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      Frances Austin.

      I know what you’re thinking. Sounds like some frump destined to die under a pile of cats with an unfinished cross-stitch in one hand and a burnt-out vibrator in the other.

      But not this Frances. This Frances grew up trekking across North America in the back of a Winnebago with her free-spirited mother chasing after bands of … country western music. Ugh.

      This Frances knew a thing or two about free-climbing, herbal remedies that actually worked, and how to identify over sixty different species of snakes … knowledge which was coming in real useful now that I was sitting across the table from one.

      And I’m not talking about the emerald tree boa dangled in loose coils over a branch in the terrarium embedded in the wall.

      I’m talking about Dante Cardinelli.

      Thick shoulders trapped under a tailored black suit, a scarlet tie that matched the bloodlust in his eyes, this don looked like the devil himself. A devil who smiles.

      That predatory gleam reflected off the polished table between us like a crescent moon. It was set for a family dinner – the fancy kind where they dusted off the heirloom china and broke out Nonna’s silver – because it was a special night.

      Tonight was the night I got inducted into the family.

      You don’t have time to eat! the voice shrilled.

      Instead of clutching my head like I normally would, I kept my hands on my lap. A family like this was always filling its ranks with psychos, those machete-wielding die-for-the-cause nutjobs, just not the I-hear-voices kinda psychos. We’re a very exclusive group.

      I don’t wanna wait anymore, the voice pouted. I found you. You’re mine. Let’s go already.

      I forced myself to return the don’s smile, praying to the GoneGods that it didn’t look too maniacal as I wadded my napkin into a wrinkled mess under the table.

      Shut. Up.

      “Relax, Frances,” a voice to my right soothed. A bottle appeared in my periphery and filled my wine glass up with something red. “It’s just dinner.”

      That was Angelo Cardinelli, the don’s eldest son. Hundred-dollar haircut, chiseled jaw, impeccable posture. You know, the kinda guy who runs five miles in the morning before doing a thousand push-ups so he can eat whatever he wants without tipping the scales over seven percent body fat.

      Angelo managed the clinic – made sure Dr. Talbert and I had all the latest equipment and drugs, damn the expense – and brought cannoli from his aunt’s bakery for the staff on Fridays. He was actually nice, for an illegal Other organ-trafficking procurer and smuggler.

      Well, I guess I was the actual procurer. That’s right, ladies and gentlemen, I was the gal who harvested the bones and tissues and organs of mythical creatures, extracting their magic to be dried out and ground down or sold hot and fresh to the highest bidder.

      Angel feathers to give your mood a lift? You want one wing or two?

      Powdered mermaid scales to add to your hand lotion to give your skin a lustrous shine? Lemme just get my fillet knife.

      How about the gonads of an incubus to increase that libido? Sorry, stud, those gotta be eaten fresh. But I hear they pair nicely with a Cabernet Sauvignon.

      Bet you’ll never think of the name Frances the same way again.

      Two hands dug into my shoulders from behind. “Yeah, only the last dinner of your life.”

      That was Rico Cardinelli, the second-born son. Handsome like his brother but with the eyes of his father. Absolutely void of human decency. I’d seen him around the clinic a few times, always harrying the pharmacist, until Angelo would grab him by the elbow and hustle him out the back door. You’d hear a few curses, something about wrinkling an Armani suit, life’s unfair, blah blah blah. You know, the typical laments of an entitled brat who hadn’t grown up with enough discipline. Except this spoiled rich kid had a history of violence all his own that had nothing to do with his Mac-10 packing bodyguards.

      “Rico,” Angelo hissed. “Leave her alone.”

      Rico gave my shoulders a squeeze. “I mean the last dinner of her old life. Because she’s one of us now. Isn’t that right, Francesca?”

      “Her name’s Frances, Rico.”

      Fighting to keep still, I kept my face a calm mask as Rico craned around to plant a brief kiss on my cheek.

      But the smile disappeared from Don Cardinelli’s face. All he had to do was jerk his chin, and Rico released my shoulders with a snort to saunter over to the sideboard. Ice cubes dropped into a glass, the disharmonious clinking drowning out as bourbon sloshed to the rim.

      Sitting, Rico dropped his napkin into his lap and pounded his palm against the table. Handprints smudged the gleaming mahogany. “Let me be the first one to welcome our newest sister to the family.” He raised his glass. “To Francesca!”

      “That’s Doctor Frances Austin,” Don Cardinelli corrected, but he lifted his glass anyway.

      I gripped my glass so hard I could feel it cracking beneath my fingers. My eyes drowned in the dark liquid, seeing the oni’s blood pumping into a glass jar instead of the pinot noir. That face paling to ash-gray, those eyes pleading with me for mercy. I raised the glass to my trembling lips and forced down a swallow of shame.

      Dinner was served – lobster ravioli in rosé sauce with shaved parmesan – and each bite was a lump of lead I had to wash down with more of the oni blood wine. Angelo kept my glass full, and I drank a little more than I should, grateful for the haze that’d blocked out the voice.

      Don Cardinelli skewered a ravioli with his fork, let the sauce drip back onto the plate one milky-red drop at a time. Like blood-tinged propofol. “I was very impressed with your work this past Wednesday.”

      You mean when I grabbed the tusks of an oni demon to keep him from biting Dr. Talbert’s head off? I was strong – trading my childhood days of climbing Yellowstone precipices for the rock walls at the local gym kept me that way – but it’d been only the adrenaline of sheer terror that had made me strong enough to keep the oni on the table until the sedative had kicked in. “Thank you, sir.”

      “I must admit, in the beginning, I was skeptical of your skills. But after this week … I can tell you’re a woman of action. You don’t ask ‘why’, you just assess and do. Methodical.” He leaned back in his chair and sipped on his wine. “I like that. I’m glad I listened to Dr. Talbert when he insisted we poach you from that Lakeview Clinic.”

      Dr. Neil Talbert. Head surgeon and my mentor. He hadn’t been able to make it to this very special dinner party – had a high-profile client to take care of at the clinic – and I can’t say I wouldn’t have stabbed my fork into his hand if he had been here.

      Don Cardinelli wiped his mouth, chuckling. “Who knew a veterinarian would make for a better medicus than an actual doctor?”

      Medicus. It’s just Latin for ‘doctor’, but it’s what the world calls those who specialize in treating Others.

      There weren’t a lot of us myth-treating docs kicking around … just a few scattered here and there, because, let’s face it, the world wasn’t prepared for the Others, and now that they’re here, the world’s freaking out. A lot. The chaos wasn’t dissimilar to the uproar about illegal immigrants stealing all the jobs, except now, there was no one to bitch at about policy infractions. Because there was no policy.

      One day, the gods had just decided to dump their denizens onto the Earth and close their borders with an offhanded “Thanks for believing in us, but it’s not enough. Good luck.” Bastards hadn’t even bothered to give us a thumb’s up in encouragement.

      Now all these mythical creatures – both the good and the bad – were forced to eke out whatever mundane existence they could along with the rest of us.

      For me, that’d meant switching from treating horses and cats to centaurs and sphinxes. It’d been a pretty easy decision, actually. The morning had started off with vaccinating a litter of designer mutts – cockapoos, in this instance – when someone hit an adolescent griffin with their car. Little guy was swooping in after a crow for a midmorning snack when bam!

      All it took was one look at that broken wing and those honey-brown eyes and I was hooked. Half-bird, half-cat, he just needed someone to understand him. And if a girl like me who’d grown up in fifteen different states with no friends or roots couldn’t empathize with this lost and scared little guy, who could?

      The don was still chuckling. “Who knew the gods closing their borders would be such a godsend to the medical profession?”

      You mean to your organ-trafficking profession. Shoving a ravioli into my mouth, my teeth gnashed until it was nothing but a pulverized pulp. I drowned my disgust in more of that wine and tried to get through the rest of dinner without looking like his compliments didn’t make my skin crawl.

      A curvy brunette in a spray-on black dress with strappy heels interrupted the next course – remember, this was a fancy dinner with multiple courses and too many forks and spoons on either side of my plate. I was trying to wiggle an escargot out of its shell and into the pool of garlic butter when the brunette bent over to whisper into the don’s ear.

      Michaela Cardinelli, the don’s wife, leaned over to listen, but he just shooed her away with a wave of his large hand. She was refined but old, the moisturized wrinkles and Pilates classes unable to compete with twenty-five-year-old tone. The ruby in the don’s pinky ring winked redder than his wife’s embarrassed cheeks and flashed again when he reached up to smooth the brunette’s hair back over her shoulder.

      There was a lot of muted conversation going on, the clinking of cutlery against plates, the sloshing of pouring wine, but I’d grown up in the wild places of North America. As a child I’d learned to mute all extraneous sound and focus on the breathing of the mountain lion stalking me in the brush. I had the scars on my back as a permanent reminder to act fast.

      The brunette’s voice was low and husky. “Strahovski made another offer.”

      “I told him it’s not for sale.”

      “He’s insisting, sir. He just raided your last shipment as a hostage—”

      The string of Italian profanities made the whole table jump.

      Somebody’s in trouble, the voice sang into my consciousness.

      My hand clenched into a fist under my fork. No, no, no. It’s nothing. It’s just a highly active piece of your imagination—

      The speech-pattern of the voice shifted. My standards must’ve lowered. I can’t believe my existence has been so dull as of late that I’m getting excited for a little verbal assault.

      Be. QUIET, I hissed.

      The devil behind that tailored suit came out, slamming the table with his fist and lurching out of his chair.

      Apparently pretty looks didn’t get you too far, even as a bringer of bad news, because the don grabbed the brunette by the scalp and yanked her in close so he could scream into her ear. “Then we take it back. I’ll not have some Russian stronzo take what is mine! Get Lupo.” He shoved her away, heels skittering against the polished hardwood.

      A smug smile on her face, Michaela Cardinelli leaned back in her chair and took a long swallow from her wine glass. Her large ruby earrings glittered with the same coldness as her smirk.

      The don took a moment to smooth his oily locks back with tense fingers and returned to his seat.

      “Papa,” Angelo murmured, “your blood pressure.” He slid a fresh napkin across the table.

      Rico poured some more bourbon into his glass. “Honestly, why don’t you just sell it? What’s it doing except collecting dust? Three raids now—”

      “Silenzio!” The don dabbed at his forehead with the napkin and wiped the foaming corners of his mouth. He folded the cloth and placed it calmly to the side, straightening his sleeves with little tugs at the cuffs. “We are not all family here yet.”

      I knew he was looking at me, but I was determined to stare at the spiral shell of this snail who refused to surrender itself into my fork’s custody.

      Angelo softly cleared his throat; a gentle but firm request.

      I lifted my gaze, hoping those blue eyes I had inherited from my musical father betrayed nothing. No revulsion. No judgement. No fear.

      Whatever the devil found was good enough for him. The calm, self-assured mask shuttered back into place over his face. Mine never left.

      “As part of the family, we will provide you with anything you need,” Don Cardinelli continued. “Vacations, traveling expenses, healthcare, price matching to any contributions you make to your 401k. And if you’re anything like my son Rico, that usually means a spending allowance of twenty-five thousand dollars. Per month.”

      I was sure my jaw bounced off the floor. “And what do you expect of me?” Besides what’s left of my soul.

      “Obedience.” There was a hard glint in his eye. A warning.

      “Papa means hard work,” Angelo said, pressing the back of his hand against my arm to flatten me against my chair. A server leaned forward to collect my plate of doggedly determined snails and replaced it with a coffee service. Angelo smiled encouragingly. “Nothing that you’re not already doing, Frances.”

      Halfway through the cappuccinos and tiramisu, the voice returned.

      And it was pissed.
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      You’re still eating?

      A shriek ripped through the back of my skull, harsher than a train’s whistle. Lurching forward, I grabbed the table as my head started to spin. Even trapped in this tailspin of pain, I saw the don frowning at the fingerprints. This is not happening. This is not happening. This is just a migraine. Or maybe a renegade piece of my conscience. But I’m not going insane. Right, Frances? Right?

      Rico laughed, clapping me on the shoulder. “We like our wine strong, Francesca. Heh. What a lightweight.”

      “Is it the headaches?” Angelo dipped his napkin into his water glass and dabbed my forehead. Told you he was the nice one.

      “Headaches?” Don Cardinelli asked.

      “They’re rare but intense, Papa. They haven’t interfered with her work.”

      “Good.”

      “Since when are you a medical expert?” Rico asked.

      “I work with her, stronzo,” Angelo snapped. “Unlike you, I know our staff.”

      The younger son exploded from his chair. “You disrespect me in front of our guest—"

      Their voices disappeared as a sepia lens snapped over my eyes; I no longer saw my spoon hovering over the tiramisu, but a room with a bookcase and a floor-to-ceiling window draped in velvet and tied back with those fancy cords with the tassels. The vision swept down and to the right, revealing firelight flickering across a marble hearth and an ornately carved wooden clock.

      The tremors tingled up my arms as the don slammed his fist against the gleaming table, jerking me back to this room. Blinking away the shadows of the vision, I lifted my head.

      The don’s face was as scarlet as his tie. Again. He was shouting something in Italian, and while Angelo appeared properly chastised with his eyes lowered, Rico shifted in his seat with barely controlled rage.

      Don Cardinelli’s face returned to its proper shade of pink and flashed me that predatory smile. “Forgive that outburst, Frances. We Sicilians run hot.”

      I raised a hand and rubbed a few circles into my temple. “I apologize for my headache. That wine was so delicious; I must’ve overindulged.”

      The don grinned. It was like looking at a shark desperate to binge after going on a plankton-only diet for a month, and you’re the only fish in the sea. I’d seen it only once before, behind the glass of the observatory as Dr. Talbert had dismantled that oni demon down to the teeth. “We spare no expense when it comes to family.”

      Rico clapped my shoulder again to get my attention, flicked the lapels of his Versace blazer. “No expense.”

      “If the headache’s passed, we can finish the induction.”

      “Like I swear an oath?” I asked.

      Chuckling, the don shook his head. “There are no gods left to swear by. And no. The Cardinelli family relies on something more permanent.” He rolled up his sleeve, revealing a swathe of olive skin with a bird-in-flight tattoo on his inner wrist. A cardinal.

      I swallowed past a thick lump in my throat. “I-I didn’t realize I’d be getting a tattoo.”

      “It’s not a tattoo,” Rico laughed, showing me his wrist. The flesh looked a little puckered, like he’d lounged in the hot tub too long. “It’s a brand. Why’d you think Angelo kept filling up your wine glass?”

      His older brother shifted in his seat, not looking at me. “I thought it would help, you know … dull the pain.”

      “It’s best not to think about it too much.” Standing, Don Cardinelli wiped his lips and dropped the napkin onto his plate. “This way.”

      His sons herded the rest of the family out – the wives and a few cousins who knew better than to speak much during dinner, lest they interrupt the don – and Dante Cardinelli pushed open the double doors of a room halfway down the hall like he was a bull charging a matador’s flag.

      It was the room with the fireplace.

      Above the crackling hearth was the ornately carved clock I’d seen in the vision. Only eighteen inches tall, it seemed heavier with the fat pomegranates and the horned owl carved into the variegated cedar. Beside it was an egg-shaped urn, glittering like a black pearl, and a kraken’s tooth the size of a serving platter.

      It wasn’t quite a library, despite the two floor-to-ceiling bookcases. It was more of an exhibition from a natural history museum. There were glass display cases housing the frailer items and lighted stands for the more robust pieces.

      A carefully preserved woodland sprite in soft repose on a bed of red maple leaves.

      A dragon scale the size of a shield glittering iridescently from any angle.

      The pelt of a nine-tailed kitsune tacked on the wall above the fireplace.

      It was a trophy room.

      I must’ve balked at the door because Don Cardinelli slid one heavy arm around my shoulders and guided me forward. We stopped in front of the fire, and between the flames and the heat of his skin through his silk shirt, I started to sweat. But the calm mask stayed in place.

      He kept his arm around my shoulders as he flicked a few dust motes from the urn on the center of the mantelpiece. “It’s not collecting dust,” he muttered.

      “Sir?”

      He pointed at the clock. “Notice anything strange about this clock?”

      It wasn’t just old. It was ancient. Wetting my lips, I took a good look at the face. “It only has one hand.”

      “Exactly. It’s an Antevortan Clock. It gives its owner a clue of his future, specifically his lifespan.” He pointed to the twelve. “The position of the hand is affected by events, even people. Twelve, and your time is up. Can you guess what it was on Tuesday?”

      I shook my head.

      “A six. I was rather pleased by that. Living only half my life and me at fifty-five. Not bad. But it’s not at the six now, is it?”

      I shook my head again.

      “Where is the hand now?”

      His arm constricted like that emerald tree boa, the pressure forcing my hasty response. “E-eleven.”

      His mouth was close enough to my ear that his breath stirred my mane of brown curls. “And do you know what happened to make it jump?”

      I wasn’t shaking because I was frozen. My mouth pressed into a thin white line.

      “Your sudden appearance in Dr. Talbert’s surgery on Wednesday.” He pushed me into a stuffed leather chair and caressed a fingertip against the clock face. “Except I was promised that family would never be my demise. I brand you, and the Clock resets.” His finger moved to the urn, dragging down the flawless pearlescent surface. “But soon time won’t matter.”

      Orange light spilled across the pale marble hearth, turning the gold veins to copper like they were runes summoning a demon from hell. Except that was impossible now. Trembling, I inched forward in my seat.

      It’s not supposed to be like this, I panicked. It was just supposed to be dinner, and then I’d run. Run fast and far. And now this sonofabitch is gonna brand me like I’m cattle.

      Don Cardinelli lifted the branding iron from its pegs under the mantle, reverently like it was an ancestral sword, and thrust the end into the coals. Sparks flickered like hellish gnats, and the orange glow echoed in his shark-like eyes as he turned to me.

      “It’ll be all over soon,” he said, cupping my face in his large hands. I was too terrified to wiggle away. Not even when he leaned forward and kissed me. His mouth was hard, demanding, his kiss just as much a brand as the one destined for my wrist. “And then, you’ll be mine, just like the rest.”

      When he released me, the ice in my veins thawed just enough for me to scoot back in my seat. Except now this leather chair with its absurdly high headrest and fat armrests was blocking any escape.

      The don lifted the brand from the fire, spat on the end to determine if it was hot enough. The spittle sizzled and evaporated with a whining hiss. “Give me your arm.”

      Desperate, I looked for a way out. Any way. No, no, no—

      “Your. Arm.” He snatched my hand and twisted, locking all the joints up to my shoulder.

      I couldn’t move. I couldn’t wrench away.

      The cardinal-in-flight glowed red as the heat broiled my skin.

      I clenched my teeth. No, no, no—

      The brand sizzled my wrist, and a scream ripped from my throat. In the height of my pain, I let my guard down.

      And the voice took over.
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      A sepia lens snapped over my vision, and a tingling sensation rippled down every vein like fire in my blood.

      What in the EmptyHell—

      I’m done waiting, the voice snapped.

      Before I could shout a warning, my left hand balled into a fist and cracked into Dante Cardinelli’s jaw. I was strong, but I wasn’t that strong. Yet his head snapped back like I’d just clobbered him with a baseball bat. An arc of red erupted from his shattered nose, splashing wetly against the marble hearth.

      The fire in my blood tingled with triumph.

      “No,” I gasped. “Don’t—”

      But my arm was already launching upward to meet the downswing of the branding iron. I caught the iron with one hand, flesh impervious to the heat. An enraged cry ripped from the don’s throat as he bore down on the iron with all his weight. His eyes shone like twin stars, and the teeth in his panting mouth were stained with his blood.

      He was easily a hundred pounds heavier than me, but it took no more pressure to shove him away than it did to flick a mosquito off my arm. The branding iron spiraled out of his grasp, catching in the folds of the drapery. The heat singed a tear through the crushed velvet as the cardinal-in-flight fluttered to the floor, and suddenly a fire clawed at the ceiling.

      “I’m sorry,” I sobbed. “I’m—”

      My forearm blocked his haymaker strike and bambambam. A jab to the throat, an elbow into his solar plexus, and my foot stunning that tender bundle of nerves in his inner thigh. The don crumbled into a howling pile of blood-mumbled profanities. Another kick hooked my foot around his neck and crashed him sideways to bleed into the silken fibers of the Persian rug that cost more than my yearly salary.

      There was something ethereal about my movements, somehow powerful yet graceful. Like I’d become some ballerina-assassin channeling the strength of Hercules. Stalking forward, my arms lifted on their own accord to pluck the urn from the mantelpiece. I ripped the kitsune pelt free of the wall, wrapped the urn and the Antevortan Clock in the red fur, tying it shut with eight of those nine tails. Tucking the bundle like a football under my arm, my legs sprinted for the door.

      Where no less than an army was waiting for me.

      There had to be thirty of them crowded in the hallway. Lamplight glinted on the barrels of every illegal automatic firearm available to the criminal underground. Black shoes shuffled against the hardwood floor as they inched closer, fingers tightening on the triggers.

      “Frances,” Angelo panted, eyes wide. “What have you done?”

      “You’ve kept me prisoner long enough!” It wasn’t my voice. I mean it was, if I could speak in three octaves at once. Fighting for control, I pawed at my throat. “Angelo. Get away—”

      Don Cardinelli’s voice howled above the conflagration behind me. “Kill her.”

      The fire in my blood exploded.

      I was caught in a slow-motion haze as the blast rippled away from me in a deafening discharge of thunder and lightning. Plaster cracked and disintegrated, showering the air with pale dust. Oil paintings trembled in their frames before being ripped apart. The floorboards peeled away from the ground like chips of paint, impaling anyone who didn’t dive out of the way. Glass shattered as the window at the far end of the hall ruptured into the night sky.

      Spent, the fire in my blood receded like a tide and winked out. I dropped to my knees with a scream, clutching my pounding head. It was worse than a migraine. It was worse than a thousand leprechauns at an Irish jig dance-off.

      But I didn’t have time to be vulnerable. I’d just defied the most dangerous man in Chicago and had blasted a hole in his mansion. Trembling, I lowered my hands and blinked bleary-eyed through the carnage.

      Between the plaster and the smoke, the air was thicker than a pollen bloom in springtime.

      Coughing, I swept my hand through the haze and took a stumbling step forward. My foot collided with a lifeless leg, and a pair of vacant brown eyes stared at the ceiling as blood oozed out from a wooden shaft in a thug’s gut. Someone was mewling, a faint cry smothered under the debris. I found the source of the noise to my right: the thug was on his stomach, inching for the broken window with fragments of floorboard sticking out of his back like porcupine quills. I kicked the gun out of reach of his grasping fingers and deafened my ears to his gurgling gasps as he choked on his own blood.

      As the plaster pollen started to settle, dusting the hallway with a coating finer than a wintery frost, the massacre began to appear. The bodies were everywhere. Those that were closest to the blast were on their backs, ribcages shattered. Those farther away were peppered with splinters of freshly-waxed hardwood.

      And there he was, that one-hundred-dollar haircut tousled and covered in filth, a thread of blood trickling down that chiseled jaw. He’d been staked through the heart.

      The don’s favorite son.

      The don who was still howling in the next room, no doubt trapped under rubble from the blast and burning from the drapery fire.

      I raked a hand through my disheveled curls as the consequences of the blast sank in. “Oh, fuck.”
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      Fast forward nine months.

      And no. It’s not what you’re thinking.

      The alarm went off at 5:30 am. Everyday. Routine was good for the insane.

      The alarm’s tune was demure crickets and chirping frogs with a little music in the background. Nothing too startling because I’d shredded too many sheets from waking up in a panic and ripping my machete out from under my pillow. Staring into the darkness, I slowly counted down the heartbeats.

      Five, four, three, two, one.

      I sucked in a breath and let it out slowly so it whistled past my teeth.

      My name is Frances Austin. I’m twenty-eight years old. I have brown hair and blue eyes. I’m a medicus. I like blackberry pie, and I like to climb.

      The Family is hunting me.

      I am not safe.

      At 5:35 am the alarm switched to the radio, and the overly cheerful beat of “Happy Days” took over.

      
        
        Sunday, Monday, Happy Days

        Tuesday, Wednesday, Happy Days

      

      

      I rolled out of bed and began my day. Stretching as I watched the live feed of four trail cameras on the living room flatscreen. Just under the flatscreen was the Antevortan Clock, holding at a steady four. Not bad. Beside it was the urn, perfectly polished. Just like Dante Cardinelli, I had an obsession about keeping it dust-free, like it was a cat too fat to groom itself and I had to brush out all the mats every day. It was the only time I could bear to touch it.

      
        
        This day is ours

        Won’t you be mine?

      

      

      A flicker across Trail Cam2 lurched me out of my triangle pose. The same shadow appeared on Trail Cam3.

      No way. Those cameras are an acre apart.

      I leaned in closer, immediately slipping into a nervous muttering. It was my tic, something that just slipped out of me whenever I was stressed. “’Cause I ain’t no hollaback girl, I ain’t no—”

      Right before the glare of the screen made me go cross-eyed, the tip of a horn appeared in the corner of Trail Cam2 again. Sighing, I retreated back to the middle of the living room and lunged into sun salutation.

      It was probably just one or two of the neighbor’s cattle out loose again. Only last week I’d seen his brown Jersey cow ambling down the road, helping herself to the greener pastures of my front yard. Mr. Hardesty even had a few of those Scottish Highlanders with those big curling horns and red dreadlocks covering their eyes. Though I wasn’t aware of any bovine whose horns spiraled like that.

      Meh. I’d been out of the farm animal business for years. Who knows what designer breed they’ve come up with now?

      Whatever it was didn’t make another elusive appearance again.

      Pills and elderberry tea. Breakfast of champions. I took glucosamine for the joints, beta-blockers and fish oil for the brain. This steady regimen of music and beta-blockers had kept the voice at bay for months now. The beta-blockers did most of the heavy lifting, and the voice had a hard time breaking into my consciousness when I was focused on a task and drowning out any extraneous brainwaves with music.

      I’d thank a deity for that mercy, but you know, they were gone now. The elderberry tea was supposed to help with the debilitating headaches, but I thought the herbalist meant normal-people headaches. It tasted pretty good, so I kept at it.

      
        
        Rock ‘n’ roll with all my friends

        Hopin’ the music never—

      

      

      I turned off the radio with a click.

      After I strapped my machete to my back under my jacket, I slipped my backpack over my shoulders, grabbed a blueberry yogurt, and headed to Jolene’s Country Kitchen for breakfast. A white plume chased after my truck like the contrail of a fighter jet as it left the gravel roads of the farmland behind for the asphalt roads of the town proper. As always, a murder of crows clustered on the rundown sign just outside the city limits. ‘Welcome to Cornish Roost, Indiana.’ Yeah … that wasn’t ominous at all.

      You’d think the name had to do with all the corn – the fields were endless as the sky out here – but it was because of all the skittish game birds that infested every thicket from the Ohio River to Lake Monroe. They’re really quail, but the settlers thought Cornish Roost sounded more refined than Quail Run.

      Couldn’t argue with them there.

      I pulled over just through the northbound exit out of the rotary and rolled down the window. Leaning against the lamp post with a basket of homegrown butternut squash, his red hound dog sitting quietly by his feet, was Crazy Carl. Every town has its local crazy person, and Carl was ours. He’d been to war some time ago – though he never mentioned which one – and had a tent pitched somewhere in the western woods. Frayed clothes, unkept beard, eyes that wouldn’t settle on any one thing in particular for very long. You know the type.

      But if I’d learned anything traipsing around the country with my mother, it’s that you were always nice to the crazy guy. Because they noticed things other people didn’t.

      “Morning, Carl. What’s going on in this sleepy town?”

      Carl’s bright gray eyes shifted right and left, his bushy eyebrows jumping like bucking caterpillars, making sure we weren’t being watched. But of course we were, because this was Main Street in an agricultural town where everyone was up before the rooster crowed. “What will you pay in tribute for my wisdom?”

      I offered the yogurt. “Only the finest of fermented dairy products. Blueberry. No doubt picked from the hills of Maine.”

      “I love blueberry.” He took the cup with a bob of his head, clutching it to his chest.

      I tried not to fidget. “So, what news?”

      “Nothing new but you.”

      I nodded. “That’s what I like to hear. Carry on, Private.”

      “Aye, aye, Capitan!”

      I watched from the rearview mirror as he opened the cup, stuck two fingers in it, and offered the dollop to his dog. Shaking my head, I drove toward Jolene’s.

      The bell on the diner door made a soft chime as I entered promptly at 6:20 am. I had twenty-five minutes – thirty tops – to eat and listen before I had to get out of there. Pausing Genesis’s “Invisible Touch” on my iPod, I took the buds out of my ears. It was the polite thing to do, but I wasn’t being polite. I was eavesdropping. Come on down to Jolene’s Country Kitchen where the gossip is fresh and the cinnamon rolls are the size of hubcaps!

      It was your typical diner: red leather booths with laminate tables, framed pictures of the locals on the walls, an L-shaped bar for people who wanted to cozy up closer to the coffee pot. The diner’s secret weapon was Jason, a Gegenees giant who’d burned some time to shrink himself to a more human-acceptable height so he could work the kitchen. He was still seven feet tall and had to stoop a little, but those six arms turned out orders faster than the most experienced line cook.

      Cornish Roost was like that. Absolutely rife with Others desperate to find work just like their human counterparts – desperate enough to burn a little time and use whatever finite magic stores they had to adapt.

      Jason might’ve been a giant among men, but he was a laughing-stock dwarf to his kin.

      But he had a steady job he enjoyed and a smoking hot girlfriend, and they were grumbling about finding work in quarries and the lumber business that machinery hadn’t yet made obsolete. We had a higher ratio of Others to humans than anyone else in the state. Or the region, actually. And somehow, the town was making it work. Mostly.

      The whispers started before the door even shut behind me.

      “… just breezed into town a few months ago.”

      “Sheriff likes her okay.”

