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​1. SHOT IN THE DARK




[image: ]






December 2019

"Will that be all, sir?" Maria asks over the intercom.

Antonio DeSantes idly taps his prosthetic eye, the way he often does when he's thinking. He knows the offer she's making, and he knows Henrietta is there waiting on his word, too. They love him, and he loves them too, in his way. But he's turned them down for months, and he knows they're curious at best, jealous at worst. He'll have to increase his management efforts.

"See that I'm not disturbed," he says coldly, then switches off the intercom.

DeSantes leans back in his chair, the half-dozen screens providing the only light in his penthouse office. His calendar, with his upcoming brain surgery, appears on one of the screens, but it's the only thing that's his. Every other inch of the screens is plastered with research studies, physics analyses, newspaper articles, and—importantly—field reports from his own private investigators. De la Vega had to go back to Cobalt City for one thing or another, but DeSantes has a dozen other detectives on the case. Some have powers, some don't, but all of them are well paid. So far, nothing, but he can't give up.

Angel needs him. 

A bright flash illuminates his office, making him wince faintly, and he turns to the massive wall of windows. The storm over Valhalla, Colorado, is miraculously quiet, thanks to the soundproofed windows, but he still feels its ferocity. That glass is bulletproof to all but a concerted gunship assault or a nuclear blast, but the storm still makes the building vibrate. 

He likes it. The storm. Or maybe "likes" is the wrong word. The storm is important. He recognizes it. He sees something in it. Something he needs to see. Always.

Sometimes, he sees the Raven in the storm. Sometimes, he sees the hammer. Sometimes, he sees the end of all things—the gods clash and the world trembles. But he always sees something.

Tonight, he sees the lightning. He sees the power and fury and knows it isn't spent. 

DeSantes looks down at the phone in his hand. It's an old model, from two and a half years ago. Ordinarily, he would replace his technology every six months at a minimum, but he's held onto this phone ever since that day. It only has one number in it. One call log. He's erased everything else.

He's done everything he can to identify the caller. Trace the digital address. Isolate the signal. Voice recognition software. Decryption. 

Everything except call her back.

He taps the number and holds the phone to his ear. It rings.

"Hello, Tony." 

He didn't expect her to answer, so he didn't brace for and isn't ready for that vaguely familiar voice. It's older. Darker. Filtered through a veil, maybe. But it's undeniable.

"Nothing to say? After so many years?"

He sucks in breath between his teeth. "It was you. All of it. You."

"Is that so."

Not a question.

"Energy cannot be destroyed. It can only be transferred from one form to another."

"Who says?"

"Thales of Miletus. Epicurus. Galileo. Newton. Noether. Poincaré. Einstein. Stevens. The first law of thermodynamics." DeSantes takes a breath. "All part of your plan. Right—Goddess?"

He can almost hear the familiar smile, with those too-white teeth. 

"Goodbye, Tony. See you soon."

"Bet."

The phone goes dead. He knows that number won't go anywhere ever again.

He hangs up.

And immediately dials a new number.

The phone rings five times, which makes sense, as it is three in the morning on the East Coast. Finally, it connects, and a muffled voice, slurred slightly with sleep and probably several Bellinis, answers. "Arsho, I hope this is important. Need I remind you that your employment is—"

"It's me," DeSantes says. "I need your help."

A pause. "How are you in my phone? And under 'Arsho—Non-Emergency'?"

"I added my number while you were asleep," he says. "I reasoned you would never actually dial this number, because—"

"If I'm calling Arsho, it's an emergency, goddammit it." She sighs. "What do you want? This isn't some sort of booty call, is it? Because the answer's a decided no. No amount of blackmail—"

"As I said, I need your help."

"Tony, you're a billionaire," comes the annoyed response. "What can I do for you that you can't do for yourself? Other than that trick with my—"

"Magic, exactly. Oracular divination. Scrying. Demonic communion. Necromancy, maybe."

"What, you need help moving a body?" She laughs, that genuine guffaw he enjoys so much. "We're not that kind of friends. In fact, we're not friends at all." 

"I need to find someone."

"A dead someone?"

"No," he says, flatly and definitively. 

"Are you sure?"

"Conservation of energy."

"Is that supposed to mean something to me?"

It's too complicated to explain to someone who isn't a physicist, let alone over the phone. But if his calculations and suspicions are correct ...

"Ugh." Pillows shuffle around as she gets more comfortable. Probably perched on her elbows, red hair pushed back over her ear. "I'm supposed to believe you don't have your own scrying crystal? Magic mirror, perhaps? I could tell you how to read bones. Over a bottle of Dom Perignon 1959, delivered to my office, which you are not in, because normal people use Zoom."

I need you, he thinks but doesn't say. He pushes his own fantasies to the side for now. This isn't the time. "Please," he says.

A scoff. "I'm hanging up now."

"It's for Vivienne."

Silence. 

DeSantes almost thinks she hung up, and he wouldn't blame her. 

"Fine," Ruby Killingsworth says. "Exactly who am I looking for?"
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March 2020

The phone buzz sets her teeth on edge, matching the rhythm in her pounding head. 

At first, for an embarrassingly long time, she thinks it's part of her dream. A dream about gunships, firing hundreds and hundreds of anti-materiel rounds into the building where she and two of her favorite mistakes are beating the shit out of her body and her heart. And there's someone who's supposed to be there, saving her, but he's always out of reach. Whenever she touches his strong hand, he dissolves into ash, as though from a nuclear blast, and then her eyes snap open.

Vivienne Cain doesn't know where she is. She barely remembers her name. 

But she remembers the dream in very distinct and very traumatic detail.

"Jesus, are you gonna get that?" comes a slurred voice, equally hungover to how she feels, and then she remembers she's not alone.

"For fuck's sake of fuck," she says, glancing over. "Ew."

