominic was beginning to say something else when the gun fired, and his last word was muffled under the report. Basel held Dominic up as the bullet hole bled into his prison uniform. Thinking she was done, Dominic considered ways to take them with him. He could Burnout, punish Basel and Sera together. She was foolish to only shoot him once.


  * * *


  She wasn’t finished.


  As she stared at his face, and watched the blood soak into Dominic’s clothes, Sera let go. She watched Basel as she did, and she knew it was what he wanted her to do as well. She fired again, one shot after another, not quickly but with an even pace. The world wouldn’t be safe, Dominic would always be hiding around a corner, but at least if she killed him now, she could remind herself of that every time she thought he might be lurking in the shadows.


  The gun kicked back when it fired, the only cost of the gun was the kinetic energy. It wasn’t powered by magic or Aer. No Indicia needed, and though guns were ineffective against Thralls, they worked as well as ever against humans. Sera had practiced shooting guns since Dominic had taken her, but shooting at targets was different than shooting at people.


  The bullets disappeared into Dominic, causing invisible destruction inside his body. The only hint to this damage was the bullet hole, the crack in the facade, which was misleading in its fanfare. The bullet hole was what commanded the eyes, when the more severe damage was hidden safely inside. Sera didn’t know on which shot Dominic finally died, but when he did, Basel vanished, and the body slumped to the floor.


  Now her body allowed her to scream, and she did, but it wasn’t a scream of fear. It was of pity, of anguish, guilt, and despair. Sera threw the gun away, she couldn’t touch it anymore. Tears stung her eyes, and she stood up, shaking. She covered her mouth with her trembling hand, held back her gorge. Trapped in the closet by Dominic’s lifeless body, she knew she had to get out. This wasn’t a place she could stand to be anymore.


  Not the closet, but the city.


  Sera stepped gently over Dominic’s body, but her back foot caught on him, and she stumbled towards the wall on the far side of the hallway. Someone approached from the stairwell, they must have heard her scream. Wishing she still had the gun, Sera knew there was nothing else she could do but turn and face them head on.


  Practically falling down when she saw that it was Alyssa, Sera leaned on the wall again. It didn’t take Alyssa long to appraise the situation, and she wrapped her arm around Sera.


  “Come on, come on.” Alyssa said. “Isaac found a safe place for you.”


  The former InCorp security officer must have thought that bringing Isaac up would have comforted Sera.


  Sera followed along obediently, but she had no comfort. “There’s no safe place.”


  “There is, I’ll show you.” Alyssa said, but she misunderstood Sera’s words.


  * * *


  Thirteen seconds. The length of time that Riley could bend. It had never seemed to be a particularly useful power, he had only ever used it to con people out of money. It wasn’t enough time, on a large enough scale, to be of use for anything important. The size of the field he could effect was just too small. Now it finally came in handy, and he needed to think fast on how exactly to use it.


  There was no time for words. Thirteen seconds would be consumed by words far too quickly. Instead, Riley and Rain had to communicate using thoughts, things that they knew. The Lance couldn’t be allowed to fire. If it fired while Riley was in the room, it would kill him, along with destroying whatever Canaan was protecting. If Riley tried to run, he might survive from the other room, but Rain would die when the Lance fired. If Riley threw the Lance out the window, hundreds of people might die, along with Rain, but at least the thing in the office would be safe.


  It was hard to make that decision, since Riley didn’t know what the thing in the office was or why it was so important. All he knew was that he trusted Rain that it couldn’t be allowed to be destroyed. They couldn’t kill innocent Bastion citizens, either. It appeared impossible.


  Riley didn’t know how to break the Lance. Maybe Renton would have, but he wasn’t there. There was a chance he could freeze the Lance solid in ice, but there was no guarantee that it wouldn’t still fire. Besides, Riley wasn’t sure he could otherwise effect something that was currently being held in time.


  Time was ticking down.


  Twelve seconds.


  That was a long second, maybe they could figure something out if they kept working at it.


  The Lance worked by building up and firing a massive amount of concentrated Aer. It had already built up most of the Aer it needed, and seemed to be working at the concentration part. The last of the Aer it needed would be Rain’s life, the thought sent Riley through a lurch. Break the part that was gathering Aer. The sphere on the back of the Lance. It might still fire, killing Riley and destroying the office. That couldn’t happen.


  Eleven seconds.


  Destroy the concentrator. Riley didn’t even know how to begin doing that. It appeared to be the barrel, but the mechanics of it could’ve been hidden anywhere inside the Lance. With more time, he would bash the thing until it didn’t work anymore. There wasn’t enough time to be sure about that. There wasn’t much time left at all, he had to choose something and try it. Stick with it. Even if it might not work.


  Ten seconds.


  The Lance gathered and fired Aer. The bond between a Collar and an Indicia worked on a similar principle, thought it was more of a balance and Riley didn’t honestly understand most of it. Indicia were Aer, they were energy, coalesced into a specific form. Where did the life come from? Was it from the Aer? No time to worry about that now. It must have been from the Aer. Take the Aer away, take the Indicia away. Riley could take the Lance into the Indicia’s world. Would it be able to fire there? Maybe there would be enough Aer there that it wouldn’t take Rain’s life. Wait, that was no good.


  Nine seconds.


  Technology and machines couldn’t go to the Indicia’s world. Only simple things, and humans. Riley didn’t know where the cutoff was, if he could take a weapon created by a machine to the other world, but not the machine that made the weapon. It didn’t matter, the Lance was undeniably a machine, and so it wouldn’t make the trip to the other world. They had to pick something.


  Eight seconds.


  Aer. Indicia were Aer, and they could transfer Aer from the other world to the Collar. That was where the Collar got most of their power from. The human world had ambient Aer, yes, but to have enough to cast magic, the human needed a bigger energy source, an Indicia. If Indicia could send Aer to the human world, could they take it back with them to the spirit world? That wasn’t a good plan, either. Riley and Rain both knew what it meant. They knew at the same moment, and one said no, the other said yes.


  Seven seconds.


  Riley tried to unthink the thought, to take it away from Rain, but the damage had already been done. They determined that the Lance fired Aer, and Aer was naturally drawn between the human and spirit worlds. If they couldn’t take the Lance itself to the spirit world, they could take its Aer. That would require letting it fire. It would go off, and in that instant, Rain could take the energy from the weapon to the spirit world, and it would disperse. It wouldn’t kill any innocents, and it wouldn’t kill Riley.


  But the Lance would still fire, and that would kill Rain.


  Six seconds.


  Riley couldn’t let Rain do it, but he also couldn’t stop him. The seconds went faster as time ran short. It wasn’t enough to communicate in thoughts anymore.


  No.


  [The Index can’t be destroyed, Riley.]


  I don’t care what the Index is, all I care about is you.


  [If the Index is destroyed, there won’t be a ‘me’ to care about.]


  Then we’ll die together.


  [Not dead, Riley. Gone. And you know we don’t have any other options.]


  Rain was correct, as usual. There was no other option. Riley felt paralyzed, not just in body but in mind. He couldn’t think, he couldn’t move, he couldn’t talk. A life without Rain was an abyss he didn’t want to find himself in. There was nothing he could do to stop the otter.


