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This is a work of fiction.  Any similarity to persons or situations past or present is entirely accidental.

This is a semi-period piece. The attitudes, views and social mores reflect the time in some cases in a way that is out of line with today. There is no attempt to hide that the good-old-days weren't always as good as we remember.

This is a work of quasi-horror / suspense, as well as complex adult physical and emotional relationships.

This story includes scenes / descriptions of racism, intense violence, blood and gore, sexual content, strong language, implicit / explicit use of drugs, alcohol and smoking.

It also includes references to criminal activity, religion, slavery, suicide, forced pregnancy, terminal illness, domestic abuse, and emotional trauma.

Scenes of adult and sexual relationships may contain references to, or examples of, heterosexuality, homosexuality, asexuality, pansexuality, bondage/dominance/submissive behaviours, polyamory and monogamy.

If these concepts / themes / subject-matters are upsetting or unpleasant, this is unlikely to be a good reading experience for you.

Consider and act accordingly.
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For my "number-one hype-girl" Christine,

My Muses, Karen and Tracey,

The DJs that play the music that makes the writing possible, including DJ RedVamp, DJ Dark Angel Carrie and DJ Nurse Goth,

And of course, for you, the fans.

What a long, strange trip it's been.

Thank-you for being with me on it.
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Part 1 - Once Upon A Time In Denver

Morning, 23rd January, 1998

Emerret
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“Good morning, Sheriff,” Tammy Price grinned as she came into the corner office of the Spring Castle Sheriff’s Office. She set a stack of paper and a fresh cup of coffee down on the desk in front of her boss.

Beyond the corner windows of his office, the town of Spring Castle glistened in a fresh dusting of snow that had sifted down overnight. The morning air was still below freezing, leaving the sky and surrounding mountains brilliant and crisp in the early sun.

Emerret shook his head and gave Tammy an amused smile. “You’re never gonna get tired of that are you?”

“Of course not,” she answered, and then hip-bumped the door to the office closed. “You’re just too fun to see doing the ‘aw-gosh’ thing when I call you by your job title.”

“Well, like I told you before, Tammy, this is ... well, just surreal. I mean, the election wasn’t even close. And I know One Sunset didn’t lean that hard on it.”

“You’re a hero, Emerret,” Tammy replied with a smile and a shrug. “You saved the County from a murdering, crooked cop that had killed one of his own, and was going to turn the place into his own criminal fiefdom. You went high-noon with him, and won. No matter what else you and I might know about details, all of that is the truth. That’s the kind of thing that inspires people in a town that’s literally rebuilding itself from ashes.”

Emerret nodded. “Just doin’ the job I promised I’d do,” he replied.

“Un-huh. And that’s why you’re Sheriff.”

He shook his head and smiled at the supposed impasse. “Any Other-Side stuff in the morning stack?” he questioned.

Tammy shook her head. “Nope. Well, one minor item, really; one of the Boys did some unlicensed dental work on a couple of outta-town loudmouths who were harassing one of the waitresses at Hauler House. She was on the way to her car after her shift.”

“Okay. We can decline to prosecute that, I’m sure.”

Tammy nodded. “Officially he had too much to drink, spent the night in cells to ‘sober up’, we fed him a good breakfast, and then sent him home at eight this morning. Given that no one involved wants to press charges? Yeah, we can just administratively forget this one.”

“Good. Any word from Laura?” Emerret asked, his tone softening.

“Yes, I was talking with her on the phone before I went home yesterday. She’s starting to talk about coming back. She’s going a bit stir crazy from all the free time she has. As she put it, there is only so much time she can spend on a ski hill.”

“Well, she’s welcome whenever she’s ready, but I don’t want her feelin’ pressured. Between her being kidnapped an’ then Belinda having to ‘clean up’ what she remembered of those couple of days, she’s had it rough. The budget has room for her to take her time.”

“Agreed, Sheriff. Laura’s a good person, and she’s on the Force for all the right reasons. We want to keep her, if we can,” Tammy said firmly.

“A-yup. Thank-you, Tammy, for all the stuff you do to keep this place runnin’. I’ll get started on The Pile here in a few minutes.”

“Oh, one last thing,” Tammy said, with a mischievous light in her eyes.

“Huh?”