One of the Chippendales dancers whose speedos she was stuffing bills down last night, the man is not. He's not even one of the muscular bouncers who rang her bell with a good punch last night. She loves a good two a.m. fistfight as much as the next hot mess of a semi-retired superhero. Hell, she would have taken one of the shrimpy dealers who was definitely cheating at cards—"no, you see, Mr. Bouncer, I'm psychic and I can tell"—who she would have happily fucked unconscious.

No, this guy is a casino manager: squat, hairy, and entirely too greasy. Worse, he's the douchebag who insisted the middle-aged goth who'd downed fifteen cocktails needed to be thrown out. And while Vivienne doesn't mind being demeaned and mistreated by a man from time to time—rather enjoys it sometimes—this guy is the man, and she has no love for The Man.

"Are you gonna answer that? Or maybe—" He puts one sweaty hand on her hip. "Ignore it?"

"Get out," she says.

"Huh? But it's my room—"

"Get out." Vivienne channels a little spark of fear energy into her face and voice, freaking him right the fuck out. "Now."

Not only does the douchebag fall out of bed and scramble to get away, but he soils his tighty-whities while doing so. Years from now, when his life has collapsed and he's telling his therapist about the she-devil he slept with that one time who gave him PTSD related to women, he'll probably omit the part about pissing himself. Which, well, maybe seeing a therapist earlier and being honest would have saved him all that suffering. Serves him fucking right, not taking care of his problems, just like Vivienne Cain definitely does every time. 

Yeah, right.

"This is a no hypocrisy zone," she murmurs.

The phone keeps buzzing as Vivienne slumps back on the rumpled bed, breathes, and stares up at the crack and damp spot in the ceiling. The room is cheap and sleazy—she knows the sort, and that makes her hate the manager even more. Maybe she should have cursed him with subliminal urges to void his bowels whenever he gets excited about something. She's powerful enough to do something like that, right? Even without ...

"Call me or don't," a certain fire-haired sorceress billionaire media mogul with a killer ass said to her in the destroyed Valhalla tower, then marched right out of her life on five-figure heels.

Vivienne shuts her eyes to keep from thinking about Ruby. She's had some bad breakups (some that also involved white supremacist death squads, come to think of it) but that ...

She's been bouncing from hotel to hotel for about a month now, drinking and fucking herself mostly unconscious. The rickety desk is full of empty bottles and covered with white powder and other paraphernalia, and while she hopes she only attacked her liver all this time, she can't make any promises. Drugged-out sex and violence have always been her most reliable coping mechanisms, and this ... well, she wouldn't put it past herself.

Worst of all, as Vivienne lies there, she starts to feel all the feelings of the hotel and its guests: the desperation, the rage, the depression—oh fuck, the depression. It isn't just the down-on-their-luck gambling addicts, tweakers, exploited sex workers and the pimps who did the exploiting, but also the hotel itself. The place has stood here in old Vegas, off the glitzy strip, for decades now, and the dark, sad emotions of its many residents have built up in the walls and sunk into the foundations themselves. And when you're an empath like Vivienne? Not just an empathic person who gives a fuck about others, the way Millennials and Zoomers use the word, but an honest to goddess psychic empath ... Well, it's a lot.

The phone buzzes again. Half a dozen missed calls, all from the same number. This number.

This time she picks up. "Fucking what?"

"Viviana."

Nope. Nope nope nope, she's not going to put up with this.

She hangs up on Tony, then hurls the phone across the room, into the bathroom. It clatters against the wall and into the tub.

Ruby at least had a convenient portal to get away from that conversation. She left Vivienne there with an again-cursed Tony, and she was just supposed to deal with it. Well, not cursed, but enchanted not to be able to hurt Vivienne, and at least he wasn't still in love with Ruby fucking Killingsworth anymore. But regardless, Ruby left Tony and Vivienne alone in that destroyed tower, and somehow, they weren't supposed to fight? Because they did—oh hell yeah, they did. There were certain words exchanged. Certain bruises. 

Tony fucking DeSantes. From engineer punk to violent vigilante to governor of a super advanced cyber state that stands in defiance against the white supremacist rule of the Bigot in Chief, Lyle Prather. In every sense except reality, he was her dream—the love of her life—the anti-fascist god among men with no superpowers but more grit and determination and ingenuity than anyone, who would cross any moral or ethical line to punch any Nazi in the face. They could have had a whole life together, but Vivienne had put a stop to that at the clinic twenty years ago. And ever since, however many times they reconnected, she has consistently fucked it up. Not always by fucking him or someone else, but often. Or used him as a tool to fuck up her other relationships. And she finally did that with Ruby, too, and now ...

In what world—in what universe—does that man have the audacity to contact her? Does he have zero sense where she's concerned? No, she doesn't have the space for that nonsense. 

Fuck both of them. She doesn't need either of them. She doesn't need anyone or anything.

Except something to drink.

"Vengeance," the old familiar voice says.

Vivienne paws through the small liquor store beside the bed, desperate for anything, and spills a good two shots of vodka before she can get the bottle to her lips. There's barely anything left, but at least it makes the feelings a little softer. Fuzzier.

"It won't work." The demon's voice makes her teeth vibrate. "You won't shut me out."

"Watch me," she says, and goes to the table. The cocaine is basically useless, but there's a half-full fifth of Stoli there, and that's what she needs. She chugs the bottle, parched and sore throat working, the liquor burning. As it gets to work inside her, she staggers over to the mirror and glares at her face smeared with black makeup, shrouded in greasy black hair. She looks like an angry oil slick.

Only her violet eyes aren't eyes. They're mouths of clacking teeth.

"I'm watching," Azazel says through her eyes. "I see me, Vengeance."