  Five seconds.


  No more talking inside his head. Rain was standing beside him now. Riley couldn’t even look over at him. This damn machine, it was going to kill him, no matter what. Even if it didn’t take his life, if it took Rain, he was as good as dead. What could be so important to be worth throwing away the thing you love most? Rain wasn’t throwing Riley away, he was saving him.


  Rain was always the hero. Riley didn’t want to think about the person he was in the absence of the otter. The person he soon would be.


  The otter placed his paw on Riley’s shoulder, and Riley’s face contorted, and he gave in to the sob. Riley would never have wasted time sobbing, such indulgent crying, at such a critical moment. But he couldn’t help it, it was all he could do, and he knew that the only thing that could comfort him was Rain. If he ever wanted to feel comfort, he needed to take it now, before it was gone forever.


  Burying his face in Rain’s chest, he inhaled as deeply as he could between the hitching of his sobs. The otter always smelled of such an unnatural beauty, the impossible ideal of a perfect world, a place with no pain or fear, only bright, sunny days on the river, cool water rushing through pristine forests. Riley had never known a place like that, besides the river where he first met Rain in the other world.


  Four seconds.


  Now he knew that it was because such a place didn’t exist, it couldn’t exist. Indicia were separate from humans, above them. Indicia existed to lift humans up, and humans insisted on digging themselves back down. They fought and scrambled for meaningless things. Rain’s arms wrapped around Riley’s back, held him tight, like he used to do when Riley was a frightened boy lost in the Brink. In truth, Riley had never been lost, he’d been free, and it was Rain that brought him that freedom.


  Three seconds.


  Riley wanted to talk to Rain, to tell him and ask him so many things. His mouth wouldn’t move, all he could do was press his head against the otter. Rain’s fur was the softest thing in existence, no disputes, but it was also slick and oily. It was warm. Without that warmth, Riley would have been lost, dead and frozen in the frigid winters of the Brink. Now he would be just as frozen, though the snow had all melted long ago.


  “I didn’t give you freedom, Riley. Freedom is being alive. What you do with it, that’s up to you.” Rain whispered into his hair.


  What was the point of freedom, without Rain?


  “I can’t tell you what the point of being alive is, Riley. I don’t know. I don’t. I’ve had plenty of chances to figure out, but maybe we just can’t. Maybe the question is unanswerable. All I can do is what I think is best. If there was any way to stay with you, I would.” Rain said.


  Two seconds.


  Riley steadied himself, pulled his head off of Rain’s chest. He looked up at the otter’s face. There wasn’t enough time left to say or do anything of consequence. He blinked away tears and just looked at Rain’s face. Humans didn’t deserve Indicia, Riley didn’t deserve Rain. The universe finally realized it, and was correcting the mistake. Pressing his lips against Rain’s muzzle, feeling the whiskers against his face, Riley tried to remember it all. It was something he could never forget.


  One second.


  Rain was gone. Anticlimactically, gone just as suddenly as the Indicia could vanish was the energy that the Lance had built up.


  [I love…]


  Riley stood in disbelief. He was angry, but he couldn’t feel it. He was numb, maybe he was broken forever. As a man who had gone blind knew what he might have seen, Riley knew what he should have felt, but it was not there. Inside his head, inside his soul, there was a silence. It was steady and still, and it scratched at him. The room was quiet, his soul was silent, and he was alone.


  Not entirely alone.


  And not entirely quiet.


  He heard Freeman’s wheezing from the floor nearby. The old man wasn’t dead yet.


  * * *


  “You may want to get out of here.” Isaac said to Dr. Noether.


  The man walked backwards, but kept his eyes on Isaac. “I don’t know what you’re doing, but…”


  “My totem is in a Lockbox, I figured if this thing is a soul sphere, maybe it could give me magic the way my Indicia used to. Looks like I was right.” Isaac explained.


  “A Lockbox.” Dr. Noether nodded. “Alright, looks like it worked, as bad an idea as that may have been. That sphere was designed to be interacted with through an interface system. You’re lucky it didn’t deteriorate your brain tissue.”


  “Who’s to say it didn’t?” Isaac smiled and wasted no time heading to the locked door.


  “What, exactly, is your ability?” Dr. Noether asked.


  Isaac held his hands in front of him and effortlessly produced a shield. All the energy coursing through him meant he didn’t even need to concentrate much. The shield was vibrant and rich in color, looking less like glass and more like a wall than it had before. But a shield wouldn’t do what he needed. A shield wouldn’t get him into the server room.


  “I’m sure you’ve figured this out by now, but that ability isn’t going to open the door.” Dr. Noether said.


  “I know. This is just what I’m used to doing. You might want to leave before I try this next part.” Isaac tilted his head to the side.


  Dr. Noether watched Isaac for a moment, appraising him, and then turned to exit the vault. When Isaac was sure he was clear, he set to work. Tyloki thought that he was weak, and maybe, compared to the synthetic soul sphere, Isaac was weak. Tyloki put energy into him, gave him the strength and power to make fire and shields. Destruction and protection. Isaac had never taken well to the use of Tyloki’s fire, and the fire itself had been unattainable since the burnout. Even when Isaac used Tyloki’s fire, it had always been to protect.


  In this case, it would be necessary to let go of the notion that he had to protect someone. Here he just needed to be destructive, he needed the power that had frightened him since he had met Tyloki. Tyloki thought that he was weak, now he would be powerful. He wasn’t afraid of what he could do, he wasn’t confused about his purpose in life. There was an obstacle in front of him, and he was going to get through it.


  That was the point. Edgar, Tyloki, obstacles that could be overcome, instead of run away from. Those obstacles had made Isaac stronger, and this one would as well. He wasn’t the weak boy who had met Tyloki a year ago. He wasn’t the boy who tried to die saving Sera from Dominic, and he wasn’t the boy who walked away from it all when he was given a chance.


  He was Isaac, overflowing with power, pissed off, and ready to go.


  A shield appeared in front of him, between him and the door. Not what he needed.


  Get rid of the shield. The shield wasn’t going to help anyone, right now. He needed fire.


  Another shield.


  Growling audibly, Isaac twisted his head sideway to crack his neck. He closed his eyes and imagined fire. The essence of the element, what it meant, and what it stood for. It was passion, strength, energy, heat, salvation. It came big and small. A butane lighter. A firestorm that engulfed an entire building. The destructive force that had nearly killed Dominic. The flames in Tyloki’s eyes. Tyloki wasn’t fire, Tyloki just controlled it. Fire itself was an element, primal, one of the building blocks of life. Isaac had just as much right to utilize it as Tyloki.


  With no idea how much time was left until the AI purged the building, Isaac needed to make this work. Another shield. He wasn’t angry enough, and that was what gave Tyloki his power. Or, not anger, but passion.


  In the years when he had been running away from life, it was impossible for Isaac to be passionate about anything. Fire was opposed to his very being. Tyloki had shown him passion, what it meant to care about what you wanted to do. What you needed to do.


  Isaac’s balled fists opened, and in them, fire. It burned dazzlingly bright, so hot that Isaac could nearly feel it. Not orange, or even blue, but the fire was a shining white. From the fireballs, miniature suns in the palms of his hands, pale fire came forth. Isaac didn’t know how hot it was, but it must have been thousands of degrees. The fire spilled forward in front of Isaac, and in the heat, the metal began to change colors, to sag under its own weight, to melt.