      “Adalind’s girl—”

      “No, Paul. She’s her niece,” Doreen – the town’s journalist and primary busybody – corrected. “You know, from her sister who ran off to go live with that artist in California? Wayward girl never did come back to town for her own sister’s funeral.”

      “At least the daughter has better respect for family …”

      “… keeps to herself, that one.”

      It was the same every day. Like they had to remind themselves of who I was. Guess that made several of us.

      The good and nosy townsfolk of Cornish Roost thought I came out here to settle Aunt Adalind’s estate but got side-tracked by the scenery and small-town charm. They were surprised I’d purchased a new home and hadn’t kept the place, but that was Rule One, people. Never let them know where you are.

      Aunt Adalind wasn’t even my aunt; she was my mother’s best friend. But to them, I was Frances Church, not Austin, the love-child of Adalind’s carefree sister. Spoiler alert: Adalind didn’t have a sister. Or a kid. But that was what a deal with a coyotl got you.

      This fictitious relation garnered me enough sympathy votes for the good and nosy townsfolk of Cornish Roost to accept me as one of theirs – even if it was in an ugly stepsister kind of way – and provided a convoluted enough connection that the Family would have difficulty ever finding it.

      My booth was always vacant. I sat in the back, away from the window, closest to the kitchen door and its rear exit with a partially-obstructed view of the front entrance. I scanned the room one more time under lowered lashes before I smoothed the newspaper out against the table.

      It never yielded much other than the regional news, but this morning, smack dab in the center was: PIONEER IN MEDICUS MEDICINE DOCTOR NEIL TALBERT DISCOVERED DEAD IN INDIANAPOLIS HOTEL ROOM.

      There wasn’t a picture, and not many details disclosed, except it’d been a violent murder that might have involved drugs. Talbert had been discovered with an accelerated rigor mortis indicative of a paralytic.

      It took every ounce of internal strength to keep my butt in my seat and not run out of the diner like a bat out of a now-empty Hell. Rule Three: don’t cause a scene. Disruptive behavior was memorable, and I needed to be a better Hide-and-Seek champion than Sasquatch.

      Calm as a cucumber, Frances. Cukey-calm. I took a deep breath.

      Indianapolis. That was only two, maybe three, hours north of Cornish Roost. I glanced at the leather cuff watch peeking out from under my jacket sleeve. It’d been the only thing wide enough to cover the partial brand on my inside wrist. Only the head and upper half of the wings of the cardinal-in-flight had seared my skin before the voice had taken over. But it was enough to identify me as property of the Cardinelli family.

      But what was Talbert doing in Indy? The Family wouldn’t have let him go that far. Was he running, like me?

      “You wanna move that paper out of the way so I don’t get it messy, hon?”

      I must’ve jumped because Jolene lurched away, sloshing orange juice down her wrist. “Oh, I’m so sorry—”

      “Ain’t your fault, hon. Wish I found the paper that engrossing.” Blinking rapidly, like she was an android downloading this recent exchange into her hard drive, Jolene set the glass and a plate of the day’s special on the edge of the table. “I’ll be right back with a rag.”

      She click-clacked over to the counter, perching up on heeled tip-toe for a bar towel. Jolene was maybe sixty and obsessed with fuchsia. It was the color of her heels despite her plantar fasciitis, her lipstick, and those wing-tip spectacles that perched on her thin nose. Even her ruffled gingham apron was a crosshatch of fuchsia and white.

      Jolene wiped up the spilled juice and pulled a utensil-napkin roll from her apron pocket.

      I flapped the paper out so she could see it. “Jolene, you know anything about this?”

      “It’s such a shame, isn’t it? Smart man like that getting himself killed.” She shook her head, clicking her tongue against her teeth. “Nothing that exciting ever happens around here. Not since yo—” She cut herself off, heels clicking as she shifted her weight.

      Not since I showed up. Yeah … it was kinda hard to keep a low profile in a small town.

      “Anything else, hon?”

      “No, thanks. Sorry again about the mess.”

      She deposited the bill with a bright smile and click-clacked away, knowing I’d pay cash and tip well. It was a little thing, but it ensured a measure of goodwill. I might be a little off-putting because I keep mostly to myself, but tip large enough and that fault could be easily forgotten. Plus I’d endeared myself to the cook by always ordering the day’s special with no substitutions. Not many did that in this fearful age of gluten and lactose and carbohydrates and pork bacon.

      After a quick scan of the patrons and finding only the regulars, I turned back to my breakfast.

      Biscuits and gravy. It’d been a novelty to me when I’d first come out here: browned sausage in milk gravy spooned over biscuits hot out of the oven. It was more popular than pancakes or scrambled eggs. Everybody had their own recipe – spicy, mild, thick, thin – but they all had one thing in common. It was comfort food that’d stick to your ribs. And your hips … and your thighs—

      Must you pollute your body with this filth again? the voice admonished. Have you never heard of a grapefruit?

      The fork slipped from my hand, clattering against the table and slinging gravy as it cartwheeled over the edge. My plate followed soon after, shattering in its best impression of a Jackson Pollock painting.

      “Son-of-a-biscuit,” I gasped.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      Clutching the table with white-knuckled hands, I fought for breath as the back of my skull split like a freshly cracked egg. It was too loud in here. Too many noises. The freight-train whistle as a spatula scraped against the griddle. The firework explosions as Jolene click-clacked in her fuchsia heels. And the light. It was boiling my eyes into jelly.

      Food is to the body as music is to the soul: fuel to ignite the fire of life. If you’re gonna live big, eat well. It’s just simple math.

      STOKE THOSE FLAMES!

      Like, this diet of … What is that exactly? Glue? Yuck.

      It’s deplorable. And this hippity-hop is an abomination to the senses.

      I shook my head. “No, no, no,” I hissed out loud. I had to because I couldn’t afford to add another voice to my head right now. “My meds. The music. You were gone.”

      And I mean ‘you’ in the plural sense of the word. Remember how I said I had a voice stuck in my head? Yeah … it was actually four. I hadn’t named them all yet, but at this rate it was only a matter of time.

      You’ve temporarily thwarted us, actually, the dominant personality said. There is no being more resilient than me. Us. I think. It’s hard to remember—

      I had just enough focus to wedge a bud into my ear and turn the iPod on full volume.

      Like, super rude to ignore me when I’m trying to talk to y—

      Rick Astley’s baritone screamed how he was never gonna give me up or let me down.

      Fingers shaking, I popped open the cap of my beta-blockers, scattering the pills across the table like I’d just busted a piñata. I was already at the max dose, and more could kill me, but I didn’t care. That voice, that pain; it was too unbearable to think that I, a healthy twenty-eight-year-old with a whole life to live so long as I stayed hidden from the mob, was on the fast track to crazy-town. And that shaman out in the middle of the desert had said these headaches could kill me faster than overdosing on the beta-blockers.

      The pills skittered away from my grasping fingertips, and I fought to stay conscious to just to get one, just one GoneGodDamn it—

      Two tan fingers – not mine – pinched a pill and guided it past my trembling lips. A warm hand curled around mine and helped hold the glass of orange juice steady as I gulped the pill down.

      The music started to help, and the pain in my skull wasn’t so intense. But I still couldn’t do much more than grip the table to keep myself from shaking apart. Rigid, I watched those tan fingers carefully corral the runaway pills and sweep them back into their bottle.

      “Miss?” It sounded like he was talking underwater.

      “’Cause I ain’t no hollaback girl,” I whispered at the table. That line had almost reached mantra status now.

      “E-excuse me?” The voice was clearer now. Definitely male. Definitely a baritone as velvety as melted chocolate. A voice I’d only heard once before, months ago in the middle of the night at a medical waste depository.

      Son-of-a-biscuit. I was late. Or he was early.

      Maybe it was the music, maybe it was the pill, EmtpyHell maybe it was his voice. The headache became manageable. But I was too ashamed to even look my rescuer in the face. I shouldn’t have needed anyone. I should’ve been able to handle this myself. I was supposed to be inconspicuous – Rule Three, people – and here I was causing a scene and feeding the gossip hounds for at least a month.

      “I’m fine now,” I mumbled, eyes firmly fixed on the table. I took the bud out of my ears. “T-thank you.”

      “Let’s give that medicine a chance to kick in, and then we’ll see where you’re at,” the voice said kindly. Fabric rustled, leather creaked, and the booth cushion across my table exhaled a violent foom as the one person I actively avoided in this town dropped into the seat. The silver star of his office winked from the belt at his hip. “Miss Jolene? I’d like a toad-in-the-hole and the fruit, please. And would you top off my coffee, too, when you can?”

      “I’ll go make a fresh pot right aw—”

      “No need to fuss. Whatever you’ve got is fine. And could you get table ten another breakfast? On me.”

      Jolene’s fuchsia heels high-tailed it to the kitchen. This wasn’t a man you left waiting. This was a man you’d fall over yourself to please. Why? Because he was the nicest guy you’d ever meet. “You got it, Sheriff.”
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      “No,” I protested, mortified enough to look up into a pair of green eyes.

      You know how those sappy romance novels describe them as glittering emeralds? Well, these eyes were the green of springtime, like grass after a rain, or new leaves freshly unfurled. I didn’t see much else of him, except the tanned skin at the corners of his eyes crinkling as he smiled.

      Flushing, I returned my gaze to the suddenly fascinating tabletop.

      His hand reached across the table and touched just my fingertips, gently like I was a wounded animal. “Miss Church? Do you need me to take you to the hospital? Doctor James is a personal fri—”

      “No hospitals.” Hospitals were a death trap, and it had nothing to do with all the sickness. They took your information and stored it on so-called secure servers that were actually no more sophisticated than sandbox playgrounds to the cyber-wizards the Family employed. Might as well be launching a flare into the sky. I pulled my hand back and dropped it beneath the table. “Besides, I am a doctor.”

      “Even the professionals need a little help now and then.”

      There was no trace of judgement in his voice, just more of that kindness. To not show at least a speck of gratitude would’ve officially made me the worst person on the planet.

      I risked an upward glance.

      Sun-kissed hair, lopsided smile, not a mean bone in his body Sheriff Johnny Galastone. Muscular but lean, he reminded me more of a racing greyhound than a burly rottweiler. And those gentle green eyes paired with that shy smile, well, let me just shred my virginity card right now. He was dressed for work: tan shirt, green slacks, gun. Everyone had one out here in the Midwest, but I hadn’t had one so close to me since that night.

      I eyed it, fidgeting. I did the math in my head and figured out I could unsheathe my machete and bury it into his neck but not before he shot me in the gut.

      Stalemate.

      I forced my lips to curve into a tight smile. It wasn’t my best, but it was all I could muster. “You’ve already helped.”

      His hands – remarkably smooth and tan despite this colder weather – parted to make room for Jolene to slide a plate in front of him. I tugged my sleeves down over my hands as far as they would go, suddenly self-conscious of their rough and chapped appearance. You’d think I was a lumberjack for EmptyHeaven’s sake. I glanced from his well-balanced breakfast to my heart-attack-on-a-plate with an extra side of cholesterol.

      Maybe if he’s appalled by my table manners, he’ll go away.

      I shoveled the food into my mouth with a spoon, keeping my pinky out to show I had some class.

      But he just sat there, quietly munching.

      Son-of-a-biscuit, he even eats politely.

      We spent the rest of breakfast taking turns staring at each other and then quickly looking away when the other person noticed we were staring.

      Our tense dining experience was interrupted once by Jolene refilling Johnny’s coffee, and once by Mason Hester. Twenty, maybe twenty-one-years-old, he’d been a soft-spoken star football player until his shoulder had torn. Despite his injury, he still ran the youth football camp during the summer. He wrung his baseball cap in his hands as he approached, wary of me and loathe to disturb the sheriff.

      “Uh, Johnny? Sorry to interrupt your breakfast, yours too, ma’am,” he said, sweating and nodding in my direction, “but could you swing by Billy’s sometime today?”

      The sheriff set his fork aside, wiped his mouth, and gave the farmhand his full attention. “What happened at Billy’s?”

      “Lost half his flock. All the Ameraucana hens.”

      These Midwesterners knew their livestock. These Ameraucana chickens laid blue eggs in various shades, fetching top dollar at all the farmer markets. To lose a healthy flock was beyond devastating to Billy Crane’s business.

      Of course this was a little nugget of information I’d learned since coming out here. You don’t see too many chickens in Chicago. That’s why I kept my notebooks. I jotted down all the new stuff I learned about farm animals as well as all the tidbits I’d gleaned from treating Others. We might know a lot about different species of chicken, yet the average human knew shit about mythical creatures. Even me, and I was a veterinarian-masquerading medicus.

      “What?” I exclaimed. “That had to be at least a hundred chickens.”

      The men just stared at me, Johnny with his eyebrows slightly raised, and Mason’s eyes bulging out of his head.

      I might (not) have been the long-lost niece of a respected-but-now-deceased member of their community, but I hadn’t grown up here. I was still an outsider. Most people didn’t talk to me unless they had to, and I didn’t talk to them, so it’d shocked Mason Hester that I’d addressed him directly.

      “What?” I said defensively. “I was just out there two days ago, deworming them. And I’d shown Mr. Crane that weak point in their enclosure. Did a coyote get them?”

      The farmhand wrung his cap into a tighter spiral. “Um … well there was a lot of blood. They were cut up pretty bad.”

      “Coyote.” I turned back to my breakfast. Coyotes practically lived in people’s barns around here. But something gnawed at me. Coyotes, like any apex predator, only took what they needed. They wouldn’t have gone on a killing spree just for fun.

      Johnny shifted in his seat, turning his attention back to Mason. “An attack like that would’ve made a lot of noise. Where was Billy for all this?”

      Mason rocked his weight from one foot to the other, squared those massive shoulders. “Well, Billy had just started this new medication, you know”—he lowered his voice to a hoarse whisper, shielding his mouth with his hand, but I had bat ears, remember?—“that Viagra? And him and the missus—”

      Johnny threw up a hand, a flush creeping up from his neckline. “I get the picture.”

      “Long story short, he was so tired after, he slept through the whole dang thing. He was madder than a wet cat this morning, but his wife wouldn’t let him throw out the pills. Said it was the best night she’d ever—”

      “Okay, Mason. I’ll make sure to come out there today.”

      Mason bobbed his head, his brown hair swishing into his eyes. “Thanks, Johnny.”

      “How’s your studying going? You gonna be ready to take your deputy test in a few days?”

      The young man brightened, straightening his shoulders. “I sure am, sir.”

      “Fantastic. See you then.”

      “Thanks, Johnny. I-I mean sir. Sorry to interrupt.”

      When Mason had left, Johnny mopped up the last of his runny egg yolks with a crust of toast and wiped his fingers. Then he took the check, settled his hat back onto those sun-kissed locks, and touched a finger to the rim. “Hope you have a good day, Miss Church.”

      “You, too,” I mumbled at my plate.

      I was still looking at the dregs of my biscuits-and-gravy when the door chimed with his departure. I shoved a bud back into my ear and turned up En Vogue’s “Whatta Man” as Doreen’s stool screeched across the floor.

      “That’s my cue, ladies.” Abandoning her cinnamon roll, Doreen snatched a loaf of homemade bread wrapped in a decorative tea towel off the counter. “Time to put my Catch-A-Man-Bread into action. Come on, Mindy.” The door slammed shut after her ample flanks, her Other assistant hot on her heels, and I could hear her shouting as she chased after her prey, “Oh, Sher-riff!”

      Rolling my eyes, I was about to return to my eavesdropping when one of my burner phones dinged. That had to be Blanche, my holy terror of a receptionist who kept me on task with all the warmth and empathy of a Marine Corps drill instructor. It wasn’t like I was hearing anything of interest other than the chicken massacre, anyway.

      I glanced at the text Blanche had sent me without really reading it. I already knew what it said, or the gist of it anyway. A reminder that my first appointment – Big T – was coming up quick. And he wasn’t someone you kept waiting.

      I chugged the rest of my orange juice like it was beer at a frat party, slung my backpack over my shoulder, and headed for the door.

      Every face turned from its breakfast to watch me go. I was tempted to pop my jacket collar, as if that’d do any good concealing my face or erasing their memories of my psychotic break. Or that I’d just had breakfast with the town’s most respected member.

      Jolene rapped her fuchsia nails against the countertop. “Eyes on your coffee, people. See you tomorrow, hon,” she called after me.
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      In autumn, the sun didn’t creep over the horizon until at least 7:30 am. And I mean creep. It was practically skulking like a criminal when it finally stained the indigo sky with pitifully pale streaks of melon orange and yellow.

      But at this early hour, the townsfolk were nowhere near the Galastone Farm’s corn maze. They waited until the kiddies were out of school and the sun had reached its full strength before coming to the farm for hayrides and apple picking.

      Which was fine by me. I didn’t like crowds – which is why Blanche had arranged a deal with Sheriff Galastone for the early morning private use of his corn maze – and while Cornish Roost at population 3,649 wasn’t nearly as crowded as Chicago, any gathering of ten or more people was just an opportunity for someone to sneak close and shank you in the kidneys.

      My client didn’t care for crowds either, being a solitary beast, but he hated mornings. Might as well have been a vampire. You know, when they’d been immortal and deathly afraid of getting a tan and not the poorly adjusted reverted-to-humans they were today. Seemed like when the gods left and took their magic, all the half-breeds turned human again.

      Vampires, werewolves, werefoxes … were-whatever really. Of course there were other types of half-breeds out there – hello only a million mythologies – and even as a medicus I hadn’t seen them all.

      Tiberius the minotaur met me at the corn maze where two cups of hot cider were waiting for us on a hay bale, courtesy of Johnny’s fauns. A plaid-sporting scarecrow with a goofy smile on his canvas face watched over the mugs, one arm pointing toward the entrance. I’d actually only met the owner of this town-favorite establishment, Johnny Galastone, twice.

      Sure, we’d seen each other around town dozens of times over the last six months, but I’d always high-tailed it in another direction.

      Going down the same grocery aisle at Walmart? Nope! You suddenly remembered you needed something on the opposite end of the store.

      Running low on fuel when you pull into the gas station? Nah, you didn’t really need gas. You wanna live on the edge and see if that ‘E’ really does mean ‘Empty.’

      Want to eat at the local diner and catch up on the gossip around town? You figure out when he eats and then show up waaay early, shovel it down, and get the EmptyHell outta there.

      You don’t get on a first name basis with the local law enforcement officers if you’re a fugitive, and you especially don’t get involved with them if you think they’re smoking hot.

      The first time we’d met was six months ago. I guess I’d made an impression, because he always had two mugs of cider waiting for us at no cost. But it was probably just that Midwestern hospitality. But Blanche could’ve threatened him, too.

      The second time was this morning at the diner, and I know I’d made an impression then. No one was ever gonna forget the loner with the curly brown hair practically seizing and the golden-boy sheriff stepping in to help her. Which might explain why these mugs of cider were different … they had cinnamon sticks in them.

      Pity-sticks, more like it.

      I nodded to the minotaur. “G’morning, Big T.”

      The minotaur was as shaggy as a yak with great black horns and a red scarf looped around his neck. He rubbed his hands in the scarf, trying to chafe some warmth back into them. “Is it? Is it really? The sun’s not even out yet, and it’s cold.”

      “It’s sixty degrees out. Downright balmy.”

      “I used to guard the labyrinth to Tartarus. I like heat.”

      “Then move to Florida.”

      “Ugh. And live with all those afancs and scitalis?” He shuddered, his hide rippling like it was trying to shed a pesky fly. “I don’t think so.”

      I just rolled my eyes and handed him a mug of cider. It was still steaming. He was so massive, the mug disappeared as he pinched it between his forefinger and thumb.

      Wincing, he tossed the cinnamon stick aside and slammed the cider back like it was a shot of bootleg moonshine. “Ugh. That’s vile.”

      “You don’t have to drink it.”

      “That’d be rude, wouldn’t it?” he snapped.

      I cocked an eyebrow at his tone. “Tiberius, I think it’s best you said your mantra now. Besides, what would Mindy say?”

      At the mention of the bovine Other he was courting, his tufted ears immediately lowered. He took a purging breath and let it out slowly through his nostrils. “I am a good minotaur. I am not a mindless killing machine. I will express myself with calm words, not my fists.”

      “That was very good.”

      “Sorry, Frances.”

      Nodding, I accepted his apology.

      Tiberius was like a Cane Corso, a Rottweiler, a Dogo Argentino: so huge and muscular that without good and consistent training, he could lose his temper and squish us mere humans like bugs.

      The minotaur smacked his lips and, with surprising delicacy, set the mug back on the hay bale. “But seriously, would it kill Johnny to spike it with a little blood? Just a splash of O negative—”

      I waved my hands. “We’re not having this discussion again. You don’t get to eat humans anymore, Tiberius. Now go warm up.”

      Grumbling, Tiberius planted his hands on his hairy waist and rolled his hips in wide circles. I fished a map out of my backpack and followed it through the maze at a jog. In the center was a ‘Congratulations’ banner and a large wooden platform with a ladder. It was tall enough to tower over the tasseled tops of the corn, letting a maze moderator see if anyone should wave a flag in distress.

      I didn’t take the ladder. Instead I climbed the fifteen feet using the supports and rolled over the edge. It was no precipice overlooking the splendor of Yellowstone, but any practice was good practice.

      Once on my feet, I put one of the buds in my ear and scrolled through my music until the theme song of “Rocky” popped up. Ridiculously appropriate. If only Tiberius could hear it. As the trumpets blared, I cupped one hand around the side of my mouth and prepped a stopwatch. “Ready Player One!”

      “How many times must I tell you I don’t get your pop-culture references?” the minotaur bellowed back.

      “I’ll take that as a ‘yes’. Aaannnd, go!”

      The minotaur thundered through the corn stalks. Unlike me, he didn’t get a map. He had to rely on his memory, just like he did millennium ago.

      Except he had a handicap: a torn ACL.

      It was healed now – he could leg press more weight than the gym could offer – it was just his mind we had to heal. He didn’t trust his knee, and that always led to another injury. Using a maze where he had to forget about his injury would strengthen not only his joints, but also his confidence.

      “Pick up the pace, you lazy lump of lard,” I shouted. “You’re two seconds behind!”

      I didn’t like yelling derogatory things at my clients, but nothing pushed Tiberius harder than when he was insulted. I’d called him a momma’s calf, T-Bone the Ball-less Wonder, Brisket Boy, you got the picture. But given that’s what mortals often did when they tried his labyrinth, nothing gave him greater pleasure than hunting them down and ripping their heads off.

      The Bet was how we worked around him reliving his glory days, ensuring he saw me as a trainer and not a prize to dismember.

      It was beautiful out here in the autumn, the sugar maples gleaming like fire, the bees buzzing in one last pollen raid before the frost claimed the last of the blooms. Birds fluttered among the stalks, chirping encouragement. Panpipe music drifted from the fauns working in the abutting orchards, and applewood smoke curled from the barbeque pits behind the restaurant on top of the hill.

      Half an hour past dawn and the meager heat wasn’t strong enough to burn away the bluish mist that still stuck to the low ground. Shadows clung to the remnants of the night, and more than once I turned around in response to the hair rising up on the nape of my neck.

      I yanked the bud out of my ear and deafened myself to the thundering minotaur so I could concentrate. I was at my most vulnerable at this time, beta-blockers be GoneGodDammed, but I hadn’t survived this long without taking a few risks.

      Unbidden, lyrics from Gwen Stefani’s pop classic slipped past my nervous lips. “’Cause I ain’t no hollaback girl, I ain’t no—”

      It was nothing. Twice.

      Not good. That meant I was going insane, and the beta-blockers weren’t working anymore. As if I needed another reminder of my little scene at Jolene’s. GoneGodDamn it.

      I turned back to the Thomas Kinkade pastoral serenity that was being systematically destroyed by the snorting blasts of a frustrated once-mythical creature. Tiberius’s hooves pounded against the beaten earth, his shaggy hindquarters straining to pick up the pace.

      The minotaur reached the center of the maze at last, throwing his fists into the air in his best Rocky impression.

      Huh, guess he’d heard the music after all.

      He smiled as I climbed down the platform. Or rather, he did something with this teeth and mouth that he assumed was an accurate representation of this human gesture. His teeth bared like he was a rabbit preparing to snap a tufted clover head from its stem.

      “How was that?” he demanded.

      “Ten seconds faster.”

      “What?” The minotaur slashed the nearest cornstalks with his taloned fingertips, scattering husks like confetti.

      “You got hung up in that northwest portion with the three dead-ends.”

      “I did not!”

      “The stopwatch doesn’t lie, T.”

      “Lemme see that—”

      I smacked his hairy hand away. “Uh-uh. I remember what happened to the last five stopwatches you thought were lying.”

      “You’re just trying to get out of our bet,” he snorted. “You don’t want to make good.”

      The Bet was as serious as it was simple. If he improved his time by ten percent, I bought the ice cream, regardless of the season. For someone who craved heat, he had an odd affinity for praline pecan butter-ripple. And paying for a cone large enough to support a gallon-sized scoop at ice cream parlor prices was a bit taxing on a fugitive’s bank account.

      Without releasing my grip on the stopwatch, I turned it around so he could see the flashing time. Deep in the recesses of my backpack, one of my phones rang. Ignoring it, I thrust the stopwatch above my head so Tiberius didn’t have to stoop to read it. “Five minutes, thirty-eight point five-six seconds, Big T. Your best last week was five-forty-eight. You needed a five-thirteen minimum. Go do your cool down. And then I’d like a single scoop black raspberry in a sugar cone, please and thank you.”

      “No,” he bellowed, slashing another section of innocent cornstalk bystanders. His dark eyes blazed. “Again.”

      My phone rang a second time, but I ignored it, too. Adrenaline was kicking in now that I had a pissed off minotaur on my hands. No calming mantra was going to solve this.

      I’d never seen him this angry, not even when he’d come to me with his wounded pride and torn ACL. Backing away, I raised my hands to shoulder level. Ready to rip the machete out of its sheath under my jacket or to dive between the support beams under the platform. It’d be easier to dodge a swipe of those talons behind oak four-by-fours instead of being exposed on the ladder. “Tiberius, I know you’re frustrated, but I need you to—”

      “I can do this, Frances!”

      Despite every nerve telling me to run, I paused. He’d never said that before. He’d never been so adamant about succeeding before. My hand had actually tightened around the handle at the nape of my neck. I was actually a little ashamed of myself. Heart pounding, I released the worn wooden hilt and nodded solemnly. “Okay, Big T. Reset.”

      That was when all three phones started ding-ding-dinging like a handbell choir that had suddenly decided to partake in a communal epileptic seizure. “Just a sec, T.” I rummaged through my backpack for one of the three burner phones. I should’ve never given her all three numbers. “Lemme just stop all this damn ringing.” I flipped open the phone – I liked old tech, so sue me – and shoved it against my ear. “What?”

      “Excuse me, little lady?” a voice screeched.

      Fairy farts. It was always a mistake to start a phone call with Blanche that way.

      “Don’t you ‘what’ me! You may pay the bills around here, but so help me I’ll strap you down and get the drill out. Eight root canals, little lady, and no baby numb gum either. That’s what’s in store for you if you keep ignoring my calls.”

      “I’m sorry, Blanche. Blanche?”

      The voice screamed some more. It was loud enough I had to hold it a good foot away from my ear. Even Tiberius winced. “I’ve been calling you—”

      “I’m aware,” I said, frowning. I heard something other than her shrill scream, something rustling through the corn. “I’m with Tiber—”

      “You don’t say? I make the schedules around here, remember? Your next appointment wouldn’t wait in the office, the stuck-up bi—”

      I tried using my best bedside manner voice. “That’s okay, Blanche. I can—”

      “Don’t you use that make-nice voice with me, little lady. Eight root canals, remember? But that’s nothing compared to what I’m going to do to that diva. I’m gonna saw those pearly whites out of her head faster than an African poacher with a hard-on for ivory.”

      “—meet her wherever she feels most comfortable,” I finished, pinching the bridge of my nose with a sigh.

      That was part of a medicus’s job. Meet the client halfway. Humans hadn’t been the best of hosts, now that we had to share the Earth, and Others had developed trust issues. Go figure.

      “Not the problem,” she shrieked. “It’s that she’s—”

      The rustling had grown louder, and as the cornstalks parted, I saw what the problem was. And it had nothing to do with that horrible dermatitis covering her skin.

      Long lustrous hair, pouty lips, breasts large enough to cause wind shear if she moved too quickly. And below the midriff, the body of a snake slithered behind her.

      A nagini.

      Tiberius threw his head up at her scent, nostrils flaring. His liquid brown eyes turned red.

      Snakes. The archenemies of all bovines.

      “Blanche? I’m gonna have to call you back.”

      “Don’t you dare hang up the phone when I’m yelling at y—”

      The phone slipped from my hand. “Son-of-a-biscuit.”
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      “Snake,” Tiberius roared.

      I immediately stepped in front of him, pressing one hand against his fur. His muscle was taut behind the wool, straining. He actually scraped a hoof against the ground with a snort.

      Turning back to the female nagini, I gave her a warning shake of my head. “You really shouldn’t be here, ma’am.”

      She slithered to the left so she could glare around me. “Who are you calling a snake, you cloven-hooved buffoon?”

      “Buffoon?” Tiberius took a stomping step forward, sliding me across the husk strewn ground. I might as well have been a fly.

      “T, we talked about how to manage your anger. Remember to breathe.”

      Gritting his teeth, the minotaur rubbed his temples with two fingers and snorted a breath that blasted my brown curls straight out behind my head. “Ommm … Ommm …”

      I waved the nagini off. “Please, ma’am, I’ll see you at the office—”

      “But this is an emergency,” she shrilled. She continued to slither, heedless of the effect it was having on the minotaur, until her serpentine lower half was in neat coils for my inspection. “Just look at my skin.”

      “OMMMMM.”

      Yeah, it resembled tree bark with its mess of unshed scales and sores. But a skin infection would be the least of her problems if this minotaur got his hands around her throat.

      “I can pay you.” She slipped a hand, I don’t know where, but it came back with a palmful of gems and gold coins.