Before she can think better of it, Vivienne slams her forehead into the mirror, sending cracks splintering in all directions. The pounding pain makes her stagger back and fall into the bathtub, where she lies, staring at the spinning room, and wishes she'd thought better of it.

"What do you have left, Vengeance?" Azazel asks. "What do you have left to protect?"

The worst thing is that he's right.

He's evil, monstrous, and horrid, but he's right.

She'd been holding it together ... when Marcus was with them. He and Angel were happy—mostly—and they were helping each other, and Angel was even fixing things with her father. Fucking Tony. He spent the autumn ignoring Vivienne, yeah, but that was because he was under Ruby's love curse,1 so this was only partially his fault. Still ... she burned that bridge quite thoroughly, and now she and Ruby are on rocks so sharp they might as well be a bed of nails. 

"All those you love betray you," Azazel says. "Everyone but me."

Andre called a few times, but she never returned those calls, and he gave up eventually. He's probably fine, in the house Ruby bought him in exchange for spying on her. Unless she's so spiteful she decided to take that back? Yes, yes, she is. Also? Ruby owns a not insubstantial part of the bar. If Vivienne goes back to Seattle, will she even have a home?

"No one," Azazel says. "You have no one."

Vivienne's options are incredibly limited. She can't call Jaccob, of course, for the same reason she can't go back to Seattle. She looked up Manny when she came southwest from Colorado and ended up in Vegas, but he had headed back east, probably doing something in Cobalt City. Not that he would have been all that helpful—she and Manny are just friends with very occasional benefits. Who's left? Wren? Ugh, Vivienne can't make herself do that to Wren. Not again.

She needs someone. Anyone.

But who does she have left?

"Only me."

Her phone buzzes. She wouldn't answer if she had to move, but she's practically sitting on the phone. She fishes it from the trickle of stale water and checks out the screen, which resembles the ruined mirror, and the caller ID: "Nimue." That's a weird name. Is she supposed to—?

Oh.

Nimue, the Lady of the Lake, from Arthurian legend. 

Our Lady of the Lake Catholic Church, in Maple Leaf, Seattle. Where she went to school as a kid. 

Where her mother still goes to Mass every Sunday.

The room seems to settle, and she becomes aware of her own breathing, which she has to force herself to do. In the reflection of the cracked phone screen, at least her eyes are her own again.

She touches the green call button. When she tries to speak, though, it's just a croak.

"Vivienne Cain?" asks a gentle, patient voice. "Viviana?"

"Sis—" She swallows despite her throat feeling like dusty death. "Sister Theresa."

"Viviana, it is you," the elderly nun says—she must be seventy by now. "I didn't know if this number still worked, but it's in your mother's file. You're her emergency contact."

Vivienne presses the phone to her chest, heedless of the broken screen cutting into her skin. She squeezes her eyes tight to stop the tears and bites her lip hard enough to draw blood.

"Viviana?" the nun asks.

"Yeah." Vivienne can barely talk. "What, uh—?"

"It's about your mother. She's—Vivianna, I'm so sorry. She passed away this morning."

Vivienne squeezes the phone so tight it snaps in half. Blood trickles down over the decades-old scars on her wrist. The pieces of the phone bite into her hand, creating new scars.

"Vengeance," the demon whispers. "I am here for you—"

"Shut up," she says, heart thundering in her head. She sees herself a dozen times in the shattered mirror, cowering in the bathtub. She's alone. Utterly, totally alone.

"You can have her back. I can give her back."

"I said shut up."

"You can have him back."

"Shut the fuck up, or I swear, I'll do it." She puts the sharp end of the phone to her throat. The glass against her skin is the most exquisite kiss.

Azazel says nothing more. 

"That's right, you halitosis-ridden son of a bitch," she says. "I'm useless to you dead."

She has to go. Back to Seattle. Or somewhere. Just go.

Or maybe ...

With her foot, she reaches over and turns on the tap in the tub, which starts filling with warm water. The hotel is a shithole, but at least it has an actual tub. Doing something like this in the shower would defeat the purpose. As the water rises—she eventually remembers to press down the plug—she considers the destroyed phone. That seems inefficient. Surely, she has something better.

When the tub is about half full, Vivienne opens her dimensional pocket and pulls out her sorcery focus: the silver Pentagonal Hex, the nightmare hate-child of Freddy Krueger's reaper glove and the Predator's claw, crafted of metals that rival space shuttle engines in hardness and heat resistance, and—most importantly—is extremely sharp. She spends a long time looking at it, scrutinizing its familiar joints and contours, the scuffs and dents it's picked up over too long in service to a doomed wielder. 

Vivienne looks up at the broken mirror and sees a dozen pieces of her own face gazing back at her. Are those her eyes? Is that her face? She can feel the demon rustling around her head, angry but afraid. She likes him like that. She's a little worried he's not trying to stop her, but maybe that's reverse psychology. Or maybe he wants her to do it. She really doesn't care.

When the water is almost full, she slides the claw onto her hand. It doesn't feel comfortable and familiar. Instead, it's cold and alien, like something that isn't supposed to belong in this world.

"Well," she murmurs. "That's something we have in common."

Carefully, she sets the bladed fingers against her opposite wrist.

"Don't."

It's another voice, one she's never heard in her head before, but it's so familiar it makes her eyes well with tears. For one drunken, reeling, fucked-up heartbeat, she thinks Orestes is sitting there, on the edge of the tub, looking down at her. It isn't embarrassing or awkward. It's just sad.

"Sorry, kid," she says. "I'm just about d—"

Which is when a fist pounds on the door, giving her pause.

Vivienne sits there in the tub for a long moment, frozen despite the warmth. Maybe she just imagined that, like with the kid. Who is, in point of fact, not sitting there. Which she knew. Of course not. He's fucking dead. She takes a deep breath and blows it out.

The fist knocks again, this time accompanied by a voice. A femme voice. "Ms. Cain? V?" 

