“Monster”
By Zephyr Lyall

He would rather spend his infinity wandering the endless horizons of this World than waste one more day toiling in the pit of the black city.  Or, at least, that is what he used to think.  Freed from centuries of confinement in the ruined husks of Bralgu, he soon learned that he would need a millennium to even grasp at the vastness of those horizons.  It was a task so daunting that it rivalled his fear of the boredom that pervaded his existence ever since Their march on this World was held still.

Yet, as Emmanuel would say, it was better than nothing.

Observing the dimly lit Ruskol streets from his rocky perch, he contented himself with this small corner of the World.  It was not a bad corner by any stretch—a densely packed collage of ancient cultures distorted by time and overflowing with the dominant sapients of the realm, just as varied in form, color, and scent as their dwellings.  Couched safely within the confines of the Usurper’s Sky Road, the streets of Anduruna would serve his curiosity for centuries to come.

The Night Moon illuminated those streets in a pale blue wherever the light of glosquids and lunarous failed to shine, allowing his keen eyes to easily follow the three figures as they scurried through the side streets and alleyways.  He was thankful—if he used his vision at its full capacity, the bright glare of his eyes would’ve given him away; thus they only glowed a dull pink, swallowed by surrounding darkness of pitch black fur and jagged stone.  He tracked the Dreamkeepers’ progress for several more minutes, until they reached the edge of the ragged housing block.  Hesitation was made apparent by their stillness, anticipation by his own.

All five of them waited.


Then, with a beckoning hand, the head of the trio waved the others forward and they quickly dashed across the deserted street.  His claws scratched against the rock as his tension released, tail jittering against the slope above.


“Bait taken,” he whispered.  “They move from the south, enter in five.”


“Good work, Micha.”


His haunches gave an involuntary wiggle at the praise.

“Move to the roof,” Emmanuel continued, “enter through the east stairwell.  Remain hidden until called.”

He nodded reflexively.  “Yes.”

A last bit of low static persisted through the device, awaiting any additional comments before clicking off and returning him to silence.  His long, pointed ear flicked at the mild irritation of the communications device nestled in its depths, but it was necessary for their mission and thus tolerable.  Besides, while silence was music compared to the drone of smashing and drilling that he had suffered for centuries before, he found Emmanuel’s voice to be quite pleasing, even if dulled by the flowood circuits that conveyed it.
Sharp, curved blades of keratin slid from his digits, digging into the stone.  Laying his sight on a likely rooftop, his muscles clenched tight, trembling for a brief moment.  Then they released, corded flesh flexing powerfully and launching his form through the air.  With instinctual ease he directed his limbs to guide him across the empty space.  With a calm disturbance of sound he alighted upon the shingles, scattering a small dusting of early snow.  What few Dreamkeepers that resided beneath him barely stirred in their sleep, and even the small boy that lay awake with his eyes glued to his datascroll did not pay the low pitter patter of paws any mind.
Moving with gentle grace that belied his size he stole across the rooftops as oil upon volcanic glass, dark and sinister and invisible.

The housing block ahead was a single large structure devoid of any charm; even compared to the rough Ruskol architecture that surrounded it, the block was even more cold and dead.  A failed attempt to create affordable housing for the less fortunate of the district, this relic of Liddo’s reign as Viscount now served as the home to criminals and outcasts… and clandestine meetings of both.
He arrived at the edge of the last roof, peering first at the pale glow of the cobbled stone, then up at the Night Moon, and finally at his destination across the way.  Too bright for a jump—his black fur would absorb the light, but leave him a distinct shape across the sky.  His muzzle turned side to side, appraising the buildings and avenues before settling on the sidewalk overflowing with garbage to his left.  He crept to the edge and slid over, falling into a low crouch on all fours in the adjacent alleyway.

As speedily as he could afford, he twisted and swam between crates and bags and piles of detritus along the street until it took a sharp turn around the corner of the block, narrowing somewhat and allowing the building’s bulk to drape it in shadow.  He dug into the concrete wall and scurried up the structure’s dark side.
Unlike the typical sloped tops and shingles, the block was truly deserving of its name, flat and uniform across its top, less a roof and more of a top floor without one.  With a quick glance upward to orientate himself to the Moon, he moved to one of the shed-like structures that interrupted the flatness and carefully pried open the rusty door, revealing the eastern stairwell.  Ignoring the stairs themselves he pulled himself up the wall and onto the ceiling, and then made his way down the spiral of right angles.

He crept two floors down, entering a featureless, cracked hallway on the third level.  He could already hear them through the drywall, enough to discern words, if barely.
“—are you?” came a curt, female voice.  There was only one, had to be the mercenary.