  Shouting loudly, with a growling voice, Isaac willed the fire into existence, exhausting the pool of power that he had absorbed from the synthetic soul sphere. White fire in torrents, splashing against the melting walls, bending them to his will. As soon as there was a crack in the metal door, the fire flooded through, into the server room. The computers wouldn’t last long in that kind of heat.


  Still, Isaac kept destroying. In order to protect, he forgot about protecting, and instead, he burned. Wave after wave of white flame, having already made the AI unable to function, continued to melt the component parts into unrecognizable piles of carbon. Isaac kept going, because he didn’t want the power he had taken from the soul sphere. He would exhaust it all.


  When it was empty, and he had no magic again, he would be done.


  The band around Isaac’s neck stopped glowing, and the fire in his palms dissipated, and the energy was spent. Isaac took a deep breath and fell forward onto a knee. Then he smiled, and he laughed. His throat was hoarse from screaming, and he felt like he’d just finished a triathlon, but he’d done it. He’d saved the day without trying to kill himself.


  It was an important step.


  In a moment, he would have to get up and go help the others upstairs. He would make sure that he had stopped the purge in time, he would aid the other Collars in the building as much as he could. Helping to evacuate the innocent would still be quite a task. The day wasn’t entirely over, not until the building was cleared and the Vassals were taken into custody. First, he needed to make sure that Sera was safe, and Roy.


  There was no doubt in his mind that Riley had managed to stop Freeman and save the Registry. No doubt at all.


  Forcing himself to stand, he looked around at the destruction he had caused. A shiver went down his spine, and he left the vault, and the synthetic soul sphere, behind.


  * * *


  Riley approached Freeman with all of the urgency of a man on a stroll in the park. He bent down to one knee and checked Freeman’s pulse again. The old man was not nearly as dead as he could have been. Without bothering to check the man’s injuries, the extent of them or their locations, Riley bent his head over Freeman’s and spoke.


  “Indicia, that machine is powered by Indicia. That makes the Lance the closest thing to Hell that exists on this planet.” Riley said, and when he thought he was losing Freeman’s focus, he tapped the man’s face a few times with the flat of his hand. “You sacrificed your Indicia, and my Indicia, and for what? What could possibly have been so important on the other side of that wall that it was worth all of this?”


  Riley leaned his face a little closer, smelling the blood and sweetness that accompanied death. “Indicia are, what, I don’t want to say angels. But they exist to make us better. They improve us.”


  Grasping the man’s collar in his hand, Riley stood and forced Freeman to stand with him. The old man slumped, on the edge of death, in Riley’s grasp. Drawing him in closer, Riley continued. “I can’t say why we deserve the Indicia, why they would waste their time on us, but that’s the way it is. I don’t know what your Indicia meant to you, but obviously you were blind to it. Otherwise, you never would have thrown him away.”


  Walking with Freeman, Riley dragged the old man’s feet along the ground, causing a screeching sound as his shoes dragged wetly across the tile. “I wouldn’t have thrown Rain away, I would have died for him without hesitation.”


  When Riley didn’t speak, there was a blinding silence in his head, so he kept speaking to fill it up.


  “Because Rain made me so much better. Indicia do that.” Riley slammed Freeman into the window overlooking the city. The sky outside no longer appeared to be the pallid visage of a rain soon to come, but instead, it was the pale stagnation of a sun that would never emerge from behind the clouds again. “Some make us stronger. Some make us faster. Some make us smarter. They can heal wounds and cure diseases.”


  Riley pulled Freeman off of the window and slammed his against it again. The glass was cracked after having received so many of the bullets that were meant from Freeman. “And that’s just what they do to our bodies. They make us more attuned to this all, everything. They bring us closer to our potential, to what we were meant to be, but can never be on our own.”


  Another slam, and blood was dripping down the window behind Freeman.


  “I was broken before I met him, and he gave me something that I didn’t have. Do you want to know what Rain did for me?” Riley asked, and he paused to give Freeman time to answer.


  The old man was not coherent, most likely couldn’t understand or hear what Riley was saying, but he gave him the chance to answer, regardless. He pulled Freeman off of the window and close, so he could whisper in his ear.


  Rain was gone. All of the hope that the otter stood for, the freedom they shared, their lust and passion, their happiness, in an instant, it was gone. Riley hadn’t lost a piece of himself. He lost an entire half, gone forever. Whispering softly, so that he could feel the silence that he had allowed to come to pass, Riley answered his own question.


  “He made me feel.”


  With the next slam, the window shattered, and thousands of shards of glass scattered outward into the wind, taking Riley’s dreams with them. With his arm fully extended, Riley let go of Freeman’s collar, throwing the old man out into the air, doomed to fall to the city streets below. Riley watched him fall with a stoic expression, wind whipping against him. He thought for a second about jumping, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it.


  Watching Freeman fall didn’t bring him any joy or closure. He felt nothing as he watched the man hit the ground and become nothing. He wouldn’t feel anything, not anymore. Just as he was before he met Rain, Riley was broken. Something inside kept him from feeling his emotions, though he knew what they should be.


  All that remained was a numb silence, and the silence was so loud, it echoed in the halls of his mind, as unrelenting as the wind and rain, unforgiving, and never ending.


  Epilogue – Abeyance


  The world had not changed, but many things in it had. The inexorable forward march of time always brought about change, and in the face of that change, thirteen seconds wasn’t always enough. Outside, the world was the same place it had always been, but as it always did, time made the world look different, time made the world feel different. Some were able to take in a breath for the first time in years, others found themselves cut off from air entirely.


  Isaac sat on top of a stack of boxes, one leg hanging off the edge. He watched Sera, who was moving the last of her things out of the house. They didn’t speak, he watched her, and she did her best not to look at him.


  Sometime in the next few minutes, she would be leaving, and he needed to figure out what he was going to say. Sera didn’t want to hear anything from him, not since he had made his decision.


  It wasn’t the first time they had been angry at each other, it happened plenty as children when Edgar pitted them against themselves. Though he had been able to get them to fight and argue, as siblings often did, he had been unable to break down the bond between them that had always kept them together.


  Thinking back on it all, Sera was the reason Isaac had ever gotten into the mess with Tyloki in the first place. It was to protect Sera that drove him, and now she would be leaving. Isaac had made choices to save Sera that he wasn’t proud of, and he wondered if he would be able to make the right choices in her absence, or if he would continue on the same as he always had.


  Selfish.


  Sera walked slowly, carrying only one thing at a time, giving Isaac a cold shoulder but also giving him time to think.


  Leg swinging back and forth in the air, Isaac knew it was time to talk.


  “I can’t say I’m doing anything grand or special.” Isaac said, but Sera didn’t look at him. “I’m just doing what seems right, now. I know I get mixed up on that sometimes, but I can’t stop trying.”


  “What seems right, Isaac?” Sera said, putting a small box down. “This city is full of terrible things. Dad, Vassals, psychopaths, monsters. Every day it’s some other catastrophe. That’s why we were all leaving. Now you and Rufus are staying? No, I don’t believe it. It’s the same suicidal nonsense that you kept from me all these years.”