      Real money. Or at least something I could pawn for real money. Most of the Others just paid in trade because whatever had passed as currency to them was nothing more than a trinket in this GoneGodWorld. Magical items were no longer that, and enchanted scissors that could make a dress just by cutting the fabric were no better than garden shears now. Tiberius actually paid me in meat from the deer he hunted; he skinned and gutted and literally tore them into pieces manageable for the chest freezers in the garage.

      Maybe Tiberius suspected my resolve was weakening at the sight of actual currency, as his “oms” trailed off. To my utter surprise, the minotaur tried to be polite. “We are not done with our session,” he rumbled. “Since this is such an … emergency, I’ll cut our time short after I run the maze again.”

      I was tempted to give this massive killing machine a big bear hug, but we weren’t out of the woods yet.

      The nagini flicked a manicured hand at him. “You look fine. Me, on the other hand, hashtag hot-mess.”

      My eye twitched as my hand slid away from the minotaur’s stomach. I wasn’t convinced I wanted to restrain him any longer. “Did you just … hashtag yourself?”

      “Are you the medicus or what? I had to come all the way out here to the middle of this GoneGods-forsaken field—”

      “You really didn’t.”

      “—because I am having, like, the worst day—”

      “Dermatitis like that doesn’t just appear in one day.”

      “—and I really need someone to witness the horror that is my life.” She wiped a dribbling line of mascara out from under her eye. The gold bracelets jingled on her wrists as she fanned herself.

      “Your name’s not Karen, is it?” I asked.

      “It’s Priyanka!”

      “Miss Priyanka, I’d be delighted to help you, but back at the office. I’m not quite finished here.”

      “But I have a date tonight!”

      “Feh,” Tiberius snorted. “Lady, no make-up in the world is going to fix that shag rug you call your skin in eight hours.”

      The nagini loomed to her full height, which was five feet taller than me and one foot taller than Tiberius. Her sequined halter-top looked no different than chainmail as it glittered in the sunlight. “Shag rug?” she screamed, eyes flashing like lightning. “That’s rich coming from you, you brainless bull.”

      Tiberius thrust a finger into her face. “I am a minotaur—”

      I yanked on his arm, trying to lower his accusing finger before the nagini was tempted to bite it off. Her teeth were still full of venom. “Tiberius, don’t start—”

      “Tiberius?” Laughing, Priyanka wrapped her slim arms over her voluptuous chest. “You’re not Minos’s Bull! You’re just an imposter.”

      “There’s more than just one minotaur in the world, you know,” he growled. “Minos’s is just the famous one.”

      I blinked, surprised. “Really? I’ve only read about the one. I just thought—”

      “Look, if Others believed in only the most famous humans, it’d be all Kanye West and Martha Stewart. But there are more than one human in the world, aren’t there?”

      “Yeah, of course. And more than one nationality, skin color …” I trailed off, biting my lip. I could see where he was going with this. “Aaand I’m guessing it’s the same for you guys.”

      The minotaur nodded, slashing the air with his horns. “Yes, there are many of us. For instance, one’s serving up pizza in Paradise Lot, I’m here, another’s working for a mobster—”

      “In Chicago?” I asked, paler than paper birch. It’d taken months to semi-tame this minotaur. I didn’t need one that actually thirsted for my blood hunting me down.

      “No, somewhere else. New York, I think.”

      “You all look the same to me,” Priyanka sniffed, flicking her hair over her shoulder. “We nagini might be half woman, half serpent, but we are as varied as the jewels we used to guard. Some said we were more beautiful than the treasure itself.”

      “And look at you now,” Tiberius sneered. “Wrinkles and chronic dandruff. What would you call that? Hashtag sexy?”

      Screeching, the nagini smacked me aside like I didn’t weigh a hundred-and-fifty pounds and lunged at the minotaur. Her sore-covered coils wrapped around his midsection as her nails clawed for his eyes. Tiberius snatched her wrists and yanked, pulling her face in to impale on his horns. She jabbed him in the spine with her pointed tail, forcing his head back with a roar. Before she could sink her teeth into his throat and inject her venom, I jumped into the fray.

      “Stop it,” I shouted as I climbed the mass of writing bodies. I grabbed one of the nagini’s coils and used Tiberius’s knee to shove myself higher. I was practically perched on the minotaur’s shoulder like a parrot, holding onto one of his horns for support while my foot braced against Priyanki’s sternum. I had wanted to use both feet for better leverage, but there just wasn’t enough space for both them and her breasts on her chest. Each of the Others had a hand clamped around their opponent’s throat. Panting, I felt a pulse of energy – excitement? Battle lust? – ripple down into my toes as the three of us locked into a stalemate.

      “Frances,” Tiberius wheezed. “You’ll … get hurt.”

      I gave his horn a yank and her chest a shove, trying to break them apart. “I said stop. You are a good minotaur, remember? You’re supposed to use calm words, not your fists. You came up with that mantra, Tiberius, not me.”

      “But she called me a brainless bull,” the minotaur whined.

      “I’ve called you worse!”

      “Yes, but you didn’t mean it. D-did you?”

      “Of course not!”

      “He called me a shag rug,” the nagini complained.

      “He called your skin that, and let’s face it, that’s hashtag hard truth. But you two are Others. You shouldn’t be fighting. You have enough trouble getting along with humans. Why fight a war on two fronts? I can help you. Both of you. Just. Let. Go.”

      They didn’t move. I think Tiberius had actually considered it, but the nagini was deaf to my pleas. Her eyes glittered like chips of amber; his jaw clenched hard enough I could hear his teeth grinding.

      They weren’t going to let go.

      They were going to squeeze the life out of each other because they were natural enemies. A medicus couldn’t have possibly overturned centuries of prejudice simply because she’d said ‘let go.’

      They came to that realization the same moment I did. A hiss boiled up from the nagini’s throat as a bellow rose from Tiberius’s.

      “Stop it,” I screamed, but my voice was no longer my own. It had that same three-octave quality I’d heard only once before.

      The fire bloomed in my blood, and the psionic blast threw the three of us apart.
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      I stared up at the blue sky with its patchwork of white clouds, ears ringing, when a shadow appeared.

      My brain was no better than scrambled eggs. Through a pain-filled blur, I could only process that the shadow had those spiraled horns I’d seen on my trail cameras this morning.

      It slunk behind me and wiggled a clawed hand under each of my armpits.

      I was too dazed to be afraid. I was too dazed to do much more than groan when the shadow hauled me to my feet with the same effort it’d take to right a ragdoll. I could see the corn maze then, flattened, Tiberius in the rubble of what used to be the platform, and the female nagini nowhere in sight. Any thoughts about their well-being evaporated when those claws returned. They brushed the debris from my clothes, a little too roughly, like they weren’t used to performing delicate tasks. If I wasn’t bruised already, I certainly would be after this.

      I was recovered enough to gasp when he came around to my front to comb my hair back behind my ears. My brown curls were a mess, but the gesture was undeniably sweet. And terrifying.

      The Other before me was unlike anything I’d ever seen. Eight feet tall with horns spiraling from its skull like those of a Kudu antelope. They shimmered with the dark iridescence of an abalone shell, as did the rest of his reptilian body. A long neck and an incredibly long tail, thickly muscled arms and legs. A row of striped spikes rippled down his spine like the quills of a porcupine.

      And his eyes. Coals with seams of smoldering red.

      “Who … who are you?”

      At my question, the Other tucked his six-inch claws under his chin and disappeared into the forest. He moved so quick, he was looming over me one moment and a literal blink later, he was gone, the grass still rippling from his passage.

      So … that wasn’t a wayward herd of Scottish Highlanders I saw this morning. That was him. Appearing in two trail cameras over an acre apart in less than a second. I raked my hands through my mane of curls, tugging on my scalp. No, no, no.

      I had taken precautions. I had stayed off the grid. I had emptied my bank account that night, before the Family could recover and send their dogs after me. Sure, I had to burn my 401k, but I had my life and enough cash to clean out all the Visa prepaid cards at the corner store with enough left over for a bus ticket. There was no way …

      But there were Others out there. Wily ones. And this one had found me.

      He must’ve been the Other that’d kept raising the hair on the back of my neck during Tiberius’s session.

      So I didn’t imagine it.

      Which made me not crazy.

      Except I sorta still was, because the voice came back twice today, despite my music and pills. And now I had a stalker.

      Great.

      No doubt he was just making sure I didn’t hurt myself so the Family could come and do it themselves. Upset the life I was making out here, make an example out of me, and terrify the people of Cornish Roost while they were at it.

      I was still in a painful haze, swaying on my feet, when the fauns found me. They eased me into a wheelbarrow half-full of apples and rolled me away while the rest of the flock frolicked through the corn with their panpipes to collect the minotaur and discover the nagini.

      With numb fingers, I fished the iPod out of my pocket. Its screen was cracked like a shattered mirror, and the earbuds were missing. I’d have to survive this headache the old-fashioned way. Groaning, my head slumped back onto the lumpy hill of apples as my vision flickered out.
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      Buzzing. Not wings. Electric static.

      It was the lightbulb dangling over me in its blown-glass shade. There was music too, something soft and moody, and the swish-swish-swish of a rag drying off glassware.

      I was in a restaurant.

      Of the three food-serving establishments in this town, only one was worthy of being called a true restaurant, and I didn’t want to be indebted to the man more than I already was. I had to get out of here.

      Despite the pounding of my head, I lurched upright. Of course I immediately regretted it. Groaning, I kept my eyes shut so the room didn’t swim and rifled around in my pocket for my iPod. My fingers grazed against its cracked screen, and it hurt to remember that it was broken. If I could get to my truck and the radio, I’d stand a chance.

      “Woah, there,” a voice cautioned. “Not so fast.”

      I smacked the hand away and forced my eyes open. It was dark in here, which helped, but the mood lighting from the lamp above me gleamed in the eight pairs of eyes clustered around my knees. Curly brown hair, ruddy skin, green eyes.

      Man from the waist up and goat from the waist down.

      Fauns.

      Standing in the midst of them was Johnny Galastone. He’d exchanged his sheriff’s uniform for clothes more fitting a we’re-not-open-yet restaurant manager. He had that red-and-black plaid shirt rolled up past his elbows and those crinkly food-handling gloves on his hands. “You’ve got a nasty scratch on your head.”

      Twisting around, I grabbed a laminated menu and stared at my reflection. I looked like I’d just spent the night outside gallivanting with nymphs during a Samhain festival. Appalled, I threw the menu aside and wiggled to the edge of the table.

      Johnny pressed a hand against my shoulder. “That blast knocked you over a hundred yards. I would’ve taken you to the hospital except you kept screaming at me not to.”

      You remember what I’d said about hospitals, right? Death traps for fugitives on the run from the mob.

      But I still winced. “I … did?”

      He nodded. “You were very … adamant.”

      Fairy farts. That meant I’d used every cuss word in my vocabulary and had probably said very unkind things about his mother. I wiggled some more, hoping to push past him and bolt out the door.

      His hand tightened. GoneGodDamn, he was strong. “I don’t think you should be mov—”

      “I’m fine.”

      “But your cut—”

      “It’s shallow. I’ll just clean it and put some iodine—”

      “Well I can do that.”

      Before I could protest, he stepped between my knees. I froze, and, not knowing what else to do with them, I pressed my trembling hands against my thighs. Nobody got this close to me. That was Rule Two. Because if they got close, they could shank you in the kidneys.

      Or in the heart.

      I fought to stay still as one crinkly glove tilted my chin toward the light, and the other dabbed the cut clean with lukewarm water.

      “I would’ve called someone,” he murmured, intent on his work, “but I couldn’t find any ID on you.”

      Duh-doy. I’d left my wallet stashed in a rip in the passenger seat of my truck. You think any self-respecting fugitive kept her ID on her?

      “And those … phones don’t have any saved contacts or call histories. Guess your vet practice is word of mouth only, huh?”

      “You went through my stuff?” I shrilled.

      I tried to yank my chin out of his hand but he kept a firm grip on it. My hands hovered above my thighs, ready to tighten into fists to ram him in the kidneys. Kidney shots were always a winner. And if that didn’t work, I’d knee him in the groin and give the expression ‘bust a nut’ a whole new meaning.

      Johnny adjusted the tilt of my chin so he could look me in the eye. “I’m a cop, remember? You were discovered incoherent at a scene of an attack. Frankly, it’s a miracle you’re even alive. I was fully within my rights to notify your emergency contacts. Of which you don’t have any.”

      “You … you didn’t look through anything else?”

      “No.” He said it slow, so I’d understand he was telling the truth. “Just the phones. You know you have a tooth in there, right? Looks like a dog’s canine—”

      “What about Tiberius? And the nagini?”

      “Big T’s fine. Sleeping. The fauns couldn’t move him, so he’s in that pile of kindling that was my platform. The nagini’s been rolled to the duck pond. She’s sleeping too.”

      At least those two were okay. Sort of. “Could you have one of your fauns sprinkle her scales with salt? I don’t have enough on me, and I’ll reimburse you.”

      He looked confused. “Salt? Wouldn’t that hurt?”

      “Nope. With Others, it acts like an anticoagulant, slows down their healing. It’s also a great anti-inflammatory when used topically.”

      “Huh. Sure.” He dabbed at my wound again.

      “A-and would you have them call me when they wake up?”

      “You gonna leave a number?”

      I cocked an eyebrow. “Are you asking me for one?”

      A smile flickered across his lips. “I’ll need to get your statement later somehow.”

      “Just call Blanche. She knows how to get in touch with me.”

      “Ah, Blanche. And the Others?”

      “They have her number too.”

      “I see. Now quit fidgeting.”

      I had to look somewhere that wasn’t his stunning green eyes, so I focused on the plaid shirt. Except he’d left the top two buttons undone, and a V of tanned skin rippled under the shirt as he moved. I quickly looked elsewhere, which just happened to be his shiny belt buckle the size of my hand keeping his jeans snug on his hips just above—

      Flushing, I wiggled my chin out of his hand. “I-I’m fine, Johnny. I mean, Mr. Galastone. Son-of-a-biscuit, Sheriff Galastone.”

      Those sand-colored eyebrows arched skyward.

      “’Cause I ain’t no hollaback—” Mortified, I clamped my hands over my mouth and scooched my butt off the table. “I’m sorry, I gotta go. Just send me a bill for the—”

      Johnny caught me as I pitched forward and firmly pushed me down onto the booth’s brown leather cushion. “You can leave when you can walk.” He peeled the gloves off his hands and set a basket of steaming rolls with a pot of apple butter on the table where my butt had been. “In case you’re hungry.”

      “I just need to sit for a minute. You don’t need to feed me. Again.”

      His shoulders lifted in a nonchalant shrug, but his green eyes fixed me with a knowing look. “The restaurant doesn’t open for another few hours. Maybe you can take a look at Paul before you go.”

      I knew better than to open my mouth to protest. Johnny was too smart not to have figured out what I’d been up to in this town for the last few months. I’d reverted to my old ways of veterinarian medicine, but I was still taking the odd Other-in-need job on the side. How else would you explain a human doing physical therapy with a minotaur in the middle of a deserted corn maze?

      “In the meantime,” he said in that Midwestern drawl, “don’t waste the apple butter. The fauns made it fresh this morning.”

      Like most folks living in Cornish Roost, Johnny had more than one job to make ends meet. There was a reason why agricultural communities tended to be on the poorer side. Whatever millions the farmers made off of their harvest quickly disappeared in the form of machinery rentals, hospital bills for workplace maiming, seed storage fees for next year’s sowing, and EmptyHeaven help you if you had a bad harvest. Though orchard husbandry was a lot less risky, the profit was pretty low, too.

      So Johnny was the county sheriff, the owner and operator of Galastone Farm and its adjoining Galastone Tavern where they sold hard apple cider brewed at his very own – you guessed it – Galastone Brewery.

      Apples were this man’s life.

      And he certainly knew his business, because this apple butter was downright delicious.

      I was using my third roll to scoop the dregs of the brown butter out of the pot when Paul the faun limped up to my booth. With his permission, I lifted him onto the table and looked at his swollen hoof. An egg-sized pocket of pus stared back at me. Hello, abscess! Something in the orchard must’ve stabbed him between hoof and pastern, and since Others don’t get health insurance, he’d left it untreated.

      This was going to hurt. A lot.

      Fauns were everywhere in this place – at least before the humans came in for the lunch rush – so there was no shortage of hands to help me with Paul. Harold got a disposable plastic container from the kitchen as well as a metal roasting skewer; David and Brian raided the freezer for ice; Leonidas returned with a bottle of honey from the pantry.

      I unscrewed the lid and handed the honey to Paul. “Drink up.”

      Human and animal sedatives like xylazine and propofol don’t always work on Others, and I knew from trial and error that if you wanted to knock out a valkyrie to set her wing, you gave her low-sodium ketchup at least thirty minutes before the procedure. For fauns, it was honey. But keep the dose low enough, and you had an effective painkiller, too.

      David pressed ice wrapped in a tea towel against Paul’s foot as Brian heated the metal skewer to red over the little ambiance candle. I rinsed my hands with the rubbing alcohol from the med-kit that Johnny had conveniently left on the table and waited for Paul to slump back in a stupor. When he was out, mouth slack and snoring like a lion, I lanced the abscess.

      Harold held the plastic container steady to capture the pus even as his face turned a green to match his eyes. Leonidas fainted, spilling the remains of the honey over the hardwood floor. I squirted peroxide into the wound, and a foaming mixture of red-and-white bubbled out like a baking soda volcano. That’s when Harold lost his breakfast, vomiting all over my boots. He set Brian off, who tripped over an unconscious Leonidas on his way to the bathroom and ended up purging his stomach all over the bathroom door.

      David was the last faun standing, and he was sitting on the table by Paul’s snoring head, petting his friend’s limp hand with little there-there pats. I finished the rustic procedure myself, pressing a wad of napkins against the tender skin before replacing the ice pack to reduce the swelling.

      That’s when Johnny came out of his office, eyes wide at the collection of vomiting and unconscious fauns in his dining room. Speechless, his mouth dropped open, arms lifting in a way that could only be described as what in the EmtpyHell just happened? I just gave him a sheepish smile.

      Dragging a hand over his face, he turned on his heel. “I’m getting the mop.”

      “Sorry for making your corn maze and restaurant a mess,” I called after him. “But thank you for the apple butter! It was really delicious!”
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      I picked up a used iPod at the local music-and-comic-book store, along with a CD of Whitney Houston’s Greatest Hits, and took the long way back to my office. The street curved in a traffic circle around the weathered statue of a corn goddess whose name had long since been forgotten.

      Crazy Carl was on the square, walking briskly as he swatted at the imaginary flies that buzzed about his head. Well, some were imaginary. It was the afternoon, which meant he was on his way to his shift at the recycling sorting facility. He was always picking up odd jobs, and the mom-and-pop shops were always quick to hire him for menial tasks no one else wanted to do.

      Penny, his faithful red hound, trailed diligently after him without a leash.

      The street took me away from him, spitting me out on a pothole ridden road which meandered around the hills and farm country before a rundown packinghouse appeared on the right.

      You’d be surprised how much a packinghouse had in common with a medical clinic. Stainless steel everything, floors with drains, fantastic ventilation, huge tables, larger sinks, and top-of-the-line lighting fixtures. All I needed were the drugs, suture, and instruments, which weren’t that hard to acquire if you’re willing to be flexible with whom you sourced it from.

      This place was off the books, rented out under a pseudonym – thanks coyotl – and you only ever got invited here if you were an Other who I couldn’t treat in the field. That is, if you survived the application process.

      If I’d learned anything useful from my time with the mob, it’s that the head honcho never did anything himself. Unless he wanted to send a message. The deadly kind. Why do you think it was always the lackeys who got jail time while the big cat lounged by the pool while a nubile bimbo in a string bikini and stilettos slathered him with tanning oil?

      So I set up a similar system. I had an identity to protect, after all.

      You went through two middlemen before you even got to my receptionist. And they all owed me. Big time. You save a life here and there – Midwestern farm life and its associated machinery were downright deadly – and you earn someone’s loyalty real quick.

      The first was Jemima, and she wasn’t that easy to impress.

      And I wasn’t talking about that sweet woman on the syrup bottle. This one’s as mean as a hornet who’d cut your throat faster than you could spit. She’s a mau, a cat-like servant of the goddess Bast, complete with spotted skin and long white whiskers. She looked after the feral cat colony in town, much to many people’s annoyance, and I’d had to pump her stomach after she’d eaten poison-laced steak tartare. They’d never found out who’d poisoned her, but a certain someone had moved way upstate the very next day. Anyway, Jemima worked as a bartender at Last Crossing – one of those watering holes with colored lights strung inside and out to cut through the haze of cigarette smoke – and you know how people are. They’ll tell a bartender anything.

      She forwarded any leads to Denis the troll (saved his life after a bridge had collapsed on him), who vetted them and used his club on those who’d cause trouble, and then they came to Blanche.

      It was that three-foot terror that you should really fear.

      You stiff her on a bill, and let’s just say there wouldn’t be any anesthesia when she dug a tooth out of your head.

      Yeah, she was a tooth fairy.

      Not the smiling, pink-cheeked ones with butterfly wings from the fairy tales (those cousins were all in the Hamptons). She was a tooth fairy from the Black Forest: pot-bellied with spindly arms and legs, fangs, a double set of iridescent wings like that of a dragonfly, plus a pair of shiny, perfectly black eyes. And when she was really pissed, she’d slip into her native tongue and swear in German.

      While at work, she wore a child’s size white lab coat over her lacy hot pink negligee. She was under the mistaken impression that the pink was a pleasant contrast to her navy-blue skin, but nobody had the balls to correct her. She upped her glam with false eyelash extensions and pearl studs in her pointy ears. Except they weren’t pearls. They were the molars she’d plucked out of a tobacco farmer’s mouth for reneging on a deal.

      “Blanche,” I called, shrugging out of my jacket. “Did you see the paper this morning? We need to talk.”

      “Crowns and cavities! What did you do?” her shrill voice echoed from the back.

      “Excuse me?”

      “I just got off the phone with Johnny. What’s this I hear about Tiberius and Miss Priyanka being unconscious?”

      “Hey, that’s way better than dead. Which was where they were headed if I hadn’t intervened. Give me a little credit, Blanche.”

      Her beady eyes narrowed. “You or it?”

      Rule Two didn’t apply to Blanche. She might have been my receptionist and part-time surgical assistant, but she was the only one in town whom I trusted enough with my secret.

      It didn’t hurt I ensured her loyalty by giving her all the teeth I had good reason to extract.

      The last tooth given had been the size of a mini refrigerator from a hill giant who’d broken it off on a particularly old ox. When I’d told Blanche she could have it … well, let’s just say it was Christmas in July. I wasn’t sure what she did with them, but I could guess, given that she treated some like gemstones and others like succulent prime rib roasts.

      I just fixed her with a sour look.

      She zipped to her desk and snatched up the phone. “I’ll call the pharmacy and get them to up your dose of beta-blockers.”

      “Why now?” Scrubbing my face, I sank into a squeaky roller-chair. “Everything was fine. I was fine. And then I read the paper this morning and bam—”

      “Well you know you’re more susceptible when you’re doing mundane things.”

      “But it was twice, Blanch. Twice. Voices at breakfast. Psionic blast at therapy.”

      “So much for Rule Three.” Blanche crossed her spindly arms over her saggy chest, drumming her bony fingers on one emaciated bicep. “Were you listening to your music?”

      “Not at breakfast! That’s when I get the local news. And at therapy I had one earbud in.”

      “Maybe you need to scramble your playlist again. You know when you stick to one genre—”

      “Eminem followed by Bach and then Michael Bublé? You wanna explain to me how I need to scramble that?”

      The tooth fairy pursed her dark blue lips. “Listen here, only one of us is allowed to be a snarky queen, and that’s me. Anyway, your next appointment isn’t until this afternoon. I need you to run to the store in the meantime.”

      I tugged on my jacket, rolling my shoulders so it settled neatly over my machete. “What do we need now? I thought we were all stocked up.”

      “A hydra’s coming in for an overnight assessment of his irritable bowel syndrome. He needs food or else we can’t do the study.”

      My eyes nearly bulged out of my head when I saw the amount of feed we were going to need. “Blanche, we can’t possibly afford this. The money from the Jin Chan frog is almost gone.”

      “Don’t you worry, boss,” she said, giving me a flirty wink with her eyelash extensions. “Won’t cost us a thing. Barry owes me a favor.”
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      A town as small as Cornish Roost was just large enough to have three major stores besides the smattering of liquor outlets and gas stations. Rural King – for all your farmland needs – Walmart, and Dollar General. If you couldn’t find it in one of those stores, you either didn’t need it, or you needed to go north to Bloomington or southeast to Louisville.

      I got the teenagers working to raise money for their marching band to load the bed of my truck with all the bags of mealworms, fish flakes, and frozen chicken quarters. Rural King would sell you baby chicks and ducklings, even the occasional rabbit, but you had to go to Walmart for the chicken quarters. But there they were waiting with the rest of the bags, wrapped in insulation so they wouldn’t thaw too fast.

      Apparently, Barry’s deal with Blanche had included a complimentary grocery run.

      As I stepped up into my truck, a boy with brown hair in desperate need of a haircut staggered out of the store under the weight of a twenty-pound sack of fertilizer.

      Mason Hester trailed after him, face screwed up in distress. “Wyatt, I can bring that home for you after work if you want.”

      “’S’okay, Mason,” the boy said. “I got this. But Mom could use some more eggs, if Billy’s got some old ones.”

      When the boy eased onto his bicycle to pedal the four miles home, I pulled my truck out in front of him.

      “Miss Church!” the boy exclaimed.

      “Put your stuff in the back, Wyatt,” I said, giving Mason a little nod. Mason breathed a sigh of relief and returned to the store.

      The boy flashed me a huge smile and eagerly loaded his sack and bicycle in the bed. He climbed into the passenger seat, careful to nestle his backpack between his legs, strapped on his seatbelt, and then the chatter started. At least it was only four miles with this motormouth.

      Even since I breezed into town a few months ago, this boy had latched onto me like a tick. If he’d been an adult, I would’ve filed for a restraining order. But he was a good kid, just didn’t have a lot of friends. He was too skinny too, so we stopped at the Sinclair’s gas station for a soft serve ice cream cone. It wasn’t like his momma didn’t provide for him. She held down two jobs and did the laundry for a few folks at night to make sure he had everything he needed.

      Wyatt Palmer was just your typical boy: he never stopped eating.

      He was careful not to drip on my seats, and between licks he pestered me with questions. “What’s all the feed for, miss?”

      “A hydra. And it’s ‘Frances’.”

      “No way. Two heads or seven?”

      “Seven,” I groaned.

      “You ever deal with anything with an infected toenail?”

      “I drained an abscess on a hoof today.”

      “What about a toenail that’s turned all yellow and peeling off?”

      I gave him a sideways glance. “I’d say that was a fungal infection, and you’d have to see a doctor, Wyatt. Do you need me to take you?”

      “I’m asking for a friend.”

      “Uh-huh. This friend gotta name?”

      “Reggie.” He licked his fingers clean and wiped them dry on his jeans. “So what would you use for a fungal infection?”

      “If medical care wasn’t an option, I’d treat with garlic and oregano oil.”

      “Okay, cool. I’ll try that next. They’d have it at the store, right?”

      “By the bucketload.”

      “Good. Because it’s a pretty big toenail.”

      I just rolled my eyes and took the turn off to his trailer. Wyatt and his mother lived on the western outskirts of town, where the land’s more creek and forest than field. He grabbed his bike as I carried the twenty pounds of fertilizer to the chrysanthemums by the front stoop.

      “So what you need fertilizer for?” I asked.

      “For the plants.” He gestured to a few potted tomato plants that’d been shriveled by the last frost.

      “Uh-huh. Good luck with that, Wyatt.” I turned to go when I stopped, frowning. “Wyatt, you like learning about the Others, don’t you?”

      “It’s my favorite subject in school!”

      “Have you ever heard of an Other that looks like a lizard but has horns and porcupine quills?”

      He chewed his bottom lip as he thought. “No, but that sounds awesome!”

      “You still help at the library after school?”

      “Every day until my mom picks me up at six.”

      “You think you could go through the books and find me something? I’ll look into a toenail remedy for you.”

      “It’s a deal!” He grabbed my hand and gave it a firm shake. “Oh, and this is for you.” He unzippered his backpack and extracted a red maple leaf.

      “Wow, thanks. That’s really pretty. You got a whole tree in there?”

      “Nooo,” he said, rolling his eyes. “Just the nice ones. Reggie only takes the best. But he won’t miss one.”

      I ruffled his hair. “I’ll check in with you later, Wyatt.”

      “Thanks for the ride, Miss Frances. See you later!” The boy gave me an energetic wave before dragging the sack across a makeshift bridge and disappearing into the sycamore trees.

      At least he’s not building a bomb.
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      The next morning, I got two surprises when I came into work.

      Normally I liked to get another cup of tea while I updated my notebooks, then do my in-patient care before meeting Others in the field.

      But today, I got to clean up explosive diarrhea before it corroded the aquatic kennel. Yay surprise number one.

      “Guess that was a ‘no’ on the chicken,” I muttered. Don’t ask me how I knew.

      I had my music on, The Verve’s cover of “Bitter Sweet Symphony”, so I didn’t hear the phone ring. All I saw was Blanche zipping across the suite to the loading bay doors.

      “Get out of that tank, you overgrown guppy,” she hollered. “Denis’s got a body!”

      Hello, surprise number two.

      It was an Other, which is why it was here instead of the county coroner’s, and it was someone I knew. Denis not-so-gently – trolls weren’t known for their delicacy – dropped the body onto my exam table.

      Priyanka was frozen with her golden eyes wide open, her cinnamon-colored skin mottled brown with bruising, slash marks tearing her sequined halter top to shreds. Her hands were raised at chest level, as if to ward something off. But it was clear the slashes weren’t the cause of her death. It was the crushed trachea.