“You should know better; names have power in our work, and in this case are not necessary.”
Emmanuel.
He was thankful Emmanuel left his mic off, pleased by the confidence his partner had in his ears.  He quickened his movements, gliding across the peeling paint over a shallow sea of food wrappers, fermentae bottles, burned-out pill strings, and used condoms.  The scent of decay was struck through by four distinct wisps of flavor, three male, one female.

“Don’t play with me, I don’t know you.”  The female smelled angry, wary, a little confused.  She expected someone else.  Of the males, one was calm and clean and smooth—Emmanuel.  Of the remaining two, the nearest was nervous, uncertain, afraid.  And the last one was—

His hand slipped, claws scraping against the crumbling ceiling.  His movement slowed for a split second as he regained his grip while his first heart quickened and the second began to beat alongside it.  The scent was almost as calm as Emmanuel, but beneath lay a low seething current of growing frustration, and over it all was something he had not smelled since his centuries in Bralgu.  He moved faster.
“The man you were supposed to meet is dead,” Emmanuel continued, oblivious to the threat before him.  “You know how valuable the package is; they are hunting all of us now.  We cannot afford to lose anymore, and I most certainly cannot afford to die.  Let us complete our business quickly and be gone from this ugly place.”

 The door was closed, but that was a small matter. He reached down for the handle, applying calculated pressure, ears angled toward the metal device.  Monitoring every scrape and click he carefully twisted the knob until the bolt pulled away and the door was free.  With a sound imperceptible to the greatest of Dreamkeeper senses, a foot-wide crack was made.  His body flattened and he slid along the edges through the portal.  With equal care and silence he closed the door below and, with his eyes at their dimmest, he surveyed the space.
A communal room, larger than the individual family units, littered with ripped and torn couches, several broken tables, moth-eaten blankets, cardboard, and assorted piles of garbage beneath walls covered in incomprehensible scribbles Emmanuel once called “graffiti.”  And there he was, dressed in a faded trench coat rather than his typical dress shirt and slacks, but still unable to hide his regal stature.  Moonlight from a window glinted off the red bony ridges that parted the golden tan fur on his canine muzzle and head, sweeping back from his temples to behind his ears to form his characteristic “horns.”  Scarlet eyes practically glowed in the darkness, framed by his sinister black sclera, calmly regarding the three targets before him.

The female, the mercenary, a slim blue digitigrade feline with tufted ears dressed in a nondescript hoodie and jeans had her arms crossed, thin tail gracefully curving through the air behind her.  “Callsign and mark,” she said tersely.
Emmanuel rolled his eyes and held two fingers of his right hand against his right eyebrow, sliding them from his left to right while his other hand firmly grasped his wrist, the slightly modified mark of the not-quite-so-dead Yarrow criminal organization.  Well, not-dead until yesterday, that is.

“Silent wings speed across bright stars and through all the secret ways known only to the downtrodden.”  He could tell Emmanuel was doing his best to hold back a laugh at the ridiculous poetry.

If his hearts were not hammering, he would’ve shared in the amusement.  Instead he focused upon the two males.  The closest was another feline, a dull dark green, plantigrade, a stolen trooper vest beneath a jacket and a pistol in his left pocket, the nervous one.  He was no threat.  His gaze settled on the one next to him.  Taller, thinner, canine, digitigrade, sharp muzzle and sharper ears, tail thick and long and unmoving, same jacket, same armor, same weapon.  He was staring at Emmanuel at an angle that hid his eyes.
He smelled like a Nightmare.

He would die first.

The female relaxed slightly, but maintained her distrustful frown.  “Fine.  I have it.  But there’s a new price tag.”

Emmanuel raised an eyebrow.  “Oh?”

“We—” She gestured at the male and the Nightmare-in-a-Dreamkeeper-skin. “—need passage to the northern settlement.”

Emmanuel gave an appropriate pause of faux consideration, then flicked his left ear twice.  At the signal Micha moved forward between the frayed wires where lunarous lamps were once suspended to a spot above and just behind the nervous male.  Once Emmanuel flicks his right ear, he was to silently drop behind the unsuspecting trio and incapacitate each with a couple of pricks from his fangs.  He loosened them in his maw in preparation, the twin lengths of brilliant white flexing at their hinges along the roof of his mouth.  Smooth muscle contracted and relaxed within his core, opening valves, squeezing fluids into multiple chambers and churning them in precise solutions and mixtures.  In the antechamber joined to his right fang he prepared a moderate strength sedative and paralytic—Tannerberry Syrup.
However, in the left chamber he delicately mixed his most potent of lethal poisons—Maximum Dark Chocolate.  This was for the non-Keeper.  Emmanuel would be sorely cross with him, but with that smell Micha could not allow the creature to persist in Emmanuel’s presence.
Emmanuel ceased his act and gave a wry grin.  “Given the trouble we’re all in, the rest of the organization is thinking the same.  We’ll take all three of you along on top of the remainder of the previously agreed upon payment.”  He cocked his head.  “But, as you can understand, I must verify the package before taking you anywhere.”