Vivienne sighs. She's such a fuckup, she can't even do this right.

"Well, can't be rude, I guess," she says.

Also, she gets the sense that her guest isn't just gonna leave. Especially not when she says, "the door's open—I'm coming in."

Fuck.

Climbing out of the tub is one of the hardest things she's ever done in her life. And not just because every muscle is sore, and she's exhausted and starving. Her body started to shut down prematurely, and now that she's demanding it start up again, the engine has to turn over a few times. Her bones creak, and her joints protest, but she manages it. She even grabs the ratty hotel robe just before the bathroom door opens. She realizes she still has the claw on, so she puts it behind her back.

"Rude, just bursting in like that," Vivienne says.

"Oh!" Yumi Kujikawa stands there, dressed head to toe in a very flattering black leather biker outfit. She gets an eyeful, then looks away, suddenly beet red. "I'm sorry! Um, I, uh—"

"It's fine." Vivienne adjusts the robe with her one hand. Not that she gets much accomplished, so she just leaves it as-is. "And don't apologize, kid. What's up?"

"You haven't been answering your phone, and I came to look for you, is all." 

Vivienne tenses, curling the fingers of the claw. "Did Tony send you?"

"What? No, I'm totally over the whole Raven thing. I happened to be in town—"

"You just happened to be in Las Vegas. In the middle of March."

"Um, yeah. Felix and Manuel—well, mostly Manny—left me a message that you were in town."

Vivienne nods. It makes sense Manuel de la Vega would have some contacts left in the city, seeing as he'd been operating out of Las Vegas a few months ago. Maybe he did still care.

"Well," Vivienne says. "Here I am."

"Are you okay?"  Yumi gestures around the room with one hand. The other is on the grip of her ancestral and highly magical katana, Muramasa. Would dying on that cursed steel be so bad? Probably. "Looks like there was a fight in here. Or a bomb went off."

"Both," Vivienne says, though from what little she can remember, that's way, way overstating the hotel manager's abilities. "Also, I'm never drinking again."

"Oh yeah?" Yumi smiles. "That's a very responsible decision, Ms. Cain. I'm proud of you."

Vivienne almost busts up laughing. What a ridiculous thing to say. So serious, too, for a twenty-something. But at the same time, it's strangely touching. Like, at least someone cares.

"Ms. Cain? Are you crying?"

"What? Oh, no. I was about to get in the shower." Vivienne wipes her face with the back of her unclawed hand. Her knuckles come away smeared with mascara. "And call me V, okay, kid?"

"Only if you call me Yumi."

"Deal." Vivienne's stomach growls, which she had started to assume was impossible. "I gotta get that shower. Then we can get out of here. I can tell you hate the place, rich girl."

"What?" Yumi, who has only continued looking uncomfortable in the dump of a hotel room, tries her best to look oblivious and fails utterly. "Okay, if you say so."

"See if you can find my clothes, huh? Also." Vivienne picks up the hotel phone and dials a number. "Hi, room service? I'd like one of everything, please. Yeah, charge it to the room."

"Are we eating?" Yumi asks. "I could eat. Though if the food is anything like the room, it's going to be worse than a truck stop grand slam combo."

"That, and the thought of eggs right at the moment makes my stomach want to wrestle with my liver for the first spot in line for the electric chair. But fuck that guy, and fuck his wallet."

"Evocative." Yumi pulls a face. "They probably don't have anything vegan anyway." 

"Also, there might be mimosas."

Yumi brightens but narrows her eyes. "I thought you said you gave up drinking."

"Baby steps."

Also, something the demon said gave her an idea. 

She closes her bleeding fist in determination. "I'm coming for you, kid—"

"Did you say something?" Yumi comes up from behind the couch with Vivienne's lacy black bra.

"I'll tell you later."

Vivienne hears the last of the water drain and heads for the shower. It's cold, because she used all the hot water, but that's okay. She can still feel Azazel's smug pleasure, but she tunes him out. She breathes deep and lets the smeared makeup wash away, along with the tears.

Baby steps.

"Wait for me, Marcus," she says.



1 This scene falls between round 7 and round 8 of Femmes Fatale 2: Bad Intentions; see that novel for more on Ruby Killingsworth's magical shenanigans. ~ Enchanter Vogel
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​3. EDGE OF MIDNIGHT




[image: ]






"So let me get this straight," Yumi says as they take their seats on one of three Kujikawa family Cessna Citations. Unlike her stated intentions, she can't sit straight in her seat, but ends up with one leg flung over the side, head tucked back into the seam between the headrest and wrap-around side.

"Ms. Kujikawa," says the stern and ever-patient stewardess dressed in—is that a French maid uniform? "I really have to ask you to sit up straight and buckle your seatbelt for safety reasons during takeoff and landing."

"Yuriko," Yumi says. "You know I'm a superhero, right? The plane could explode on the tarmac, and I'd probably be fine."

"Ms. Kujikawa." The stewardess is all business, her body made of tightly coiled muscle. A faint scar traces from the edge of her left eye down her cheek, only noticeable when she's restraining her anger. Like now. "I must remind you, each time. These orders come from—" 

"My father, yeah, yeah, of course. Thank you for your duty."

Yuriko bows slightly, simmering with murderous potential, then heads off.

"That woman," Vivienne says, "is not someone you should so casually piss off."

"What, Yuriko?" Yumi shrugs. "She's a trained assassin, but she's cool if you get to know her."

"What's with the uniform? It's very anime."

"Yuppers! It was my idea," Yumi says. "People always underestimate butlers and maids."

"So that butler guy outside is a highly trained assassin too?"

"That's Charles. He's a sniper."

"So you're, what, with the Factory now?" Vivienne asks. "I noticed your black card's working."