      I spun around, gripping the sink for support. “Tiberius,” I whispered.

      Blanche buzzed by my shoulder. “You don’t think—”

      “Call him. Now.”

      I could hear the line ringing from all the way over here.

      “He’s not picking up.”

      Pinching the bridge of my nose, I took a purging breath. “Okay, you keep trying him. You know how hard it is for him to use a cell phone with those huge fingers. Call his employer. Maybe he’s at work at the cattle ranch today. I’m going to deal with … this.”

      Only a proper post-mortem would reveal the clues as to how Priyanka spent her last moments. I wiggled my hands into some blue latex gloves and got to work. Thirty minutes later, I shucked the gloves into the medical waste bin.

      Yep. Crushed trachea. She’d fought – there was skin under her fingernails that I’d scraped into a bag – and two of her fingers were broken. Her scales – remarkably healthy and sore-free – would’ve been beautiful if they’d still held the luster of life.

      “There’s still no response, boss,” Blanche said quietly by my right shoulder.

      “How did they find her?”

      “Jemima smelled her this morning behind the bar. She activated the phone tree, and Denis brought her straight over. Not that she’ll be missed,” Blanche pouted. “You know humans don’t like to deal with Others’ affairs.”

      “It’s still a murder.” I drummed my fingers on the exam table. “Jemima gets there pretty early, doesn’t she?”

      “Yes; she says she needs the money.”

      “And she saw Priyanka there on her date?”

      “Said the nags were still there when she left at midnight.”

      “And it’s eight o’clock now. Huh.”

      “What?” Blanche buzzed right by my shoulder, louder than a swarm of flies.

      I gestured to the frozen statue that was the nagini. “She’s much too stiff. Rigor mortis doesn’t reach its peak until at least twelve hours. It’s just… weird.”

      “So it couldn’t have been Tiberius … right?”

      I didn’t want to think about it. “I want you to call Johnny. Give him the location where the body was found. Have him meet me there.”

      I don’t know what I thought to accomplish. I was just a medicus who couldn’t admit she was a medicus in a town that tolerated Others but didn’t embrace them. And Blanche was right. Local law enforcement rarely liked to get involved in Others’ affairs.

      Unless it was Jason the Gegenees giant, no one would really miss one less Other in this town.

      But Johnny still came to the field of wildflowers behind Last Crossing.

      Jeans, a fleece-lined jacket, buckskin cowboy hat. All he needed was a piece of straw sticking out of the corner of his mouth and a white stallion and he’d be a shoe-in for the Calvin Klein: Midwest Freedom campaign.

      The tawny stalks of the wildflowers were crushed, flattened from the struggle. And it had been one EmtpyHell of a fight. Trampled ground, dried blood, a few lost scales. Johnny kept his hands in his pockets as he walked the perimeter of the scene, careful not to add his own footprints.

      I handed him my necropsy findings, complete with pictures. “For your report.”

      Lifting his hat, he dragged a hand through his sun-kissed hair with a sigh. “I’m not sure what you want me to do here, miss.”

      “Priyanka died here, and her killer is in the wind,” I practically screamed. I thrust the bag of skin flakes at him. “Test these. I scraped them out from under her fingernails this morning. Surely—”

      His hands remained at his sides, his eyes soft. “What would I run those against? There’s no database for Others.”

      “Maybe it was a human—”

      “A human? You think a human could stand a chance against a nagini?”

      “Can’t you do anything? All she wanted to do was go on a date.” I smeared the tears angrily from my cheeks.

      He was quiet a moment. “Have you heard anything from Tiberius?”

      “Do you see any hoof prints here?”

      “No, I don’t. But it was cold last night. The ground wouldn’t have kept any prints.”

      “H-he wouldn’t. That’s not him.”

      He placed a gentle hand on each of my shoulders. “When asking for justice, the outcome might not be what you want. I have to question him.”

      I wrenched away from him. “He’s not answering his phone.”

      “My hands are tied. I have to put an alert out. A murder is still a murder, even if we don’t try Others in court. It’s why I’m not required to book you for tampering with a crime scene. The town needs to know if this was just an accident, or if it has a killer in its midst.”

      “And what if it does? What then? We’ll string him up to hang outside the courthouse? Or burn him like a witch?”

      “What jail cell can hold an Other who’s capable of killing a nagini?”

      “You all are sick,” I spat. I stormed back to my truck.

      “Hey, hey, hey.” Johnny shut the door before I could open it any farther. “Big T is my friend too, you know. Give me the bag.”

      “But you said—”

      “I might know a guy. I have to issue the alert, but I can withhold that Tiberius is a suspect until the skin gets tested. Give me a few hours. And I’ll send someone over to collect the bod – I mean, Miss Priyanka. We’ll keep her in the morgue until we can get a grave dug.”

      Sniffling, I handed him the bag. His hand curled around my fingers and squeezed. “I’ll let you know the minute I find out.”

      “Call Blanche—”

      “I want to call you.”

      Rule Two: don’t let anybody get close. I’d let another nice guy get too close once, and he’d ended up with a piece of floorboard through his heart.

      Pulling away, I wrenched open the door. “Just call Blanche.”

      I strangled the steering wheel for a few minutes before I yanked my backpack into my lap. Rifling through the prepaid Visa cards, cell phones, and the container of salt, I finally extracted my notebook. The tooth Johnny had discovered rolled out onto the seat; I scooped it up before it got lost and secured it in its own private pocket before opening the notebook.

      There were many Others in here, but I flipped to the page with ‘Tiberius the Minotaur’ written across the top. There were the usual stats – weight, height, blood pressure – and notes about his ACL surgery, pain medication regimen – one quart of black cherry juice three times a day, who knew? – a chart of his improving times in the corn maze. And my last entry:

      Tiberius continues to show improvement, not only physically, but mentally as well. Time in the maze has given him a challenge that he can ultimately win through perseverance. This improves his mood, lessening his aggression, and making him almost friendly. He still has not won the Ice Cream Bet. That said, next week, I’m sure he will.

      Tears splattered against the page, but I brushed them away before they could smear the ink.

      He’d tried to be polite to the nagini. He hadn’t thrown the first punch. He’d tried to get me out of the way so I wouldn’t be hurt. That was not the selfish Tiberius I’d first met two months ago.

      I had to believe he’d changed. I had to believe he wasn’t the man-killing monster of his past. Because if he could change, so could I.
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      The rest of the day passed in a blur.

      I vaccinated ten Great Pyrenees puppies, but even their wriggling playfulness couldn’t bring a smile to my face. I updated Penny’s rabies vaccine as Crazy Carl gave me the afternoon report (“The stars are watching this little town, Capitan.”) and drove him to the north of town so he could walk the dogs at the animal shelter for fifty cents a dog. I treated a stallion for a laceration after breaking through a fence. A litter of kittens got dewormed, a baby calf got birthed, a naiad’s well water got tested and treated for an excess algae bloom, and I restored the hide of a Beast of Dean by scrubbing the massive pig with a push broom soaked in lye and essential oils.

      I might’ve used the same blend on Priyanka, so I wasn’t surprised to find myself in the field of wildflowers at the end of the day, thinking of her. The sun hovered on the horizon, winking between the trees.

      Last Crossing was quiet. It was Sunday, the only day the bar was closed.

      Johnny hadn’t called yet. Clearly his ‘guy’ needed more than a few hours. And no word from Tiberius. He hadn’t shown up to work, and the hay in the barn he called home hadn’t been slept in.

      “Get Lucky” by Daft Punk blared like an anthem in one ear as I prowled around the trampled earth. My stomach sank into my toes as I examined the ground. Though there were no hoof-prints, the churned turf looked exactly like the trails of the corn maze after Tiberius had gone through it. I even found a tuft or two of brown hair that I’d missed from the morning.

      “No, Big T,” I moaned into my hands. “This wasn’t you. This shouldn’t be you!”

      I dragged my hands through my brown curls and yanked on my scalp. It was a nervous tic I’d inherited from my mother. She’d do it all the time when we’d leave the wilds of Yellowstone or whatever National Park we’d camped in and rejoin civilization only to discover my father’s next concert city was in the opposite direction of her sweat lodge and she only had twelve hours to drive me there and get back before they gave her reservation to someone else. Yay, road trips that treated the speed signs as ‘suggestions’ instead of ‘limits’!

      I stopped tugging on my hair and smeared the frustrated tears from my eyes. I had to find him. I had to take him by the horns and demand – no, scream at him – why he had thrown all his progress out the window just to satisfy a centuries old prejudice.

      If he confessed, then I’d give him to Blanche. She’d take him to her storage unit and dust off her dental hygiene kit from the 1800s, which was basically a series of metal hooks, and leave the pain-numbing clove oil behind.

      Wiping my nose on my sleeve, I marched around the perimeter of the fight back to my truck. It wasn’t until I had the light facing me that I discovered something among the crushed flowers. Winking like a sheaf of mica, I lifted one of Priyanka’s scales into the dying sunlight. It was green with gold around the edges. I’d only ever seen them red and blistery. I hadn’t particularly liked her, but then I hadn’t liked Tiberius when I’d first met him either. High-maintenance or not, no one deserved to be hurt like that.

      Another scale winked in the grass, and as I reached for it, I noticed a pattern on the ground. It was shoddy, so ill-made that you had to be looking at it from just the right angle to see it through the bent stalks and trampled flowers.

      Dried blood marked the shape of a bird with its wings outstretched.

      I froze.

      Before my hammering heart could roar in my ears, I shoved the sound away. I had to listen. I was out here, stupidly alone, with a cardinal-in-flight drawn in a nagini’s blood.

      The Family was coming.

      The Family was already here.

      They’d tortured Priyanka to tell them my whereabouts, but I wasn’t on the grid, so they’d murdered her. Well, maybe not they, probably that skulking Other I’d met yesterday.

      And he knew where I lived.

      A shadow slipped past in the corner of my eye. It was behind me now, far across the field and hidden in the tree line. I didn’t look. Could’ve been a deer. They came out at dusk. Could’ve been any manner of harmless crepuscular creature.

      Yeah … hell no.

      I had to get out of here.

      I slipped Priyanka’s scale into my pocket, determined that something pretty should mark her grave. I’d come back, someday, and finish this properly.

      “Claiming a trophy of your kill?” a voice hissed from the darkness. “You humans are all the same.”

      My pulse jumped as my eyes widened to let in more of the failing sunlight.

      The wildflowers parted, and the male bust of a naga flared upright like the hood of a cobra. Whereas Priyanka had had cinnamon-colored skin, this naga was the color of charcoal with turquoise scales. Unlike the sexual dimorphism in birds, both genders of the nag species were incredibly colorful.

      Hair blacker than midnight was scraped into an oiled bun on the crown of his head. An open vest of colorful brocade revealed muscles that must’ve been the inspiration for every sculpture in the Renaissance period. His eyes were like gold coins, and they burned like twin suns.

      “I-I didn’t,” I stammered, backing away. “I was trying to help her—”

      “And now you’re helping hide her killer,” he spat, forked-tongue flicking. “I can smell his stink all over you.”

      “You don’t know Tiberius did—”

      “Tiberius. Now I know his name.”

      Swallowing, I raised my hands to shoulder height. There was no way I could get to my truck before he lunged. He must’ve been fourteen feet long with a serpentine body as thick as a tree trunk. And it was all muscle.

      “Pleading won’t work,” the naga laughed. “I’m going to break you like he broke Priyanka. And maybe the scent of your blood will drive him out of hiding. Guess I’ll find out.”

      I dove out of the way as he struck, rolling onto my feet with my machete in my fist. His smile vanished when my blade slashed him across the bicep. I didn’t stick around.

      Rule Four, people: run.

      Always run.

      Halfway to the truck, the lash of his tail tripped my feet. I hit the ground hard, sliding on my face until the tangled mess of wildflowers slowed me down. Somehow I’d kept a grip on my machete. The slithering of scales roared like a crashing wave. Wrenching onto my back, I raised the machete just in time to wedge it between the naga’s teeth. Yellow sap sizzled against the steel as venom oozed from his fangs. Grunting, I rammed my other hand against the top of the blade, hoping to force it through his mouth and sever his head.

      His coils tightened around my hips and lifted me off the ground. I squirmed in his grip until his fist cracked me in the head. Those black nails drew five lines of red from my scalp and left my ears ringing. My grip on the machete faltered. He reared back his head and spat the blade to the side.

      “I still have enough venom to finish you off,” he hissed. “But where would be the fun in that? That’s a quick death. This”— he seized my throat—“will be so much sweeter because it’ll be slow. One cracking piece of cartilage at a time.”

      Aaand, psionic blast!

      But the voice didn’t hear me. Or it ignored me. I guess turnabout was fair play, but not when my life was on the line.

      Let’s hear it for Rule Five: Always have a Plan B.

      Most people getting strangled made the mistake of clawing at the fists that were cutting off their air supply. You only had mere seconds of air left that could be put to better use. It was one of the few paternal things my father had taught me when he wasn’t on tour.

      I rammed my fists down into the naga’s elbow joints, gasped as his grip faltered and his arms buckled, and used the now-shortened distance between us to jab my thumbs into his eyes. Howling, his hands left my throat completely to cradle those ruined beautiful golden spheres.

      With his eyes covered, he didn’t see my fists coming to box those soft spots right under the ribcage. Kidney shots for the win! But I was a spiteful winner so I shattered his nose, too.

      The coils loosened, and I slumped to the ground. My legs were asleep and rubbery from the loss of circulation, and I had to army-crawl through the frost covered blood and dead flowers to get away.

      “Oh, you bitch!” the naga roared.

      Rude. You attacked me, asshole. I knew better than to speak. He was part snake, part human, and there was nothing wrong with his ears. But with his eyes impaired, he turned to his strongest sense: smell. And though I’d shattered his nose, he didn’t need it to track me.

      A forked tongue flicked past his teeth, tasting the air. And he already knew the scent of my blood. “Where are you, little girl?”

      Why did the villain always say that? Like, I know it was an intimidation tactic, but did he really think I was just gonna sit up and wave my hand like I was answering a question in school and say, “Here I am! Pick me?”

      I continued to inch toward my truck. Idiot.

      Talk about a douchebag, the voice agreed.

      Flattening, I wheezed into the grass as my head throbbed like a timpani drum. My pills were in my truck, and the naga had just gotten the bright idea to cut me off. Apparently the smell of petrol was more intense than the scent of my blood. He slithered right past me, bumped into the truck with a growl, then spun, flicking his tongue and searching for me again.

      Damn it. I pressed my hands against my head, trying to keep my skull from shattering, and let my anger fuel the rest of me. I don’t need this right now, you, you whatever! Can’t you see I’m trying to escape?

      Yeah, looks like you’re up shit creek without a paddle.

      You could jump in anytime.

      I’m sorry, what? It was easy to envision the voice crossing its arms over its chest. You keep me trapped away and then you want me to help? Sorry, I’m busy.

      My mind is not a playground. You can’t come barging in whenever you want!

      The naga slid closer, scales rasping against the grass.

      Looks like he’s getting closer, the voice said, inspecting its imaginary fingernails.

      I grabbed my back-up knife from its sheath in my lower back and rolled away as the naga struck. “Help. Me.”

      I plunged the knife into one fleshy coil and had enough concentration to keep my grip on it before the naga twisted away with a yowl. He came after me, tongue flicking, tail lashing and leaving holes in the frozen ground where they’d struck. He was going to impale me.

      “Help me,” I ground out again as I dodged another strike. I could barely see them now. The pain had almost blinded me with streaks of golden light.

      The voice planted its hands on its hips. Ask me nicely.

      The ground vibrated as feet thundered across the field.

      I grunted as the naga’s tail finally found its mark. Instead of jabbing, it slammed across my gut. My pelvis should’ve shattered, but it was like my bones were iron. With a victorious hiss, the naga raised his tail to wallop me again.

      And impaled his tail on my knife.

      But this time he didn’t wrench away when he screeched. This time he endured the pain and coiled me up in his snake-like body. “I’m going to squeeze you into jelly, little girl.”

      Why do they always have to talk?

      I rammed my knife into his neck.

      The naga’s howl turned garbled as he yanked the blade out and blood flooded his throat. Charcoal fingers turned red as he scrambled to plug the hole. Instead of loosening, his coils tightened into a death grip.

      The pressure was going to pop me like a balloon.

      I beat his coils with my fists as I fought for breath. Just one to fill my lungs so I could wiggle free. But the breath didn’t come. Spots danced across my vision, murky like the shadows of fish gliding below the surface of a koi pond. I heard the voice’s words echo in the fragments of my consciousness. Ask me nicely.

      My lungs pushed the air past my teeth in one last desperate attempt. “Please,” I wheezed.

      That’s when the naga screamed.
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      The sun had set, and the stars started to pepper the night sky. I watched them wake up one by one, sucking in one ragged breath after another, as I listened to the naga being ripped apart.

      Crunching bone, gurgling screams, skin tearing like wrapping paper off birthday presents. And something thumping, like a mallet driving a tent stake into the ground. I couldn’t see it, but the sounds were loud enough to drown out The Rolling’s Stones “Sympathy for the Devil” blaring into the grass beside my head.

      When it was over, a horned shadow loomed over my bruised and battered body. “That was the worst summoning ever. Of all time.”

      “W-what?” I croaked past my bruised larynx.

      The owner of that disdainful drawl, like that of a posh British butler determined to look down his nose at everyone, crouched until I could see the embers of his eyes. Battle had stoked them into red flames.

      Ho-ly shit. It was the Other from the cornfield, the one who had awkwardly brushed the debris from my clothes before disappearing into the tree line.

      He lowered his lizard-like head to my eye level. “Finish the ritual, or I will have to kill you. Those are the rules.”

      “B-But the Family will want me alive,” I protested.

      Dante Cardinelli would want to make this personal. I’d killed his son and heir, albeit accidentally.

      And in the time between now and when I was strapped to a chair in front of him waiting to be executed, I could escape. Maybe. I liked to stay optimistic when the shit was hitting the fan. “That’s why you’ve been spying on me, right? So you could tell them where I was?”

      The Other cocked his head. My questions didn’t seem to compute. If anything, he seemed a little frantic. “Finish the ritual, or I will have to kill you,” he repeated.

      GoneGodDamn it. Another Other who wanted to kill me? “But I don’t know—”

      “Does no one study the occult anymore?” The horned shadow huffed a sigh. “In blood, you brainless maggot.”

      I smeared my hand over the cuts the naga had left on my head and offered my hand.

      “Acceptable.” A purple tongue swirled around my hand and wrist like a tentacle, removing the blood and leaving a trail of slime behind. “You’ll want to wipe that off. It’ll dissolve your skin after a minute or so. So sorry.”

      I frantically wiped my hand clean on the grass. “Y-you’re not going to kill me?”

      “Not anymore. Our binding is complete. I am yours until your death. Based on what I’ve seen, our partnership will be short-lived, since you maggots are such frail creatures. Now, what do you command?”

      “I-I need to get out of here.”

      “At once.” The horned shadow bent, wiggling his claws under my back and legs and hoisting me into his arms. It felt like I was being stabbed with a pair of carving forks. “That hovel you call home or that abomination to the scientific arts you call a clinic?”

      “H-how did—” Oh, right. He’d been stalking me. “Um, clinic. But wait! My machete. And my knife. And I can’t leave my truck here.”

      “Are you asking me to drive that rundown, one rainstorm away from being a pile of rust, pathetic excuse of an automobile?”

      “Yes?”

      “Fiiine.”

      He retrieved my machete and knife and threw them clattering into the bed.

      My insulted truck groaned as the horned shadow crawled into the driver’s seat. I wasn’t sure how he’d manage to fit all eight feet of himself inside, but he did. His heavy tail draped over my stomach as he used two talons to turn the key in the ignition. He would’ve ripped the ignition port straight off the steering column if I hadn’t shrieked in protest. The truck roared to life, and the horned shadow smacked his lips in disgust.

      “I, who can run faster than thought, who races wyverns through hurricanes, who battles volcanic fire demons, am now nothing more than a chauffeur.” He turned his ember-like eyes toward me, the coals stoking into orange flames of annoyance. “Worst. Master. Ever. Of all time.”
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      Blanche must’ve sensed something was different as my truck rumbled into the parking lot because she zipped out of the clinic like a hornet. Maybe it was the way the tires screeched. Or maybe it was because we weren’t expecting any late-night clients. But it was probably because of the blood.

      “Crowns and cavities, you didn’t lose any teeth, did you?” she demanded, zipping here and there in front of the truck, cupping her hands around her eyes as she peered through the dirty windshield. “The Tongs of Apollonia, Frances! Are you alive in there?”

      “Of course she is,” the horned shadow drawled.

      My eye twitched as Blanche’s demeanor changed from vinegar to syrup. “Oh my,” she said, fluttering her eyelash extensions. “What beautiful canines you have.”

      I wouldn’t call needle-like teeth the length of my fingers ‘beautiful’ per se, but they all seemed pretty neat and even, like the tines of an ivory comb.

      “They do their job credibly,” the Other said.

      The tooth fairy rested her bony elbows against the truck door in a poor attempt to push her nonexistent chest out. “They’re so … sharp.”

      “Sharper than the Nemean lion’s claws. They can snap the bones of elephants as easily as a child breaking a twig.”

      “That’s so impressive.”

      “Um,” I said, waving a hand. “Still need help here.”

      Blanche gave me a murderous glare for interrupting, but she flew away from the door so the Other could get out. He clamped a hand of ribbed gecko-fingers around my leg and pulled me across the seat after him.

      “Gently,” I screeched.

      “Oh, right. Maggot.”

      The horned shadow cradled me against his thick chest, the iridescent scales as fine as shark skin. He flashed inside in a blur that left my stomach churning, Blanche buzzing behind us and closing the door.

      He laid – dropped – me on an empty exam table and stepped back, awaiting further instructions. His ember-like eyes smoldered in their sockets as he looked straight ahead, stoic as a Buckingham Palace guard.

      “What happened?” Blanche asked.

      I lifted a mirror to examine the bruising on my neck and the cuts on my head. “I was in the field behind Last Crossing when—”

      “Not you, dear,” she said, flapping her hand to shush me. “I was asking him.”

      Dear? Since when did Blanche call anyone dear?

      “It’s as the maggot says. She was behind the establishment when she was attacked by a naga. I came to her summons and eliminated the threat.”

      “You ripped him apart!”

      Blanche fanned herself, smiling a jagged grin as wide as a pit bull’s. “You must be so strong.”

      “My strength was sufficient for the task.”

      “I need some cleaning supplies here,” I said to the air.

      “Allow me, maggot. What do you require?”

      “Blanche knows where it is.”

      The tooth fairy buzzed around to his side of the table, pink baby-doll negligee fluttering around her knobby knees. She traced one of his horns with a blue finger. “It’s too much for me to handle by myself. Perhaps you’d like to help—”

      “Blanche.”

      Pouting, the tooth fairy threw me the middle finger and zipped around the clinic, throwing supplies into a bedpan that she unceremoniously dumped into my lap.

      The Other dutifully held up the mirror so I could clean out my cuts and coat them in triple antibiotic ointment. I hurried, not wanting to look at my reflection for very long.

      “So,” I asked, braiding my hair away from the wounds, “do you have a name?”

      “But of course. I’m not some brainless lava golem. It’s Mal—” The demon cut himself off abruptly, clearing his throat. He fixed me with two baleful ember-like eyes. “Nice try, maggot.”

      “What do you mean, ‘nice try’? And I’m your master. So don’t I get to know your name?”

      “Hmph. Shows what you know about demonology. You may be my master, but you are not worthy of knowing my true name,” he sniffed. “My name and my identity are mine to keep.”

      Dick. “Then I guess I’ll call you Clyde. You sound like a snobby butler anyway.”

      “Butler? What’s a butler?”

      I smirked. “Guess you’re not well versed in humanology either.”

      “Humanology is not a word. The question stands. What is a butler?”

      “A servant.”

      The Other’s spines bristled.

      “But one of the highest standing,” I added hastily. “Right, Blanche?”

      The tooth fairy, still sulking after I had interrupted her flirting attempt, glared at me. “They’re certainly more respected than receptionists.”

      The spines smoothed. “And this ‘Clyde’. This name is a respectable one here, yes? One that instills fear and intimidation? One that loosens even the bravest of bowels at its very utterance?”

      I fought to keep a straight face. “Absolutely.”

      “Then I accept. May I put the mirror down now?”

      “Yeah, sorry. Why?”

      “Because I smell blood, and it’s not yours.”

      The metal double doors crashed against the wall, rattling the jars of medicinal ketchup and herbs on the shelves. Blanche flew to steady them, knowing as much as I did how dangerous it was to harvest the moss that grew on the back of a grandfather alligator snapping turtle.

      Nothing worked faster as a hemostatic powder than Leucobryum temminckii.

      Clyde growled low in his throat, talons flared and spines erect. He looked like an enraged pincushion, one with a barbed tail that lashed back and forth like that of an angry cat.

      “Uh … shouldn’t you be in front of me?” I asked. “You know, protecting me?”

      “Oh, you’re absolutely right.” the Other said, flashing into position.

      A hollow thunk echoed through the packinghouse followed by another. I eased off the table, feeling for the chef’s knife I kept around for especially thick hide, and skirted away from the Other’s spines.

      Swaying in the doorway was the minotaur. Brown fur matted from the blood of a dozen cuts and one horn snapped off to a stub, his hooves echoed like peals of thunder as he staggered inside.

      “Tiberius!”

      The minotaur collapsed, crashing face first into a pool of blood.
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      I smoothed a hand over Tiberius’s wrinkled forehead and adjusted the drip on his IV. Blanche, who never slept, would change the bag out later tonight. It would have to do until the supplies I’d ordered arrived. His tough skin had dulled every attempt to insert an intravenous catheter, so I’d been forced to make an incision and slip a subcutaneous line under his skin to administer the fluids that would keep him alive. Dextrose and electrolytes with a splash of extra-virgin olive oil. Who knew?

      Clyde had hauled the minotaur’s body onto my sturdiest exam table and had used the hose to wash him clean. And I did what I always did: shoved my emotions aside and just focused on the task at hand. While I had stitched his wounds, he and Blanche had cleaned up every trace of evidence of the minotaur ever being here.

      “I, who have slain a thousand heroes, who has traded the secrets of the cosmos with the most brilliant minds, who was there when the stars were born, am now reduced to a janitor?” Clyde had bellowed.

      “Life’s a bitch sometimes, sweetie.” Blanche had patted his shoulder. “Here’s a mop.”

      Sweetie?

      I checked the minotaur’s restraints, then rifled through the drawers for some human ibuprofen and took three before setting out a quart of black cherry juice. “If he wakes up, Blanche. And if he does, call me. I’m going to want some answers.”

      She nodded and pulled out her knitting from her desk drawer, ready to add more uneven rows to a pastel green sweater she was making as she hovered above the minotaur’s head throughout the night.

      It had started to rain, a real soaker that would wash away any residual evidence of the minotaur outside the clinic and my presence in the field where the naga had attacked me. I pulled my jacket over my head and dashed for my truck.

      Clyde followed me, shooing me over to the passenger seat and climbing in after me.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “Going home.”

      “But—” Rule One.

      He turned, fixing me with a smoldering stare. “Perhaps I haven’t made myself clear. We are bound. Where you go, I go. Your hovel is my hovel.”

      I swallowed thickly, contemplating.

      “Besides, I already know where you live. So I’m coming whether you want me or not. I protect you now.”

      Protection.

      What had my mother said about that?

      I was thirteen again, naked in the tub with my arms wrapped around my knees. Mom sat on the rim, dabbing the cuts the cougar had left on my back with iodine as we listened to my dad croon over the radio.

      
        
        Broken wings can still fly

        All it takes is a little try

        A little love, a little heart,

        Get on up, it’s time to start.

      

      

      “Sugar, there’s gonna to be a time when you’re gonna to be alone,” Mom said. “And I’m not talkin’ about today in the mountains. I mean truly alone.” She tossed the cotton ball into the wastebasket and flicked her blond dreadlocks over her wiry shoulder. A lighter flickered to life, and she stuck a needle into the flame. “And you’re gonna need to take care of yourself. Protect yourself. Because there are worse things out there than cougars.” She pinched my cheeks between thumb and forefinger, not hard, but firm enough for me to know she meant business.

      The stench of rubbing alcohol wafting from her skin made my nose burn.

      “You can only rely on yourself,” she said. “Ain’t no one gonna help you all the time. You get yourself into trouble, you get yourself out, just like you did today. My brave girl. Now you bite down on this here towel, sugar, ‘cause this is gonna hurt somethin’ fierce.”

      I’d told my father what she’d said when Mom had dropped me at his concert in Salt Lake City. He dragged his hand through his brown curls, so much like mine, and crouched down so he could look up at me. I wasn’t the ten-year-old he’d last seen, though we talked all the time on the phone.

      “Honey, your momma’s right,” he said. “But she’s wrong, too. It’s okay to rely on people. Good people. Because those are the kinda people who’ll stick by you no matter what.”

      “But how will I know if they’re good or not?”

      “You can see it in their souls, honey,” he said as he stood, sliding his arm around my shoulders. “You can see it in the way they treat others. And heck, if someone stands up to fight for you without any thought of themselves, then they’re golden.”

      My memory of Dad and his faded jeans flickered out as the truck rumbled over a pothole. I glanced at Clyde, hunched over with his claws around the steering wheel, and relaxed a fraction. He’d come to me when the voice hadn’t.

      Maybe I can do this. Maybe I can rely on someone else.

      The drive back to my quaint farmhouse – hovel, my ass – was shorter than you’d expect. Most people on the run might’ve put half a town between where they work and sleep, but I bought the ranch specifically for its proximity to the clinic. The Family would never have thought I was so stupid. Trail Cam1 was set farther away from my house, on the fringe of the field across the road from the clinic. Shaded by a few trees, my house allowed a panoramic view of the fields I’d let go to seed. Beyond that were the strips of forest that acted as natural dividers between properties.

