

[image: cover]



Trickster’s Laugh

J.T. EVANS


[image: A picture containing bird

Description automatically generated]



This is a work of fiction. All characters, organizations, and events portrayed in this book are products of the author’s imagination and/or are used fictitiously.

Viper’s Bane

Copyright © 2025 by J.T. Evans.

All rights reserved.

Cover design by J.T. Evans

Typesets and formatting by J.T. Evans

A Prismatic Raven Book

Published & Distributed by Prismatic Raven, LLC

https://prismaticraven.com/

No portion of this book may be reproduced without first obtaining the permission of the copyright holder.


Dedication

Thanks to Craig for the idea on the opening scene.

Also, many thanks to my wonderful beta readers.

Last, and most importantly, thanks to my family for giving me

the space and time to venture into my imaginary worlds.


Chapter One

I woke up groggy from what must have been the first good night’s sleep I’ve had in a long time. A smile crept onto my face as I tried to roll over and gently slide an arm over Joelle. My arm caught on something thick, wet, and plastic as I shifted around.

What the hell?

In my half-asleep state, I tried the maneuver again and met with the same result. My brain told my body to try again, but it refused. I slumped in my moist cocoon of plastic and rested my head where my pillow should have been.

A metallic clang pinged off my skull when my head hit something hard.

I pushed my brain to work through a thick layer of wool.

After only a few more seconds, I figured out where I was.

I was in a body bag, on a metal shelf, and most likely in the freezer section of a morgue.

I’d died.

Again.

This was my twentieth death since I’d been born almost two thousand years ago. Most were from violence enacted at the hands of other people. A few were accidents. One of them was from being in heavy armor on a boat that sank. I could recall all of them with perfect clarity.

I let loose a sigh and immediately gagged on the foul stench that filled the body bag. The rancid smell of bile, rot-gut beer, and the worst morning breath I’ve ever had filled the enclosed area. I managed to avoid puking. Puke in the body bag would only make me gag and puke more.

Once I became accustomed to the stench, I settled in to wait for someone to unzip the bag and let me loose. Whoever makes the damn things never puts zippers on the inside. Then again, I don’t suppose there are many cases where an interior pull handle would actually be used.

I finally cracked my eyes open in the total darkness.

Only the right one opened, but it didn’t matter because darkness surrounded me along with the wet stench of my unwashed body. The sharp, metal tang of dried and reconstituted blood rushed up my nose as I took a deep breath while assessing my situation. An undertone of something medicinal filled the air as well, but I couldn’t quite place it. It also smelled like I hadn’t taken a shower in a week. The sour undertones of alcohol sweats also told me that I’d been drinking and probably drinking quite a bit immediately before my death.

I rarely overdid it when drinking because I never knew when a deity from one of the many religions of the world—an Ancient—would appear and hire me to for a job. The fact that I’d gone on a sweaty bender concerned me more than dying.

The sheer darkness surrounding me brought on deep feelings of claustrophobia. I didn’t mind tight spaces any more or less than the Average Joe, but I’ve had to claw my way out of several shallow graves in the past. The confined space of the bag and the lack of light brought those memories hammering back into me.

I had no way out of the bag that I could tell. I might be able to tear my way free if I had my full strength, but in my post-death state, I was too weak to attempt that. I closed my eyes and regulated my breathing to calm myself.

Dull aches filled my body like I’d been on the losing end of a fight. Even though darkness shrouded my body inside the thick, plastic bag, I could tell my left eye was swollen shut from the pressure pushing back on it when I tried to open it. For some reason, my balls hurt like they’d been in a vice since the French Revolution. This awareness of my body forced a groan of pain to rumble up my raw throat and past my split, parched lips.

I stretched and flexed as best I could inside the bag to test my body. Several ribs complained at the movement, bruises came to life in vociferous anger, and I was pretty sure my left ankle was sprained. When I closed my hands into fists, my knuckles sparked to life as thick, dried scabs popped open and fresh blood oozed from the wounds.