There's a pair of glasses and a ten-year-old bottle of Pappy Van Winkle, which might last until they're over the Midwest. Vivienne's trying to cut down. 

"Guilty," Yumi says. "It ... it's not like I'm taking assassin jobs. It's a deal with my father, who's grooming me to take over. I'm trying to change things from the inside, you know?"

"Sure." Vivienne is still thinking about that bourbon, which is probably a thousand-dollar bottle. "And what's the girlfriend have to say? Lisa, right?" 

"It's complicated," Yumi says, evading. "We're still together, but ... it's complicated."

Ordinarily, this would be exactly the sort of drama Vivienne would live for, but just now ... She's already opening the bottle of bourbon. Which has been inevitable. 

What is she doing here? With this twenty-year-old and her private jet and the professional assassins waiting on them, and she didn't even snark about it? She must be very depressed.

Whatever Yumi was going to "get straight" seems to have gone entirely out of her head. But then, Yumi is a bundle of ADHD energy given form as an entirely too attractive young woman. She is a disaster. Reminds Vivienne of herself.

"So," Vivienne says, swirling her first glass slightly. "You've probably heard that Ruby and I broke up."

"What? No—" Yumi wouldn't be convincing even to someone who couldn't feel her emotions.

"I am entirely able to function without a rich sugar mama," Vivienne says. "I did just fine on my own, thank you very much."

"Of course," Yumi says. "Thank you for allowing me to support you."

"I could have stolen a motorcycle and made my way to Florida without your plane."

"No doubt. Thank you for allowing me to prevent your crime spree."

"I can also feed myself and buy my own supplies." She fills the second glass beside the first.

"Absolutely. Thank you for—"

"You're welcome, sheesh," Vivienne says. "And no, this one is for me too."

"I may be underage, but I am an adult, you know."

Vivienne rolls her eyes. "I'm literally twice your age."

"Aren't you forty-one?" Yumi asks. "That's more than twice my age."

Vivienne drinks both bourbons, one after the other. 

"Ope." Yumi blushes a little. "Um, I thought bourbon was a sipping liquor."

"What do you care?" Vivienne fills up one of the glasses with what is at least a triple. "What were you going to ask me before?" 

"Oh, right!" Yumi says, in a burst of ADHD energy. "Let me get this straight: you want to go to Angel's concert in Pepsi-Cola, because—?"

"Pensacola," Vivienne says. "And can't a doting aunt visit her beloved niece?"

"I heard you two weren't talking to each other."

"Where'd you hear that?"

"Oh. You know." Yumi waves her slick black phone around. "Word gets around."

Vivienne should have expected this. Yumi might carry an age-inappropriate torch for her, but she is, first and foremost, Angel's friend. She isn't sure how the rules of female friendships work these days, especially in the wake of an end-of-days split like hers with Angel. To be honest, she wasn't clear on the rules when she was their age, either. So fuck it.

"I know she's your BFF," Vivienne says.

Yumi looks confused. "Is that like a Boomer term?"

"Shit, you know how old I am, and I'm a burned-out Gen Xer, I'll have you know." Vivienne shakes her head. "Best friends forever—what do the kids say these days?"

"Bestie?" Yumi suggests. "Ride or die?"

Vivienne kind of likes that one. "You're best friends, right? Right?"

"Go on," Yumi says, evading the question.

"And I know you're being protective of your friend," Vivienne says. "If I were you, I wouldn't want her crazy medium-functioning alcoholic aunt anywhere near her, either."

"I've already commissioned a jet to take you there." Yumi leans forward, putting her elbows on the arms of her chair and steepling her fingers. "I just want to make sure you're not going to hurt her."

"Of course I won't," Vivienne says. "I just need her help with something."

"Something like—?"

"Marcus."

That strikes a chord with Yumi. Vivienne knows she had a thing with Marcus when they were both in high school back in Seattle. She isn't sure what their subsequent status is, er, was, but they always seemed friendly. Vivienne can feel a swelling darkness in Yumi—a ball of unresolved emotions—and starts to regret having said anything. Maybe she should have left it vague.

"Okay," Yumi says. "As long as you won't hurt her."

"I promise," Vivienne says. "Not her, anyway."

"Say what now?" Yumi asks. 

"Huh?" 

Shit. Did she say that out loud? She's been having trouble separating her inner monologue from her outer one. The bourbon probably doesn't help.

"What was that second thing?" Yumi asks. "Are we going to beat up some baddies?"

"Sure, kid." Vivienne sighs with relief. "Always."

Unfortunately, that just leads to more questions.

"Is there a threat against Angel?" Yumi asks. "Can you sense evil intent from this far away? That's like a thousand miles! More!"

Before Vivienne can think of a good lie, the door to the service section opens, and Yuriko appears again, her face furrowed with upset. "Apologies, Ms. Kujikawa, we're having some trouble with acquiring departure clearance."

"Oh?" Yumi asks. "What's up?"

But Vivienne already knows, even through the cheap mimosa and expensive bourbon haze. "ICE agents. Meal Team Six objects, apparently."

Yumi brightens. "That's amazing, you can sense the bad guys from inside the plane?"

In reply, Vivienne points out the window, at a couple of ICE vans that are even now approaching the plane across the tarmac.

"That works, too." Yumi's grin slips. "But why would ICE be here? Don't they know who I am? We're all American citizens on this plane. Yuriko's from Hawai'i. We're totally legit."

"That depends who you ask," Vivienne says. "Lyin' Lyle's been going hard on us Muslims recently. Even the cultural ones."

"Ugh. Can the fash be any more annoying?" Yumi summons Muramasa, making the sword dance and cut through the air to her hand. "I got this. Bad guys get the chop. Don't worry, I won't kill anyone."