“I got a note here for you saying that the girls over at Mahaybee‘s would like me to remind you that the corner booth is permanently reserved for you any time you want to drop by for the ’lunch special’.”

Emerret sighed, blushed and facepalmed. Tammy burst out laughing, and left the office.
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“So are you thinking of becoming an instructor?” Bess questioned as she tidied up the usual chaos that surrounds any retail cash register.

To her left, the “open” sign blinked in its corner of the bullet-proof window facing the street. The glass was acid etched with “Cedarborne Firearms Recreation And Training”.

“I haven’t decided,” Peggy replied as she straightened a display of boxes of forty-five calibre bullets. “Jamie says I’m a natural teacher and good at putting people at ease. I’m just not that good at actually shooting. It seems funny to me to teach what I can’t do myself.”

Bess chuckled. “Yeah, I get that. It’s bad enough with the attitude we get from the men coming in here that don’t think a woman knows enough about a gun to be able to sell them one.”

“Well, at least you used to be a Marine,” Peggy replied. “I’ve been a waitress and a go-go dancer. That’s a bit of a difference.”

“Hoo-Rah, me. I spent the nineteen-eighties marching in circles in Europe and camping in the rain. Sure, I got paid to make a bunch of holes in paper targets, but, I don’t know half what you do about being able to talk to people and sell stuff.”

“Hmm. I wonder,” Peggy said thoughtfully as she locked the display case.

“About?”

“Maybe we need to stop fighting with who we are. How about this; let me nag ... I mean, persuade ... the Boss into getting us new name tags. Yours will say ‘Technical Consultant, Marine Veteran’ on it, and mine will say ‘Customer Care Specialist’. When both of us are here, we both work together to talk to customers. I do the hand shaking, and you do the artillery enthusiasm.”

“You think he’d go for that?” Bess questioned.

“I think he’ll see the value in it. At the point he’s just stocking the higher end brands, we have to think a bit more like BMW and a bit less like Ford.”

“You know, Peggy, I think when you put it like that, it makes a whole lot of sense. And we just approach it the same way for training time on the range; I do the skill-side stuff, and you focus on the people-side stuff.”

“You got it, Sugar. I think that will really set us apart from the usual kind of places in and around Denver.”
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“Veleshasha, stop that, please,” Rhignon D’Narsuth ordered in her native Unseelie. Rhi sighed at the horse-sized pantheress who currently yowled in dismay at her situation. “I am entirely aware that mere beef is beneath your station,” Rhi continued with a roll of her eyes and a scathing tone, “but it is what our hosts have to provide. Scaled Fire-Mammoth is rather in short supply here in the Prime Reality.”

The pantheress snorted in haughty annoyance, and then her stomach rumbled. She sighed with as much feline dignity as the situation would permit. She then tore a substantial chunk out of the side of beef before her and began chewing.

“With such drama, you’d think she was a Blood Drinker Artist,” Baithrith chuckled from where he leaned in the open door to the stable. “As always, the maxim, ‘the Beast speaks loudly of the Rider’,” he chortled.

Rhi directed a scathing glare at him. “It is a different life that we lead here, compared to the Charmlands, ’Rith. Adjustments are still being made by all of us, my friend. Snow and a lack of premium meats being two of them, apparently.”

“Oh, aye, indeed. Thankfully the tavern-host at Eden have stopped the double-takes and doubtful looks when I ask for one of their ales to be fortified with ... voodkee?” Baithrith paused, obviously uncertain of the pronunciation.

“‘Vi-hod-kah’, I think is how Lady Kaarina says it,” Rhignon answered. “But yes, it does make their drink here about on par with our own; thankfully. Do not make the mistake that Onzid did of trying to drink that stuff with merely ice in it, as Lady Kaarina recommends it. Atrocious.”

“I must say I am still somewhat surprised by the Will Weaver’s generosity as concerns the Company,” Baithrith said, glancing about the newly constructed stable.

“Oh, ’Rith? Why do you say that?”

The Master Bard paused for a moment, frowning with thought. “Everything about the Court and Community here is ... different. Substantially different, we shall say, than what we were taught to believe.”

Rhi nodded. “Aye. The Spectral Lord has been heard to say the entire arrangement is unique and without parallel. It seems almost a dream made truth, does it not?”