      Clyde parked in the garage, and after bumping into the trash can, the lawnmower, and gouging a scratch in one of my chest freezers – all punctuated with hissed curses in a language I’d never want to understand – he wrenched open the car door for me. Almost wrenched it clean off. He followed me to the back porch like a stray puppy until I turned, blocking the entrance to my home.

      Since Rule One was out the window, I only had Rule Two: don’t let anybody get too close. Despite how much I wanted to, I wasn’t one hundred percent sure of his allegiances yet, regardless of what he’d said about ‘binding.’

      “This is my space,” I told him. “I can get you a blanket.”

      “Are you insinuating I sleep in the … automobile stable?”

      “You don’t have to. Didn’t you have a den or something out there when you were stalking me? How long was that, by the way?”

      “For some time. And I don’t have a den. Do I look like some species of Canis or Vulpes to you?”

      “Fine. A lair then?”

      “I don’t need sleep to regenerate. I spent your sleeping hours patrolling.”

      “Stalking.”

      “No. That’s what I did when you were awake.”

      With an exasperated huff, I entered my home and shut the door in his face. “Good-night, Clyde.”

      It was late, and I was exhausted with a body covered in bruises and a limp worse than Igor’s, but I couldn’t sleep without doing my nightly routine.

      Check the house with my machete in hand.

      Ensure my Sean Connery era James Bond security measures were all in place: talcum powder on the doorknobs, a wet hair strategically placed over drawers that contained sensitive items, combing the carpet all in one direction. Hey, old school methods were effective and affordable for a fugitive.

      Lock all the doors and windows.

      Make ice (I liked my drinks cold, okay?).

      Dust the urn and check the Antevortan Clock.

      The hand held at a steady three-thirty. Huh. I’d just added a few years to my life. I could only imagine what the hand had been doing while I had fought the naga. I wiped the rag over the horned owl and all the pomegranates, used a little vinegar solution to clear up the ancient glass of the clock face.

      Then I turned to the urn. The size of a football, the surface gleamed at me with the same luster of a black pearl. I got a fresh rag and was just about to wipe it down when my hand froze, inches from the flawless surface. Flawless. As in no pollen or dust motes or lint.

      Either someone had broken into my house to only dust the urn, or—

      I felt the heat radiating from the urn just before the rag made contact. Frowning, I plucked a hair from my head and sprinkled it free. The brown strand drifted like a wayward thread of spider silk before being incinerated on contact. Yet the urn wasn’t burning a hole through my wooden entertainment center. Straightening, I glanced at the Antevortan Clock. The hand held steady at three-thirty.

      So now the question was, what had added years to my life? Clyde, or the suddenly exothermic urn?
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      I slept through my alarm. Maybe it was because of the fight with the naga. Maybe it was the anxiety of Tiberius’s unexpected return. Maybe it was because I knew Clyde was outside patrolling the property.

      Whatever the reason was, the sun was over the horizon when I finally woke to the sound of nails on a chalkboard.

      Blinking rapidly, I twisted to the right.

      Peering through my window was a hunched Clyde, raking his talons against the glass like he was slowly waving at me, lips peeled back from his snout in a grotesque smile that revealed every one of his needle-like teeth. Why are Others so determined to master that one human expression?

      I’m not proud of it, but I pissed myself.

      My scream startled Clyde, and he suddenly fell away from the window in a careening tumble of limbs and tail. I heard something shatter on my porch before I could hobble to the window just in time to see Clyde hurling the propane tank from my destroyed grill away from the house. It exploded in midair, flattening the wild wheat and rattling the windowpanes.

      Muttering every curse I could think of, I stripped my bed of my soiled sheets, stripped myself of my soiled pajamas, threw them all into the washer, and put myself into the shower.

      “The GoneGods give me strength,” I muttered into the steam.

      It wasn’t until I was out of the shower and wiping the fog from the mirror that I noticed something different about my skin. Or rather, the lack of bruising. Leaning over the sink, I smoothed a hand against my throat. It wasn’t even tender. Backing away to examine my hips, which surely must’ve been as mottled as rotten fruit, I realized I didn’t have the limp anymore either.

      Nope, no bruising. No soreness. No stiffness of any kind. I quickly turned away from the mirror.

      What in the EmptyHell?

      Wrapped in a bathrobe a few minutes later, I unlocked the three bolts on the back door, kicked open the screen door, and stormed out onto the mess that was my porch in my puffy blue slippers. “What in the—”

      Clyde stopped sweeping up the fragments of my broken chimenea and tucked his taloned hands under his chin. “My apologies.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “Any particular reason why you decided to wake me up like that?”

      “I couldn’t wait any longer.”

      “For?”

      His ember-like eyes flickered with red light. “I’m hungry.”

      “Y-you’re … what?”

      “Hungry.”

      I tried to scrub away the headache that was building at my temples. “What did you do before we met?”

      “I hunted.”

      “So what’s stopping you now?”

      The Other straightened. “I forget that you are new to the whole familiar-master contract. You are my ward. In exchange for protecting you and carrying out your slightest whim, you provide food and shelter.”

      “But I thought you said you didn’t need a lair because you don’t sleep. So what’s that over there, then?” In the corner of the porch, beside a stack of old newspapers – not mine – was a bundle of grasses that been shaped into a nest. A nest large enough to hold an eight-foot Other.

      Clyde clicked his claws together. “Name a non-aquatic animal that enjoys being rained on.”

      “It’s still warm, Clyde.”

      “Fiiine.” The Other crossed his arms over his chest, sulking. “I require some sleep ever since I was cast out of the fiery underworld and turned … mortal.” He spat out the word like it was something sour. “And I have to… defecate now. It’s absolutely humiliating.”

      “Mortality bites, doesn’t it?”

      The demon nodded glumly.

      “And what are those? Newspapers?”

      He snatched the stack before I could riffle through them. “No. They’re horoscopes. And they’re organized, so don’t touch.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “You know that astrology is a bunch of garbage now that the zodiac constellations have fallen to earth, right?”

      “I’m sorry, were you around when the stars were first placed in the heavens? No? Then you know nothing.” Clyde carefully placed the newspapers back by his nest. “And despite this adjustment in astrology, Miss Chumki’s predictions have been surprisingly accurate. Except for the Former-Capricorns. We like to call ourselves the Capriformers nowadays.”

      “Uh-huh.” It was hard to keep the skepticism out of my voice. “Sounds like a knock-off of a popular robot franchise.”

      “I’m still hungry, maggot.”

      “Uh-huh,” I said again. “I’ll be right back.”

      The screen door slammed behind me, and I hurried to my backpack for my pills. This day was already turning into a shitshow. I could only function if I’d done my routine, and now half of my porch was destroyed, my bedding was in the washer, and I hadn’t even turned on the radio yet. I was a sitting duck for the voice.

      I turned the TV on for the white noise, took only a second to check the Antevortan Clock and the urn – still three-point-five, still unusually hot – before chucking my pills down my throat with a tap-water chaser. Then I rooted around in the refrigerator for something for Clyde. I didn’t normally make breakfast – I leave that in the six capable hands of Jason – so besides a half-empty gallon of milk, a few wrinkly apples, and a carton of expired eggs, the only thing in my fridge was the half-eaten FatBoy burger.

      The Other snatched the paper bag from my hands and shredded it to confetti in his claws. One six-inch talon pierced the stiff remains of the GutBuster Deluxe. Two half-pound patties with double bacon, double cheese, double-the-everything crowned with a sesame-studded bun.

      Clyde lifted it to his maw and gagged. “By the fiery underlord’s pitchfork! What did you do to it?”

      “I didn’t do anything! I ate half—”

      “The meat. It’s ruined. Rotted. Rubbish.”

      I plucked the burger off the talon and gave it a sniff. “It smells fine to me.”

      “It’s cooked.”

      “Well … yeah.”

      Clyde passed a clawed hand over his eyes with a groan. “Why does no one study the occult anymore? The fiery underlord have mercy on me for being bound to such an ignorant maggot.”

      “Excuse me? Who are you calling ‘ignorant?’”

      He ignored the question. “I can only eat raw flesh—”

      “I’m sorry I didn’t make time to go to the butcher shop—”

      “—otherwise it’s gastric upset the likes you humans have never seen.”

      The medicus in me became curious. “Oh?”

      “Give milk to someone with lactose-intolerance, and that person suffers indigestion, bloating, and possibly diarrhea. Give cooked meat to me, and it’s nothing but plague flies and fiery flatulence.”

      “Wait, wait, wait. So, you’re saying you’d fart fireballs?”

      The Other seemed to roll his eyes. It was hard to tell when they were just glittering chunks of embers in his head. “Well, you’re certainly the crudest master I’ve ever had the unfortune to be bound to. But, yes. And plague flies. They’re more voracious than locusts, and far harder to dispose of, too.”

      I shook my head in disbelief. “What are you?”

      “You may be my master, but I don’t have to tell you that,” he sniffed. “My identity and name are for me alone, despite our contract.”

      Shrugging, I threw the remains of the GutBuster Deluxe into the garbage and retrieved the eggs. They were raw. Sort of. “I’ve got some eggs. They’re kinda old. Don’t get around to much cooking—”

      Two claws pierced the Styrofoam container, plucking it from my hand.

      “Okay, handsy! You can be a little more polite.”

      “Polite? You’re the one letting me waste away.” With surprising dexterity, Clyde opened the lid with just a talon-tip. “Eggs, you say? They’re not like any eggs I’ve ever seen.”

      Before I could stop him, his purple tentacle-like tongue darted out from behind those rows of needle-like teeth, wrapped around an oval orb, and sucked it into his mouth.

      “You’re not supposed to eat the shell—”

      “Oh,” the Other moaned, his ember-like eyes flaring with yellow flames of excitement. “It’s like angel wings or freshly plucked oni eyes.”

      “Is that … good?”

      “Glorious.”

      I snatched the carton away from him before he could suck down the rest of them. “These are a treat, Clyde.” I waved it in front of his nose. “You’ll only get these when you’ve been especially good.”

      “But—”

      “No buts.”

      The Other’s barbed tail lashed. “I’m still hungry.”

      “There are some venison chunks in the chest freezers in the garage. Can you eat frozen meat?”

      “I prefer not to.”

      “Well there’s no time to defrost them. I’m running late so you’ll have to manage for today.”

      I closed the door to salvage what remained of my routine, rolling my eyes as Clyde skulked around to the garage muttering, “Frozen meat, how barbaric. Worst. Master. Ever. Of all time.”
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      We were a block away from the diner when I turned the truck down a side street. Turning to Clyde – who was squashed in a Rubik’s Cube of limbs and tail in the passenger seat – I tried to pick my next words carefully.

      “You can’t come with me.” So much for tact. In fact, it hurt me to say it. I’d gotten one of the best sleeps of my life last night, despite the attack, just because my mind could truly rest knowing someone was watching my back. And Clyde had reported nothing amiss, not even an extra blue jay in my front yard. I hadn’t realized he’d counted them.

      “But we are bound,” the Other whined.

      “Rule Three, Clyde. Don’t make a scene. And you trailing after me into a diner in this town, well, if that’s not a recipe for disaster, I don’t know what is.”

      “But—”

      “It’s just breakfast. And … the news. Do your stalky-thing. I’ll bring you back a T-bone steak. Raw. And not frozen.”

      His ember eyes flared a little. “Okay. So I should just get out here?”

      “That would be best.”

      The truck screeched and trembled as the Other wrestled himself out. He finally popped free like a cork from a shaken bottle of champagne, and I winced as he shut – slammed – the door. After he disappeared behind a cluster of persimmon trees, I continued to the diner.

      Of course every head turned at the chime of the little bell, and of course every set of eyes widened at the sight of me. They knew me as a person who stuck to her routine, and here I was, over two hours late. That only meant one of two things in this town: I’d just had an emotional break-up (but they knew I hadn’t even been on a date since I came to town), or I was getting a late start to the day because I’d spent my midnight hours getting frisky in the bedroom.

      Yep, I was a hussy.

      I made a note to pick up some cereal on the way home. It was easier than having to endure these looks.

      I snatched today’s paper and hurried to my table.

      Jolene appeared with a plate of the day’s special – French toast smothered in strawberry compote – and a glass of orange juice before I could even flatten out the newspaper.

      “Uh, Jolene, could I get a T-bone steak, raw, to go? Please?”

      Her eyelashes fluttered once in surprise before that classic smile sprang to her fuchsia lips. “Of course, hon. It’ll be right out.”

      Cutting huge wedges of breakfast off with my fork, I stuffed my mouth as I listened to the whispers.

      “Poor Johnny’s absolutely distraught over his betrayal,” Doreen sighed, shaking her head. “I gave him a batch of my famous orange-cranberry muffins, but I doubt even they could cheer him up. Poor Mindy’s been a blubbering mess.”

      Mindy, Doreen’s browbeaten assistant and a former handmaiden to Hathor, had big tears rolling out of her big brown eyes and into her oatmeal. Part Holstein, part human, her bovine head was bowed over her breakfast, tufted ears drooped. “We were supposed to go on our third date this Thursday. I’d even gone to the nail salon.”

      “What did I tell you? Don’t go wasting your money on him. Besides, you don’t have time for him. You’re too busy with the Self-Help Column anyway.”

      “I know,” the bovine Other sniffled, “but we’d talked about going on a trip to the mountains, of him helping me with that Other self-help book I’m writing. You know, So You’ve Been Cast Down To Earth: Now What? He seemed so gentle. Or he was working on it. I had no idea—”

      “Just goes to show you can’t trust an Other,” Doreen sniffed.

      Mindy swung her head toward her boss, muzzle agape.

      “Well, you can’t,” Doreen said. “He’s a minotaur, Mindy. He was always going to be a bad apple. Like so many of the rest of them.”

      “What about my Jason?” Jolene demanded. “He’s the one who makes those cinnamon rolls you stuff yourself with. And you eat every bite and twice on Sundays.” She sloshed hot coffee into Doreen’s mug and bustled out from behind the counter to attend to her other patrons, fuchsia heels click-clacking angrily.

      “Well, I never! Mindy, we’re going.”

      Good riddance. Now what the— I smoothed the newspaper, and the headline sprang up to hit me between the eyes.

      TIBERIUS THE MINOTAUR PRIME SUSPECT IN BRUTAL OTHER MURDER.

      I choked on the French toast and had to ram myself into the edge of the table to perform the Heimlich maneuver. When I came up for air, Jolene stood there, batting her eyelashes in surprise, and set the white paper bag with the T-bone take-away gently on the table.

      “I’m gonna get a rag, hon,” she said brightly.

      “And can I get a container?” I wheezed after her. “I need this to go.”

      Five minutes later I was outside the police station – which shared a building with an insurance agency – pounding my fist against Johnny Galastone’s office window. He jumped at the sight of me with the newspaper pressed against the glass, the stack of papers he’d been reviewing taking to the air like paper airplanes as his chair flipped backwards. Doreen’s untouched Catch-A-Man-Muffins tumbled out of their basket, bouncing off the floor with hard thu-thumps. Johnny’s head popped over the edge of the desk like a gopher’s out of its hole, lips pursed and frowning. It was the closest anyone had gotten him to a glare.

      Without taking a minute to tidy his desk, he marched out of the police station to meet me on the sidewalk.

      He was still straightening his sun-kissed hair when I hissed, “What in the EmptyHell is this?” I thrust the newspaper into his hands. “I thought you were waiting to hear back from your ‘guy’ before you announced any suspects.”

      Johnny gave it a cursory glance before folding it in half and handing it back to me. “This is a speculative piece written by Doreen Collins, Miss Church. She’s had no contact with my department. It’s not a secret that Tiberius and Priyanka fought.”

      “And what about the skin sample I gave you?”

      “It’s taking longer than expected.”

      “I can’t believe you’re acting so cool about this.” He put my cukey-calm coolness to shame. “You said Big T was your friend. How can you let this slander—”

      “It’s the right of the press to print whatever they want. It’s why we have tabloids.” He took a step closer, lowering his voice. “And if I intervene, I can be accused of letting my personal feelings obstruct my department’s findings. He needs to be cleared correctly. We still haven’t found Tiberius. No one’s seen him. The more he waits to reveal himself, the more damning it looks.”

      “But he didn’t do it!”

      “How do you know? Have you spoken with him?”

      The minotaur was still unconscious on one of my exam tables. Blanche had texted me this morning saying there’d been no change in his condition. “No, I haven’t spoken with him.”

      Johnny’s green eyes narrowed. “Have you seen him?”

      I couldn’t lie to Johnny Galastone. No one could. He was too nice, too trusting, too eager to lend a helping hand. Lying to him would be the equivalent of kicking a puppy. So I did the next best thing. I asked a question of my own. “Do you think I wouldn’t tell you if I had?”

      He crossed his arms over his chest. “Says the woman with a PO Box and a backpack full of prepaid Visa cards and burner cell phones. Even your clinic is under Blanche’s name.”

      I thrust my finger into his face. “How I conduct my life is none of your business.”

      “It’s not anyone’s business but your own, isn’t it? How sad for you, to be so lonely all the time.”

      I took a step back as if he’d just slapped me. Or gut-punched me, because my stomach had twisted itself into a Gordian knot.

      The fire winked out of his green eyes and his arms unfolded. “Frances, I’m so—”

      But I was already running for my truck. He wasn’t wrong on any particular point, but I’d never had to look it so boldly in the face before. I wrenched open the door, but his hand slammed it shut.

      “Frances, I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I should’ve never said that. Please, let’s talk in private, not out here on the street.”

      Guess he had a Rule Three, too.

      “You can come to my office—”

      “If I step one foot into that police office, I’ll have to log in. And we already know from my PO Box and prepaid Visa cards I can’t stand to write my own name,” I told the sidewalk bitterly.

      His hand came to my shoulder, landing as lightly as a bird. I wanted to shove it away, but my hands wouldn’t move. “Then we’ll go someplace where you’re comfortable. How about your clinic?”

      Not when the minotaur in question was stretched out on my exam table and could wake up at any moment and send us both to jail. No, we couldn’t go there. And Rule One was still in play. I certainly wasn’t going to invite him to my house.

      I glanced up from the sidewalk. Something flickered in his green eyes, and he hastily pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket. Flushing, I used it to dab the tears away and smear the snot from my nose so I wouldn’t have to use my sleeve like a child.

      “How about your farm?” I asked. “I could check on Paul while I’m there, too.”

      He nodded, that soft lopsided smile tugging at his mouth. “I’ll meet you there.”
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      It was easier to see the destruction left from the psionic blast when my vision wasn’t blurry.

      The corn maze had been reduced to a field of flattened or exploded stalks. The platform had been completely destroyed, and I heard Johnny was using the scraps of wood to fuel the fire in the restaurant’s pizza oven.

      “I am so sorry,” I murmured.

      “It’s not your fault, right?” Johnny shrugged. “It’s after Thanksgiving anyway. It made most of its money in October.”

      “Still …”

      “So, what happened?” He unscrewed a Thermos and poured hot cider into the cup. He handed me the cup and risked burning his lips on the Thermos. “I still need your statement.”

      “I don’t know what happened. I mean, Tiberius and Priyanka were fighting, and I was trying to break it up—”

      Hot cider spewed from Johnny’s mouth. “You got in the middle of an Others fight? Are you crazy?”

      I just rolled my eyes. “Like I said, I was just trying to break it up, and wham. That’s all I remember.”

      “The fauns said they found you steaming. But none of your clothes or skin were burnt.”

      Really? “I-I don’t remember that.” I swallowed thickly. “Listen, I’m just a medi – I mean, a veterinarian – trying to live her life out as quietly as I can.”

      “Just a veterinarian? I doubt that’s all you are.”

      He didn’t say it accusingly. His voice had gone soft, oddly soft, enough for me to glance into his face.

      Clearing his throat, Johnny nudged a corncob with his foot and said more loudly, “They also found some coins and jewels scattered around, and more on the nagini’s body. I’m assuming they were your payment?”

      I nodded. “She’d offered it to me, but I hadn’t accepted it yet.”

      “Some of those gems were … unusual. They weren’t Solomon Stones, exactly, but I’m sure more than one man imprisoned demons or magic in gemstones over the years. I think one was … activated during the fight.”

      “Yeah, could be.” I sighed inwardly and finally sipped my cider. “Still, I feel a little responsible. If I hadn’t been conducting therapy here, it wouldn’t have happened.”

      “It just would’ve happened somewhere else. At least it was a corn maze that exploded instead of a building.”

      “True. But maybe I could stick around and help out for the day? My schedule’s surprisingly clear.” It wasn’t surprising. Everyone had canceled because they knew I had treated Tiberius. I was consorting with criminals, and that just wasn’t acceptable.

      The tanned skin crinkled around the corners of his eyes as Johnny smiled. “I’d appreciate that. Now … anything you want to tell me about Tiberius?”

      “He didn’t do it,” I said flatly.

      “Besides that.”

      I just sipped more of my cider.

      “Okay. You think about that. In the meantime, we have apples to pick.”

      By ‘we’ he meant himself and the fauns, and I followed along in the orchard treating scrapes and sprains. Paul’s hoof was doing a lot better, and he sat on the hood of the truck playing his panpipe instead of limping around picking the last of the apples.

      They still harvested by hand, climbing ladders and tossing apples to those below to fill the wicker baskets. The orchards were filled with the sound of laughter and music as the fauns danced between the trees. I didn’t even have to listen to my iPod.

      “So what’s with the music?” I asked as some fauns skipped by me, strumming their lyres and blowing their panpipes. It seemed the brawnier fauns did the apple picking and the leaner fauns the skipping and music-making. “You don’t actually employ them to serenade the trees, do you?”

      “I like this music. It’s soothing,” Johnny said, setting up a ladder. “Surely you’ve heard the theory that music makes plants happy.”

      “Yeah, but it’s a theory.”

      “Well, it keeps the fauns busy and out of the brewery. And then I don’t have to arrest the lot of them for public drunkenness.”

      Resting my hands on my hips, I cocked my eyebrow and gave him an appraising look. “I don’t know if you’re just a big softie or a cleverly-disguised genius.”

      Johnny chuckled and handed a basket to the faun who’d scrambled up the ladder. “If I was a genius I wouldn’t disguise myself in plaid and a cowboy hat.”

      “But then you wouldn’t be cleverly disguised. Besides, the look suits you.”

      “So you’ve been looking.”

      If he thought he could charm me with that lopsided smile and lowered blond lashes into a compliant state in order to get me to spill my guts about Tiberius, he had another thing coming. Not that it wasn’t working, I just wasn’t going to admit it. So I rolled my eyes and snapped my fingers at the ladder. “Eyes on your work, mister.”

      He touched the rim of his cowboy hat. “Yes, ma’am.”

      The ground was mushy from last night’s rain, so there were more than one broken finger or sprained ankle when a ladder wobbled out from under a faun’s cloven feet. But they never complained. They simply returned to their smiles and music after I’d splinted their fingers or fashioned them a crutch.

      Johnny drove the truck up and down the rows, his legs the only ones long enough to reach the pedals, and dumped basket after basket into the bed. Once or twice I caught myself staring at him, amazed at his unflagging energy. It didn’t hurt that he painted a pretty picture in those jeans and fleece jacket either.

      “Oye,” his voice suddenly cut through the music, “what did I tell you three about making faun ladders?”

      Leonidas, David, and Brian were stacked on each other’s shoulders so Leonidas could scramble in the leaves.

      “There are plenty of ladders,” Johnny said.

      “They take too long to set up,” Harold complained, hobbling around on his make-shift crutch. It was no more than a three-foot walking stick stripped of its leaves with a sharpened end to dig into the ground; I’d made half a dozen already this morning.

      “You’re just saying that because you fell off the last one,” Johnny said. “If you’d taken the time to wedge them correctly, then you wouldn’t have had that problem. Now you three”—he snapped his fingers—“get down.”

      Brian, the stockiest faun on the bottom, immediately shucked his companions with a “Right away, Johnny.”

      Leonidas clung to the Cortland’s branches, squealing like a pig, while David scrambled to keep purchase on his kin’s goat legs. “You’re pulling my tail!”

      Johnny pinched the bridge of his nose. “Just let go, David. You’re three feet off the ground.”

      “I could break an ankle. Or both! Or even my neck—”

      “That is my fur,” Leonidas shrilled. Leaves shivered loose as the branch shook under their combined weight. “You’re ripping it out by the roots you great fat—”

      “Fat?” David shrieked. “Who are you calling fat, Mr. Lard-As—”

      “And that’s enough of that.” Johnny grabbed David under the armpits and plucked him off Leonidas’s haunches. “Alright, Leo, just drop down. I’ll catch you.”

      “You sure?” Leonidas’s cloven hooves slashed at the air, scrambling for purchase.

      “You’re gonna kick Johnny in the face, you idiot,” Brian snapped.

      “Just let go,” Harold said, hobbling around on his crutch. “Besides if you break something, the hot doctor will fix you right up. You don’t think I sprained my leg just to get out of apple picking, did you?”

      “Harold,” Johnny snapped, his face redder than one of his apples.

      I blushed too, but I couldn’t help grinning like an idiot.

      “You’re a faun, not a lecherous satyr,” Brian sniffed. “Try to act like it.”

      “Okay, okay. I’m ready now,” Leonidas announced. “Are you ready, Johnny?”

      Johnny wiped the leaves out of his face and held out his arms. “Yep. Been ready.”

      “Here I go!”

      Instead of dropping down as instructed, Leonidas leapt. Johnny stumbled back as Leonidas crashed into his chest, tripping over Harold and his crutch.

      I could see what was coming. I lurched forward as I screamed, “Johnny!”

      The fauns spilled into the leaf litter as Johnny fell onto his back, the sharpened point of Harold’s crutch piercing him through the lung.
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      What was it about men I liked who ended up getting impaled with wooden stakes? They weren’t even vampires for EmptyHeaven’s sake.

      I sprinted from where I’d been by the truck, watching in slow motion as Johnny pulled the branch out of his body. He slumped back with a groan as I fell to the ground next to him.

      My hands wouldn’t stop shaking as I unzipped his jacket. “Johnny. Johnny. I need you to stay awake.” I parted the fleece and started with the buttons on his flannel. “GoneGodDamn it.” I just grabbed the ends and yanked them apart, buttons jumping like frogs out of the way of a lawnmower. One smacked me just below the eye, but my eyes were already watering. “Johnny?”

      I pressed my hand against his ribs, searching for the hole I knew to be there but couldn’t find. The idiot had pulled the one thing out of his body that was keeping his blood in. I had to plug up the hole and then call an ambulance.

      But his skin was taut and smooth. Intact.

      And incredibly tan.

      “You really shouldn’t be ripping my clothes off until we’ve had at least a couple of dates,” he groaned.

      “What?” I couldn’t see it, but I could feel every blood vessel in my face bursting. I probably looked like an overripe tomato, or at least the very visage of the volcano goddess Pele. “I thought, I thought—”

      “Missed me by that much.” Groaning, Johnny propped himself up on an elbow and wiggled his fingers through the holes in his flannel and fleece. “Guess I don’t need to ruin my day by going to the ER. But, shucks, I really liked this coat.”

      I fell back on my butt, hugging my knees and sobbing. Rule Three was definitely out the window now, people. Of all the people in this town, Johnny was one of the few people I actually liked.

      And because of that, Rule Two was in jeopardy. Don’t let anybody get too close. But if I was crying over him, he’d gotten too close. The idea that he might’ve just died, especially after all he was trying to do for Tiberius, well, it was too much for my unstable brain to handle.

      Warm arms wrapped around me. More than one set. A cheek pressed against my hair.

      “I’m sorry, Frances,” he murmured. “I didn’t mean to almost get impaled by a stick and give you a fright.”

      That got a watery laugh out of me, and I used the handkerchief he had ready in his hand to wipe my face. The four fauns were hugging me too, the lecher Harold pressed flush against my back, Brian and David’s small arms wrapped around my legs, and Leonidas around the arm that wasn’t pressed against Johnny’s chest.

      He felt as hot as a furnace.

      Lifting my gaze, I caught sight of Clyde at the end of the row, spines erect. His ember eyes seemed to ask if I was alright. I nodded, which Johnny and the fauns took as a signal to let go, and Clyde flashed out of sight.

      “I’d hug you, too,” Paul called from the truck.

      Shivering, I felt suddenly cold without them all crowded around me, and Johnny shucked his coat and settled it over my shoulders. The scent of apples and woodsmoke came with it. It took all my self-control not to bury my face into the fleece like it was cocaine and I was a junkie who hadn’t had a hit in a while. “But, you—”

      He shrugged, that lopsided smile tugging on his mouth. “I was getting hot anyway.”

      Tousled blond hair, torn shirt barely covering an expanse of skin that could only be described as ‘swoon-worthy’, and jeans riding low on taut hips.

      Getting hot? Man, you’re already there.

      “Frances? You’re staring. Did I actually get cut?” His hands swept aside his shirt and pawed over his skin, searching for the nonexistent injury.

      “’Cause I ain’t no hollaback girl—” Shit, Frances, get a grip. I shrugged out of his jacket, immediately lamenting the loss of heat and the perfume of apples and woodsmoke. “You need this. It’s nipply – I mean nippy – You look cold, okay? Now what’s a girl gotta do to get lunch around here?”
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      There might’ve been a Michelin Star rated restaurant – no joke, and who woulda thought in the middle-of-nowhere, Indiana? – at the top of the hill, but the fauns preferred an English tea taken straight out of a Jane Austin novel. Egg salad sandwiches cut into triangles, scones with jam, slices of ham with mustard, grapes that snapped when your teeth pierced their skins and flooded your mouth with juice.

      The fauns all took a nap after gorging themselves, nestling in pairs for warmth under the apple trees. As Johnny drove the laden truck up to the brewery, I took a walk so I could check my phones for messages. Just two from Blanche. The same message, just at two different time stamps. No change. How’s Clyde? Did he ask about me? I deleted them both.