The female stared at him for a good long moment, then grunted and reached into a pocket.  She withdrew a slim, unmarked datachip.  Flipping it between her fingers a few times, still staring at Emmanuel, she finally flicked it in-between her thumb and forefinger, and offered it in her outstretched hand.  After a measured pause to maintain appearances, Emmanuel extended his own hand to take it.  But he didn’t need to see it up close; his eyes were good (for a Dreamkeeper) and could tell it was genuine just as well as Micha could.


Emmanuel’s right ear already began to bend—

—and the Other Nightmare drew silver light from his pocket.


The others, even Emmanuel, hesitated, eyes widening at the glow that illuminated the room.

But he didn’t.

With a millisecond adjustment to his footing, Micha aimed for his partner and launched through the air.  The ceiling cracked, raining dust and debris on them all as he crashed into Emmanuel’s midriff, flattening him and sliding across the floor.

The ambient light flared to a blinding white as a great boom echoed off the cheap walls.  Micha buried his head against Emmanuel as he shielded his partner’s body with his own, searing heat rippling across his back, soon followed by another crashing bang and sharp chunks of debris bouncing off his fur.  The glare against his closed lids immediately died down and he dared to look up.

 In the wall ahead there was a glowing hole, a burning white that was fast cooling to an energetic yellow, edges melted and dripping in smoking piles, charred bits of drywall scattered all about.  He twisted his neck behind to see the female, hand still outstretched, datachip in hand, a dumbfounded expression greeting the scene.  Behind her the male stared at Micha in quaking terror.
And him, he bore what appeared to be a phantasmal springer pistol of unknown make, a glowing silver apparition that quickly adjusted its aim from where Emmanuel used to be to Micha’s chest.  He could see the eyes now.  Teal, so intense that they glowed even in the fierce glare of his weapon.  They were not afraid.  They were not angry.

They were hungry.

The eyes of a predator.  Of a monster.

Of a Nightmare.

But they were still Dreamkeeper eyes, the silver halo lighting his features from above made that perfectly clear.  Micha could not reconcile the sight with the smell of darkness, and he did not have time to figure it out.  What was apparent was that the creature was dangerous and he had to get Emmanuel out of there.

Yet even with his reflexes, the surprise was enough to cause the barest of hesitation.  Enough for the predator to strike.

But it did not.

For behind the hunger in those eyes there was something else—curiosity.

And with that it hesitated as well.  Enough for its prey to react.

“MICHA!” Emmanuel screamed into his fur, propelling him into action.
He twisted and turned, clawed paws digging into the floor as his arms flung his partner away.  In mid-air Emmanuel’s coat was illuminated by a deep red before bursting open.  As the light of his red halo competed with the predator’s silver, an undulating tentacle of muscle and blood and bone slashed through the air.  The predator cried out as jagged spurs cut through its sleeve and flesh, the unholy weapon pulled upwards.

Micha’s ears pulsed in pain as the thing fired again, a white star speeding up and crashing into the ceiling, blowing apart a large hole from which a wooden chair fell through to splinter against the ground; the wood hissed and sparked afire from the heat.  From the corner of his vision he saw Emmanuel’s appendage recoil and curl around himself, inflating into a pink balloon that cushioned him as he bounced off the wall.  Meanwhile Micha found himself on the opposing plane, thumping onto the surface briefly and then propelling himself at the monster, both fangs snapping out in his open maw and dripping with venom.
Barely a foot off the wall he roared, two burning lances impacting his left shoulder, spider-webbing across his nerves.  His muscles reflexively recoiled and his leap was foiled; he fell to the floor with a hefty thump, growling in pain and shame.
The others had regained their senses, quickly backing away.  The female had an old Smith and Damien double-barreled pistol in one hand and a knife in the other.  The male had a newer CCA-issue semi-automatic, the casings and springs at his feet painting him as the one responsible for Micha’s current state.

“Ramirez!” the shooter yelled. “Get away from that thing!!”
‘Ramirez’—the predator, the monster—ignored his comrade and swung his bleeding arm around to point the silver pistol at Micha, cold eyes narrowed.  Frantically he tried to fight against the pain continually blossoming from the embedded bullets, claws scrabbling across the floor, failing to gain purchase.

The thing pulsed.

“PSYCHO, WATCH—!”
The female was unable to finish in time, but it was enough for the predator’s gaze to flick up and widen.  With startling grace it bent backwards, knees bending until its head bounced off the floor.  Emmanuel’s whip cracked scant feet above his target, three tails tipped with razor blades of bone failing to find flesh before sharply jolting back to Emmanuel’s body to coil up for another strike.
But the predator learned his lesson.