“Mmm. It has been tried before – Babylon, of course – but ... ” Baithrith shrugged. “We all know what happened there. There isn’t enough left for a British Antiquarian to steal a sherd.”

Rhi snorted. “Well, I shall not question over much. We have food, we have beds, we have friends, we have safety, we have challenges, and we have word-fame amongst our kin in the Charmlands. We of the Battery have made good, for however so long it lasts. Be it one year, or one hundred.”

“Are you still pining wistfully for the Human?” Baithrith questioned, picking at something on his cuff.

“Mind both your Courtesy, and my Privacy,” Rhignon growled in warning.

“I shall take that as a ‘yes’,” Baithrith replied in amusement.

“Do not forget that the ‘Human’ is the Deputy Reaper, and substantially responsible for us being welcome in our new home,” Rhi stated, her tone icy.

“I am simply concerned you are a-dancing yourself to the cliff’s-edge of a broken heart, Rhi,” Baithrith replied, tilting his head slightly as he eyed her. “You deserve to be chased, my friend, not to be left doing the chasing. You might think yourself the Panther Queen, but that still leaves you merely part of a pack.”

“You may take your leave now, ’Rith. Before I misplace a shovelful of fresh manure.”
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Afternoon, 23rd January, 1998

Jessica
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23rd January, Mid-afternoon

Spring Castle, Colorado

3c, clear, wind NE 25kph, waning crescent moon

Dear Journal,

It’s been three aggressively long months since the so-called “Battle of Red Bird Road”. I’m still sore some mornings, trying to get out of bed. As someone who intimately knows the workings of anatomy at a variety of levels, I’m still somehow surprised at how much time a couple of compound fractures and an un-requested high-speed / low accuracy abdominal surgery takes to heal. Even with my available short-cuts to the process.

Thankfully – or not some days, depending on my mood – Constance has been ruthless about ensuring that I am actually taking care of myself. Likewise, Belinda has been a regular presence in my life, physically coming to visit at least once a week.

I’m surprised. I’m surprised about being surprised. I have even periodically been surprised about being surprised about being surprised.

I have friends. They care. I’m a Lady of the Community, not just because of some rules in a mouldy book somewhere, but because people around here genuinely believe that is who I am. It’s been six months, and somehow they haven’t changed their minds and I’m still ... surprised.

Even Torchbrake stops by once a week to make me a Grave Waker Coffee in my kitchenette and do a bit of house-maid stuff. I mean, it’s not like I’m blowing him as a thank-you. Don’t get me wrong, he’d be thrilled with the offer, but that’s not why he’s doing it. He says he’s my friend, and he’s happy to help out a little bit when he can. On a personal note, I will say that I miss going dancing with him.

I’m still mad and sad about Leanii. I mean, a lot of people took that hard, on both sides of sunset. She was a really nice person, was fun to giggle at while she was mooning hopelessly over Anoki or Em, and made one bitching Grave Waker.

Gone. Just to piss us off. That asshole is lucky Em did him in before any of us found out. He’d be decorating my lab and barking in my kennel, otherwise.

Dealing with my new Demi-Fäé “neighbours” here at the Farm has been an interesting experience. I’m not sure what’s up with them, but they seem to be treating me like I threw down on a Balrog. You know, as opposed to nearly getting my intestines shovelled onto my shoes by a bunch of Cainesget, which is what really happened.

Illiphar told me a lot of them really only saw the part where I went nuclear near the end of the fight and damn near killed myself to be able to save Constance. I mean, Ryan would have been wrecked if she’d bought it. So, that wasn’t happening. No one makes the Evil Pretty Boy cry on my watch.

Still, puppeteering two Cainesget at a time and using them to shred their chums is the wrong side of the ragged edge of what I am strong enough to do. So, the power bill has to get paid somehow. But really, what’s a major heart attack and near-stroke-level blood pressure between friends, right?

Besides, I think we’d all rather that I get a bit out of hand instead of Ryan. I have limits to what I can and will do. I’m not so sure about either of those things with Ryan as concerns Constance. All’s well that ends with a hospitalization, as my Master used to say.