      I meandered through the orchard, hardly noticing the trees farther away from the restaurant were more free seeded than carefully spaced in neat rows. The weeds were higher here, tugging at my boots, and the songbirds were quiet.

      More apples rotted on the ground here, and the stink became almost overwhelming. I saw a clearing through the gnarled branches and pushed ahead, eager for the clean air.

      Rising from the overgrown grass was the grandfather of the orchard, a tree so tall and old it was rumored to be the sire of all of the apple trees in the county. Its bark was dark and coarse, cracked like a dry streambed, and its twisting branches still held each one of its leaves though its offspring were almost done shedding theirs.

      But the most unique thing about the clearing and its tree was the Other who tended it.

      Almost as tall as the tree itself with skin the gray smoothness of beech bark, was an Other with green leaves for hair. Head, what can only be described as a mane around his neck and shoulders, and a fringe trailing down his spine to his hips. A pair of ram’s horns, mottled green with moss, curled through the leaves of his hair. Strong fingers curled around a thick branch of the old grandfather tree, and at his touch, the branch withered into a twig no thicker than my finger.

      The Other inhaled, the breath shuddering through his body as black lines, like blood poisoning, rippled over his bark-like skin. They disappeared upon the creature’s exhale, and something in his other fist, which was clasped tightly to his chest, flared with a brief green light.

      My gasp alerted the Other of my sudden appearance, and he dropped to all-fours. Sauntering up to me in the lumbering gait of a gorilla, he leaned down until his face – which was the size of my entire body – was level with mine. Yellow fingernails, each the same squat squareness of a mini fridge, dug into the ground.

      “Hey,” a voice said from the trees, a body stumbling into the clearing after it, “I found another tribute over – El Capitan?”

      Only one person called me that, and I didn’t look at him. I was too busy staring into two eyes the same green as the fauns’. They flicked up and down my length as nostrils the size of hubcaps sucked in my scent.

      Wassap, Greenie? the voice said. So nice to see someone from the Old Country. How you livin’?

      The Other huffed, blasting me with an assault of autumnal rot, and lumbered away into the forest as I crumpled into the grass.
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      It was only a migraine. Nothing like the debilitating pain the voice usually left me with.

      Eyes clenched, I sucked in one breath after another. Seriously, I’d about had it with these good-for-nothing beta-blockers. What was the point of taking something that only worked half the time?

      I needed acetaminophen, like 1000mg.

      I knew the claws to be friendly ones when they touched my back.

      “Where were you?” I forced out through clenched teeth.

      “You didn’t summon me.”

      “Are you kidding me? You see me in danger, you hear my heart rate spike, and I expect you to come. Or no more eggs.”

      “But it’s not the same if you don’t summon me.”

      “I mean it. No. More. Eggs.”

      Clyde tucked his talons under his chin, whining like a stressed dog. “As you wish. Is there anything I can do for you now, magg – master?”

      “No. Where’s Carl?”

      “He left with the Other. They’ve been gone for twelve minutes fifty-one seconds.”

      I waited for the throbbing in my head to dissipate before I tried standing. I staggered out of the clearing, leaning against Clyde whenever I needed a break. The fauns must’ve been working again, because I could hear their music wafting on the wind. I followed it back to the truck – Clyde flashing away before the fauns could see him – and hoped some of the color had returned to my face.

      Apparently it had, because when Johnny glanced in my direction, nothing about his lopsided smile changed. “Thought I’d have to go looking for you soon. Do all veterinarians take such long lunch breaks?”

      “S-sorry. Hey, you ever see anything weird in these woods?”

      “No,” he said, frowning. “Did you?”

      The Other hadn’t tried to kill me, a welcome change from my recent history of Other-interactions. “Not particularly.”

      I finished the afternoon in the orchard, declined the offer to stay for dinner by making up an excuse to go back to the clinic – I had to check on Tiberius anyway – waved good-bye to the fauns, and headed for my truck.

      Johnny met me at the door, which was fastly becoming a habit for him. Seriously, the guy moved fast. “So … before you go, do you know much about the Corn Festival the town puts on every year?”

      “I’ve heard of it, yeah,” I said warily.

      “Well, it’s required of all business owners to have a booth at the festival.” He handed me a sign-up sheet. “You can fill that out and return it to me or to Jolene. She’s also one of the Cornish Roost Heritage board members.”

      The sign-up sheet held a column for business information, but also one for personal in case the owners couldn’t be reached at their establishments. Nice try. “I’ll have Blanche fill this out right away.”

      His lopsided smile turned wry.

      “So … is there anything else at this festival than these booths that are poorly-masked attempts at self-advertising?”

      “Now, now, be nice,” he said, raising his hands. “These booths show community spirit, plus allow the public to know what services are available to them. And it’s a festival. So there’ll be carnival rides and games, plus the float parade, the high school marching band, the corn blessing ceremony, and …”

      His voice trailed off as he flushed.

      “And what?”

      “A-and a Bachelor Auction event. For both humans and Others, actually. It’s for charity, of course.”

      I smothered a laugh at his discomfort. “Don’t tell me you’re a contestant.”

      Johnny looked up from his boots, eyes bright and mouth slightly parted. “Would you bid if I was?”

      “Uhh … I ain’t no hollaback girl.” The words slipped out before I could stop them.

      GoneGodDamn you, Gwen Stefani.

      “Uhh … I never said you were?”

      “I-I gotta go.” I climbed into my truck. “Thanks for today. I had fun. Bye.”

      Johnny stumbled away from the truck as I swung into the road. From the rearview mirror, I saw him rake his hand through his sun-kissed hair. I found myself doing the same thing when the truck jostled back and forth on its axles like it’d been hit with a wrecking ball.

      “What in the—”

      “I, the devourer of dreams, most exalted of widow-makers, the proclaimer of dooms, and you leave me behind?” Clyde shrilled. “Worst. Master—”

      “You finish that sentence, and you get nothing to eat tonight.”

      The Other flattened in the bed of the truck and disappeared under the tarp. “Yes, maggot.”
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      “I’m hungry,” Clyde said the next morning.

      “You ate an entire venison roast before we left.” I turned down the local “Wake Up With Kyle Corely” show on the car radio and shifted in the driver’s seat to face him. “Clyde, how many times do I have to say it? You can’t come into the diner with me. You’re just too conspicuous!”

      “But what if you get into trouble? I won’t be there to protect you.”

      “You said you can run faster than thought.”

      The Other drummed his six-inch talons against his bicep. “There are Others faster than me out there.”

      “In Cornish Roost, the middle-of-nowhere, Indiana? I doubt it.”

      “Then what killed the nagini?”

      Priyanka had been eleven feet and four hundred pounds of half human, half serpent mythical creature. Equal parts refinement and animalistic ferocity. It wouldn’t have been easy to take her down.

      I drummed my own fingers on the steering wheel. “You have a point.”

      “I know.”

      “It doesn’t change the fact that you’re … you know, noteworthy. If there was a way to disguise you, to transform you—”

      “Are you talking about transfiguration?”

      “Maybe?”

      “Then you should’ve just asked. That’s how my kind existed on this plane before we were made permanent residents. My last master bade me take the form of a wolf, but that seems rather ill-fitting for the urban setting.”

      “But … wouldn’t that burn time?”

      “Nothing more than four minutes each time.”

      I sat back in my seat, impressed. “Wow. But still …”

      His lips peeled back into that hideous smile. “It’s worth it. The high is … incredible.”

      “The high? You sound like a drug addict.”

      “Says the human whose species actively smokes tobacco even though one-fifth of the population is guaranteed to die from its side-effects. We each have our vices.”

      “You know what? Fine. You can transform, but it’d have to be something small, like a cat—”

      “I would never demean myself by transforming into something so cliché,” the Other sniffed.

      “—so you can come with me where-ever I go. And something that wouldn’t rouse suspicion either. Maybe a small dog—”

      “Any canine smaller than a respectable fox is worse than a cat. That includes terriers, Shih Tzus, dachshunds, chihuahuas—”

      “Ugh. Who’d want one of those yappy monsters anyway?”

      Those suffering from the delusion that veterinarians love all animals have clearly never been bit by them.

      “I did come across something in my travels here, something small and portable, yet ferocious in both appearance and demeanor.”

      “No snakes, scorpions, or spiders,” I said immediately. “Or baby Komodo dragons.”

      “I need to concentrate, maggot.”

      There was no noise, no puff of smoke, no hint of something magical that had transpired. Only one second there was an eight-foot, be-horned demon crammed in my passenger seat, and in the next, a hedgehog the size of a grapefruit. And don’t get me wrong, I know ‘be-horned’ isn’t a real word, but it had such a Shakespearean ring to it that not to use it to describe Clyde would’ve been a mistake.

      A moment of stunned silence passed, and then I was laughing. And I mean the side-splitting laughter where your face starts to hurt.

      “What?” the hedgehog squeaked. “Examine these spines, how sharp. These teeth, how piercing. Why, even my hiss can make the boldest cower.” Clyde demonstrated, and sounded about as fierce as steam escaping from a kettle.

      Still laughing, I gave his head a little pat. “So fearsome.”

      The hedgehog crossed his arms over his chest. “This form is one of only four mammals that is immune to snake venom. Can you say the same?”

      “Uh, no. That’s really impressive.” I trailed my fingertips down Clyde’s spiky hide. The quills were actually quite sharp. “Well, if you curled into a ball, I guess I could throw you at someone and blind them.”

      Clyde made little fists, his beady black eyes glittering. “And then I could suck out his eyes. Not as delectable as an oni’s, or even those eggs, but still delicious.”

      That sobered me up real quick. Nothing more unsettling than a cute little hedgehog glorifying the harvesting of eyeballs in a high-pitched British accent.

      I rolled him into my backpack. Someone had made that grisly sigil of a cardinal in the nagini’s blood, someone who was still out there, and I felt better having him with me instead of him skulking around nearby, even if it was only in hedgehog form. “In you go, beastie. And no transforming when you’re in there. Under no circumstances, Clyde. I don’t need my personal life scattered all over the floor. You do good, and I’ll give you an egg.”

      “Promise?” his little voice squeaked.

      The patrons of Jolene’s Country Kitchen gave me only the cursory looks this morning because I’d arrived on time, at 6:20 am. Doing good so far. Picked up the paper, headed to my booth, set my backpack down gently instead of just letting it drop. I paused Darude’s “Sandstorm” and pulled the bud from my ear.

      “It’s dark in here,” the hedgehog complained.

      “There’s a mini flashlight on my keyring.”

      A little glow seeped through the backpack’s canvas. “Can I have the daily horoscope?”

      “I’m trying to keep a low profile here,” I whispered hotly. “What would people think if they saw me ripping part of the newspaper and stuffing it into my backpack like a nutjob hoarder?”

      “So you expect me to just sit in here with this pitiful excuse of a light source and nothing to do and just listen to you devour your breakfast while I go hungry? Worst. Master. Ever. Of all—”

      I tore the back page off the newspaper and crammed it into his little paws. I glared at the old-timers staring at me from the nearest table, daring them to say something.

      “It’s all wrinkly!” the hedgehog whined.

      “Quiet, Clyde.”

      Jolene click-clacked over, wearing that bright smile and batting her eyes at me as usual. Seriously, that woman had a nervous tic or something, but she was nice. Scrambled eggs, bacon, two pancakes with maple syrup, and my signature glass of orange juice. There was a reason why I only ate two meals a day.

      I’d learned from the last two days to look at the newspaper first before I started eavesdropping. As I unfolded the partially-maimed newspaper, a loud voice said rather pointedly,

      “Any respectable woman knows the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach, not spending the afternoon harassing him at his workplace. That’s what hussies do.”

      Frowning, I peered over the edge of the newspaper just in time to see Doreen swivel her stool so her profile faced me. Another embroidered tea-towel covered a tin of her latest Catch-A-Man attempt. She rapped her nails on the counter. “Another coffee, Jolene. Don’t you tease me by making me wait any longer than I need to. And I want a warm mug from the dishwasher, not one of those cold ones on the shelf.”

      Mindy gave me an apologetic half-shrug.

      The other patrons who’d been staring at me under the rims of baseball hats looked away too. But that didn’t stop the whispers.

      “… can’t believe she asked Johnny to look into that murder.”

      “… no town spirit.”

      “… probably begging him not to arrest that ruffian,” Miss Busybody sniffed. “One can only assume what she offered him. But Sheriff Galastone is an upright man not easily swayed by girlish charms. It’s clear he’s more responsive to a woman’s touch.” Doreen bobbed one of her hair spray-sculpted curls with a little sigh.

      Doreen Collins. Much as I didn’t like calling my clients derogatory names to spur them to work harder, I didn’t like using the word ‘fat’ to describe people. So Doreen Collins was a Christmas ham with crescent dinner roll arms and lumpy mashed potato legs. Brown hair that was always immaculately curled, a sprinkle of brown freckles over a face that might’ve been pretty if she didn’t spend all her time glaring. She liked to wear V-cut blouses with gaudy necklaces and cardigans that she could never quite close in the front.

      Scowling, I flapped out the newspaper. I was careful to do it in the aisle, learning from the last two days not to spill my food or choke on it.

      TIBERIUS THE MINOTAUR STRIKES AGAIN! BODY FOUND BEHIND TREASURED WATERING-HOLE.

      GoneGodDamn that Doreen Collins.

      Son-of-a-biscuit. I hadn’t told Clyde to hide the body of the male naga he’d ripped apart.

      “What is it?” Clyde whispered. “I can hear your heart hammering. Do I need to transform? Do I need to rip someone’s limb off and then beat them to death with it? Talk to me!”

      “Quiet, Clyde. Jolene,” I hollered. “Can I get this to-go, please? And can I have a raw egg, too?”

      

      
        
        ⁂⁂⁂

      

      

      

      Apparently Johnny’s department wasn’t having any luck discovering the nagini’s true killer, and Doreen Collins – Ms. Busybody Extraordinaire – decided it was her civic duty to incite public support in finding whom she assumed was the Other responsible for these now two heinous acts.

      I retreated to the library – clientless, again – removed every single book from the mythology section, took over one massive oak table, and prepared myself to spend as much time as I needed to figure this out. Who left slash marks like that? What was powerful enough to kill a nagini and almost defeat a minotaur?

      Clyde sat beside me on the table, looking through an encyclopedia of animals in search of a more tempting form while sucking the innards out of his egg. When the librarian screeched and demanded to know what that varmint was doing in her library, I politely told her he was my emotional support pet and to kindly piss off because she was damaging my calm.

      When the ink of the pages started to blur, I transferred to one of the computers and researched the death of my old colleague, Dr. Neil Talbert. I’d once thought of him as a mentor and as a friend, but that’d been when I was duped and stupid.

      My surgeries had always been above-board, completely legal and ethical, except that the scraps I had removed hadn’t been incinerated according to law. They’d been squirreled away, salvaged, and sold on the black market. The Family had been testing me, learning of my strengths and weaknesses, assessing my personality to be a medicus devoted to them.

      That one afternoon had changed my life.
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      Angelo Cardinelli pounded his palm against the counter to get our attention. He was the only one of us not dressed in scrubs, but a tailored black suit with a burgundy tie and pocket square.

      Flashing one of his winning smiles, he hefted a stack of patient files. “Busy day today, team. Back-to-back surgeries in both suites. I called in extra staff to help with the load. You pull this off, and it won’t be just cannoli this Friday. It’ll be an entire catered dinner from Il Culaccino.” He held up a hand before I could even ask. “And yes, Dr. Austin, I’ll make sure there’s a calamari appetizer and a limoncello cheesecake. They’re your favorites, I know.”

      I just grinned. He gave me an overt wink that set the staff to giggling.

      “Okay, settle down, you lot. Dr. Austin, you’re in Suite One as usual; Dr. Talbert, you’re in Two and then the Observation Suite this afternoon. This is a rather intense one, Neil, so let’s take a few minutes to discuss in my office. That’s it, ladies and gentlemen.” He flapped his fingers at us good-naturedly. “Off you go.”

      Neil joined me in the prep suite a few minutes later. Tall with light-brown hair just starting to gray at the temples, he had the impeccable posture of a footman. On the weekends he sometimes joined me at the gym on the rock wall, those spidery limbs making short work of the cliff. The poor man’s horn-rimmed glasses had already started to mist over.

      Bent at the waist, I scrubbed my hands and forearms with a coarse brush while the hot water flooded from the tap. He nudged his elbow into my side to make me scooch over. There were two faucets at this tub of a sink, but he never liked to wait for the second faucet to heat up.

      “Watch it, old man,” I grumbled with a smile.

      He stole the soap. “Is that any way to speak to your mentor?”

      “Colleague, you mean.” I snatched it back and tossed the scrub brush at him.

      He winked a brown eye and set to scrubbing.

      “So … what’s this big surgery you got in the Observation Suite?” I asked.

      “Concentrate on your own work, little grasshopper.”

      “But it’s the Observation Suite,” I pressed. “Those are the intense surgeries, you know, the ones that make a doctor famous?”

      He paused, the suds slipping down his forearms and dripping like foam off his elbows. The water gushed out of the faucet in a roar. “Is that what you want, Frances? Fame? When I met you, all you wanted was to help people. And then animals.”

      “But I can do more, Neil, you know I can. I’m better than castrations and lump removals and splenectomies.”

      “You removed an eye two days ago.”

      I shook my head. “You know what I mean. Ang – I mean, Mr. Cardinelli – just gives me the easy stuff. Maybe if you could put in a good word for me—”

      “Frances, the work we do here …” He bit his lip, debating. He blinked, shaking the fog from his glasses, and rinsed his hands and arms. “You will advance if and when you are ready.”

      “But, Neil—”

      “No, Frances.” He wiped his hands with a sterile towel. “Do good, Dr. Austin.”

      It’s what we said to each other every day before we started our work.

      “Do good, Dr. Talbert,” I mumbled back.

      I got through my morning surgeries with the precision I was known for. But at lunch time, Neil didn’t join me in the break room. He sometimes ran over, but at twenty-past, he still didn’t show, and I was done twirling my spoon in the dregs of my broccoli cheddar soup. I got a diet Coke out of the fridge and joined nurses Becky and Omar at their table and got caught up on the intricacies of whatever soap opera they were obsessed with.

      After lunch, I finished my surgeries early. My assistants were top-of-the-line, and the extra hands Angelo had brought on for the day had made short work of cleaning and prepping the suite for the next patient. I stripped off my gloves and gown, tossed them into the appropriate bins, and returned to the prep room to wash up. Just as I was toweling off, a red light began to flash above the door to Suite Two.

      It was an alarm that meant only one thing. HELP.

      I threw on a fresh gown and headcap, tied a mask around my face, and used my back to push open the door as I tugged gloves over my hands. Instead of opening into a suite as the door on the left did, this door emptied into a short hallway. At the end was a T-intersection with Suite Two on the left and the Observation Suite on the right. The light above the Observation Suite blinked frantically like a trapped firefly.

      Shouldering open the suite door, I entered a madhouse.

      One assistant was sprawled on the tiled floor, groaning and clutching his headcap. Another was being thrown into the echocardiogram machine, which was busy dinging like a crazed triangle soloist.

      Dr. Talbert, red up to his elbows and barking orders through his mask, stood over an oni demon.

      The size of a horse, the burly monster out of Japanese folklore was fastened down to the table with nothing short of heavy-duty yellow ratchet straps. He’d broken one hand free, seizing anyone within his grasp as they sought to restrain him.

      Skin the red of cherries, a wild mane of black hair, yellow tusks, his abdominal cavity cut open and held back with tissue clamps. Ropey coils of intestines wiggled like an overstuffed bait bucket as he thrashed to free himself. Bags of saline solution suspended over the table dripped liquid salt into his abdominal cavity, preventing the wound from closing.

      Two blue eyes bore into mine, pleading.

      I couldn’t move. Maybe it was the chaos of the room. Maybe it was the horror of the glass jars that already held a healthy liver and kidneys. Maybe it was the presence of the man behind the window.

      Beyond the table was the glass pane that separated the observation room from the suite. Standing in the center was a man I’d only heard whispers of. Dante Cardinelli.

      Like his son, he wore a tailored black suit that fit snug against his broad shoulders, but his tie was the scarlet of the oni’s blood.

      Unlike his son, he was a picture of calm detachment as Angelo shouted inaudible orders to the stupefied suits behind them. Those shark-like eyes pinned me to the spot in the middle of this chaos, forcing me to make a decision.

      This was the knife’s edge. I had seen behind the curtain. I knew I worked for a prominent and well-connected family, but not The Family. The choice was simple. What would I do to survive? If I ran, I wouldn’t make it to the breakroom before those thugs put a bullet in my back. If I stayed, my soul would be forfeit.

      I blinked, coming back to myself, as Dr. Talbert bellowed, “Get out of my surgery! You’ll contaminate everything.”

      The suits corralled by the door, unsure whether to obey their employer or face the wrath of the surgeon with the scalpel the size of a fillet knife.

      “Gas him!” Dr. Talbert shouted to his remaining assistants.

      The oni spat out the endotracheal tube and wedged his tusks under the strap restraining his chest. Like the pop of a firecracker, the strap snapped, and the oni lurched upright with a roar.

      I pushed past a disoriented assistant and grabbed the oni’s tusks before they could plunge into Dr. Talbert’s neck. Dropping my body weight, I pulled the oni’s head back onto the table.

      “What’d you induct him with?” I shouted.

      “Xylazine, twenty-four milliliters IV.”

      I strained to hold the oni down. My betrayal had only enraged him further. “Give ‘im a fifteen milliliter push of morphine.”

      “Morphine’s a pain-killer—”

      “Just do it, or he’ll bite your head off for sure this time!”

      Muscles screaming, my shoulders popped as the oni fought to go under. But his struggling lessened; his roars reduced to mewling whimpers. I didn’t let go of his tusks until I saw that red hand with its black nails flop limply over the edge of the exam table. Heart-pounding, I gave it another few seconds before I scurried out from under the exam table.

      The oni’s blue eyes frosted over in a haze of opiates as I reinserted the endotracheal tube. With all the precision and empathy of a robot, I checked the leads of the echocardiogram to ensure we were monitoring his level of anesthesia correctly, changed my gloves, and finished the procedure with Dr. Talbert.

      We harvested every organ, exsanguinated him, collected his teeth and tusks and horns, removed his eyes, and shaved off his mane. It was when we were extracting his tusks that I found a deciduous tusk – a baby tooth – that hadn’t been pushed out by its mature replacement. This wasn’t an old oni demon who had donated his body to science. This was a young bull, virile and with centuries ahead of him. I palmed the tooth and dumped the rest into the pan. Dr. Talbert’s assistants carefully packaged every item, leaving some at room temperature and immediately placing some in cold storage.

      When it was done, Dr. Talbert turned to face me. “How did you know about the morphine?”

      “Onis are Japanese,” I said, eyes on the floor as I shucked my gown. “Legend says they can be deterred, or sedated from an aggressive state, by throwing roasted soybeans, or making wards of holly and sardine heads, or burning poppy plants. Hence, the morphine.”

      There was a crackle as the intercom came to life, followed by slow applause.

      I turned toward the observation window, fighting to keep my face a mask.

      Dante Cardinelli clapped once more, a shark’s smile spreading across his mouth.

      I was his.
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      That night, huddled under a shower of cold water with a bottle of Captain Morgan beside me, I scrubbed the gore off the oni’s baby tooth. Scrubbed it so hard its coarse root shredded my fingertips like sandpaper. That’s when the tears came. Those chest-wracking sobs of a broken heart that no amount of rum could numb or mend.

      Your heart, your remorse … that was why I chose you.

      That night was the first time I heard the voice.
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      “Maggot?” A tiny paw, velvety soft, curled over my finger.

      My trembling fingers struggled to turn down The Rolling Stone’s “You Can’t Always Get What You Want.” The music eventually faded.

      “Given your physiological state, I can confirm you are distressed, but as you are neither in danger nor damaged, I can’t determine if I need to transform.”

      I wiped my dripping nose on my sleeve. “I-I’m okay, Clyde. Let’s just go back to the books, okay? Have you found another animal you like?” I carried him back to the table laden with the entire mythology section.

      “Not as of yet.” He scurried off my palm, little claws tickling my skin. “So far this hedgehog has been the epitome of our needs. But I’ll keep looking. I’m only on mandrill.”

      I hadn’t found anything useful on the internet about Dr. Talbert’s death either. The latest article confirmed he’d been paralyzed before he’d died, but the medical examiner was still having difficulty determining the identity of the paralytic. There’d been no mention of his employers, nor why he’d been in Indianapolis.

      Given my disappearance, it only made sense that the Family would want to rebuild. While they hunted me, they could beguile another young medical professional. Maybe Dr. Talbert had been a presenter at a conference – it was how we’d met, after all. They could train someone else, someone with less of a conscience, to be my replacement and keep filling their quotas.

      I shoved the ugly thoughts aside and returned to the books. We stayed in the library through the afternoon until Wyatt joined us after school.

      You know that phrase ‘it takes a village’? Well it certainly did with this kid.

      The librarian watched him after school, Mason Hester drove him home when the weather was too bad to bike, Jolene often stopped by with a wrong-order sandwich, (which always seemed to be a grilled turkey-and-cheese), and Mr. Paolo from Cup O’ Beans Coffee Shop gave him a few bucks on the side to take the trash out to the dumpster.

      But the townsfolk were happy to do it. Wyatt had an unwavering eagerness to help – sorting books, bussing tables, spending half his pocket-change on clearance dog food for Penny – and I was happy for the help with my research.

      Eyes wide, the boy took one look at the mountain of books and slowly eased himself into the chair opposite me.

      I heard his delighted gasp, and without looking up, I said, “Don’t touch. He’s … cranky.”

      Clyde hissed and rolled up into a ball.

      “You’ve been … busy,” Wyatt said. “I’m sorry, Miss Frances, but I haven’t found anything about that Other you described.”

      Smiling the self-satisfied smirk of a cat that had eaten both the canary and the cream, I grabbed a book out of a stack and flipped to somewhere in the middle. The picture was nothing more than a pair of twisting horns and ember-like eyes coming from a cloud of smoke, but the character traits fit the brief. Turning it around, I slid it in front of the boy. His eyes widened in mute surprise.

      “I found him. He’s a familiar, a demon from the Fourth Ring of Hell,” I announced proudly. “They’re incredibly strong and able to transform into any animal. I just had to look in the religious section.”

      I’d looked in the local history section too, just in case, and had learned about all sorts of frightening creatures that had plagued the indigenous people, from skinwalkers to wendigos.

      Wyatt pulled the book into his lap. “Woah.”

      “You’ve been checking up on me?” the hedgehog squealed.

      With a shout, Wyatt fell out of his chair. He peered over the tabletop, eyes even wider than before, as the hedgehog marched angrily across the strewn books.

      “You said you couldn’t tell me what you were, but not anything about me figuring it out myself. And you slipped up, Clyde,” I said, wagging my finger at him.

      “His name’s Clyde?” Wyatt whispered. “That’s so cute.”

      “It’s not cute, you prepubescent meat sack. It’s fearsome!”

      “I’m a medi – a veterinarian – remember? I live for details. You mentioned ‘demonology’, ‘binding’, and ‘familiars’. It wasn’t that hard to piece together.”

      The hedgehog dry-washed his paws, gnashing his teeth. “GodGoneDamn it.”

      I gave him a little chastising tap on the nose. “Don’t cuss in front of the kid.”

      The hedgehog continued to grumble something about ‘rookie mistakes’ and returned to his book, angrily swiping the pages aside with little kicks of his rear paw. “Technically I am a battler from Level Five,” he corrected sulkily. “I was promoted.”

      “My mistake.”

      “Is he the Other that killed the nags?” Wyatt asked quietly.

      Clyde froze, staring at a picture of a narwhal.

      I leaned forward, lowering my voice. “Wyatt, Clyde would only hurt someone if I asked him to. I was trying to help Priyanka. And her … boyfriend was just upset. Do you think I would ever ask him to hurt somebody?”

      The boy shook his head.

      I smiled, relieved. “Now, how did that fertilizer work on those tomato plants?”

      “Not well,” he said glumly. “More leaves are falling off.”

      “And what about that toenail infection?”

      “I think I need to try that all-natural remedy. Before Mom comes to pick me up, I’m going to go to Dollar General and get that garlic, and what was the other one?”

      “Oregano oil.”

      “Yeah, that.” Wyatt scribbled himself a note. “Oregano oil.”

      “They might not have that one, but you can always make an infusion with the dried herbs and olive oil.”

      “An … infusion?”

      I suppressed a smile. “Call your mom. I’ll take you home, and we’ll make it before she gets back. But get your homework done first.”

      “And would this pitifully poor general who only has dollars to his name have feathered hats for sale?” Clyde wanted to know. “Miss Chumki says all Capriformers need to get one today.”

      As Wyatt struggled through his math problems and vocabulary reading, I put away the books so I’d give the librarian one less thing to yell at me about. I left just one on the table, except the animal encyclopedia Clyde was still working through. He’d been staring at a horned viper for some time, drool dripping from his little mouth.

      It was a book about forest-dwelling Others, and I flipped through it half-heartedly, searching for the Other I’d seen in Johnny’s orchard. Naiads, yakshini, elves, fairies, unicorns, even a leshy. My fingers stopped on that page, tracing the picture of the pale creature. With moss dripping from its shoulders and holly and pinecones clustered around its antlers, it looked more humanoid than the beast-like creature I’d seen.

      ‘Leshy are known to steal neglected children and rear them among the forest people.’

      I sat up a little straighter in my seat. “Wyatt, have you ever seen something like this in the woods behind your house?”

      “No, but that looks so cool! I could ask Carl, though. He lives out there. Like, really far out there.”

      Eyes narrowed, I watched the boy a moment as he eagerly read about the Other. Children could be terrible liars, or remarkable ones. But Wyatt had grown up in a decent home, even if he’d never known his father. The townsfolk loved him, but his unwed mother, Emily, was treated with nothing more than civility.