Shoving off the ground with his free hand, he flipped onto his belly and launched himself into a sprint.  Micha’s claws finally dug in and he sprung in the opposite direction, twin cracks announcing the arrival of new bullets finding a home in the floor where he once lay.  The female fumbled with her weapon, hastily inserting two more rounds.  The male had calmed and was now firing measured bursts at Emmanuel, who had taken shelter behind a curved shield of bone and cartilage, bits of pointed metal bouncing off or burying into soft white and yellow.

Micha slid into a door, smashing through it; a clawed hand dug into the frame and swung him behind the wall.  He quickly peeked out and saw the two others backing towards the opposite door, the monster hesitating at the threshold.  It twisted around, bringing forth its weapon once again—pointing at Emmanuel’s shield.
With great speed a trio of tentacles writhed from Emmanuel’s back, performing a quick twirl in the air above, slicing through his red halo.  Three white blurs flew across the room, followed by two thunks and a scream.

“Son of a bitch!” the female cried, clutching at the bony dart in her gun arm, the other two projectiles sticking out of the wall behind her.

Taking the hint, the monster grabbed the female and pulled her through the portal, the male quickly following, letting loose a few more ineffectual shots before slamming the door shut behind him and finally cutting off the eerie silver glow.
Micha tensed, ears and nose at strict attention.  Emmanuel’s tentacles gently swerved above his shield, ready and waiting.  Footsteps and grunts and the overpowering scent of burned things were what his senses brought him.  But the scent of the creature and its compatriots did not grow, only fade along with the patter of their feet.  And then, there was only silence.

They waited in that silence for five minutes.  Then Emmanuel’s voice whispered through the earpiece.

“Are they gone?”

Straining his senses to make absolutely sure, he eventually replied in a hoarse voice.  “Yes.”

Emmanuel’s shield cracked and crinkled as it folded itself back into normal flesh, tentacles withdrawing into the muscles of his back.  He slowly stood, flexing his limbs and neck with audible cracks.  Micha slowly walked over, observing the torn flesh beneath the ragged remains of the coat slowly knitting back together, leaving bloody streaks through the fur and cloth.  After a minute of silent regeneration, the red halo flickered out with a gentle fizz.

Emmanuel sighed, rubbing his right arm.

“What the fuck was that?”

Indeed.

*******

The commander picked up a small vial of pale pink, scrutinizing the neat script on the label with dubious eyes.
“You cannot lie this at my feet, Vulpes.  How could I have known?”
“Kindly put that down, Commander Droit,” came Emmanuel’s terse reply.

The avian in the neatly pressed CCA attire sniffed dismissively through his beak, but returned the vial to the shelf.  He flicked his head toward it.  “’Cherry Spice Cordial?’”

Emmanuel’s fingers continued to tap and tick away at his datascroll’s keyboard, eyes flicking up to the commander occasionally.  Rays of light filtered through the tall windows to light the stacks of papers and folders on his desk of polished, molded flowood.  “Nerve stimulator—intense internal burning sensation.  Mr. Morgan was a private in the CCA troopers but a few days ago.”

The beak clacked in annoyance.  “He wasn’t one of mine; he was assigned to the Calypsa office, and before that he never worked under me.”
“True, but it is your job to keep an eye out for these things.  You are telling me that an Awakened trooper slipped under your radar?”

“Yes.”  He reached over with a talon and pushed shut the scroll with a click.  Emmanuel’s hands hovered over the keys for a moment before curling into fists, his head looking upwards with a barely concealed snarl.  “If I didn’t catch it, then no one else did, not even Antioch.  Or our employer.  That means it was a recent development, done out of sight.”

Emmanuel leaned back in his chair, glaring up at the officer.  “Morgan was among a great many survivors of that fiasco with the Neons.  Awakenings post-puberty occur under great personal danger or emotional stress as a means of self-defense.  The massacre counts for both, and yet not a single halo popped on our side.  Powers don’t work on time-delay; they either come to our aid or not at all.  Either he somehow suffered a greater tragedy in the short time since or he’s been hiding his Power for years.”  He stood up, pushing the chair back on its wheels and stepping up to the avian with his hands clasped behind his back.  “He wielded his Power deftly, he had practice, and yet this is not the kind of Power that goes unnoticed easily.  His psychological profile does not indicate the subtlety and care required.  And yet I see no way something more jarring than the Neon incident could occur without our knowing it, while being powerful enough to trigger an Awakening.  We are missing something.”
The commander snorted.  “You have the father, don’t you?  Perhaps you missed something in your initial interrogation.”  He stepped away and gestured at the shelves of vials and beakers and other containers of glass filled with a rainbow of colored drugs.  “Maybe if you relied on traditional procedures or a mind-affecting Power instead of this monster piss, you’d already have your intel and the little shits in custody.  Or dead, like I recommended.”  Not waiting for a response he strode briskly to the door.  “My men will watch the borders, but it’s your fuck-up, you find them, you fix it.  Nabonidus does not tolerate failure, Vulpes.” And with that he walked out of Emmanuel’s office, closing the door behind him with a sharp clack.