I don’t think the medic from the Guard was really ready for me to ask him for another jolt off the automated external defibrillator, just for the fun of it. Someone should have warned him about my sense of humour before I licked one of the paddles.

“Mmm, crispy” was apparently not entirely considered predictable commentary.

I mean, what do you expect from a Pillar when left hanging out unattended by the River for a couple of minutes? Oh, well. I live, they learn.

I’m itching to get back to the lab for some real work. Ryan wants to see what I do for a Carto-Pulse and is interested in seeing how the data is plotted and used. It’ll be fun to play in the Lab with Ryan and show him some of my side of things.

Anyway, that’s enough babbling for now. I’ve got exercises to do, then a nap to take, and then Torchbrake should be showing up for his weekly visit.

More entries as news and events warrant.
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Lottie
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“Lottie” O’Brien adjusted her lazy, comfortable cuddle against “Sparks” Edison, sipped her hot chocolate, and watched a snowflake drift past in the otherwise still forest air. The south wind, barely above freezing, rustled the frosted tree branches above them.

The pair were sitting together, with him leaning against the trunk of a spreading pine. She was leaned against him, enjoying the feel of his arms lightly around her waist. They were both dressed heavily for the near-freezing air and mild dampness.

“Why are you here?” Sparks asked.

“Huh? What do you mean?”

“I mean, like ... we’ve never talked about this, Lottie. Why are you here? I mean, like, I get the whole thing after the Ravine, but ... I ... I don’t understand,” Sparks trailed off. “Why are you still here?”

“I like you. You make me happy. You don’t need to be busy all the time. We can just do what we’re doing now and it’s okay. If I need room, you let me have it. If want you as close to me as I can get you, then you really let me have it,” Lottie winked at him lewdly over her shoulder. “Why wouldn’t I want to be here?”

“Oh, I dunno, every other guy in the two Packs?” Sparks sighed.

“Aww, sweetie ... please, no. Stop that, okay? Yeah, you’re right, I can shack or shag with whoever I want, as long as they aren’t already off the market. And so, you know, just to be fair to everyone involved let me think about this, I think ... I pick you. Hang on, I’ll try that again, just to be sure. Yep. Still you,” she giggled and grinned at him.

“There is this stupid voice in my head that keeps telling me this can’t be real. That you’re so far out of my league it’s gotta be a prank, or a mistake, or you’ll change your mind ... or ... or ...” He bit a lip and shook his head.

Lottie shifted around so she was sitting sideways to him, and hooked her knees over his leg. She gave him a gentle kiss and then shook her head.

“First thing,” she growled, “is put that asshole in your head on notice that if he keeps bad-mouthing me or my man, I’m gonna go postal on him, alright? And yeah, you heard me, my man. Mine. I wouldn’t let anyone else talk like that to you or about you, no matter who they were. No exceptions, got it?”

Sparks blinked at her in surprise and then nodded slowly.

Lottie’s expression softened, and then she kissed him again. She put her head on his shoulder and continued speaking in a quiet and contented tone. “I promise you this is real. No pranks. No mistake. I’m here because I want to be. On the nights I stay in your camper with you, I’m there because there is nowhere else I want to be. Until the either you or the Stones and the Moon specifically tell me otherwise, I’m here with you. With my man.”

There were a few moments of quiet, beyond the sounds of the surrounding forest, and a pair of blackbirds which zoomed past them in a game of chase. Lottie had another sip of her hot chocolate and then tilted her head to look at Sparks.

“Do you want me to stay?” she asked.

“Huh? Oh! Oh! Yes! Yes, please. I ... I really like having you with me. It’s ... nice. It’s good.”

“Okay. Just don’t forget that it’s not just about me. You have to be happy, too. I don’t want to be anywhere I’m not really wanted.”

“I really want you to be here with me. As much as you want to be,” Sparks answered.

“... and just like that, I want to be a lot” she grinned at him hungrily.
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Vangie made her way along the path from her 5th-Wheel towards the shared Community Hall. She looked up through the trees at the angle of the setting sun. This was the part of the day she hated the most; knowing that the man she loved would be back in her life in just a couple of hours, and yet still separated by a gulf of time and space.