I pondered my situation. I rustled around in the bag a bit and tested its confines. The bag wasn’t thick enough to be insulated but appeared to be airtight. I felt the ridges of a zipper, but I couldn’t find gap for forcing the zipper open. If I pushed hard enough against the bag, coldness pushed back. Giving up on a self-powered escape, I decided to chill out in the bag and relax.

While the environment wasn’t cold enough to give me frostbite, goosebumps covered my entire body, and I shivered. It wouldn’t do for some attendant to walk in while a body bag shivered, so I took a deep breath of the rancid air filling the bag and forced myself to relax.

I kept my eyes closed and regulated my breathing. There was only so much oxygen in the bag, I didn’t need to die again from hypoxia before being rescued or let loose. Accepting my fate as a pseudo-corpse in a chiller, I did my best to meditate. Aches, pains, and hurts cascaded across my body, but I pulled them into my psyche as a “normal state of being” and pushed them away from my body. This trick had served me countless times since I learned it from a short, well-muscled monk atop Laojun Mountain in northwestern China. He taught me many things about how the mind, body, and spirit interconnect to provide a healthy life.

As usual, the meditation worked to slow my breathing and reduce my discomfort.

Given my usual options when in this situation, it was best to wait for them to transport me to the autopsy room and unzip the bag. Then I’d cough and play at waking up. Sure, it freaked out the attendants and doctors, but this kind of thing happened on occasion. After the “freak out moments,” they’d run off to find the medical staff that took care of the living, and that’s when I’d usually make my escape.

I rewound the last few days of my memories. I knew I’d have a three-day gap because that’s how long I stayed dead each time I’d died in the past. Strangely enough, all my moments of death, the sudden and the inevitable, were permanently etched into my psyche. With the merest of effort, I could summon up all nineteen of my previous deaths.

This one was different.

I couldn’t remember what, or who, had killed me. Everything was fuzzy about the circumstances of my death. This deeply concerned me. I pondered if I’d wandered into front of a city bus while on a crazy bender.

The city bus storyline didn’t add up because the wounds on my body were certainly inflicted in a fight. I’d been in enough scuffles in my two thousand years to know what it felt like to recover from punches and kicks. Another oddity is that each time I’d awoken in the past, my body was pristine and perfectly healed regardless of what had caused my death.

The fact that I was still wounded when waking up from a death raised further concerns.

What had the ability to put me down for the count, rob me of my death memory, and keep me wounded through my cold, dark slumber? Was this the work of Ancients? Was there something else in play? Was this the end of my immortality?

There were times—several times—in my life where I’d wished for things to just end. These despondent times in my life were rare as compared to the number of days I’d spent on Earth. Once I learned I was immortal, I accepted the fact that I’d be around for a good long while. When the Ancients began coming to me for odd jobs they couldn’t or didn’t want to handle themselves, things became more interesting. I’ve begrudgingly accepted my role with the Ancients, but I’ve always wondered if there was more purpose in my life than bounty hunting on their behalf.

All I knew as that as soon as I was back to full physical capacity in a few days, I was paying a visit to Father Pedro to get some straight answers from him about why I was waking up while still injured. Over the years I’d known him, he hinted he knew more about the Ancients and my immortality than he was allowed to talk about.

Time for straight talk from him.

Even though my memories were fuzzy, I had plenty of time to puzzle through things. I thought back to several days before my black-out death and retraced my steps.

I’d been tracking a runaway girl named Bethany. I didn’t catch her, but something in the hazy recall told me I’d gotten close. Joelle had been with me. We’d been cruising around in her Cadillac Escalade with me watching for Bethany or folks to talk to. We’d been in a seedier side of San Antonio, but not really a bad neighborhood. It was an amalgamation of industrial-turned-commercial area, but the money the developers had hoped would flow in never materialized. This led the area to being a bit more run-down than it should have been. Many shops were closed and permanently shuttered. Trash collected in the alleyways, and more than a few folks down on their luck slept in the area. Because of the commercial redistricting, the giant buildings that once housed industrial efforts couldn’t return to their former glory and purpose.