Emmanuel frowned at the door for a long, silent minute.  He then sighed.

“What a loathsome creature.”

“He has his uses,” Micha commented.

“Yes, but hardly a trustworthy or patient fellow.  Nor does he have the right… mindset.”

“The allure of power is great, it attracts the hungry and the clever and the wicked.”

“And the desperate.”

“Which describes neither him nor you, Emmanuel.  He was offered what he desired in return for service, the same with you.  His desires were material.  Yours were more… noble.”

Emmanuel smirked at the door.  “That hesitation there does not inspire confidence.”

Micha whined.  “I was thinking of the word.  It is still hard to find the right one sometimes.”

His partner laughed.  “I was joking, Micha.”

“I had hoped you knew me well enough to avoid such things.”

“I do know you well enough, and that is why I endeavor to expose you to humor every day until you master the concept.”
Micha groaned.  “Please, do not.”

Emmanuel turned his gaze upwards to the dark recesses of the ceiling, where Micha’s large and vaguely canine form blended into the black.  “It is a requirement of your continued service, dear friend.”  His tone and expression softened.  “How are the wounds?”
Micha gently rolled his shoulder, feeling around the dull ache beneath the dressing.  “They will heal.  The pain is but a mere ache and will soon pass.”

“Good.”  His eyes narrowed.  “We have business to attend to.”

*******


Gabriel Yarrow’s eyes looked up at them in confused defiance.

The former criminal mastermind still retained his strength, intellect, and pride after over two decades of hiding.  He had spent those years redirecting his considerable resources toward the collection of information.  Perhaps he once worked alongside the Troika before it fell, or maybe he always intended to carry on where they left off.  And yet despite his great care one of his agents was finally captured and interrogated, leading to a merry game of connect-the-dots.  Soon enough pieces of the puzzle were collected to identify Mr. Yarrow, and after that finding him under the pseudonym Castor Morgan was relatively easy.  He had yet to properly recover from the previous interrogation, which had provided a wealth of knowledge on his entire network.  The small but robust array of loyal followers collapsed at the hands of a few select Dark Dreamkeepers, with Emmanuel Vulpes at their head.  Now all that was left was the criminal’s son and the female mercenary with the datachip.
The lithe canine did not struggle against the restraints; he only sat there, as if the chair was a recliner in his living room, observing a vaguely perplexing story on a newscast.  Impressive, considering that Micha’s fearsome form stood before him.  Over seven feet tall with inky black fur covering corded muscle, a giant digitigrade canine body of great strength and grace, hunter and infiltrator.  This was not even considering his razor-sharp claws, the pointed teeth, lengthy fangs, or solid, pupil-less eyes that glowed a sickening neon pink.  And yet the criminal showed no fear, nor did his scent bear a wisp of it.
But fear is only one way to a secret.

“Which do you think this time?” Emmanuel queried.

Without looking over, Micha replied “Forreyd Geods, Sour Tata, and Shizzermelon Twist.”
Emmanuel hesitated.  “All three?”

“We need perfection,” he grunted.

The clinking of glass showed that he understood.  A minute later three vials were presented in his partner’s hands.  Micha took the Geods first, a bright purple that sparkled in the light.   He opened his muzzle and unfolded his left fang, dipping the slender tooth into the solution and sucking it into the left antechamber.  Next came the Tata—a shining golden brown—and the Shizzermelon—a light cotton blue; both went through the right and were mixed in the right antechamber.  His chest pulsed lightly as the tubes and sacs of smooth muscled guided the solutions through the delicate maze that was his internal chemistry set, mixing and churning and separating and mixing again, until a precise concoction of blue-green streaked with deep purple was loaded into both fangs.

The criminal could only sit and glare at the inevitable.  Micha bent down, cupping the canine’s muzzle with one clawed hand and gently turning it to the side.  Tenderly he brushed his own snout along the male’s neck, sniffing through the fur, alighting upon the pulse of the jugular vein.  His fangs bent inwards toward each other, converging to barely an eighth of an inch apart, and carefully pricked the vessel’s walls.

The cuffed hands clenched as the Nightmare emptied the poison into the Dreamkeeper and after exactly two minutes and thirty-two seconds the deed was done.  The sapient relaxed, eyes growing dull.  Micha let the male go and retreated a short distance, allowing his partner to step forward and begin.