      There’d be no reason for him to lie. Unless he was protecting a certain someone with a fungal infection.

      “Hey, kid, pack up your stuff. It’s four-thirty, and I want dinner at a decent time tonight. Let’s go make that infusion.”

      Half an hour later, Clyde was warming his hedgehog quills near the coals of the firepit and cooing – with his cheap turkey feather fedora well out of scorching range – while we stirred a veritable cauldron of olive oil, garlic cloves, and the spice aisle of Dollar General. Everybody who’s anybody out here in Cornish Roost has a cast iron skillet and a Dutch oven for cooking over a fire. It’s part of that pioneer spirit that permeates everything in the Midwest. I used a hook to heft the pot out of the coals and set it on the bare earth to cool.

      Wyatt whistled. “That sure is a lot of infusion.”

      “Don’t touch it until it’s cool, okay? And be careful.” I wiped the sweat off my forehead. “Why did you want to make so much of it anyway?”

      “I didn’t want it to spread.”

      “Fair enough.”

      Wyatt was ladling some of the oil into a mug when one of my burner phones rang. Pulling the buds out of my ear, I dug the phone out of my backpack and kept an eye on the boy as he blew on the mug to cool it. “Blanche? Is it …?”

      “No. You’ve got a client.”

      “Now? But it’s dinnertime. And I’m starving. I really want Italian food for some reason—”

      “This is our first client in two days, and you’re complaining about your stomach?” she shrilled. “I’ve called in a lot of debts just to keep the lights on at this clinic, so you’re going to march your ungrateful as—”

      “What’s the address?”

      “It’s the Taylor’s cattle ranch.”

      “Oh. Right. Okay. I’m going.” I dropped the phone into my backpack and scooped up a snoozing Clyde. “I need to head out, Wyatt. You gonna be okay?”

      “Yeah. I’m just gonna play in my fort until Mom gets home. Want to see it sometime? It’s just over the bridge by the blackberry brambles. It’s even got an old mailbox for secret messages!”

      “Sure, kid. Later. Let me know how that fungal infection turns out.”

      I climbed into my truck and headed north. Taylor Ranch. Home of five hundred head of black Angus cattle. Where Tiberius used to work, because I’m sure he didn’t have his job anymore. As I drove, I checked my machete in its sheath. There’d been more than one muttering about where my allegiances lay: with the town or that traitor Tiberius. I’d been called out to the farm on official business, but I wasn’t sure what kind of reception I was going to get.
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      Chickens scattered out of the way as my truck rumbled up the gravel drive. Yellow fields desperately clinging to the last vestiges of green rolled to the horizon, spotted with slow-moving blobs of black.

      Noah Taylor came out of the barn as I parked, boots and overalls covered with muck. His teenaged children, Myrna and Joey, followed after him, picking the hay out of their hair. From the sounds of it, the horses were all stabled and enjoying their evening grain.

      Easing my backpack over my left shoulder, I extended my right hand. I wanted him to shake it, but it was also the hand I liked to keep clear in case I needed to pull my machete. Though with his kids present, I doubted that was needed. But I’d seen “Children of the Corn”, too.

      Noah gripped my hand, giving it a tight squeeze. His callouses rasped against my skin. He pulled me a step closer, eyes glistening. “I don’t believe what they’re saying about Tiberius,” he said in his backwater drawl. “None of us on the ranch believe it. Neither should you.”

      I smiled at him, my first genuine smile in a long time. “I don’t.”

      “If you see him … Tell him, I’m sorry. I had to hire a replacement.”

      “I’m sure he’d understand, Noah.”

      He gave my hand another squeeze before letting it drop. “Thanks for stopping by, Doc. I know it’s late, and you’re probably hungry.”

      My stomach answered for both of us. It was echoed by Clyde’s quills sticking me through my pack into my back. I shoved my elbow into the backpack and rolled my eyes. “I’ll be fine. But if this is a long call, I might need to prevail upon the hospitality of Mrs. Taylor. Especially for those peach dumplings.”

      Noah grinned and gestured to his truck. “We’ll have to drive to get there. That okay? I couldn’t lift him.”

      “You? Couldn’t lift a bull? You getting weak on me, Noah?”

      He grinned a gap-toothed smile. Unlike most people in town, he’d lost a few teeth because he chewed tobacco, not because he’d owed Blanche. He spat a jet of black liquid out the window and turned the ignition.

      The red truck ambled through the pastures for some minutes, the sun slipping toward the horizon like a drunk off a barstool. In the distance, I saw the Other from Johnny Galastone’s orchard galloping over the hills, busy like a squirrel gathering nuts for the winter. I shifted in my seat, wishing we were there – wherever there was – already, because the night creatures would be coming out soon. Coyotes and whatever had slashed up a nagini and minotaur among them.

      Two figures, different from cattle, appeared on the next rise. One was standing, the setting sun bathing flanks and withers in a creamy gold while the man’s torso blazed like virgin bronze.

      A centaur.

      Noah parked the truck and threw up a weathered hand to greet them. “Antoni, Cesare, I brought the Doc.” He pronounced the latter centaur’s name Chez-ae-ray like a true Italian. It sounded obnoxious coming from his backwater drawl, but it endeared him to me even more that he’d made the effort.

      Antoni, the standing centaur, trotted over to us, flicking his cream-colored tail. His hair was an artful mess of cream-colored curls, his smile the same blinding white. Like most centaurs, he wore no clothes, which affected me the same way a half-nude Armani model would if he’d sauntered up to me.

      I blushed.

      The centaur shifted his harp under his arm and extended a finely-boned hand. I went in to shake it, but he lifted my hand to his lips, pulling me up on tiptoe along with it, and planted a kiss on my knuckles.

      His blue eyes twinkled. “Medicus, we can’t thank you enough for coming.”

      I’d felt that kiss all the way into my toes. I rocked back onto my heels, coming back hard to earth. I was still blushing, straightening my clothes as if by doing so they’d change from jeans and a hunter green jacket to a pearlescent ball gown. “’Cause I ain’t no hollaback—”

      No, Gwen Stefani. No.

      “Ah, I see you’re a lover of the musical arts as well,” Antoni said. His words were as luscious as melted butter. “How delightful. Tell me, do you only listen to the modern artists or—”

      “Move aside, brother. She’s here to see me, not discuss the evolution of music.”

      Antoni flicked his tail. “My apologies, brother. I forget how insufferable you are when you’re in pain.” He gestured behind him with a wave of his perfectly sculped arm. “This way, medicus.”

      On top of the rise was a bay centaur with skin the color of chocolate. He was the size of a Clydesdale, at least two hundred pounds heavier than his brother, and it was all muscle. Whereas Antoni was a lean Armani model, Cesare was an Olympian powerlifter. Abdominal muscles bulged like an orange display at the grocery store, and taut skin barely contained biceps bigger than basketballs. A mop of black curls shaded his brown eyes. Despite his bluster, they were glazed with pain.

      And no wonder. If I’d been gored by a bull’s horn in my shoulder, I’d be bawling by now.

      “Cesare, I’m Doctor Frances Aus – Church. Frances Church. You can call me Frances.”

      Less artful than his brother but no less polite, he touched his heart with his right hand and nodded. Then his hand went back to being balled into a fist as he fought to take slow, even breaths.

      Kneeling by a hoof larger than most dinner plates, I rooted around in my backpack. I rolled Clyde to the side and yanked a compact field med-kit out onto the grass. “So … what happened?”

      “Antoni’s harp doesn’t work anymore, that’s what,” the centaur growled. He gritted his teeth as I flushed his wound with an antiseptic.

      “Excuse me, brother, but we have no evidence of that.” Antoni said, flicking his tail. “Old Bryson is a temperamental bull, you know that.”

      I clicked on a flashlight and got a good look at that wound. “Well, it’s deep, but it’s all in your muscle. And it’s a clean sever. But you’re healing too fast.”

      I fished around in my backpack until I found the salt. Peeling back the flap of flesh, I liberally, and quite literally, salted his wound. The salt soaked in immediately, and his tissue relaxed, putting a pause on that rapid healing Others were known for so I could pick out all the foreign debris.

      “I’m going to shave your hair off here, clean it out really well, and then stitch it up,” I told him. “But after that, I need you not to move unless you absolutely have to. You could burst the sutures, and then we’d right back to square one. Here, open up.” I pulled a dropper out of a vial of CBD oil and squirted a few drops under his tongue. On second thought, I emptied the whole dropper.

      Grimacing, Cesare smacked his lips and washed it down with water from – I kid you not – a waterskin he’d plucked from the sling across his chest. As if Nalgene water bottles were a figment of his imagination. “How am I supposed to protect the herd then?”

      A longbow the same length as I was tall – five feet eight inches, in case you were wondering – and a quiver with arrows longer than my arm rested in the grass beside him.

      “Can’t your brother handle it for a night?”

      Cesare slumped back with an amused snort. Good, the CBD oil was working.

      I flicked my finger between the two of them. “So how does this work?”

      Antoni strummed a few notes on his harp. “I play the music of the ancients. It is calming to all hoofed animals, makes them compliant, obedient. It’s more effective than using a herding dog, if you ask me.”

      “No one did,” Cesare slurred.

      Antoni rolled his blue eyes and flashed me a white smile.

      I hastily grabbed the battery-operated clippers out of my medkit and set to work trimming back Cesare’s hair.

      “And Cesare, burly brute that he is, protects the herd against predators,” Antoni finished. “All centaurs are trained in combat, of course, but my fingers were destined for a harp’s strings, not a bowstring.”

      “They were a package deal,” Noah said with a shrug. “It works.”

      The cattle rancher held the flashlight over my shoulder as I worked on cleaning and stitching Cesare’s shoulder to the tune of “Brick House” by The Commodores. Cesare graced us with the occasional slurred exclamation, which had more to do with how pretty the sunset was or how he really wanted to munch on something like Cheetos or Funyuns rather than anything related to the procedure. Antoni kept watch, turning in tight little circles like a Lipizzaner as he surveyed the pastures from every direction. More than once he had to smack Cesare’s hand away from braiding his tail.

      “Okay, all done.” I stripped off my gloves and tossed them into a plastic bag to dispose of later. I gave the centaur a light pat-pat on his leg and handed Noah the CBD oil. “He needs half a dropper twice a day for the pain. It shouldn’t make him too woozy. And he really shouldn’t move for a while.”

      “I figured you’d say something like that, so I came prepared,” he said, tucking the vial into his overalls. “Antoni, gimme a hand here.”

      The centaur pulled on a pair of work gloves to protect his delicate fingers and helped Noah unload the truck bed. Firewood, lighter fluid, a few plaid blankets, a picnic basket I assumed had been carefully packed by Mrs. Taylor. Like Johnny Galastone, the Taylors actively made it work between them and the Others, employing them just readily as they would a human counterpart.

      “No wine tonight, fellas. Didn’t want to interfere with whatever Doc wanted to give Cesare,” Noah apologized.

      “You exceed the very definition of generosity, Mr. Taylor,” Antoni said, pressing his hand over his heart and bowing. “If there’s anything to be said about the lack of spirits, we’ll just suffer in silence.”

      I offered my hand to Antonti. “I’ll come by tomorrow with an antibiotic.”

      “And I’ll be sure to call Blanche tonight to settle the bill,” Noah said, grinning his gap- toothed smile. “Wanna keep what’s left of my teeth in my head.”

      “And on behalf of my brother, I’d like to repay your kindness with a song, medicus,” Antoni said, lifting me up on tiptoe again to kiss my hand.

      Noah chuckled. “You stay for the song, Doc, and I’ll take the truck back and bring you a plate of the missus’s pot roast.”

      “Deal.” A squeak came from my backpack, and I nudged it to be quiet. “And if it’s not too much trouble, can you bring me a raw egg too, please?”

      He blinked at my unusual request but asked, “Brown or speckled?”

      “Speckled. I feel like something fancy.” And Clyde had been very well behaved.

      Noah gestured to the firewood. “You all get this going so I know where to find you.”

      I assembled the wood into a pyramid so Antoni wouldn’t get any splinters, and the centaur gleefully sprayed it down with lighter fluid. A couple of matches later, and a cheery fire leapt toward the darkening sky.

      As the truck rumbled away, Antoni trotted to the crest of the little hill. He stood in such a way that the rays of the setting sun formed nothing short of a halo around his head. His fine bronze fingers strummed the golden strings of his harp, and something in me stirred.

      No, unfurled. Like the petals of a fire lily reaching for the first sun of springtime, like the wings of a bird stretching for its first flight.

      My veins tingled with power, and the voice began to hum.
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      A sepia lens snapped over my vision, and my body lifted from the grass on its own accord. I felt light, airy, as if a wind from below lifted me above the ground. The music awakened every cell, flaring to life like fire from a freshly struck match. I hadn’t danced since my parents had divorced, since my mother had wholly devoted herself to her nomadic lifestyle in grief. But now I moved with the voice, perfectly in harmony.

      My lips parted, and the voice started to sing. Through that sepia lens, I saw the passage of the song leaving my lips like a golden mist. It twisted on the wind, a tendril of light reaching into the god abandoned heavens. As I lifted my arms to twirl, I saw the same mist floating away from my skin, fine as pollen or dandelion fluff. Transfixed, I ran a fingertip across my opposite palm. The touch ignited a trail of golden electricity in its wake. Before I could recoil in shock, or panic, or disbelief, the voice propelled me forward.

      I danced on the hill under the rays of the setting sun until Antoni’s song trailed off into the twilight. When it was over, the sepia lens faded away, and my eyes adjusted to the teal-streaked sky.

      There was no pain, no headache. We’d been in complete harmony, equally moved by the power of Antoni’s music.

      “My lady,” the centaur breathed. “I had no idea you were a conduit.”

      My head snapped away from the evening sky and the first stars. “A what?”

      “A conduit. You channel an incredible power.”

      I rushed over to him, grabbing his hand. Rule Three was out the window, but hey, I hadn’t had a choice in the matter. But if I’d caused a scene that would give me answers about this voice, then I’d put on a clown-nose and thigh-high stripper heels and dance to Cotton Eye Joe to get more. “I thought I was going crazy—”

      “Yes, that can be a side-effect.” He brushed a few curls of my brown hair behind my ear. “In my time, they were known as oracles, and madness always claimed them. But that’s because they rejected the possession.”

      “Are you saying I’m possessed?”

      Antoni shrugged. “After a fashion. Submit, and the power you could harness would be unfathomable.”

      “What else—”But my voice trailed off as the night creatures began to laugh. It was a cackling sound, high-pitched that raised all the hair on the back of my neck. “GoneGodDamn it … coyotes.”

      The centaur stamped his hoof and flung his harp into the grass.

      “Antoni, your harp! How could you—”

      He drew a dagger from a sheath strapped to the small of his back. “Those aren’t coyotes. I listen to their songs every night. This is something … other.”

      The cattle lowed, shifting restlessly. Some ambled closer to their centaur protectors, the bulls bellowing to one another.

      From the grass, Cesare moaned and struggled to grab his bow. The wood slipped from his fingers as easily as water.

      I ran over to him as he strained to get up and put my knee against his withers. “No, Cesare. You’ll bust those stitches and bleed out if you move too much. They’re just coyotes—”

      A figure loomed amongst the cattle. It was too far away to glean any details, but it was tall and shaggy like it was draped in rags, and a pair of antlers sprang from its head. Not the velvety stubs of a young buck, but the fearsome spread of a well-seasoned elk. It threw back its head with a howl.

      Except it wasn’t a howl.

      It was a war cry.

      The centaur pawed at me. “Draugr,” Cesare slurred. “Draugr.”

      “Drag-a-what now?”

      A grapefruit-sized lump rustled around in my backpack by his front hooves. “Draugr. Norse. BAMF-15. Weaknesses include holy water!”

      The cattle moved quickly now, lumbering up the slope.

      “Shoo, my bovine friends,” Antonti called. “I don’t want you to get hurt.”

      “Cesare”—I cupped his head in my hands—“what are these drag-things?”

      I might be a medicus, but there were plenty of mythical creatures I hadn’t heard of before. If its roots weren’t in European or Asian mythology, I was about as clueless as a chicken who’d wandered into a fox den.

      “I already told you, maggot,” the backpack squeaked.

      The centaur’s brown eyes rolled incoherently in his head. “Those that … walk again.”

      One of the cows lunged. Antoni shoved it to the side, yanking his hands back in a squeal of disgust. His hands were covered in bloated flesh – corpse flesh – the color of skin blackened by frostbite. The draugr rolled to its feet, claws sinking into the earth.

      A necrotic stench rolled off its skin like a fog, and a gaping mouth full of jagged boar-like tusks blasted the grass with noxious breath. The grass withered into blackened threads, snapping under the draugr’s paw as it took a stalking step forward. It resembled a large cat, if it’d fallen into a sinkhole, drowned, and marinated in filth for a month until it’d bloated to the size of an ox. Its flesh looked like it was under constant threat of sloughing off, but it never did.

      But this creature and its kin behind it weren’t the owners of the cackling laugh we’d heard before. That eerie warbling had come from another beast from the nightmarish shadows, a snake-like thing using the hooks of its stunted bat-like wings to scramble forward. A guivre.

      “Build up the fire, my lady,” Antoni shouted. “These are creatures of the night. They hate all things with life.” He wheeled and kicked with his hind hooves, catching the guivre in the side of its snapping head.

      “What in the EmptyHell—” I yanked my machete loose as another guivre slithered out of the shadows, swiping with its hooks.

      Its batwing tangled in my legs and I fell hard, scooching away on my back as the guivre charged after me like an alligator. One hook pinned my machete to the ground – actually pierced a hole in it – and the serpentine head reared back to strike.

      I flung my hand back, snatched a burning stump of firewood, and smashed it across the guivre’s snout. The beast rolled away with a snarl, and I scrambled to my feet. I slid across the dew-soaked grass to the fire and threw on a few logs.

      “I’ve had enough.” Quills erupted from my backpack, but instead of shredding the canvas as he’d originally intended, the quills tangled in the fabric. The striped spines flexed as Clyde tried to flatten them, but he only succeeded in entangling himself more. A high-pitched British voice positively squeaked with rage, “The fiery underlord forsake all satchels and sacks—”

      I ripped open the pack, thrust my hand inside, and didn’t even feel the quills pierce my skin. I hurled the hedgehog at the nearest shadow, shouting, “Clyde, I summon you!”

      Firelight gleamed on his little pink belly and striped spines as he somersaulted through the air. “That’s not how it wor—”

      There was a loud thump followed by a scream and the sound of tearing flesh. Clyde the demon stumbled back into the light in all of his eight-foot, be-horned glory, spitting the head and neck of a guivre out of his maw. “Maggot, if you insist on summoning me in such a suboptimal fashion, then I’m afraid suboptimal protection is all you’re—”

      “Behind you,” I screamed.

      With a shriek, Clyde covered his eyes with his claws and whipped around, his barbed tail hitting the side of a draugr like a wrecking ball. The beast stumbled, righting itself with a roar. Clyde kicked it in the chest with a frantic “get away, get away, get away!” and sent it sprawling down the hill.

      “Eew…” Gagging, the demon wiped the gore from his feet in the grass. “Ugh, at least that’s over—”

      I just blinked in shock. “Are you shitting me right now? There are more!”

      As if on cue, another draugr charged into the firelight. Clyde leapt up into the air like a startled cat, landing right on top of it. “What do I do? What do I do?” the demon panicked, front talons sinking into the draugr’s shoulders. The beast thrashed, squealing, and dashed into the night, Clyde wailing and clinging to its back like some demonic rodeo jockey.

      I heaved more wood onto the fire as a bellow of a bull split the night air. The ground trembled, and charging out of the sycamore trees by the creek was the Other I’d seen in Johnny Galastone’s orchard. Greenie, the voice had called it. It lowered its head and barreled through the mass of draugr, trampling those it didn’t crush with its horns.

      I scrambled over to Cesare, snatching his longbow and smacking it across a hissing guivre’s face. Another blow set its eyes to rattling in their sockets, and my boot stomped on its wing, snapping it on the hook joint. I hopped off the wing before it could swipe out my feet again, wrenched the back-up knife from the small of my back and plunged it into that snake-like neck. Ripping it free, blue blood flooded the grass. The stalks sizzled and hissed as the blood ate a hole through the earth.

      I backed away from the dissolving ground into the light, and that was when I was hit from behind.

      On the ground, I shook the stars from my eyes and immediately wished I hadn’t.

      The flayed skull of a wolf was poised inches from my nose, yellow eyes burning like sulfurous portals to Hell. Heat radiated off its red flesh, hot as a furnace. Burned lips peeled away from a mouth in a soundless smile.

      I choked. I couldn’t draw breath because my heart had stopped. It wasn’t just ice in my veins, it was cement. My throat spasmed, unable to decide if to open or close. Unable to decide if it should just suffocate me to spare me from what was coming next or force a breath into my lungs to fight.

      Rule Four: Run. Always run.

      I shuddered as my lungs sucked in a huge breath.

      Saliva splattered against my cheek, hot and thick. The breath that followed it had a certain graveyard quality: stale and putrid. I turned my cheek away as fangs grazed along my neck.

      Claws pinned me to the grass, and a lanky body loomed over me. Arms far too long for its body bowed at the elbow, and the ragged pelt of a wolf draped over a half-rotted frame. Make that pelts. It’s as if the Other had no skin of its own and had fashioned a covering from the pelts of its victims. Muscle and bone and even entrails peeked out from the holes, shifting as the creature bent, digging its antlers into the dirt in a frame around my head. And that heat, broiling me alive.

      “Found you.”
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      “Where have you been, little bird?” the Other whispered. “I looked for you when the heavens shut. You’ve evaded me long enough.”

      “Listen, tell Don Cardinelli I won’t talk, I just want—”

      “What would I care for a cardinal? Their color merely mimics your plumage. But you’ve always had a weakness for flattery, haven’t you?”

      I shook my head, not understanding. “Please, just tell the Family—”

      “We have no family. Not since you betrayed me.” It grazed its teeth against my neck again. “And those I made after abandoned me, just like you. But we all had one purpose. To rid the world of you.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking—”

      He snapped his jaws inches away from my eyes. “Don’t lie to me.”

      I fought to keep my hands at my sides. All I wanted to do was hide my face from this hideous nightmare, but if I covered my face, I couldn’t use my hands to ram my knife into his heart. Not that I could right now anyway. His three-fingered hand, so much like an emu’s foot, had my knife pinned to the grass.

      So I shut my eyes. I shut my eyes and prayed, but there were no gods to hear me. I just hoped a certain voice was listening.

      Seems like all four personalities were.

      Hello, Ugly!

      That thing thinks he’s related to us? As if!

      He does look somewhat familiar …

      I had no words, just a mixture of emotions. Flashes of regret and confusion and a desperate need to understand, but mostly fear. Because I knew now my life was dangling by a thread.

      Please, was all I could think.

      NO ONE THREATENS ME. BURN IT ALL!

      No! I shouted. That’s not what – we just need to get away!

      Fire coursed into every cell.

      A claw trailed down my cheek, snapping me back to the present. “We know each other too well for lies. We were born from the same star, after all.”

      Okay, so he definitely wasn’t here for me. I hadn’t been born in the heart of a star. So if he hadn’t been sent by the Family, then he was here because of someone else. Something else.

      Something I’d had in my possession since I’d fled Chicago.

      Something that filled my veins with power.

      And that something was starting to remember.

      “But you chose witchcraft,” I said, my voice echoing in three octaves.

      Those yellow eyes flared. The Other reared back with a screech, antlers tearing from the earth and sprinkling my face with dirt.

      His jaws dove for my neck, but my hand clamped around his throat. The sepia lens snapped into place, and my skin burned with golden fire. Hand still tight around the Other’s throat, I held him in place as my fist smashed into his jaw.

      The Other tumbled away with a howl as I sprang to my feet, wreathed in gold flames. Lightning crackled from my fingertips, sparking white and blue.

      “You chose the darkness, brother, to pray upon those helpless before our might.” Panting, I body slammed him in the shoulder, sent him tumbling away as fire gnawed on his pelts. “You took joy in pain. You took joy in cruelty. That is why I cursed you.” Flames lapped over my boot as I pressed it into his ribs. I shook as lightning crackled over my fists, the golden fire swelling with all the fury of the sun. “And that is why I shall kill you now.”

      The Other screamed, and the darkness converged.

      The remaining draugr and guivres attacked, but they couldn’t touch my golden skin. At least, not at the moment. Channeling this Other was a test of endurance, and I was weakening quickly. The lightning from my hands fizzled out first. As the bodies crushed against me, scraping and slashing and gnawing, the flames started to sputter.

      We’ve got to get out of here! I cried.

      COWARD! THIS IS OUR CHANCE. The voice seized whatever energy I had left, its power boiling like a pot of melted gold, bubbling over the rim and ready to sear anything it touched in a blinding and terrifying display.

      NO, I gasped. Not Clyde, not the centaurs! They’re innocent—

      The golden fire exploded into a pillar of light, igniting the draugr and guivre that crushed against us. Howling, those that could break off from the attack scattered into the night.

      The blast dissipated harmlessly over the centaurs and cattle. Greenie lowered his horns and let the light ripple off his leafy spine. Clyde was knocked off his feet in a tumble of limbs and tail but was otherwise unharmed.

      UGH! Like, how could you? the younger voice shouted. If you’d just been a team player, we could’ve—

      How could I? I raged. How could you?

      We had one chance, and you blew it! That was the most dominant personality, the one I usually found to be the most level-headed. He was weak just then, and now he’ll be ready for us. And I don’t know if I’ll have the strength again! It would’ve been worth it—

      Worth it to kill my friends? Our allies? I slumped to my knees, exhausted. Don’t you value life at all?

      Not all life has value.

      The EmptyHell it doesn—

      I probably would’ve seen the blow coming if I hadn’t been wrapped up yelling at the voice. The Other, little bits of his mangled fur pelt still on fire, kicked me in the stomach and sent me sprawling into Cesare’s chest.

      Stunned, I lifted my head from the centaur’s six-pack as the Other charged. His antlers sawed through the firelight, the muscles and sinew under his flayed skin twisting red and silver as his clawed feet churned the earth.

      I snapped my fingers, but the lightning wouldn’t come back. Neither would the flames. My head throbbed, my vision blacking in and out. Come on, come on, come on …

      If you hadn’t fought me, you might still have some energy left!

      If I hadn’t fought you, everyone would be dead, including me!

      We don’t have ti — Get out of the way!

      I couldn’t move even if I’d wanted to. Something hard and metallic had thumped against my shoulder, and a deafening roar blew out the hearing of my right ear.

      What looked like uncut diamonds scattered in front of me, shredding what was left of the pelt and digging into his raw flesh. Howling, the Other skidded to a halt, pawing at the blood that oozed out of thirty-something holes.

      There was a tang to the smoke that wafted between us, something salty.

      The Other took another step and snarled as more blood pumped from his wounds. It was fresh and free-flowing and didn’t seem like it was going to stop anytime soon. He could burn time and heal, however long that would take with salt in his system, or he could run.

      He glanced around, his lip twisting into a snarl as Clyde, Antoni, and the woodland Other inched closer.

      Clamping his hands over his seeping chest, he snapped his teeth at me. “I’ll find you again, little bird.”

      The Other bolted into the night.
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      I craned around as Cesare lifted the shotgun from my shoulder. He slumped back into the grass, breaking the barrel open and sluggishly removing the spent casings.

      “You had that this entire time?” I yelled.

      “For close encounters … of the … Other kind,” the centaur giggled. It was strangely high-pitched for someone with such a deep voice. The centaur rummaged around in his sling, fumbling for two more shells. They had clear casings, and something white rattled around inside. “Rock salt.”

      I slumped back against his chest, exhausted. “That was too close.”

      Like, it wouldn’t have been so close if you’d just listened to me.

      I didn’t have time for this diva. Get out of my head!

      You know that’s impossible, but whatever. I’m out, the voice sulked. She tossed her imaginary hair. Laters, Greenie.

      The Other with the leafy hair snorted and lumbered back into the trees.

      I clutched my head, fighting through the pounding headache the voice had left in her wake. Snatching the beta-blockers from my backpack, I downed a double dose and shoved a bud blaring P!nk’s “So What” into my ear. I was so pissed, it was only my anger keeping me upright.

      Cesare started to gesture with the shotgun before I yanked it out of his hand. “Uh-uh. You don’t get to play with that again tonight.”

      “But it’s pretty,” he said, pointing groggily to the fields.

      Yes, it was. The ashy remains of the night creatures were like flecks of gold leaf on the wind. They danced about like fireflies or cinders, swirling into the night sky.

      Antoni trudged over to the fire, clutching his arm. “Medicus, if I may—”

      “Yeah, of course,” I said, wiping the sweaty curls out of my eyes. “Have a seat. Clyde, you okay?”

      “It would take more than a paltry blast and the undead’s teeth to harm me, maggot.”

      “Yeah … Would you care to explain to me what the EmptyHell that was back there? You know, when you basically had a panic attack in the middle of the fight?”

      Clyde tucked his paws under his lowered chin, clicking his talons together. “I haven’t had much combat training.”

      “Are you kidding me? Then how did you defeat the naga? You’re from the Fifth Ring of Hell. All they do, did, whatever, was fight there.”

      “Not everybody is a victor,” the demon mumbled. “And the naga was already dying when I got there. There wasn’t much left to do.”

      “Oh my GoneGods.” I pinched the bridge of my nose. I was bound to the loser demon. But like with Tiberius, I didn’t like to use derogatory terminology. “Then I guess we’ll just have to work on that.” I raked the curls out of my eyes. “Antoni, let’s take a look at that arm.”

      I’d finished stitching the wound on his arm when Noah’s firetruck and the town’s firetruck zoomed over the hill, siren blaring.

      “Clyde,” I hissed, but he was already a grapefruit-sized lump in my backpack.

      A mask of polite interest shuttered over Antoni’s face just as an identical one settled over mine. I popped the bud out of my ear and stuffed it into my pocket.