Despite all this, I felt safe in the area. Most folks just wanted to come to the place for cheap shopping or a cheaper drink. I’d been through this neighborhood several times during my work as an under-the-table private investigator, and never had a problem from anyone.

I traced my memories forward a bit and recalled a skinny, awkward young man startling Bethany with a wicked laugh right as we rounded a corner. I had finally tracked down the teen girl, and it looked to be just in time. Getting out of the SUV, I approached the pair.

Bethany looked between me and the stranger before bolting away. I screamed to Joelle to keep up with Bethany and turned to face the laughing stranger.

And....

And....

Things got fuzzy at that point.

From there, until my blackout death, all I really remember is downing shots across a small table from a one-armed man while a crowd cheered us on. Then there were flashes of the man puking and then shouted insults and then the distinct sensations of fighting. Somehow, I ended up on my back as kicks rained down on me. Between the flashes of boots striking my body, I vaguely recall glancing out a grimy window and seeing a familiar woman watching the fight, but I couldn’t put a name to the face.

All of this made me wonder who the one-armed man was, who the laughing stranger was, who owned the face in the window, and how I’d let Bethany slip between my fingers when I’d been so close. Letting a mark, especially a vulnerable runaway like Bethany, get away was not like me, but I clearly made a choice to go drinking instead of rescuing a young woman.

How did things get so bad that fast?

Frustration drove me to claw at the body bag, but my feeble attempts got me nowhere. As usual after death, I was as weak as a baby. It would take me about three days to gradually return to full strength. During that time, someone, probably Joelle, would have to take care of me. I’d be unable to help her take care of me for the first day and a half, but eventually I’d get there.

Rage at being unable to even help myself get out of this situation set in. I tried to grind my teeth in anger but only managed to click them together a few times.

I desperately wanted to tear through the bag but stayed where I was instead. No way I could do it in my current condition. The best thing for me to do would be to save my energy for my eventual escape.

The freezer door, somewhere off to my right and in the direction of my feet, clanged open.

A stranger said, “He’s in here. Let me find him for you.”

The answering voice came from someone I recognized. Father Pedro, my spiritual counselor and part-time medic, had a hard edge to his voice. “Please hurry. The family wants his body cremated before sunset.” After a pause, he said, “I know. I know. It’s strange, but it is what it is.”

A smile crossed my lips. I wouldn’t have to escape on my own. 

The stranger, who must be the morgue attendant, said, “Whatever, man. Relax, it’s only seven in the morning. You have time. You’ve done the paperwork. He’s all yours. Just gotta find him.”

The rustling of body bags proceeded up the line of the dead toward me. I assumed the attendant checked the ID tags attached to the bags until he finally got to my bag. “Here we are. Found him. Marcus Barber.”

I wondered if Father Pedro was going to wheel me out on a stretcher or have some fun with the attendant by opening up the bag and letting the morgue guy see me breathing.

Pedro said, “Let’s make sure the right person is in the bag. I don’t want to have to come back here.” His normally friendly tones had vanished. I could tell by the sharpness in his voice something stressed him out. He knew I could return to life after dying. He also knew about my work as a bounty hunter for the deities of the ancient world. He knew pretty much everything about me, including my search for my immortal father which had been briefly successful last year before I had to put a bullet in my father’s brain. There were many times I suspected Pedro knew more about the plans of the Ancients than I did.

There had to be something else going on here that I was unaware of, so I relaxed my face, played dead, and let the attendant unzip the body bag around my head.

“This him?” The attendant asked.

“Yes.” Volumes came through that single, clipped syllable.

I wanted to break my role as the corpse and ask Pedro what was going on, but I didn’t dare startle the morgue guy. That would just lead to shenanigans we clearly didn’t have time for.