The kids were having their afternoon nap, Can-Can was off doing all the no-really-he’s-not-the-Chief stuff that kept two Packs running at the week-to-week level, everything that needed doing around her personal camp was done, and her contributions to the Pack for the day were looked after. So, all she really had to do right now was ... wait.

“That time of the day, is it?”

Vangie turned towards the voice on the trail behind her. “Oh, hello, Tomahawk. I’d say I didn’t hear you behind me, but I suppose that’s a given, isn’t it?”

Takoda “Tomahawk” Nakai grinned at her and nodded. “Yeah, if you hear a Nightguard, it’s because we’re drunk at a party,” he chuckled. “Are you alright, Evie?”

She paused for him to catch up with her, and then resumed walking as they chatted. “Oh, yeah, it’s like you said ...‘that time of the day’. I didn’t realize it was that obvious.”

“Nightguard,” Tomahawk answered, tapping his chest. “Emotions are part of our battlespace. Hope, fear, shock, anger; the whole gamut. So, kind of like always walking like a ghost, it’s just a reflex to pay attention to how everyone is ‘doing’, you know?”

Vangie nodded. “You can’t bend a material you haven’t studied.”

“Right, exactly. So are you okay?”

“Oh, yeah. It’s just weird sometimes being in love with a dead man,” Vangie sighed.

Tomahawk laughed. “I imagine it would be, yeah. The couple of times I’ve talked to him, he seems to be a good enough fella. He can be as mean as a rabid skunk, but he hides it well.”

Vangie smirked. “Hush you. He’s got all the girls convinced he’s a teddy bear with a cute tush.”

“Yeah, he’s got a deffo cute tush, but he’s not fooling anyone who pays more attention than that to him,” Tomahawk snorted. “At the point that Can-Can gives him his due, and after that mess at the Mill in Glitter City? Yeah, sure; Teddy bear. I’m fooled. No. Really.”

Vangie laughed.

After a few more moments of walking, they had arrived at the Community Hall. “There was something I wanted to talk to you about ... a bit of a crazy idea, mebbe, but ... ” Tomahawk began, sounding thoughtful.

“Oh? What’s that?”

“Well, with ‘Tastes of Orran’ closed and probably never reopening, on account of losing their daughter three months ago ... have you thought about talking to your Dad about opening a franchise?”

Vangie blinked at Tomahawk. “A franchise?”

He nodded at her. “Yeah. ‘The Coffee Spot’ Denver Edition. It’ll give you something to do other than be an obedient house-mom – which we both know you aren’t so good at – and keep us plugged into the Spring Castle community in a way that would be useful for spotting ground-level problems. On top that, I’m sure we can afford to offer the family that owns the place a pretty kind purchase price that lets them get some good out of being side-swiped by our world.”

“Tomahawk ... that’s brilliant. That’s bloody brilliant. Moon Shadows, why didn’t I think of that? Thank you!”

“Uh, you’re welcome! Hey! Where are you going?” he called after her as she turned and darted back the way they’d just come.

“To call my Dad!”
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Mid Evening, 23rd January, 1998

Evita
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Evita put the freshly-lit cigarette between her freshly-glossed lips and inhaled deeply, while leaning lazily on the railing of the back balcony of her shared condo at Sunset Court. She closed her eyes in relaxed enjoyment of the first flavours and temperatures that she experienced and then slowly exhaled. She sighed contentedly.

Normalcy, she decided, was under-rated. The past three months had been peaceful, without excess drama, and easy to drift through. Delightfully routine Nights of enjoying her Afterlife, enjoying her music making, and enjoying the social life at the Rialto. No homicidal Elders, no zealatous Vülfen, no crusading Magi; sweet, relaxing, normalcy.

She had a lazy, indulgent drag from her cigarette, while glancing towards the eastern horizon wistfully. It was peculiar the things one noted the absence of, she thought. She’d been a member of the Afterliving for a bit more than a decade now, and still, the memories of that first golden moment in a day reminded her of the cost of her decision. A small price, perhaps, but still a price, paid daily. An ongoing series of small trades that were the collective cost of the impossibility of her existence.

She chuckled. A pity she wasn’t an American Blues writer. There was likely a gold mine there, waiting to be excavated in Afterliving-only music. That was something Lady Emilia was quite strong on lately, she reflected. The notion that Afterliving artists such as she, Lady Kirsten, Lady Kaarina and Anoki break the habit of restricting themselves to art which was safe for Unknowing eyes. Afterliving culture and history was both deep and wide enough to be celebrated as it’s own focus and market.