Emmanuel placed a hand upon the criminal’s shoulder.  “Gabriel,” he spoke softly, “why didn’t you tell us your son was Awakened?”

The male stirred, looking downward, then slowly brought his dull eyes up to look at Emmanuel quizzically.  “I did not know.  He should not be.  Has he Awakened?”

One edge of Emmanuel’s lips lifted slightly, showing off a pointed canine.  “Yes, Gabriel, he has.  He tried to kill me with his Power.  His halo was silver and he conjured up a ghostly pistol that shot bolts of burning light.  Are you absolutely sure you know nothing of this?”

“Yes, I am sure,” he replied, nodding.  Emmanuel gave a frustrated sigh.  “But…”  Emmanuel’s ears perked.  “Are you sure it was a gun?”

Emmanuel leaned in close.  “Yes,” he whispered.  “Is there something wrong, Gabriel?”

The criminal tilted his head, now staring off into space.  ….wait, no, staring at him, at Micha.

“It does not fit.  Not a knife?  Not a blade?  Not anything more…” The drugged Dreamkeeper fumbled, searching his vocabulary.  “…savage?”

Emmanuel’s eyes briefly flicked to meet Micha’s, curiosity and mild anticipation in them.  “What do you mean by savage?”

“Powers… I have seen much of them in my life, in my… w-work…”  His teeth gritted briefly, a low growl in the back of his throat.  Micha tensed, but the emotional response faded and the criminal once again became placid. “…many Powers.  They always fit the nature.  Even if at first they didn’t, that was because it was hidden.  The nature.”
Emmanuel brought a finger to the prisoner’s chin and lifted it, redirecting the male’s now uncomfortable stare from Micha to himself.  “And what of the nature of your son?”

“He’s a monster,” the male said with an innocent air of pointing out the obvious.

The Nightmare’s hackles raised, the scent of darkness flooding his nostrils.  Giving no outward sign, his pupil-less eyes frantically scanned the room, the walls, the ceiling, searching the cold gray for the source.  It came from nowhere and everywhere.  It could not have arrived without any warning, could not have arrived unseen and yet produce such a strong scent all at once.  But it was not a memory.  He could smell it, it was real.
And just like that, it simply vanished.

He let out an explosive breath, one he had not realized that he was holding.

Emmanuel did not notice, not any of it.

“A monster, Gabriel?  That is quite an awful thing to say about your son.”

The criminal shrugged, oblivious to the shadow he had just called.  “And yet is true.”

“Could you elaborate?”

The male produced a weary sigh.  He turned away from Emmanuel to rest his chin upon his cuffed hands, pulling the chain from them to the loop at the center of the table taught, looking off at nothing.
“He was to be my replacement,” he began sadly.  “As is expected in my line of work.  Even if the goal had changed, we were still a family business.  When Iárn grew pregnant, I prayed to the Spirits—”

At this, Micha couldn’t help but snort derisively.  Emmanuel gave him a subtle shushing motion, but the criminal did not appear to notice or care, and continued on.

“—that I’d be gifted with a strong, intelligent, and loyal son.  The first was apparent at his birth, the second soon after.  I was only waiting for the third, and a proper age and time, to bring him into the business.”  An unhappy sigh escaped his lips.  “We found the bodies buried throughout the yard, in the gardens, in the roots of trees and wherever else he could find.  There was hardly anything left of them.  Having found out where all the neighborhood’s nekos have gone, we sat the boy down and asked him why.  He was reluctant to speak, but finally he said… ‘because it was fun.’”
Micha shifted uncomfortably as the scent flared up for a second, then again disappeared.

“But why, son, did you have to torture them so?  I knew, because I had overseen such things many times.  But once I got what I wanted out of people, I would tend to their wounds if they served a further purpose, or ended their life quickly, cleanly, without suffering should they not.  And yet there was barely anything left of the animals.  Opened up, their insides carefully excised.  Perhaps he was just curious about their anatomy.  And yet I knew it was not so.  Did you cut them up when they were dead?  Or alive?  Alive he says.  Why did you torture them so, son?  Because I liked how they looked, he says.  How they moved.  How they felt with my fingers in them.”
The sick father fell silent.  Emmanuel stood there, unmoving, eyes focused intensely on the other Dreamkeeper.