The zipper on the body bag closed back up over my face. At the last second, I opened my good eye and glanced at Pedro. I needed to see his expression. Even a split second would reassure me that everything was going to turn out fine.

I wished I hadn’t.

His lips were pinched together, and the normally gentle glow in his eyes had sharpened to a laser-focused glare. He was dressed in street clothes, not his priest gear, so this meant he was doing things on the down low. He wasn’t here on church business but as someone to help me out. Maybe he had a deeper vested interest in seeing me come back to life since he knew all about my immortality. He’d dropped hints that he was part of some church organization that tracked immortals, but I never could get him to spill the beans. At least, not fully.

That look, though.

He was not a happy man at the moment.

Shit. I’d done something to really screw up, and I don’t even remember what it was.

Maybe he’d leave me in the body bag until he calmed down. I didn’t need a tongue lashing from him. At least it would be from him, a Catholic priest, not one of his sisters in the faith. Getting a good dressing down by a nun was the worst. Even when I was in the Roman legions two-thousand years ago, my commanders couldn’t unleash with the harsh reprimands like a practiced, senior nun.

Pedro and the attendant grunted with effort as they slid me onto a gurney.

The man asked, “Need help?”

“No. I’ll make sure to return your gurney in a few minutes.”

“Suit yourself, man. Here’s his clothes and stuff.” A weight landed on my chest and almost knocked the air from me. I did my best to not whimper as the bag ground into my injured ribs. I guessed it was the gear I normally had on me. The stuff sitting on me was heavy enough to account for everything and also made it difficult to breath without a wheeze. Between the compression and my ribs screaming at me, it was difficult to stay still.

I’d never realized the true weight of my clothes, body armor, jacket, and other goods I carried until it was bagged up and resting on my body. When the gurney started rolling, my gear shifted a bit and relieved the pressure from my damaged ribcage. Unfortunately, the shift caused something in my gear to jab me in the crotch through the body bag. With my balls inflamed from some sort of injury, I couldn’t take the extra pressure. When Pedro and the attendant rolled me over the seal between the freezer and the rest of the morgue, I took a chance.

The wheels rattled over the door seal, and I shifted my hips just a slight bit. The move worked and the offending pressure shifted to the inside of my right thigh. While it wasn’t a comfortable ride as the gurney rattled down the hallways, at least my crotch was spared more abuse.

The world around me shifted as Pedro pushed me down some hallways, through some turns, and finally to a stop. All the while, I just stayed as still as possible and tried to count the number of times one of the wheels squeaked as it bumped and rattled its way down the corridors. I lost count before we were even halfway to where we stopped.

The weight on my chest and legs lifted, and I heard through the body bag the thump of a trunk closing. Another long minute went by, maybe more, before Pedro quickly unzipped the body bag. “Let’s get you out of there and into the car.”

Pedro gagged at the stench released from the enclosure. He recoiled away from the gurney a few steps. “By the Good Lord above, Marcus! I’ve smelled better latrines in the desert than the reek coming off you right now.” He sucked in several deep breaths while standing away from me before holding in one and moving to get me into the car.

Somewhere in the back of my mind, I was grateful this early spring night was calm and relatively warm. At least I wasn’t being manhandled into a car while naked in a freezing ice storm that hit San Antonio every few years.

He had to do most of the work to get me out of the bag, off the gurney, and into the car’s back seat. As I flopped onto the seat, I realized the entire back had been covered in thick, plastic sheeting. Pedro had come prepared in case my recently awoken corpse wasn’t all that clean.

It made me wonder if he’d done this before for other immortals.

He tucked my feet in. “Stay low. You’re naked, and there’s no time to get you clothed. If you stay out of sight, we’ll get back to Joelle’s without a cop spotting you.”

Before he closed the door, a man’s voice from down the hospital walkway sounded, “Hey you! What’re you doin’?”

Pedro looked over the top of the door and muttered, “Motherfucker. We don’t need this.”

Shock ran through me at Pedro’s outburst. I’d never actually heard him cuss before, despite knowing that he spent years as an Army medic.