Hmmm. So how would she translate American Blues to her own synthpop style, which Lady Emilia had described as “a gloriously bitchy tete-a-tete between the Pet Shop Boys and Depeche Mode”?

Oh. Oh, oh. This was going to be a delicious challenge. She decided to perversely write lyrics that looked like they’d been lifted from something by either Ella Fitzgerald or Howling Wolf.

Evita quickly finished her cigarette with nearly blasphemous disregard as her mind churned. She dropped the remnants into the sand bucket by the door and went back inside, eager to get to her studio room.

She was so caught up in the moment that she failed to notice the crossbow bolt that embedded itself in the door frame above her head, as the French-style door swung closed behind her. It would be another two Nights before either of the two women who resided here noticed it.

Two hundred yards away, at the edge of trees, a shadowed figure lowered their weapon. “I’m sorry, my Mistress. A miss,” he said apologetically to the figure beside them. Both were clad in grey and black clothes that were loose and flowing, with only their eyes uncovered.

“Do not fret, my darling,” the second answered as she lowered her binoculars. “It was a difficult shot for such a weapon at such a range, in this lighting. Do not forget, not every action must be a kill. But every action must be a message; they will find that bolt in the door frame soon. And they will begin to piece together it’s message.”

He nodded. “And they will begin to understand that the angels of vengeance have returned.”
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Illiphar
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“I am told you know my Father,” Illiphar said, still standing while gazing across the table at Belinda of Somerset. They were at Eden, with Illiphar having just arrived at Belinda’s table.

“Cautious. The Song-Lord, correct?” Belinda questioned.

“The same,” Illiphar nodded politely.

“Displeased. Yes. Yes, I do know him. It is not a pleasant knowledge,” she replied coolly.

“May I ask you questions of him?”

“Guarded. You may. The option to decline to answer remains firmly mine. Please, be seated,” she said, indicating the chair opposite her. “Stern. A caution to you, young Knight ... I do not coddle. Do not ask questions to which you will cry at the answers. Like your Father, I will not spare the lash out of soft kindness.”

“Understood. So, what do you think of him?” Illiphar questioned as he seated himself across from Belinda.

“Dark. Amused. Your first question betrays your actual lack of understanding. But, you were warned,” she snorted. She had a mouthful of her drink and set the glass down with a thunk on the table between them.

“Your Father is a narcissistic necrophiliac compounded by a God complex which the Universe bizarrely insists on rewarding. I do not think this; I know this. Few things delight him more than a happily helpless cold whore he can have his way with and then verbally abuse later, while claiming it is all out of love.”

Belinda had another mouthful of her drink while the Demi-Fäé opposite her blinked in shock. “Annoyed. I should clarify that the only person your Father consistently loves is himself. That said, I suspect there are days even that represents too much emotional commitment for his tastes.”

A waiter arrived at the table with a beer stein full of Genesee Cream Ale, into which they ceremoniously dumped a shot each of Teichenne Chocolate Schnapps, Puchheimer Apricot Schnapps and then Belvedere Vodka. It was lightly stirred, the rim wiped clean, and turned with the handle towards the Demi-Fäé.

“Intrigued. Replace this with that, if you please?” Belinda said, gesturing from her habitual gin-and-tonic to Illiphar’s fortified ale. The waiter silently nodded, picked up her glass, wiped the table where it had been and departed.

Silence held the space at the table for the couple of minutes it took for the waiter to return, repeat the process, and then depart. Illiphar watched with obvious interest as the woman opposite him had a solid mouthful, clearly considering the experience.

“A clever solution to the problem,” Belinda commented in a passable Unseelie-Fäé. “Not a proper Fäégran,” she conceded, “but a passable mimicry.”

Illiphar blinked at her. “You speak ...”

“Of course I do,” she interrupted irritably, continuing on in Unseelie. “I was at your father’s side or front for nearly five years. His willingness to indulge in my barbarism of merely speaking an aristocratic level of French lasted for only about ten months or so. After that, he began insisting I stop embarrassing him and learn to speak
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