“So, like what a normal father would do, I sent him off to a brain doctor.  Excuse me, psychologist, therapist.  Doctor Xander was considered the best—”  Emmanuel’s left ear twitched as he mentally logged the name.  “—and we could easily afford him.  Supposedly it worked, or at least well enough.  He smiled at the right times, said the right things, and never touched another animal that way again.  He even got a neko, a ‘therapy pet.’  It died.  I killed it.  Pretended that I suspected him, made a big fuss over it, pretended to try to hide it from him, but let him overhear a few angry conversations here and there.  He was distraught.  At the death of his pet or my false suspicions of him, I do not know.  It appeared genuine.  When I ‘found’ the singular egg the animal had laid before I ended its life, he seemed quite happy.  He still has it, you know, another female, a dark/spark hybrid.  Mischievous, very attached to the boy, goes wherever he goes.”
Funny—Micha didn’t smell any ryuu-neko on the creature before.  Was it somewhere else?  Left behind?  Dead?

“Regardless, the stench of darkness never left him.  I have a nose for such things.  Could always tell the monsters from the regular men in my work.”  The male glanced at Micha.  “They smelled like your monster, Mr. Vulpes.”
Micha growled.

How could he know?  Dreamkeepers aren’t supposed to be able to sense that.
It was in that moment he realized that he had not been sensing an actual physical scent before, but rather the stench of a creature’s dark soul.
Emmanuel placed a firm hand on the criminal’s shoulder, digging his nails in.  “Please stay on topic, Gabriel,” he said in a calm, threatening voice.

The male gave no outward sign of acknowledgement, but continued as if nothing had happened.
“He wanted to become a veterinarian.  Maybe the therapy at least inspired a love for animals.  Or perhaps he just wanted to see and touch their insides again and wanted to be paid for it.  Regardless, a useless profession. We directed him into law enforcement.  Ironic, given my history, but it was the best way to teach him the skills he would need.  And after that, the Troopers.  He was strong enough, intelligent enough.  He was a good officer, and they accepted him into the Shock Trooper training program.  He graduated a short while ago.  But you already know this.  Joined, failed, came to me, and I sent him off to meet Metis, the one I hired to steal that data from the CCA.”
Emmanuel waited a moment for the male to continue.  When he didn’t, Emmanuel stepped around the table into the criminal’s view.  “So, you put him into law enforcement, and then the Troopers, in order to train him as your successor after all?”

The father looked up, confused.  “Good Spirits, no.  That boy is damaged goods as far as succeeding me goes.  But I couldn’t very well waste such potential.  I put him into a position where he could best learn the skills suited to his role.  And it has succeeded beyond my expectations.  He Awakened his Power, followed my instructions, and escaped you—a Dark Dreamkeeper of no minor Power and intelligence, and your Nightmare lapdog.  As you can plainly see, even a monster has his uses.”
Then the creature screamed, its wrist spurting a spectacular spray of blood across the table after Micha struck its right hand from its body.

“Micha!” his partner roared in surprise and anger.  With a rough shove he pushed Micha away from the table, tearing off his clean dress shirt (and he had just washed it, too), wrapping it around the bleeding stump.  The creature in the chair continued to struggle and sputter as Emmanuel tore off a sleeve and used it as a tourniquet.
Micha simply watched, pleased at the scene, if slightly ashamed at angering his partner.

First aid applied, dark red blood soaking into the fabric, the now-shirtless Emmanuel strode across the room to the intercom, jabbing at the button.
“Medical attention needed in interrogation cell one!”

A muffled acknowledgement burped from the speaker.

Emmanuel turned his livid gaze upon Micha.  Grabbing the large Nightmare by the arm, he roughly jerked him towards the door.  Micha winced as his wounds cried out, but he complied sheepishly, and was led out of the room by the Dreamkeeper.

Two medical officers in CCA Trooper uniforms rushed past them in the hall as they hurried through the complex at a brisk pace.  The few other Dark Dreamkeepers that populated the building gave them curious and worried looks as they passed by, but they made way before them and averted their eyes.  Several minutes later they arrived at the great wooden doors to Emmanuel’s office.  The Dreamkeeper threw the doors open, leaving a small smear of blood on the golden handles, swinging Micha into the room.  Slamming the doors shut, Emmanuel turned toward the Nightmare with a snarl that quickly became a startled choking as he looked down at Micha’s hand.
Confused, Micha looked down as well.  He produced a short ‘huh’ in faint surprise at the creature’s hand, still held in his claws.  With a disgusted and impatient huff Emmanuel tore the trophy away and tossed it in the corner wastebin with a dull thunk.  He turned once again to his companion and folded his bare arms.  Micha could feel himself curling in defensively, ears flattening along his skull and tail tucking between his legs.
“Why in Lord Nabonidus’ name would you fucking do that?”
The Nightmare shuffled his feet, but did not answer.  Emmanuel sighed, brow furrowed.

“Whatever pain his words cause, whatever insults or other vile things that spill from his mouth, he is our prisoner and is to remain in good health until our Lord has no further use for him.  I should not be reminding you of this, Micha.”