This must be serious.

I managed to mumble out, “What is it?”

Without looking at me, Pedro said, “Security guard. I’ll deal with this.” He stepped away from the car and closed the door on me.

Actually, he didn’t so much close the door as slam the hell out of the door.

A few minutes later, Pedro got into the car and started it up.

“Everything okay?” I croaked out through a dry throat.

“No. Nothing is okay with you Marcus.”

“Not me. I’m messed up. Security guard? Taken care of?”

Pedro blew out a harsh breath. “Yeah. He took my offer to buy him a ‘hundred-dollar coffee’ and went back inside. I think I convinced him that we were just some military guys playing a prank on each other. The fact that Benjamin Franklin was in on the explanation helped convince him.”

I wanted to laugh at Pedro’s joke about his bribe, but I didn’t have the energy. I tried to ask him about the gurney, but my throat closed up. This produced a massive coughing fit that led to a gagging spasm that led to me throwing up bile and other liquids all over the plastic-covered floorboards.

I don’t know what kind of meal I’d had right before dying, but this one must have been mostly liquid because nothing solid came up. The stench from what I’d just vomited filled the car with a combination of rotted meat pungency and the acrid smell of cheaply distilled, rotgut whiskey.

Pedro cracked all four windows to get a breeze going through the car in a futile attempt to air it out. “By all that’s holy, Marcus. That’s nasty. Don’t try to talk anymore. Matter of fact, I have some things you need to hear that you’re probably not ready for.”

I was in no position to stop him or argue, so I stayed low across the seat and got as comfortable as possible.

Once I stopped squeaking my grimy body on the plastic sheeting, Pedro said, “Let’s start with the simple. You dragged Joelle along with you on a job. Not a job for an Ancient or a very dangerous one, but then you split from her in a bad part of town. I know she’s immortal like you, but you can’t put her safety at risk like that. You swore to protect her. I....” He paused for a while, but I couldn’t see his face to read what caused the delay. “Technically, I’m not supposed to tell you this, but through historical records, I have a vague idea as to what went down with you and Joelle during the Inquisition.”

Surprise shocked me. Even though I had an inkling of Pedro’s superior knowledge about immortals and the Ancients, he’d always dodged my questions. This confession was huge for our relationship. It was even bigger for me because now I felt like the shell of secrecy Pedro had been maintaining had finally cracked. Perhaps I could learn more about who, or what, I was from him.

Pedro’s voice snapped me out of my thoughts. “After what you did to her back in Spain, and the fact that the two of you are together today, I can only assume you’ve made up. From what you’ve told me about your encounters with the Mithraic mercenaries at their compound and at Joelle’s house, I can only assume that you’ve made one of your stupid promises. I can only assume that it’s a promise to protect Joelle no matter what. That’s quite a few assumptions on my part, but I think they’re pretty spot on.”

I sighed. He was right. I had made such a promise, and I don’t lightly or willingly let a promise fall by the wayside. Somehow, I’d done that very thing three days ago when Joelle and I split up while on the hunt for Bethany. It sounded to me like Pedro was very much in the know on what happened that night. I can only guess that the information came from Joelle. I had to know what she told him. I managed to get my throat to relax enough to speak. “What’d Joelle say?”

The leather on the steering wheel creaked under Pedro’s grip. “You were looking for a runaway teenager named Bethany Waterton in a sketchy part of town. Then the two of you spotted her talking to a tall, lanky man. You got out of the Cadillac just as Bethany bolted. Joelle said it was strange. The man turned to face the SUV and the world ‘shifted.’ That’s the word Joelle used. After the shift, you seemed entranced by the man.”

Son of a bitch.

Some Ancient had gotten between me and saving a girl from harm. I couldn’t wait to figure out who the bastard was and... And do what? What would I do to an Ancient? They held powers beyond anything, even an immortal like me. I suppose I had a few favors to call in from some Ancients. Maybe I could ask Tawhaki or Chaac to beat up whoever this mystery Ancient turned out to be.