  “Suicidal nonsense? I was protecting you. Everything I did.” Isaac said, slightly hurt.


  “I didn’t need you to live my life, Isaac! You needed to live yours.” Sera said, stomping her foot for effect.


  “That’s what I’m doing now. And I’m glad you’re leaving here, but it isn’t because bad things happen in this city.” Isaac said.


  “You don’t have to stay here to live, Isaac. We’ve earned a pass, we can leave and start over like we planned.” Sera said.


  Starting over was what Isaac planned to do. But it wasn’t by leaving the city. Knowing Sera would be somewhere else was as comforting as it was terrifying.


  “If I go, you won’t be able to start over. No matter how many times I shake him, whenever I think Edgar isn’t behind my back anymore, there he is. You moved on a long time ago, and I’ve been holding you back. I need time to figure it out, to get rid of him once and for all.” Isaac said.


  “If you live that long.” Sera said.


  “Sera, bad things don’t happen in this city. Bad things happen to me. If I go with you, they’ll just follow. I can’t explain what I saw in the vault, I don’t have the words, but I know I can’t leave yet. My part here isn’t done.” Isaac said


  “Your part here. You aren’t playing a part in a movie, Isaac.” Sera said.


  “That’s why it’s so important. I have to be better than I have been. I can’t sacrifice more to save less. And that’s why I can’t do it around you. I’d always sacrifice anything for you.” Isaac said, jumping off the boxes.


  It was the house they had bought after Edgar died, and they would be renting it out in their absence. Isaac had the choice to stay, but he decided against it. There were other places that would be better to stay at. Either way, he had a few more days to move his things out, he was in no rush. This house had been his home, and in the time following Edgar’s death, it had been where he spent most of his time. It had been, if not boring, at least calm and quiet.


  “What about Rufus?” Sera asked.


  “I don’t know what’s going on with him.” Isaac walked over to Sera. “You’ll have to talk to him about it. I can only speak for myself, and it’s been a long time, but I feel like saying something.”


  “What are you going to say?” Sera said.


  “I’ve been living down in the darkness for a long time, and when I met Tyloki, I started to claw my way out. Between you and Miria, I realized that it’s not my time to come out of the darkness yet. There’s a lot of other people in here with me. I need to raise them out first, before I leave it behind.” Isaac said.


  “You are not the same Isaac who tried to call out sick from work a year ago.” Sera said.


  “Things change.” Isaac said, nodding.


  “Just don’t lose yourself in there. Those people you want to save aren’t more important than you are.” Sera said.


  “That makes me wonder, is everyone worth the same?” Isaac asked. “I wouldn’t exactly put Dominic up there with them best of them.”


  Sera winced and looked at the floor. “Dominic needed someone to save him, but it’s no one’s fault that he wasn’t. He had Basel, he had friends. I don’t think what happened to him was Tyloki’s fault. After seeing what Tyloki put you through, don’t you think it was a good thing that he turned Dominic away?”


  “If he turned Dominic away because he was too weak…” Isaac said.


  “I think that says something about you. Something I’ve known, but you need to show to everyone else. Show it to the people you want to save.” Sera said.


  Sera glanced at the time on her LINK, and she took a deep breath. “I’ve got to get going or I’ll miss the train. I’ll call you as soon as I get there.”


  “And then you’ll call every hour after that.” Isaac smirked, gently shoving Sera towards the door. “I’ll lock up when I leave, don’t worry. Get out of here. I’ll follow when I’m ready.”


  Sera walked towards the door, and she glanced back before she walked out. Her face showed the same hardships Isaac himself had experienced, and somehow, she came out in better shape than he had. It wasn’t because of his interventions. It was something about life, about the universe, that she understood, and he did not yet know. It was a thing that couldn’t be explained in words, and couldn’t be shared between two people. It was something that Isaac would have to find on his own.


  


  After finishing at the house, Isaac locked up and went to waste more time. He was wasting time because things had changed, and they hadn’t coalesced again into anything worthwhile. They were still in the quiet after throes of a cataclysm averted. That wasn’t to say that some of the change hadn’t been devastating. Isaac let himself in to Miria’s apartment, so he could feel that devastation.


  It was eerily quiet, as quiet as his empty house, as quiet as the inside of his head. It was unnaturally still. Everything was exactly as Miria had left it, and it would stay that way. Isaac had wealth, if nothing else, and he would pay to keep Miria’s apartment untouched until the day she returned. He was unlikely to return again himself until that happened.


  Since he wouldn’t be coming back anytime soon, he wanted to remember what it all looked like. It would remind him what he was fighting for. The living room was cozy, a sofa just the right distance from the screen where they would have watched movies and TV together after long days at work. Every little detail was just so Miria, her tastes showing through clearly, a blend of modern design and classic aesthetic.


  The bedroom fit a bed large enough for two, and they would have shared nights here together. They would have fought over the usual, pointless things, they would have made up and made love here. The bathroom was small, they would have waged war over it. Isaac didn’t care about the small closet space, he would have gotten a dresser for his outfits, which would have been chosen by Miria, no doubt. She had a better eye for it than he did.


  The kitchen was small, but they would have been fine. He would have cooked for her, he would have learned to cook for her. She would help him, teach him the basics of cooking that he had never learned. They would clean up together, or maybe he would clean up while she sipped on a glass of wine.


  This apartment would have held so much emotion, all sorts, good and bad. It would have been the site of lives well and fully lived. It would have been salvation for two secretly broken people who filled in the shattered parts of the other. Would have.


  Instead, Miria had vanished, and all that remained was a swirling black mist, an eddy of what might have been. It was still there, days after she disappeared. Isaac stood in front of it, staring at it. The mist shimmered, made up of billions of minuscule particles of light and darkness, every lost moment another grain of black sand. The texture of it reminded Isaac of Nova, the synthetic soul sphere.


  Hesitantly, he reached his hand into the mist, afraid that all he would do was wave it away, ensuring that those lost moments were gone forever. He found himself somewhere else.


  Much the same as when he touched the Nova sphere, Isaac was somewhere else, inside his mind. It was the same sensation as being in the Indicia world, with Tyloki, or inside his own head. He knew his physical form was still in Miria’s kitchen, but he was elsewhere. A vast expanse of open air, but unlike any place he was familiar with.


  The sky was filled with purple and blue, pale ghosts of color floating out of the ground and up into the air, out of sight. That was it, nothing else, just purple and blue light, and Isaac.


  And Miria.


  She stood a few feet in front of him, staring at him stoically.


  Isaac stared back, unsure of how to move forward, to reach her, to touch her.


  She smiled.


  Isaac moved, stopping in front of her. He was going to devote his life to finding her, and here she was, right in front of him. He just needed to figure out how to bring her back with him, and all those moments, all those what ifs would be his again.


  “Miria, what is this place? Where are we?” Isaac asked.


  “I don’t know.” Miria said.


  “Neither do I. How did you get here?” Isaac asked.


  “I don’t know.” She said.


  “I’m going to figure out how to bring you home.” Isaac said, looking around desperately for anything that might help.


  “Isaac, listen. I’m here to tell you something.” Miria said.