Vivienne should really say something about this whole "good guys" and "bad guys" thing Yumi has going on, but she doesn't have the words. Also, though some of those agents probably mean well and are just stupid, she'll be damned before she defends fascist stooges of Lyle Prather. They were pigs when the last GOP administration created them in 2003, and they're even worse now. The only reason she doesn't let Yumi go terminate their little convoy with extreme prejudice is because they need to jet out of here as fast as possible. Time might be of the essence.

Also, though Yumi said she wasn't going to kill anyone, this avoids any possible bloodshed.

"I got this." Vivienne slips on her Pentagonal Hex from its dimensional pocket and rises to her feet. A little shakily, but that's part of her charm.

"You do?" Yumi's eyebrows rise. "Oh my gosh, oh my gosh, a Lady V special!"

"Something like that, kid."

"Hey." Yumi catches her arm, and their eyes meet. "I want you to call me Yumi. Please?"

"Yeah?"

"It means we're friends." Yumi bites her lip. "I want us to be friends. I wasn't sure before, and now it's awkward, and I just want to—"

"We're friends." Vivienne smiles slightly. "Yumi."

"Ah!" Yumi blushes. "I'm friends with Lady Vengeance! Squee!"

Leaving a very contented, rich, slightly crazy, ninja fangirl in her wake, Vivienne strides down the airstairs that haven't been rolled away. A steward in a similar uniform to Yuriko's has waved down the ICE vans, which skid to a halt close enough to be either spectacularly reckless driving or else intended to intimidate. If the latter is the case, it doesn't work—the steward doesn't so much as flinch, and not a hair is out of place under his black beret. That must be Charles.

"I got this, Charlie," Vivienne says, putting a hand on his shoulder.

He glances at her, but he must have sensed the fear energy coursing in her, because he makes no argument. The sniper butler steps aside, leaving Vivienne to face the swarming ICE agents.

There are eight of them, assault rifles trained on her, but Vivienne isn't bothered. She doesn't even raise her hands. They're carefully behind her back.

"Are you Vivienne Cain?" the captain demands. "Are you? Show me your hands!"

"You know any other hot goth capes my age?" she asks. "What, you wanna see my ID?"

With the unclawed hand, she reaches into her cleavage, making the circle of rifles twitch. Keeping their eyes off the Hex, with which she starts drawing a sigil in the air behind her back.

"Relax, boys." She pulls out her wallet and, with one hand, starts flicking cards out of it, scrutinizing each before she drops it fluttering to the tarmac. "I've got it here somewhere. Credit card. Club card. Sandwich punch card—ooh, two more and I get a free sub. Gotta remember to use this."

With a grunt of annoyance at the delay, the captain signals to his goons to lower their guns and steps forward, rifle still raised and ready. He, at least, moves with military precision. "Now, chiquita."

"A veteran. Nice. Didn't know Prather hired vets. Isn't he too busy cutting your healthcare?"

"ID." He sights his rifle between her eyes. "Now."

"Gotta love a man who points his weapon at my face on the first date." She smiles slyly. "Can I thank you for your service later? Privately?"

He says nothing, but she can see his finger on the trigger. Terrible trigger discipline.

This is so stupid. She should have just armored up and kicked the crap out of these clowns. But now she's basically egging them on to shoot her. Is that what she wants? Just a hail of bullets, and all her worries are over? Maybe.

"Oh, here it is," she says, without even looking.

He leans in to get a better look. "Is that a ... library card?"

"Maybe." She reaches up with her clawed hand and grasps his arm, pushing the rifle past her shoulder. "Seattle has a great library system."

Then he's twisting over her shoulder, and she slams him to the ground. The rifles take aim again, expressions going wide with surprise, but it's too late. When she hits the ground, veteran ICE officer first, a wave of purple fear energy pulses from her, sweeping over the assembled agents. They stand stock-still for a minute, frozen first in shock, then in mounting terror. Some of them scream, some of them babble to someone she can't see, some turn tail and run as fast as their piggy little legs will carry them, but all of them are rendered utterly useless by her spell. At the epicenter of her discharge, the captain gets it the worst: her empathic projection leaves him staring catatonically at the sky. Trapped in a war flashback, maybe. Not that she cares.

A distant part of her reminds her that maybe she should care.

She gives the captain a little kiss on the forehead, recovers her fallen wallet and cards, then heads back to the Cessna Citation. "Clear for departure, Charlie," she says to the butler assassin.

"Safe flight, Miss Vengeance."

"That was sooo reckless," Yumi says, when she gets back inside. "And badass."

"Thanks." Vivienne settles in her chair and picks up the bottle. "Wake me up when we land."
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​4. APPLAUSE
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Pensacola, Florida, was not a place Vivienne ever expected to visit. Because first of all, Florida, and secondly, she doesn't like to be anywhere hotter than Chicago, and that only under duress. Thirdly ...

"Um, this is Florida, right?" Vivienne asks, looking out the window at the white fields below them. "Did it snow or something? Is climate change real after all?"

"Yes, no, yes?" Yumi says, answering the questions rapidly. "That's not snow. It's sand. Party-Cola is known for its white sand beaches. And yes, climate change is definitely real, God."

"Sorry, I'm used to it being called global warming."

"Okay, Boomer."

"Hey."

To be fair, Yumi wasn't kidding. It's hot as balls outside: the sort of sweltering heat that instantly makes Vivienne regret her jeans and leather jacket, not to mention that it wreaks havoc on her hair.

Vivienne makes it to the bottom of the airstairs before she turns around. "I'm going back."

"We just have to make it to the hotel, V."

"But I'm melting."

"You're forty years old."

"Wah."

Vivienne doesn't usually feel like a cave troll, but decades of living in Seattle, where the climate is a little more conducive to human habitation, have severely reduced her tolerance for hot temperatures coupled with high humidity. It reminds her of the time she foolishly decided to visit Louisville in the summer, though at least there's a little breeze off the gulf. They haven't made it halfway to the waiting town car before she's soaking in sweat and reconsidering her decision to live.