“Joelle said that you shouted at her to follow Bethany and closed the car door before walking up to the man. Here’s the weird thing according to Joelle. The man’s face was upside down. Eyes on the chin, upside-down nose, mouth on the forehead, and so on. She only caught a glimpse of it, but it gave her the creeps. She wanted to stay with you, but the command in your voice made her follow Bethany.”

I croaked out, “Didn’t know the man. Hardly remember any of this.”

Pedro turned and glanced at me in the back seat with a raised eyebrow. “Aren’t your death memories pretty clear?”

I nodded.

“But not this time?”

I shook my head.

“Huh. Strange. I wonder what that means?”

Dammit. Pedro was either closing up his shell of secrecy again or he truly didn’t know what caused my muddled memories.

I asked, “What happened next?”

“According to Joelle, she followed Bethany for a few blocks before the girl jumped into a car and raced off. Joelle got the plates written down for you. She circled back to find you, but couldn’t figure out where you went. She decided to park and walk the streets to try and track you down. That’s when she heard the shouting from a nearby bar. When she looked in through the window, a one-armed man was kicking you so hard in the crotch that it, well, inflicted severe internal damage. Mortal wound kind of stuff.”

At the mention of my crotch being kicked, my balls ached even more at the faint memory of it all.

“What man look like?”

“All I got from Joelle was that he had one arm and wasn’t speaking English. She said she picked out the name ‘Sedna’ from his shouts several times. Maybe you can get more details from her. Anyway, she was so traumatized at seeing you die, she didn’t know what to do. Before she knew it, cops had swarmed the area, and you were being taken away in an ambulance. I guess you coded on the way to the hospital. Joelle managed to slip away in the chaos and get back to her ride. She was lucky to get out of the area unscathed.”

Some vague flashes of memory of a fight bounced through my mind. Me throwing lots of punches and being unable to hit the man. Drunken stumbling and attempts to grapple with him, but he’d always slip away. Me cussing and growling and scrapping to the best of my ability. People cheering. A few women screaming as the man kicked me in the balls. Me falling. More kicks. Men laughing or mock groaning in sympathy as more kicks rained down on my crotch. The man who had beaten me called down insults in a language other than English.

Damn. Did I have my ass beat by an Ancient? No way I’d go down to a man with one arm even if he was a ball-kicker.

Pedro kept going. “Some of the people said that man went into the bathroom in the back and crawled out the too-small window. Others say he hit the hallway toward the bathrooms and just vanished. Marcus, my friend, I don’t know how deep you’re into things or who you’re working for this week, but you’ve crossed a line if you’ve been fighting an Ancient. They don’t like unwelcome physical contact. They don’t abide us, even an immortal like you, getting uppity and in their face. Dammit, Marcus, you’re in over your head, and you’ve paid for it. I can’t believe you, especially you, got into a fight with an Ancient.”

I finally managed to croak out, “Which Ancient killed me?” I suspected that Father Pedro knew more about the machinations of the Ancients more than he let on. This was my chance to test those waters again.

“You got into a fist fight with the one-armed Ancient known as Anguta. He’s the father of Sedna, the controller of the underworld according to the Inuits of Greenland. Anguta punishes the dead by kicking them in the crotch for their transgressions. The worse they are in life, the more kicks they get. Once Anguta has sufficiently punished them, he sends them on their way to Sedna. He’s a hard Ancient but isn’t quick to anger.”

“How?” My throat was dry, like I’d been trapped in the Sahara for more than a few days.

“How what? How did you upset Anguta? Wasn’t there. Don’t know. However, you’ve got to figure out what you did to upset him and apologize. I’m afraid that once he realizes you didn’t end up in Sedna’s grasp, he might come after you again.”

“Probably.”

Pedro seemed to have gotten his story and recriminations out of his system. He fell quiet for a while.

“Why wait three days to get me?” I finally asked.