  “What is it?” He asked, turning his attention directly to her.


  “I’m not Miria. I’m just what’s left. Residue. Miria is gone, and she isn’t coming back.” She said.


  “What are you talking about?” Isaac didn’t want to believe it. She was standing in front of him, how could it not be her?


  “You can’t save everyone, Isaac. Sometimes, people just fall through the cracks.” Miria said.


  Isaac was speechless, confused, his mind and heart racing, trying to understand what was going on.


  “You’re not here, I’m not here. I’m just a message, like a recording.” Miria said.


  “You’re not a recording. You’re talking to me.” Isaac said.


  “I know what Miria knew, I feel what she felt, but I know that I’m not her.” Miria said.


  “Then where is she, if you’re not her?” Isaac asked.


  “I don’t know.” She said. “I won’t be here for long. I just wanted to let you know that I would have fallen in love with you.”


  “I could’ve fallen in love with you, too. That’s why you can’t be gone. I’ve never loved anyone who wasn’t family. You were different.” Isaac said.


  “Not could have. Would have.” Miria said.


  “Miria…” Isaac said. He placed his hands on her shoulder and pulled her in for a kiss. He closed his eyes, and then he felt nothing.


  Opening his eyes, he was in the kitchen once more, and the black mist was gone. The possibilities had dispersed into the ether, floated away, far out of Isaac’s mortal reach.


  * * *


  The next occurrence to suck the air from Isaac’s lungs was a phone call. As the day wore on, and he became weary of the changes, he started to make his way back to the Registry. If he had been back sooner, it may not have been a phone call that brought about the change. He may have been there to see it in person.


  Sauntering slowly down the tranquil streets of a city recovering from a heavy storm, of a people hiding from the cold wind outside, Isaac’s LINK began to vibrate. He didn’t look to see who was calling before he answered it.


  “Hello?” He asked casually. He had wiped the last of his tears for Miria away a few blocks before.


  “Isaac.” Rufus said his name in a way that immediately signaled that something was wrong. He relished it, said it with the longing of a brother who has been away from his sibling for too long. The sorrow of a man who has some news to deliver.


  “Rufus? I’ve been trying to call. Sera’s been trying to call. She wanted to know if you were going with her and the rest of the family.” Isaac scolded.


  “I’m not going.” Rufus said.


  “No shit, we gathered that.” Isaac said.


  “I can’t go.” Rufus said.


  “Same as me.” Isaac whispered.


  “Wait, what? You’re not going with her?” Rufus said.


  “I can’t go, not now. With what happened to Riley, and the number of Collars we lost at InCorp, and Miria…” Isaac trailed off, distracted by the pain in his chest.


  “I guess I couldn’t convince you to go if I tried.” Rufus said. “Just be careful. No more suicide talk.”


  “Actually.” Isaac said, and he stopped walking, looking up at the Registry tower looming at the center of the city. “Actually, I was thinking maybe we could team up. I’ve found myself without a team, remember?”


  “No go, little brother.” Rufus said. “I can’t.”


  “Why not?” Isaac shielded his eyes from the brilliant reflection of the setting sun gleaming from the glass tower.


  “Listen, before all of this, I was doing some undercover work for Chase and Canaan. I’d gather intelligence from the local vassals, bring it back to the Registry.” Rufus said. “Namely, Freeman’s faction.”


  “You worked with Freeman?” Isaac asked, not sure what Rufus was getting at.


  “Not exactly. But sometimes, I had to trade information to get information. I had to be a leak.” Rufus said.


  “But you were doing it for Canaan, right? So anything that happened would be his fault.” Isaac said.


  “The truth isn’t that simple, Isaac. When Freeman came to the Registry, Chase emptied out the Registry’s prison. Not only did Freeman’s Vassals run amok in InCorp and make us look incompetent, but we also unleashed a plague of magic powered criminals on the city. A lot of them probably fled Bastion, went to the Brink, but we’ve lost a few of them. They’re gone. The public is going to want us to answer for that.” Rufus explained.


  “None of what happened is your fault. How would they even link it to you, anyway?” Isaac asked.


  “It seems that someone broke into Freeman’s house and uploaded the identities of their members and contacts to the internet. My name wasn’t in there, but my face was. The city needs someone to answer for everything that happened. The Registry needs a villain to offload the blame onto, to keep their respect and show they aren’t completely incompetent.” Rufus said.


  Isaac stared at the bright building, lowered his hand and let the sun sear his eyes. He squinted against the painful light. “I’m sorry.”


  “It’s not your fault as much as it isn’t mine. And honestly, I don’t know how this is going to play out.” Rufus said.


  “I’ll come help. We can all talk through it. There’s no way I’m letting Canaan throw you to the wolves over this.” Isaac said.


  “Canaan isn’t the Director anymore, Isaac. This isn’t Canaan’s decision.” Rufus said.


  “I’m going to get you out of this. I’ll do something.” Isaac insisted.


  “I’m not the one who needs your help. This city needs someone like you. There’s Miria to think about, not to mention all the escaped prisoners. You need to focus on recapturing them. As long as they’re running around, no one is going to forget about what happened. I’m the fall guy. Maybe I always have been.” Rufus said.


  “Rufus, where are you? We need to talk about this in person.” Isaac said.


  “Doesn’t matter. I’m already gone. Stay alive, okay, Isaac?” Rufus said.


  His brother told him to stay alive. Not to find happiness or purpose. He told Isaac to stay alive, as if that was the next step in what Isaac needed. As if happiness could only come after that. Or maybe as if happiness wasn’t attainable at all.


  “I’m going to–” Isaac said, but he stopped when the audible click signaled the end of the LINK conversation.


  Another change, another person lost. The sun would be gone soon, and the moon would come out, mocking Isaac with all of its twinkling companions. The moon was never alone in the night sky. It existed in the darkness, along with everyone else.


  * * *


  “We need to reacquire Dr. Noether if possible, but we have progressed to a point where we don’t essentially require him anymore.” Parker said.


  “Yes, sir. Nova is functional. There are a few kinks to work out, but we don’t need Dr. Noether to fix them. A few months from now, the city will be able to meet Nova.”


  “Good. Magic without restraint.” Parker let the words linger on his lips indulgently. “I want to get Dr. Noether back so he doesn’t spill the beans to the Registry. It wouldn’t hurt us too much, and the Registry is a laughing stock right now, but why deal with bad PR if we don’t have to?” Parker asked. His LINK vibrated. “Excuse me.”


  Stepping away from the engineer he had been speaking with, he narrow his eyes at the name on his LINK. Answer it, he walked casually to where he could afford more privacy.


  “Alyssa, to what do I owe the pleasure?” Parker asked, hand in his pocket as he walked down the hallway, dodging construction workers and their tools as he went. Instead of his security uniform, Parker was dressed neatly in a new suit.


  “Well, well, well, President Parker.” Alyssa said with gravitas.


  “Why call me? Why not tell me where you are and we can meet for coffee. Maybe get a drink. Repeat the last time we went on a date? You got quite loud.” Parker said.


  “Tell you where I am? Nah, I’d rather not. I’d rather you be looking over your shoulder every day, like I have been for so long.” Alyssa said.