“I understand,” Micha mumbled.

“I know you do.  And that makes it worse.  I expect you to think first and think right at all times.  You are lucky that it was only a hand.  Next time your emotional outburst might cost us something more valuable and permanent.  This will not happen again.  Are we clear?”

“Yes, sir.”

Emmanuel’s expression softened.  “It hurt that much?”
Micha scratched at the drying blood on his claws.  “…yes.”

His partner placed a gentle hand on his shoulder, looking up at him.  “That is good.  That means you are making progress.”

Maybe.

Emmanuel gave him a reassuring squeeze and then stepped away.  Clasping his hands behind his back as per his usual thinking stance, the Dreamkeeper began to walk around his desk.  Micha, despite the shame he felt, could barely suppress a grin—his partner looked so weird without his shirt.
“So, back to the matter at hand,” Emmanuel began, returning to his traditional calm tone.  “We have learned that our target is an Awakened psychopath with a fetish for killing and torture.  I’ll have to update his psychological profile, but at the very least we know this makes him much more dangerous and unpredictable than previous thought.  We will have to look into his childhood therapist, this Xander, perhaps even bring him in for questioning.  Between him and whatever documents he has, we should be able to build a more complete profile.  This also might explain his Awakening—the trooper massacre at the hands of the Neons was primarily performed by one so-called ‘Scythe,’ whose Power neatly bisected and/or decapitated over a dozen men.  The resulting display of gore may have reignited certain emotion within our dear Mr. Morgan, or at least reminded him of his past.  In the absence of mortal danger, as Scythe and the other Neons were quickly incapacitated by sparker shells mere seconds after the fact, this only leaves the emotional stress and internal turmoil as a result of witnessing the event to serve as a trigger for Awakening.  And unlike imminent danger, stress does not require an immediate Power activation.  It may have come to its climax hours later, when Mr. Morgan was alone with his thoughts, where there would be no witnesses to report to the CCA or us.”

“That is a lot of conclusions with little evidence,” Micha commented.  “Nobody truly knows how Powers work when it comes to emotional triggers, not even us Nightmares; we never bothered to study it.  Even if you are correct, that doesn’t explain his proficiency with his Power in such little time, assuming he Awakened it only a few days ago.  Guess he picked it up from his companions?”
The Dreamkeeper shook his head.  “No.  Metis’ Power, though not fully documented, is stealthy by nature, not offensive.  And if the other Trooper, Mr. Rask, had any offensive Power he would have used it against us.  Assuming that he is Awakened as well.”

Micha shrugged, then mentally chastised himself as his shoulder voiced a pained complaint.  “Then how?”
Emmanuel held up a finger.  “He is a natural born killer.  It’s instinctual.”
Micha snorted in disbelief.  “Nightmares have instincts.  Ryuu-nekos have instincts.  Dreamkeepers do not.”

“Perhaps for most.  But our prey may be another kind of animal altogether.”
Micha narrowed his eyes.  “You’re actually enjoying this.”
Emmanuel glanced over, a slight grin on his face.  “Not the failure or the work ahead of us, I assure you.  But Mr. Morgan might prove a fascinating specimen and I would not mind picking his brain once this is all over.  Assuming he survives us, that is.”

*******

Sick old father Yarrow sat on a bed in the darkness of his cell, nursing his stump and cursing the Spirits for his fate.  The whiff of darkness came as the door briefly opened and closed, soon becoming an overpowering stench.  He wrinkled his nose and looked up to see two bright pink orbs hovering in a sea of black.
“Back for more of me?” he asked, holding up his bandaged wrist.

The Nightmare did not move.

Yarrow lowered his arm and ran his remaining hand through his headfur.

“Or is the monster back for something else?”

The orbs became slivers; the Dreamkeeper could smell the barely-contained rage.

He chuckled.  “You don’t like being called that, do you?  I apologize for such casual usage of the term, but I can only call things what they are.”

The creature finally spoke.  “You said you are familiar with monsters.”

“Yes—”

Before he could produce another syllable a blanket of darkness smothered him.  His heart began to hammer despite himself, eyes going wide in a futile attempt to gather more light.  The mass of fur and flesh coiled itself around him, dense muscle trembling through the hide as strong limbs curled around and caressed their prey.  He could feel the beating of two hearts through the taut skin like a pair of savage drums, drowning out the frantic notes of his own.  He felt the dragging of a long, rough, wet tongue along his neck, the scraping of something thin and sharp through his fur, tracing the vessels.  It was an embrace so intimate and sinister that the Dreamkeeper felt both aroused and terrified, his brain locking in a contradictory coding error.
“You will tell me everything I want to know,” whispered the Nightmare into his ear.  “I want you to tell me all about your little monster.”