“Joelle didn’t call me until yesterday, and I had some other things to arrange before I could come for you. We also had to track down where you were taken, and that takes quite a few phone calls when your best P.I. is the one in the morgue.”

I chuckled at his remark but stopped short when my ribs complained at the flexing.

Pedro made a right turn faster than he should have. I squeaked across the plastic as the tires squealed a bit. Once he got the car on the straight and narrow, he continued, “We’re headed to Joelle’s now. You’re going to recover there, and while you’re at it, you need to apologize to Joelle for what you put her through. Despite being an immortal, she’s not accustomed to all the violence and death you have following you around.”

“Yeah. Apologies coming. I’m sorry you’re going through this, too, Pedro.”

“I know I’ve come down hard on you. That’s just because I’m worried about you, Marcus. Ever since I was... we met, I’ve learned amazing things from and about you. However, you’ve never died ‘on my watch’ so to speak. This is new for me, you know. According to our religion, the ability to rise from the dead is supposed to be reserved for Jesus and Jesus only. The fact that you can do it, and now that I’ve seen it. It... I don’t know how to say this. It’s shaken me to my core.”

I squeezed my eyes shut. If Father Pedro was going to have a crisis of faith because of me, I’d never let myself live it down. I had to find the right words to shore up his faith, but I didn’t know what they were right now. To be honest, I never was all that great with words. Actions were more my speed, but my speedometer for actions was stuck on zero for a while. Finally mustering my energy, I said, “Talk ‘bout it later. Wanna know more.”

“Me too, Marcus. Me too.”

I couldn’t wait to get back home, even if it meant facing Joelle in my current condition. She shared my ability to rise from the dead, but she’d never seen me go through the recovery. This, I was pretty sure, would be a first for her. It would take lots of work to tend to me as I regained my strength. I had to make this as easy on her as possible because I needed her more than she needed me.

Honestly, I’ve always needed her more than she needed me. She brought care and love and tenderness into my life where no one else could or would. Her passion for being with me filled my soul with happiness. She was the caretaker. I was the protector. She was the loving nurse to my harsh warrior life. I’d been raised to fight for Rome and kill in her name. She’d been raised with compassion and understanding.

In many ways, her outlook on life was more potent than my physical prowess and skills.

This had been true when we first met four hundred years ago. It was probably true while we had been apart for the intervening centuries, and it was definitely true now.

With silence filling the car, I thought about everything I needed to do once I recovered and hoped that Anguta would give me the time to make amends before he murdered me again with more ball kicks. I only hoped Joelle and Pedro, especially a mortal friend like Pedro, wouldn’t get caught in the crossfire because I obviously couldn’t save myself from doom, let alone the two of them.

We finally turned at Joelle’s front gate. She must have been watching for us because she opened the gate with the remote before the car even stopped. When we finally pulled up to the front door, I’d hoped Pedro would have a chance to cover my nasty, naked body with a towel or sheet before my love yanked open the back door.

Unfortunately, Joelle was at the car before Pedro got the car into park. I looked up with my one good eye as she pulled the car door open and gasped.

At first, I thought she sucked in the breath because of my battered body. Then she turned her head aside, gagged a bit, and pinched her nose closed before turning back to me.

With a nasally voice she said, “Marcus, you smell like death warmed over.”

All I could do was groan in despair. I realized I sounded a bit like the zombies in modern movies.

Felt like one, too.

 


Chapter Two

Pedro and Joelle worked together to get my naked body out of the back seat before they carried me into the house. I was powerless to help them get me through the front door. Each bump of their steps and shift of their grips sent waves of pain through me, especially my crotch. I did my best not to whine and groan because I knew they both cared for me. I didn’t want to deepen their concerns for me or worry that I might die again on the spot.

I would say “we” went straight to the bathroom, but I really took no part in it other than to not resist their efforts to get me there. I managed to say, “hot bath helps” as we entered the cerulean blue and white tiled master bathroom I shared with Joelle.
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