  Parker walked past the door to his office, which now read President Parker in place of President Shaw.


  “I’m not afraid of you, Alyssa. So pardon me if I refrain from looking over my shoulder. But if I do find you, expect me to pay you back for the bump on my head.” Parker closed the door to his office and froze as he saw the chair was facing the wall.


  “If you find me, by all means, feel free. Listen, I don’t know what you did to President Shaw.” As Alyssa spoke, Parker made his way across the room, towards the desk. He reached his hand out, placed it on the side of the high-backed chair. Spun it around.


  “And I don’t care. What I want is to be left alone.” The chair was empty.


  Parker let out his tense breath and sat in the chair. He kicked his feet up on the desk and resumed his smug expression. “I’ll leave you alone for as long as it takes me to find you.”


  “No, you’re going to leave me alone. That’s why I’m calling.” Alyssa said. “The people of this city, the employees of InCorp, most of them don’t know what really happened. They didn’t see what I saw in that vault. And I intend to keep it that way.”


  “If you think promising to stay quiet is going to keep me from hunting you down…” Parker said.


  “No, that isn’t what will keep you from hunting me down. That’ll be something else.” Alyssa said. “Grab the notepad from the desk, write this down.”


  There was no notepad on the desk, but Parker recalled seeing one in one of the drawers. He leaned forward and decided to humor her. Reaching out, he yanked the top drawer open. A loud click issued from the drawer, and the sound of a pin scraping on metal. A grenade rolled towards Parker, bounced off the front of the drawer, and came to a stop on top of the notepad. Parker considered jumping away from it, but that would have done little good to help.


  “I’m waiting, write this down.” Alyssa said.


  “What the Hell is this?” Parker growled, pulling the inert bomb from the drawer. “You think you can scare me with a prop?”


  “That is a real bomb, I assure you. I was just kind enough to disarm it. What you should worry about it how I got it into your desk, rigged it up with an explosive, in the first place.” Alyssa advised.


  “I’m not afraid of you.” Parker insisted.


  “I don’t want you to be afraid of me, President Parker. I want you to leave me alone. What I want you to be afraid of is every door you step through, every drawer you pull open, and every package you receive in the mail. If I notice you looking for me, Parker, then tick tock. Tick tock.” Alyssa hung up.


  * * *


  Much as InCorp found itself without a leader after Shaw’s disappearance, the Vassals were lost without Freeman. Many of the Vassals in the city operated independently, they didn’t follow Freeman’s lead, but the old man had gone a long way towards keeping them safe and hidden, regardless. The Vassals of Freeman’s faction were even more lost without him. They lost their base of operations, Freeman’s mansion, and their funding from Freeman’s coffers.


  They were scattered.


  Jensen took the opportunity to kick back and take a short vacation. He spent some time on the beach just outside of Bastion, which was less of a sand beach and more of a rock filled crag land, but Jensen found it peaceful.


  When he came back to the city, he spent time in his apartment, but not alone. With Sev. They spent a lot of time together, time they hadn’t had since he became a pawn in Freeman’s game. They would be together until they were too exhausted to be together anymore, and then they would go again.


  For a few days, Jensen lost himself in absolute pleasure, his self-awarded reward for a job well done. When the act began to become tiresome, Jensen decided he needed some fresh blood to keep it interesting. He wasn’t bored with Sev, he just wanted to add another person to spice things up.


  The best place to find someone on short notice was the bar where Jensen waited out the storm at InCorp. It had been quiet over the week, especially since Jensen had been out of town, but Jensen had hopes it would pick up again soon.


  He couldn’t even get through the door. The place was packed.


  Jensen squeezed through the crowd, made his way to the bar. He wanted to figure out what was going on. The place had never been this busy before. There didn’t seem to be any order to the chaos, so Jensen climbed up on top of the bar to get a better look. He recognized most of the people in the room, and they were all chattering loudly. They were Freeman’s Vassals.


  As Jensen looked at the Vassals, they looked back at him. Slowly, they began to turn and the noisy chatter died down into a whisper, which gave way to silence. Jensen stared back at them, not realizing at once that they were all watching him.


  “Uh, hi.” Jensen said.


  [Uh, hi? I’m embarrassed to be your Indicia.]


  Shut up, Sev.


  The room burst into life again, every person trying to talk over every other person. They were shouting, and it was all unintelligible.


  “Shut up!” Jensen screamed as loud as he could, holding his arms out at the bar patrons.


  Again, slowly, the room turned its collective attention to him.


  “What are we doing here?” Jensen asked. “You, tell me.” He pointed at a man standing in the front row.


  “Freeman is gone. He was the leader of the Vassals in Bastion. So many of us have no place to go anymore. We’ve got no leader, no money, no homes, and no plan.” The man explained.


  “Okay.” Jensen nodded slowly. “Okay, I get it. Well, we are definitely over the allotted number of persons allowed in this building, so let’s start a safe and orderly exit.”


  The chaos began again. It took Jensen a moment to get it under control once more. If he wanted to get a drink and find someone to take to bed in peace, he would have to solve this problem first.


  “No leader, huh? What about Freeman’s lieutenants?” Jensen asked.


  “They’re gone. They either died at InCorp or left the city with tails tucked.” Someone answered.


  “Alright, so who was the highest ranking person left from Freeman’s group?” Jensen asked.


  His stomach turned over. Everyone stared at him. They would expect the highest remaining underling to become their new leader. They would expect it from him. As he stood on the bar and stared at the army of aimless Vassals, for who he had no plans or ideas, the fact that they expected him to lead them wasn’t what surprised him the most.


  The biggest surprise was that he didn’t say no.


  * * *


  Wind buffeted against the temporary Lightglass shield that took the place of the shattered windows at the back of the Director’s office. The yellow shield flickered against the winds, but otherwise, those standing inside would be similarly protected from the weather outside as they would be if it was regular glass. Near the windows, a new desk had been placed where Canaan’s had sat, a replica, but noticeably different. It shined with a quality of newness, it was easy to see that it had never been used before. The drawers were empty, the top was clean and uncluttered. It was ready and waiting for use.


  Standing in front of the window, peering out at the city skyline, Archer felt unsettlingly similar to Canaan. As a Director, Canaan had been willing to do what it took the keep the Registry in control of the city, even if it put other people’s lives in danger. Watching and planning for years, Archer had a few different ideas.


  The world had indeed changed for Archer, who glanced around and felt simultaneously claustrophobic and free in the marble office. It was a large chamber, larger than was necessary for a simple desk and view of the city. The only furniture that remained from before was the bookshelf along the side wall. They were Chase’s books. The kangaroo was a bookworm.


  Things were simple for Archer, it was not difficult to discern from good and bad. He wondered if Canaan had trouble differentiating them, but that didn’t matter. The city was safe for now, though it had gotten a new infection when it was wounded, and it was an infection he would see to quickly.


  The prison below the Registry was barren, save for a single inmate, and it pained Archer to put Rufus there. It was only for the time being, as they struggled to get the Registry back on its feet, and to gain back public support. Regardless, it wasn’t Archer’s idea.


  “You’ll see. It’s necessary.” The kangaroo mimicked Archer’s stance, staring out the window.