By contrast, in her light, filmy sundress, Yumi only seems to glow with extra vibrancy in the heat. "Great, isn't it?" she asks, fanning herself with her sunhat.

"Blech."

"It's March. It's like seventy degrees, V."

"And what, three hundred percent humidity?" She practically lunges into the town car as Yuriko opens the door for them, then starts mainlining bottled water to replenish her body's diminished reserves. Honestly, the bourbon probably didn't help. "It's like a sauna."

"Lightweight."

As the town car lurches into motion, Yumi's phone buzzes, and Vivienne can see who it is from the screen. Her stomach turns over. "Tony, as in my Tony?"

"Antonio DeSantes, yes. But I thought you two weren't a thing anymore. Isn't that a thing?"

"Don't change the subject," Vivienne says hotly, both literally and figuratively. "Why does Tony have your number? I knew he liked 'em young, but this is a little—"

"Oh, ew, no," Yumi says. "We just wanted to keep in touch. After Vegas."

"Oh, it's we, is it?"

"I'm sure it's nothing important. Here." Yumi hits block caller on the phone. "There. No phone calls from bitter exes."

"I dunno, I have a lot of those."

"You literally snapped your phone in half."

"True."

After a couple of minutes with the AC on full blast and two waters down, Vivienne starts to feel like a human again. Yumi, by contrast, seems totally comfortable. She'd changed into her sundress on the plane and was apparently already wearing a black bikini underneath. She came prepared.

"You've been here before, I take it?" Vivienne asks.

"Occasionally." Yumi grins. "There's a whole Naval Air Station full of flight school boys here, of varying ages. So if you want to make some very bad decisions, that is an option."

"Pass." Aside from the aforementioned cave troll issue, Vivienne is trying to cut down on the totally irresponsible random sex, though considering her track record with the bourbon, the odds seem long. "Sounds like I should be more worried about you."

"Me? Why?" 

"Well, as long as you have protection."

"I carry Muramasa with me everywhere I go."

"That's not what I—oh, I see. You're fucking with me."

"It is pretty funny."

"Ha ha."

Yuriko rolls down the window between the sections of the town car. The driver is also wearing a black beret, which flatters his dark skin very nicely. "Accommodations are acquired at the Hilton. Honeymoon suite was the best available. I know your preference for Oyster Bay, but—"

"Short notice, I understand." Yumi glances at Vivienne. "Honeymoon suite, honey."

Vivienne rolls her eyes and looks out the window as they make the short drive from Pensacola International to downtown. Yumi must be anxious, because she rattles off tourist trivia at a rapid pace, including that Pensacola was originally a Spanish presidio in the mid-sixteenth century and would go on to have four other ruling countries—France, England, America, then the Confederacy a.k.a. stupid America, then America again—hence its name as the "City of Five Flags." Why so many people would want to live in a city repeatedly decimated by hurricanes is beyond Vivienne, but then, she lives in Seattle, and the apocalyptic earthquake known as The Big One is supposed to come any day now. 

Apparently, Pensacola also hosts the oldest Naval Air Station in the United States and is also the home of the Blue Angels flight-demonstration team. This random trivia has a visual aid, in the form of a good number of tight young men in tighter Navy outfits, which Yumi isn't shy about ogling as they cruise down the street parallel to the playa. Vivienne exercises enough self-control not to tell Yumi about that time Angel stabbed a malfunctioning Justice clone with a Blue Angel jet.2 

It's weird being a cape.

"Every Blue Angel pilot trains here," Yumi says. "They're not in town, though—apparently, they're in Lancaster, California, this weekend. But they finish out their season with a show in Party-Cola every year, to really give back to their home community. We could come back in October—"

"Are you just reading a Wikipedia article?" Vivienne asks finally.

"No?" Yumi puts her phone in her lap.

Vivienne shrugs. "Can we just keep driving and head to New Orleans? We're as far west in Florida as you can get, right? Can't be that far to Bourbon Street."

Yumi looks it up on her phone. "Unfortunately, Alabama and Mississippi are both in the way."

"I will absolutely fight both of them."

The hotel is one of those big box affairs with what look like five thousand rooms, but it's right on the white sandy beach and the turbulent, wind-tossed waters of the gulf. Scenic, especially if one can enjoy it through a balcony window, and the honeymoon suite has just such a balcony with just such a view. The décor is extremely white and organic and involves a suspiciously high number of palm trees and palm tree paraphernalia. Whatever, she's too exhausted to care.

"Oh no, there's only one bed—" Yumi says.

"Uh huh." Vivienne collapses face-first into the bed, then looks over. "AC. Please."

"All right, well—" Smiling, Yumi shakes her head. Then she pulls out her phone. "Hey A, it's me. I'm in town, and I'll be at your concert. Can I snag you after? Okay. Okay. See you then—"

~
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The trip to the Bay Center—which about half the locals call the Civic Center—is only a little bit of a zoo. The streets are packed with people pushing and clamoring their way to get into the concert hall. Vivienne wouldn't expect a town as relatively small as Pensacola to have a venue large enough for that many people, but Yumi—or more precisely, Yumi's phone—told her the Bay Center can accommodate up to ten thousand people. They even have hockey games there, as Pensacola has its own professional team. Which invites the question: who plays hockey in Florida? 

Vivienne probably got about an hour or two to nap before Yumi woke her with some blaring anime hype music. "Goddess," she said into the pillow. "Couldn't you wake me up some other way?"

"Nope," Yumi said, "because I literally tried them all. Up and at 'em, V!"

Vivienne has probably slept more in the past twelve hours than in the previous twelve days, but that's only just now starting to pay back the sleep debt from a full month of cheap cocktails and demeaning debauchery.