  It was hard not to look out at the view, to try and forget the job at hand.


  “I know that it’s necessary.” Archer said with a nod. “But I will get him out of there as soon as I can.”


  “Might not be as soon as you want.” Chase said.


  “It’ll be whenever I say it is.” Archer said.


  “Easy there, tiger.” Chase condescended. “Your name might have Director in front of it, but don’t forget who is in charge here.”


  “If I had known that the Director was a figurehead, I might have not angled myself for the position.” Archer said.


  The kangaroo snickered, but didn’t share what he was thinking about that.


  “I’m in charge for a reason, you know.” Chase said.


  “No doubt to keep humanity safe. But what happens when you keep everyone safe? Shouldn’t humans be allowed to govern themselves?” Archer asked.


  “Oh, no, no, no. I’m not after power or control. But I do want to keep humanity safe. Every decision I make, every decree, is to that end.” Chase said. “Canaan was simply a loyal follower with aligning goals.”


  “And when he couldn’t be of use to you anymore, you ditched him.” Archer said.


  “He resigned. And he appointed you as his replacement. Between you and me,” Chase leaned over to whisper to Archer, “You aren’t missing much with Alkaid. He’s got it for Isaac. Must’ve hurt just a little, your Indicia falling for a different human.”


  “Alkaid and I had a professional relationship. We were both helping each other reach the places we wanted to be. This is that place for me, so I don’t regret anything.” Archer said.


  “Where did you help him get?” Chase asked.


  Archer took a deep breath and turned, leaning on the desk, looking at his office. “Tell me why.”


  “Tell you why…end of sentence?” Chase asked, turning around with him.


  “Why did Rain sacrifice himself for this room?” Archer asked. “He wouldn’t have done what he did without a good reason. And you say that your aim is to protect humanity. So tell me why. I need to know, I am the Director.”


  Chase chuckled and nodded. “Alright, I’ll tell you. Well, rather, I’ll show you. But once I show you, you can’t go back.”


  “Back to what?” Archer asked.


  “Before you knew.” Chase said. “I said my goal is to protect humanity. That isn’t strictly true, my goal is to protect this world from any threat, inside and out. Humans and Thralls.”


  “I’ve never thought it was possible to go back. Every day comes and goes, you can’t ever go back to a wasted day, and you can’t redo a bad decision.” Archer said. “So you’ve got to use all the time you’ve got, and you’ve got to make all the right decisions.”


  “I couldn’t agree more. In this case, the definition of ‘right’, though, might vary from yours. It’s something you’ll come to understand, as Canaan did.” Chase hopped across the office, towards the bookshelf. When he came to it, he stepped to the side and pressed his paw against a nondescript spot on the marble next to the bookcase.


  Archer followed him but kept a step back.


  The bookshelf slid silently to the side an entire length, revealing flat marble behind it. Chase pressed another spot on the wall, and curiously, a crease appeared in the marble, a door the same size and shape as the bookshelf had been. The door slid sideways, disappeared into the wall.


  That was the moment that changed Archer the most. It was the second that the world changed, when he began to understand that sometimes, ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ weren’t so simply defined. Light illuminated Archer’s face as he took in what he saw, and his jaw gaped. Chase gave him a moment to adjust.


  When Archer glanced at the kangaroo, he felt a drop of water rolling down his cheek. “But…”


  “I know.” Chase said.


  The kangaroo gestured, ‘after you’, and waited for Archer to walk into the light. Archer obliged, stepping forward while still transfixed by the light. Chase followed closely behind.


  “It’s called the Index.”


  * * *


  The world hadn’t changed, but so many things in it had. The world was still full of magic and wonder, of which some people were aware of for the first time. For others, the world seemed to have dulled, become cold and lifeless, empty of hope. Each individual person wasn’t important enough for their personal changes to matter to the world as a whole, but to each person, it appeared as if they were living in different worlds.


  It had been a day that would change how the people of the city moved forward, it had changed the course of their futures. But whether the day came to pass or not, it had not been inevitable, the world would have kept moving on, time would have kept passing, regardless of the follies of man. Nothing was inevitable except the passing of time, and even the powers of the Indicia weren’t strong enough to change that.


  Every choice that they had made led to this place, for better or worse. It was impossible to see the future, because choices had yet to have been made. That didn’t mean that those choices wouldn’t be made, they would have to be made, because time wouldn’t stop for anyone. In hindsight, many would regret the choices they made, they would be disgusted by who they became, by where they found themselves.


  It was simple to look back and blame a single choice, but it was the amalgam of decisions that brought them into the future together. Making the right choice for one person may have hurt another, choosing incorrectly had, at times, led to a better possible future.


  Simply enough, sometimes your own future is decided by the choices made by another.


  Isaac let out a prolonged sigh as he stepped into the hallway, surprised to find that the lights were out. Not that it mattered, the sun outside was starting to give him a headache, so he didn’t mind a bit of darkness. On his way to the team briefing room, he thought about who the team even was anymore.


  Sitting on the floor, back against the door to the briefing room, Riley sat staring blankly forward. He didn’t turn to look at Isaac.


  “I’m sorry.” Isaac said. They hadn’t spoken in person since Isaac had visited Riley in the hospital the week before. The words he said didn’t seem enough, but he didn’t know what else to say.


  After a long, quiet moment, Riley let out a fake laugh. “Sorry.”


  Isaac stood, watching Riley, but he didn’t say anything.


  “Sorry?” Riley asked.


  “Yeah.” Isaac said.


  Riley laughed, it was painfully fake.


  “Look, if you need me to get in there to get your things…” Isaac offered, holding up his guest pass.


  Riley stood up, revealing dents in the door behind him, no doubt punishment he had dished out on the door for not allowing him in. The doors were locked by their magic signatures, which Riley didn’t have anymore. “You want to let me in?”


  “Yeah, so you can get your things. Riley…” Isaac said.


  “Another decision you want to make for me, then?” Riley said.


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Isaac said.


  “You don’t? Allow me to explain then.” Riley spat, glaring at Isaac. “You had a choice. You could have come help me, alone, against Freeman, save the city or the world or whatever the Hell was going on. Me! Alone!”


  “Riley…” Isaac said.


  “Shut up! No, you went to InCorp, to help the army of Collars fight second rate security forces and a ragtag group of gutter rat Vassals. Where, Isaac,” Riley’s voice rose to a shout, “where do you think you were needed more?!”


  “I had to go to Sera.” Isaac said.


  “Sera! Isaac, there was an army! Rufus was there! She would have been fine without you. You didn’t do anything there that someone else couldn’t have done. But here, maybe if you had been here, maybe you could have…” Riley was shaking, his face was red.


  “That isn’t true. I stopped the AI.” Isaac defended himself meekly.


  “Stop. I don’t want to hear it, Isaac. No, I don’t want you to let me in here to get my stuff. I guess I was just waiting here for you to show up.” Riley said.


  “Well, I’m here.” Isaac said.


  “Good, so listen closely. You’ve got problems listening to people that have advice for you, so I’ll try to make this as clear as I can.” Riley stopped shouting and spoke slowly, carefully. “I don’t ever want to see your fucking face again.” Riley pushed Isaac out of the way with his shoulder and didn’t look back as he walked down the hallway.