"You know that's not a thing, right, V?" Marcus says to her, in her mind. "Sleep debts?"

"I've already got enough debts," she says in reply. "What's one more?"

For a second, it seems like he's sitting next to her in the car, smiling that goofy smile of his.

"What's that, V?" Yumi asks.

"Nothing," Vivienne says.

Marcus isn't there. He's dead. The flashing sign outside the arena proclaims the event the "I Don't Care" tour. Which, considering how shitty Vivienne has felt for months, seems apt. She's been struggling to hold onto something—anything—and she hasn't had the spoons or the self-awareness to think about how Angel might be doing. This is gonna suck.

"I'm really glad you wanted to reconnect with Angel," Yumi says, not looking up from her phone.

"Huh?"

"It gives me a chance to see her concert again. It's pretty fire."

Vivienne can tell there's more to it than that, but she lets it go. Yumi feels relieved, and also a bit trepidatious. She really wants this to go well and isn't sure she's done the necessary prep work for it to go that way. Despite her bravado, aggressive power set, and general manic pixie dream girl energy, Yumi's a solid friend and a good person. Vivienne just hopes she doesn't drag Yumi into her and Angel's inevitable shitstorm. She shouldn't have involved her at all, but time is short, and a Citation is faster than a stolen motorcycle. Not to mention the honeymoon suite at the Hilton. 

The benefits of a rich fangirl.

The Civic Center or Bay Center or whatever is a sizeable sports arena, probably half the size of KeyArena in Seattle, but that's still saying something. There was some sort of opening act, but even if the two of them had arrived in time, they probably couldn't have pushed through to see it. Even the nosebleeds are sold out, but Yumi somehow managed to get tickets somewhere on the second level. The place is packed, and it's all the two of them can do to navigate the army of brightly dressed teens and tweens. Vivienne doesn't think she's ever seen this many sixteen-year-olds in one place, at least since she was sixteen. This is why she owns a bar, for fuck's sake.

"This is so not my scene," Vivienne says, as they push past yet another texting circle, where all the giggly girls involved are communicating via their phones despite being within literal arm's reach.

"Oh c'mon, not all of A's fans are Zoomers," Yumi says. "Well, most of us, but I'm sure there are some weirdo Millennials here too?"

"For the last time, I'm a cynical Gen Xer ... oh goddammit, I do know people here."

Specifically, she recognizes Eve and J. T., the superhero chasers (the battle kind, not the sex kind, though who really knows?) who she met back in August when she was searching for Angel. Apparently, based on the A-Girl merch they're wearing, and the number of checked off cities and dates on their "I DON'T CARE 2020" tour shirts, they've become massive fans of Vivienne's niece. Worse, they recognize Vivienne and wave frantically at her.

"I've changed my mind, I don't need A's help, let's just go—"

"V." Yumi takes her hands. "Just relax. I'll get us drinks. Go ahead and hide somewhere, if you need to. I'll find you."

Again, being handled by this barely adult is a little grating, but at the same time, Vivienne does appreciate how her emotions don't freak Yumi out. "You're twenty—they aren't gonna card you?"

"Chill out, V. It's Florida."

"What does that mean?"

Yumi heads off, and Vivienne takes cover in one of the dimly lit corners, where people's faces are distorted by the pink and purple light. Why is she so anxious? And what gives? She should be encouraging Yumi to drink and party and engage in reckless behavior. When did Vivienne stop being cool? Goddess, she's become her mother.

That triggers a fresh wave of despair and guilt—she went exactly the opposite direction from her responsibilities to her dead mother—but Vivienne stuffs it down. She's got a job to do.

She's spared from further doubts when a pulse of light makes everyone start cheering—a thunderous greeting for the main act coming out on the stage. Mist starts pouring around the stage, into which a good twenty dancers stream forward, wearing cropped white tracksuits obviously modeled on A-Girl's superhero outfit, but with a whole range of piping colors: some blue, some red, some green, some yellow. The flashing beams of light that cut through the mist pick up the color to create a scintillating rainbow effect. For a confirmed straight artist, it's pretty solid LGBTQ+ branding, but somehow it doesn't seem quite right to Vivienne. The dancers are mostly women but some men as well.

"Where's the band?" she asks, shouting over the roar of the crowd. 

Yumi gives her a look like she's lost her mind. "No band, V—haven't you been to a pop concert?"

"Oh no."

Sure enough, a deep, resonant beat pounds through the arena, making the chairs vibrate and Vivienne's bones quake. She's been at some loud concerts before, but this is more than that. The light and sound show isn't just a show: there's powerful emotion laced into it all, and it rolls over Vivienne in a series of powerful waves, punctuated with drumbeats, each of a different color. 

Seething red anger. 

Purple disgust. 

Green fear.

Crimson rage. 

Deep blue grief. 

Azure blue regret. 

Blood red rage.

Each time the drum hits and a color flashes, a set of dancers crumples to the floor as though struck by that power. If that's what happened, they're the lucky ones, because Vivienne takes each shot right to the head and gut and keeps standing.

"V?" Yumi shouts at her. "Are you okay? What's wrong?"

She can't respond. It's beating in time with her heart, building up and through.

Golden ecstasy. 

Vibrant aquamarine delirium. 

A hint of pink hope. 

Rage the color and texture of raw, burned flesh. 

Indigo hatred.

Scarlet rage.

Viridian terror. 

Boiling, volcanic rage.

Then she appears—A-Girl—floating down from the ceiling of the arena, like a star descending from the heavens, pulsing with that same red light. She's dressed all in black, including a black cape entirely too reminiscent of her father. Vivienne only knows it's her because she can feel Angel. And more than that, she can feel the intense rage churning inside, like a pot about to boil over—like a frozen turkey poised over a deep fryer and about to explode and napalm everything in a twenty-foot radius.
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