  “Riley!” Isaac called after him, but he didn’t pursue.


  Instead, he leaned on the door where Riley had been sitting. He pressed his palms against the metal, it was warm from Riley’s body heat. Riley was right, of course, what happened to Rain may have been avoidable if Isaac had come to their assistance instead. But Isaac had no way of knowing what would happen if he went to InCorp instead of the Registry.


  Because of that choice, Riley and Rain were gone.


  Archer was the new Director, which meant that there was no one on Isaac’s team anymore. Isaac wasn’t even a part of the team, with Tyloki in a Lockbox. Isaac’s heartbeat picked up, and he started to slide slowly down the wall. He pressed his fingertips into the blue collar brand around his neck. If he had kept Tyloki around, how much of this could have been avoided?


  He made the decision to get rid of Tyloki, and now Archer and Alkaid were gone.


  When he broke into Freeman’s house, he uploaded their database onto the internet. And because of that, Rufus was gone.


  Miria had vanished, and though that was not his fault, it was still his responsibility to find her.


  Sera and the rest of his family had moved to another city.


  As Isaac sat on the floor of the hallway, breathing rapidly, he realized that everyone was gone. Every single person that mattered to him had either died, walked away, or been taken away. He had never been so alone.


  Riley, Rain, Archer, Alkaid, Rufus, Miria, Sera, Dominic.


  Tyloki.


  Isaac couldn’t stop his mind from racing back to the beginning, to try to find the moment where it began, the choice to blame for everything that came after. He had no way of knowing what would come after, but it was still the decision at the heart of it all.


  Elsewhere, in another world, a massive black wolf sat in solitude, leaning his back against a rock, enjoying the coolness of it. His whiskers twitched.


  Isaac and Tyloki, they sat separated by the walls of reality, by the distance formed by their hatred for each other, and yet they found themselves in the same place, sitting back to back on either side of an impenetrable wall.


  Isaac knew which choice he had made that led to everything. It led to Dominic kidnapping Sera, to Archer becoming Director, to Rain’s death, and Riley’s despair. It led to Isaac finding a new reason to live, and then having it yanked out from underneath him.


  He closed his eyes and tried to will it all away, to put it back the way it had been before. But there was no hope of that, because once time passed, it was gone forever. He went over the moment again and again, trying hopelessly to make a different decision. Trying to change everything.


  “I accept.”


  Two words that had changed everything. From that moment on, Tyloki or not, Isaac was a Collar. No matter how much or who he lost, there was no going back from that.


  For the first time in his life, Isaac felt significant, that his life and choices carried weight. It was a weight he didn’t want to carry. He wanted to be unimportant, he wanted to be irrelevant to the world, unable to change the course of events as they marched forward through time.


  He couldn’t do that. He couldn’t go back. So if he was going to be significant, there was only one way to go.


  Isaac would have to move forward. He would have to be important. He would have to be a hero.


  * * *


  “What do you think you are doing? What do you think gives you the right to come here?”


  “I want to make it right.”


  “You want to make it right? I do not care which petty human problem you think you can make me fix. It is none of my concern.”


  “Everything is different. It’s all changed.”


  “Everything does not change. I will never cease to grow tired of your hyperbole. Run away, boy.”


  “I’m not a boy. Not anymore. And every time I’ve tried running away, it hasn’t exactly worked out for me. I’m done running.”


  “You have said so before.”


  “You’re right. So my words don’t mean anything. You’ll just have to let me show you, instead.”


  “I do not have to do anything.”


  “You’re always trying to argue. It’s a figure of speech.”


  “Say the words that you mean, nothing more or less.”


  “I want another chance.”


  “I have no desire to spend any more of my time on you. I could live forever, and every moment of my time would still be worth more than you.”


  “I’m done talking with you about my worth. It doesn’t matter. You’re strong. You could do great things, no matter who your Collar was. The only other option you have is to wait until I die on my own.”


  “A pittance of time.”


  “And how do you know that you won’t die along with me, even if I die of old age? That’s what I thought. You want to make sure I don’t die and take you with me? You’re the only one strong enough to keep me alive.”


  “I have no interest in keeping someone alive who is so selfish they would sell out hundreds for no benefit other than to play the part of a public hero.”


  “You’d give your own life to hold a moral high ground?”


  “If I am tied to you in any way, I am already doomed. But I appreciate the morality lecture, you suicidal runt.”


  “Maybe living for so long has confused you, so think about it. Even if you die with me in a few decades, you’ll still have time to save others. You’ll still be able to make good on your promise to Jin.”


  “Do not dare to guilt me with Jin’s death yet again. I have done my part since the beginning of this world’s existence. I have saved more lives than you have any concept of. If your fragile mortality drags me along, you will be the one to blame for every life I could have saved for the rest of your world’s time.”


  “If there’s guilt over Jin’s death then it belongs to you. I’ve got no part in it. For someone who chides me enough for running away, you still seem pretty stuck on Jin. He’s gone, has been for a long time. You need to move on.”


  “I took care of who is responsible for Jin’s death.


  “Did you? The Thrall that killed Jin, it showed up at Alyssa’s house, served itself up to us. The Thrall that attacked InCorp had something to do with Freeman’s plan to assault the Registry. How?”


  “I killed the creature responsible.”


  “If that were true, why go after Dominic? Because there’s a Hell of a lot of blame to go around. There’s someone else, or something else, responsible. You can see it as well as I can.”


  “He pissed me off. You piss me off.


  “Stop it. He was partially responsible, so was Jin.”


  “Yes, humans are often terrible creatures.


  “If there is someone else, I’m the only chance you’ve got to find them.”


  “You want me to come fight your battles for you again.”


  “No, but I need your help in order to fight my own.”


  “You severed the connection with ease before, did you not think once about how incapable you are of fighting your battles on your own then?”


  “Then, I wanted to be incapable of fighting. That was before Rain…”


  “Before he died to save you humans and your world. To fix more problems and destructions your kind was going to bring on itself. Surprised that he was the one to die first. At least you got one last good fuck in, hmm?”


  “Somehow, I thought you’d be proud.”


  “Nothing makes me proud like having to sit and watch you on all your little dates, yet dealing with resistance, reluctance, and scorn whenever I try to help.”


  “We’re not getting anywhere. I should have known this is as far as I’d get. Still, thought it was worth a try.”


  “Nothing has changed. You do not want me around as anything other than an ally in battle. You shut down and stiffen up the moment you think of me. You want my strength. You still resent me.”


  “Why should I think any better of you? You expect to treat me the way you do, I should love you for it? But here’s what kills me. You’re wrong. I do think differently of you than I used to. You only need take a look.”


  “I do not need your love.”


  “And I don’t need yours. Look, I’m not here to argue. I’m offering you an opportunity. There is no way for you to turn it down and make it my fault. You always talk so big. Show me why everyone whispers your name with apprehension.”


  “Would you have done it?”


  “What?”


  “The lighter. Would you have done it?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “So you have changed.”


  “That’s what I told you.”


  “I am done being gentle. If I did give you another chance, we would have to start over again. At the beginning.”


  “What exactly do you mean by that?”


  “Kneel.”


  


  


  End of Book One
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