      Noah fell out of his truck with a fire extinguisher as the firemen wrestled with the hose.

      “Mr. Taylor, why the harried appearance?” the centaur asked. “Why have you called those who would extinguish Prometheus’s flame?”

      “Did you not see the fire exploding into the sky?” the cattle rancher exclaimed.

      Antoni and I shared a look.

      “It looked like a wildfire, b-but with wings. Ready to sweep over my fields and cows and even burn the clouds if it could!”

      Antoni and I shared another look.

      The centaur took a step forward, swishing his tail. “As you can see, Mr. Taylor, there is no sign of this conflagration. Such a thing would have burned us, and behold the grass: nary a scorch.”

      “He’s right, Mr. Taylor,” one of the firemen said. “There’s nothing out here. The grass is even wet from the dew. Let’s pack it up, boys!”

      “So what did I see?” Noah demanded. “Did the can of lighter fluid explode?”

      “Yes!” Antoni and I said.

      “The song I played so inspired the medicus to dance, and so we did, and I daresay my hoof must’ve kicked the can into the fire,” the centaur explained. He placed a hand over his heart and bowed. “My apologies, Mr. Taylor, for the fright and waste of your resources.”

      Noah lifted his hat, smoothed back his hair, and settled the cap back in place with a sigh. “Well, I’m glad nobody got hurt.”

      Antoni carefully shifted so his bandaged arm was in shadow.

      “Doc, I’m sure you want to be winding down for the evening.”

      “I certainly do.” I shoved the med-kit into my backpack and slung it over my shoulder. I’d already reclaimed my machete, poor beaten blade that it was. “Antoni, I’ll be back tomorrow with Cesare’s medicine and to … talk. About his condition.”

      “Until tomorrow then, my lady.”

      I climbed into the truck and drummed my fingers against my thigh. I declined Noah’s offer to have dinner at the house, citing my desperate need for a shower took precedence over my stomach. I wanted to go home. I needed to look inside that urn. I needed to see the time on the Antevortan Clock. Whatever that hideous Other was, it wanted me because of what was inside that urn.

      And it was ready to kill me to get it.
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      My fingers hovered over the back-porch doorknob, the key already inserted and the lock unlocked. Dirt smudged the back of my hand, and drops of dried blood – not mine – had started to flake away. Peeking out of my jacket sleeve was the leather cuff, covering the partial brand of the cardinal-in-flight.

      The Other hadn’t been working for the Family. I was still safe from them, as much as I could be. But him, he hadn’t been incinerated with the rest of the night creatures. He’d just taken a beating and a spray of rock salt before retreating to lick his wounds.

      He was still out there.

      “Clyde?”

      The demon paused in fluffing up the nest of blankets I’d given him and put the grate on the chimenea. I’d bought a new one – metal this time, instead of clay – that he liked to keep on a low crackle throughout the night.

      “W-would you like to come in?”

      “Into the hovel?”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Yes. Into the house.”

      In one great exhale he extinguished the chimenea, scooped up his blankets and newspapers, and pushed past me into the house. “I would be delighted to.”

      I chased in after him. “Oye, don’t scratch up the hardwood! And flatten your quills! Clyde, your tail – son-of-a-biscuit, are you always this clumsy?”

      I was about to throw his ass back outside when he dumped his blankets on the couch, adjusted them just-so with his claws, and settled in. He’d even drawn one of the blankets up to his lizard-like chin, talons curled over the edge in some farce of a child tucked in for bed.

      “Comfy?” I asked.

      “Quite.”

      “Just because you’re in the house doesn’t mean you get to shirk patrol duty.”

      “But of course, maggot. I am very aware of my job description. If you hear anything go bump in the night, or break, it’s just me.”

      “Wonderful.”

      I went to the backdoor and set the three locks into place. Then I went about my nightly routine, stopping at last in front of the urn and the Antevortan Clock.

      The hand had moved to the ten.

      Son-of-a-bis—

      I reached for the urn, ready to get some answers, when the heat from its pearlescent surface reminded me that it could scorch anything that touched it. But then I remembered how my hand had looked, wreathed in gold flame that didn’t burn me, and picked up the urn.

      It was warm to the touch, but it didn’t scald me. In fact, the urn had started to vibrate, like it was humming. Unscrewing the lid, I peered inside.

      I don’t know what I was expecting. Maybe a salamander locked away in solitary confinement. Maybe a collection of ancient artifacts. Certainly not a pile of ash after all the trouble it’d caused me.

      “It is an urn after all, Frances,” I muttered.

      Most people would leave the remains of the dead undisturbed, but I wasn’t most people. I wanted answers.

      I gave the urn a little shake, and the gray grains slid as finely as flour away from something solid. Something like a smoldering coal no bigger than a quail egg, its light pulsing like a heartbeat.

      My breath didn’t stir them, but the ashes started to swirl. A pint-sized tornado spun inside the urn, and the shriek of a banshee emanated from the twisting funnel.

      I slammed the lid back on the urn, screwed it on tight, and shoved the urn back in place on the entertainment center. Beside it, the hand on the Antevortan Clock whizzed in a blur.

      “Not good,” I whispered, backing away. “Not. Goo—”

      And a psionic blast knocked me back onto the rug.

      Clyde choked off mid-snore, waking up mid-air as the couch flipped over.

      Damn this infernal incorporeal existence!

      I am so friggin’ pissed!

      I clutched my head as the dueling voices wailed inside me.

      Clyde scrambled over the couch, poking it full of holes with his claws, and wrapped his length around me. He retracted his claws and pressed ribbed gecko-like fingers against my temples. Grunting under the strain, he hunched over me, tail trembling as it tucked around our legs.

      The pain lessened slightly. There was still a swirling vortex of voices, but I was able to discern them a little now. They were a motley crew of personalities, one like sunshine, another like a thunderstorm, the young one like the fizzling of PopRocks, the old one refined as well-aged sherry.

      I was born of fire. In the heart of a star. I do not belong in the earth! Sherry wailed.

      The windowpanes rattled. The plates in the cupboard chattered like terrified teeth. On the TV, the feeds of the four trail cameras turned into static lines, and the hand on the Antevortan Clock continued to wildly spin.

      I’m gonna have me a full-blown bitch fit here in a minute, PopRocks announced. Uh-huh, I’m about ready to lose my shi—

      “Wait, wait, wait,” I pleaded. I left Clyde’s shielding embrace and yanked the urn onto my lap with a cry. The demon’s fingers suctioned back onto my head, and a small measure of relief returned. The urn, however, threatened to vibrate straight out of my hands. “Let’s just calm down a minute, okay? No reason to destroy my house and everyone in it.”

      I was free. For a glorious moment, I felt the wind beneath me, Sunshine moaned. I was in the sky among the stars, but now the darkness pulls at me. It drags me down to the earth. I can’t be here, not like this. That’s where he hunts …

      Like, he thinks he can just show up and threaten me, me, the firstborn? PopRocks snapped. Oh we gonna dish out an attitude adjustment tonight.

      BATTLE! the thunderstorm boomed.

      What is this purgatory? Sherry demanded. I’m lost. LOST.

      The urn grew hot beneath my fingertips, shaking like a dryer with an unbalanced load.

      “Hey, hey, hey.” I yanked my iPod out of my pocket and smooshed the earbuds against the urn’s pearlescent surface. The heat started to melt the foam protective coverings as I found De Falla’s “Spanish Dance” and cranked the volume on max.

      W-what? What is that beautiful—

      HOT DAMN, THIS IS MY JAM!

      The urn settled down in a humming vibration, much more like a purring cat than a raging chainsaw. Heat dissipating, the urn returned to the same coolness of a giant black pearl instead of a giant coal plucked fresh from a forest fire.

      Clyde unsuctioned his fingers, the gecko ribbing peeling away like Velcro from my temples. He slumped onto his back, limbs splayed, but his tail remained curled around my legs. His snores permeated the quiet living room a moment later.

      I shook him roughly, and he cracked open one ember-like eye to glare at me.

      “Rude,” he mumbled.

      Before I could say anything, he pulled a blanket over his chest and started snoring again.

      “I guess we’ll discuss that later,” I muttered.

      The urn was singing – no, crooning – to itself, purring happily. I turned the stereo on and quickly scrolled to a classical station before removing my ruined ear buds.

      The Antevortan Clock had returned to the ten, and since it was clear Clyde was not going to be patrolling the woods at the moment, I double checked the locks on all the doors and went to bed. I kept my machete within easy reach and waited for sleep to come, but the sulfurous eyes of the Other bore into my mind. The flayed flesh, red and angry and striped with silvery sinew, the burned lips peeled back from that horrid snout, the heat roiling off him like the broiling coils of an industrial oven.

      I snatched my machete and returned to the living room. Throwing a pillow into the crook of Clyde’s arm, I nestled down beside the demon. His fine scales shimmered with an iridescent ripple in time with his breathing. Watching the display of colors, I waited for my eyelids to droop.

      And when they did, the sulfurous stare of the Other was gone.
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      Something warm slid against my cheek. Warm like a smooth riverbank stone that’d been baking in the sun all day. A breath ruffled the curls across my cheek, and I forced my eyelids open.

      I was spooning a demon. I knew I was lonely, but this was a new low.

      At least he was holding me back, making this only slightly less pathetic.

      I had rolled over in my sleep, thrown an arm and a leg over him, and his arm had encircled me, along with his tail. A low hum, like if an alligator could purr, rumbled from deep in his chest.

      He woke seconds after me, probably alerted by my increased heart rate. Those ember-like eyes, docile with their dormant red seams, flared into orange flames.

      Clyde scuttled away from me, claws slashing rents in the area rug, and lurched to his feet. His barbed tail lashed as he wiped his paws down his glittering skin as if he was trying to dust himself off.

      “What in the fiery underlord’s name were you doing?” he bellowed.

      “Me?” I scrambled to my feet, crossing my arms over my chest defensively. “You had your tail—”

      “I cannot be held responsible. Demons crave heat, and you’re the hottest thing around here besides that urn.”

      “You mean you – did you not go on patrol last night?” I shrilled. “At all?”

      “How could I? Shielding your mind from being turned into jelly took all the energy I had, not to mention I burned a lot of time. Too much.”

      “I-I’m sorry. But … thank you.”

      “The ward should hold for a few days, I think.”

      I ran my fingers against my scalp. Raised ridges, an imprint of his gecko fingers, rippled under my touch.

      Clyde lumbered over to the entertainment center. “What is in that thing anyway?”

      I smacked his taloned paw away as he reached for the urn. Beside it, the Antevortan Clock held at a steady ten. I tried not to think about it. It was impossible. “That thing that attacked us not twelve hours ago is still out there—”

      Clyde lifted a ribbed finger, pointing a talon at me. “Attacked you, not us—”

      “We could’ve been killed!” I raked my hands through my curls, tugging on my scalp. “That Other could’ve walked right in here and finished the job. Hell, why not the Cardinellis while we’re at it? I should have never trusted – you can only rely on yourself, Frances.” I yanked on my scalp with every word, hoping the pain would drive home the point. It was nothing compared to what the Other could’ve done to me. “Why bother with rules if you’re just going to break them? GoneGodDamn it, and here we were just, just snuggling—”

      “Ugh. Snuggling a human. These scales will never be clean again. Brimstone. I need brimstone!”

      “Good luck finding that this side of Hell.”

      “Then salt will suffice.” The demon brushed past me into the kitchen, stretching to his full eight-foot height as he ransacked the cabinets. “Surely even such a poorly-maintained, one-termite-bite-away-from-collapse hovel—”

      “Hey! Quit insulting my house!”

      “—would possess the Bones of Lot’s Wife. Ah! Morton’s Extra Fine Sea Salt. From the Dead Sea, correct? Even better.” He seized the container from the shelf, slashed the top off with one swipe of his talon, doused his chest, and rubbed it against his scales like an exfoliant.

      White grains sprinkled to the floor, crunching underfoot like sand. When he’d shaken all the salt over his chest, he tossed the carton over his shoulder, dropped onto his belly, and rubbed himself in the pile on the floor like a dog rolling in something disgusting it’d found in the yard. The floorboards creaked under the strain, and I swore I could hear every salty molecule gouging scratches into the polish.

      Clyde grunted, flipping onto his back as his tail collided with the dish drainer. Plates and mugs clattered into the sink, and I heard more than one thing break. “I’ve got to get every inch—”

      “Clyde. Out of the house. Right. Now.”

      It was like an invisible rope yanked him through the back door. The screen slammed behind him, rattling in its frame.

      The demon seemed as shocked as I was, mouth agape and his myriad needle-like teeth glinting in the sunlight. The orange flames in his eyes flickered out, returning to their normal smoldering ember state. As I approached the door, he sank into a hunch, tucking his paws under his chin and clicking his talons nervously.

      “What in the EmptyHell was that?” I asked.

      “You gave me an official order. Not with the usual eloquence of speech I am accustomed to, but with the correct tone and intent,” the demon sulked. “I had no choice but to obey instantly.”

      “Then here is your next official order. You will do a property sweep. Then you will come back into my house and clean it up while I get dressed. Is that quite understood?”

      “Yes, magg – master. At once.”

      The demon flashed away, leaving nothing but the swaying stalks of dead winter wheat in his wake.

      Struggling to remain calm, I marched into my bedroom to get ready for the day. The stereo was still on from last night, playing something mournful from Tchaikovsky’s “Swan Lake”, but Antoni had been right. This music was soothing. I emerged from my room, flipping my hair out from where it’d gotten pinned under my jacket and rolling my shoulders, settling the machete sheath in place.

      Clyde was in the kitchen, struggling with the broom and dustpan. He’d gotten the salt more or less into a cohesive mound but was having difficulty scooping it up without banging his tail into the kitchen table or tangling his horns in the dangling kitchen lights. He finally abandoned the dustpan all together and started scooping the salt with his paws into the sink.

      Rolling my eyes, I went to the hallway closet and got out the vacuum cleaner. It came to life with a roar, and I chased Clyde out of the way with it as it sucked up the remaining mess. When I wound up the cord, I heard his claws clack against the plastic container. He was giving it a sympathizing pat.

      “I don’t know what foul magic trapped you in there, Apep,” the demon lamented,

      “but I thank you for your assistance.”

      “Apep?”

      “The Devouring Worm. The greediest of Known demons. He sucks everything he can get with that maw of his, never satisfied. You never told me you had another demon bound to you. How could I have missed that?”

      I wasn’t about to explain the physics of a vacuum cleaner to him, so I just tapped the handle and gave him my best imperious expression. “See what happens to demons that displease me? I trap them and force them into manual labor.”

      “Yes, magg – master. I will not disappoint you again. And nothing amiss outside. I checked twice before returning to the hov – the house.”

      I nodded. “C’mon. We’re late.” I opened my backpack for him.

      The demon jumped, transforming midair into a hedgehog that landed neatly on top of my med-kit. “To the diner?”

      “To the clinic. I need to check on Tiberius and pick up the meds for Cesare. Then to the Taylor Farm.”

      “So no breakfast?”

      I turned away from locking the door and rustled in the hedges by the porch. I snatched one cold-dazed grasshopper from the branches and dropped it into the hedgehog’s paws. “Enjoy.”

      “Grasshopper. Suborder Caelifera. BAMF-1. Bite-force is twenty times its own weight.” The hedgehog licked his little lips. “Prepare to meet thy doom, insect! Thy armored shell is no match for my piercing teeth—”

      I zipped it closed so I wouldn’t hear the little beast crunching down its breakfast, got into the truck, and headed into town. As least he was working on building up his battle confidence.

      Insect: 0.

      Clyde: 1.
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      It always took me twenty minutes to get to work, though the clinic was literally a field and a forest away, but anyone on the run knew it was prudent to determine if you were being followed. So I took the road into town, circled in the rotary around the corn goddess statue, went past the local hardware store, the gas station and the post office, past the mom-and-pop grocery store, and headed on to Jolene’s Country Kitchen.

      The town was buzzing.

      Cars were lined up by the gas station, impatiently waiting to fill their portable gas tanks, and people flew in and out of the grocery store like there was a going out of business sale. Milk, bread, eggs, bottled water, the usual whenever there was threat of an imminent storm. The sky looked pretty clear to me. That pale blue you only saw in the winter months with no clouds in sight.

      Jolene’s was packed, and I saw more than six people in the local liquor store at eight in the morning and another two hustling in. I didn’t even know they opened that early. Craning my head around as I took the left turn that would lead me through some backroads out of town, I saw the parking lot to the little town bank was overflowing.

      “What in the EmptyHell?”

      I jammed my foot onto the accelerator and sped toward the clinic.

      “Blanche?” I called, opening my backpack so Clyde could waddle out. “Do you know what’s going on in town? Blanche?”

      The moment his rear paw cleared the canvas, he transformed into his normal eight-foot, be-horned self. His purple tongue snaked out past his teeth, licking the stray grasshopper wing still clinging to his jaws into his mouth. His talons smoothed over his belly. “One grasshopper is not so filling in this form,” he complained.

      “Shush.” I waved at him to be quiet. “Blanche? Are you—”

      “Crowns and cavities, thank Apollonia you’re alright.” A blur of navy blue and white lab coat zipped through the swinging doors, buzzed right past me, and buried itself into Clyde’s chest.

      The demon’s arms remained at his sides, and his lizard-like neck swiveled around the bawling tooth fairy to look confusedly at me. I lifted my hands and shoulders with a you-got-me shrug.

      “I was so worried,” Blanche cried. “After that attack, I thought you’d been torn from my life without me ever getting the chance to gaze upon those perfect cuspids again. Tell me, are they still… intact?”

      “My teeth are fine.”

      I waved him onward, mouthing “elaborate.”

      “U-uh, thank you for your concern. It was not necessary. Or wanted.”

      I smacked my hand over my eyes.

      “How silly of me.” Blanche whisked the tears from her eyes with a bony finger, slinging an eyelash extension with them. “A battle-hardened warrior such as yourself doesn’t need someone to worry about him.”

      “Indeed.”

      I just glared at him: “be nice.”

      “B-but feel free to worry about me a-and my teeth whenever you wish.”

      Blanche’s unsettling black orbs-for-eyes positively sparkled up at him. “Really?”

      The demon gave the tooth fairy an awkward pat on the head. “Yes.”

      With Blanche threatening to melt into a puddle right then and there, I finally inserted myself into the conversation. “So do you know what’s happening in town?”

      “Of course I do!” The tooth fairy flitted away from Clyde, straightening out her lab coat. “And you would, too, little lady, if you ever picked up one of your phones!”

      “What?” I rustled around in my backpack. “I didn’t hear any ringing—”

      “Well of course they won’t ring if you don’t charge them!”

      Well, they weren’t dead, but they all had missed calls and messages. Guess I’d slept better in the arms of a demon than I’d thought.

      I shouldered through the doors into the examination suite, gesturing for Blanche to follow. I had an Other patient to check on, after all. “Then fill me in as I look at Tiberius.”

      Blanche rolled her shiny black eyes and gestured to the supine minotaur. “There’s an Other killer on the loose, didn’t you know? Town’s in a panic, and the mayor is calling for everyone to stay in their homes until the culprit can be apprehended. Curfew starts tonight.”

      “What? Why now? What—”

      The tooth fairy zipped back to her desk in the reception room and returned with a newspaper in her bony fingers. She tossed it onto Tiberius’s stomach. The headline glared up at me.

      A Doreen Collins Special Report: TIBERIUS THE MINOTAUR SLAYS CENTAUR BROTHERS IN JEALOUS RAGE OVER LOST JOB.

      The newspaper crumpled in my fist. “I’m going to kill that woman.”
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      But killing the town’s busybody was going to have to wait, no matter how much my blood boiled at her inflammatory headline.

      I had a minotaur that needed my help.

      I raked my hands through my hair, tugging on my scalp. “Just take a deep breath, Frances,” I muttered. “Focus on T … Blanche, did we get that new catheter set I ordered yet?”

      “Already installed. The invoice is on your desk.” Blanche zipped to the minotaur’s head. It looked oddly misshapen with one of his horns snapped off. The tooth fairy picked up her knitting and started to add more rows onto that ugly lime green sweater. “He’s healing physically, but he’s still in a coma. I think the defeat in battle was too hard for him to take.”

      I curled my hand over his big hairy knuckles. “I know it wasn’t you, T. I knew you were good. But I need you to wake up. I need you to wake up and tell me what did this to you.”

      The minotaur didn’t stir, not that I expected him to. But I noticed his tufted ears twitched every time Blanche’s knitting needles clacked against each other. It sounded like gnashing teeth.

      “Of course.” I ran over to the computer where I logged my patient notes and quickly pulled up YouTube on the internet. I selected a music video and increased the volume to max.

      “By Apollonia’s Tongs, what is that racket?” the tooth fairy demanded.

      “Medieval battle sounds,” I replied, grinning. “Complete with wailing, screaming, and all ad-free for four hours.”

      Clyde looked up from the horoscope section of the newspaper, a dopey smile on his face. “Mmm … reminds me of home.”

      “Exactly!” I clapped my hands. “You’re from the Fifth Ring of Hell, where the wrathful battle along the River Styx. Tiberius guarded the maze to Tartarus, the prison of the Titans. All he ever heard was them fighting each other and complaining about their misery. This is a comforting sound to him!”

      Blanche covered her ears. “Unlikely.”

      But the minotaur’s fingers were twitching, playing the phantom keys of a piano.

      I went a step further and pulled a flashback needle from a drawer. After shucking my jacket and sanitizing my arm, I strapped on a tourniquet and withdrew a vial of blood. I damped a cotton ball with the warm liquid and held it under the minotaur’s nose.

      His nostrils flared in excitement.

      “He was always complaining about how he couldn’t have human blood anymore,” I explained. “This must smell like the sweetest perfume to him.” I cinched the cotton ball with a pair of hemostats and balanced them on the minotaur’s broad snout so the cotton ball dangled in front of his nose. “Let’s keep up the … music, and we’ll change out the cotton ball whenever it gets too dry.”

      “This might actually work,” Blanche breathed.

      I planted my hands on my hips, smiling. “They don’t call me a medicus for nothing.”

      “No one calls you a medicus around here, remember? You’re just a veterinarian. One who makes the townsfolk look the other way when her big heart can’t resist helping a wounded Other.”

      “And dead ones,” I muttered darkly. The centaur brothers were dead, and Tiberius hadn’t killed them. I wrestled into my jacket and checked that my machete was loose in its sheath. “C’mon, Clyde.”
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      The bodies of the centaurs were by a sycamore shaded stream, half a ranch away from where I had left them last night. Slash marks covered their torsos, flanks, backs, deep gouges identical to those on Tiberius’s body and Priyanka’s chest.

      “Doc, I know you tried to help, but… maybe you shouldn’t be here,” Noah said, wringing his baseball hat. “There’s been some talk—”

      Guilty by association. I had treated Tiberius, worked tirelessly with him for months, was his loudest advocate. I might as well have helped him kill these centaurs.

      Which, of course, he didn’t.

      I hated this town. I hated the small-mindedness of its people.

      “Please,” I said, my voice only a whisper. “Let me help. And then I’ll go.”

      After a minute, Noah nodded. He also agreed to let me perform a post-mortem exam – this was a double homicide, after all – and left to tend to his ranch while I got busy with the first body.

      Cesare’s bow was snapped in half, the pieces scattered on different banks, and his shotgun lay discarded in the stream. I pulled it out of the water and yanked on the break lock lever. It was rusted shut, but after I jammed it against a tree, the shotgun cracked open. Two spent casings. I left the shotgun by my backpack, strapped on some gloves, and approached the first body.

      Beautiful Antoni had both sets of guts dangling from his body. His lower half was in the stream, the water gently tugging at his cream-colored tail. It was the only clean thing about him. His pale hide was streaked with blood and dirt, his bronze skin bruised, the tight curls on his head in frazzled disarray. Flies gorged on the deepest of his wounds and skittered over his wide, lifeless eyes.

      His brother, mighty Cesare, was in two parts scattered over both banks. His chest was covered in similar gouges, but that hadn’t been what had killed him. His left hind leg had been torn from his body and thrown into the trees, where it still hung like a piece of meat at a processing facility. The blood loss had been swift.

      I sank into the grass, letting my curls screen my face so I wouldn’t have to look at the carnage anymore. My whole body shuddered with a sob.

      Clyde the hedgehog placed a dainty pink paw on my knee. “It appears the centaur siblings followed the Other’s blood trail. Perhaps because it was wounded, they thought they could enter another confrontation and come out victorious.”

      “Please,” I whispered, “stop talking.”

      “Maggot, I don’t understand why you’re so upset—”

      “Upset? I’m not upset.” I launched to my feet. “I’m furious! The only reason those two are dead is because of me! Or what’s inside me. You heard what it said, it’s been looking for it! And if I or we or whatever hadn’t attracted so much attention, that thing never would’ve been here. The centaurs never would’ve fought it, and they certainly never would’ve chased it!”

      “They were doing their job, maggot. Protecting their wards. Albeit, perhaps a little over zealously …”

      “It’s a waste!” I yanked at my hair. “Just like Priyanka, just like Ti—”

      “Excuse me,” a voice said from behind me, “but who are you talking to?”

      I whipped around, my hand immediately going for the machete hilt hiding in my curls. This guy wore a suit, and the only people who wore those around here were funeral home directors and the people actually attending the funerals. And since this guy definitely wasn’t the potbellied, comb-over, grease stains from a GutBuster Deluxe on his pinstripe shirt Mr. Skinner, I figured I’d be right to assume he was from out of town.

      Tall with a square jaw, buzzed hair, and skin the color of melted milk chocolate. He’d be handsome if it wasn’t for his hard brown eyes. They had this no-nonsense look that no matter of arguing could sway. That meant you’d have one hell of a time trying to change his mind on any subject. Which meant I had better make a good impression.

      I scooped Clyde into my hands and carefully petted his quills. “Just my trusty little sidekick here.”

      He lifted a sculpted eyebrow. “A hedgehog.”

      “What? Like you’ve never talked to your pets before?”

      “I never had any.”

      Tough crowd. “Well, sir, I’m in the middle of a post-mortem, so … who are you?”

      “Landon Falls, World Army, and I’m also here because of the centaurs.”

      The World Army. I’d heard of them before. They were the organization tasked with keeping the peace between Others and humans after the gods had left. Nice, right? Yeah … no.

      Imagine the love child of the NSA and Border Patrol that didn’t bother to sugar-coat the fact that they were tapping every news feed and practically keeping arrested Others in black-site zoos until they could be properly categorized. Since Others were still new, and not all of them graced with the cheerful dispositions of pixies, the World Army was very much an imprison-first-ask-questions-later kinda group.

      He closed the distance between us, extending his hand. “And you are?”

      “I’m Doctor Frances Church,” I kept my reply short, concise, tone right in the middle of the road. Not falling-over-myself-to-accommodate-you and not why-don’t-you-just-spare-everyone-and-piss-off? “I’d offer to shake your hand, but, you know, gloves.”

      “Doctor Frances … Church. A medicus, huh? Not a lot of you running around.”

      “I prefer rock-climbing.”

      His eye twitched at my snark. Hey, it was better than mumbling a few lines of “Hollaback Girl.”

      “And I’m not a medicus. I’m just a veterinarian. You know the human coroners don’t deal with this kind of thing.”

      “Yeah.” He gestured to the centaurs. “So what happened here?”

      “They were attacked.”

      “I can see that. By what?”

      “The EmptyHell if I know. Something with claws?”

      His brown eyes narrowed. “Mr. Taylor said you were out here last night with them, treating the big one when he got gored by a bull.”

      “His name was Cesare,” I ground out.

      It’s like he didn’t even hear me. “Mr. Taylor also said that he saw a strange explosion.”

      “We knocked over a can of lighter fluid.”

      “Ever see lighter fluid do this?” He pulled a folder out of his jacket and slid out a few eight-by-eleven-inch photographs. “This satellite on its routine orbit caught these last night.”

      I wouldn’t have touched them if I hadn’t been wearing gloves. I’d seen too many movies where the investigators lifted a suspect’s fingerprints, usually from the most outlandish sources.

      I rifled through the photos, careful to keep my face a mask of polite curiosity. Routine orbit my ass. “Never thought a satellite would be anywhere near little ol’ Cornish Roost,” I mused.

      The pictures were high resolution, but I still couldn’t make out that it was me in the center of that strange flare of light. Maybe that was just wishful thinking, and I doubt this Landon Falls had given me all of his pictures. There could very well have been a close up of me, normal one minute and wreathed in golden flames with lightning crackling from my fingertips the next.

      I shuffled the photos back into the stack and returned them with a regretful smile. “Sorry. Nothing strange there that I could see. But then again, I’m just a veterinarian.”

      Landon just fixed me with those big brown eyes. “Yeah … you mind if I take a look around?”

      I motioned him to go ahead. “Just don’t touch anything.”

      Nodding, he stuffed the folder back into his jacket and withdrew a small glasses case. The case creaked open, and Landon settled a pair of rose-tinted glasses onto his nose. I stifled a snort and followed him to the edge of the stream. He inspected everything, never touching, finally scrutinizing me behind those rose-tinted lenses. I just crossed my arms over my chest.

      He replaced the glasses and smoothed a hand down his suit. “Well, I’m going to want a copy of that report when you’re done.”

      And a diabetic wants cake. “Sure. And I’ll send that where?”

      “Just leave it with the coroner. I’ll get it from him.”

      You mean tap his database. “Sure thing. You have a good day now.”

      I watched him leave, glad I had my arms crossed over my chest so I wouldn’t shake apart. “Shit.”

      “Miss Chumki did say today would be full of unexpected surprises. Did you step in any?” Clyde wanted to know, looking around. “It’s everywhere out here.”

      “I don’t care about your astrologer! It’s him. Mr. Tall, Dark and Handsome. He’s the shit.”

      The hedgehog dry-washed his paws. “I’m not following.”

      “I don’t know much about satellites, but I seriously doubt the high-res-photo-snapping ones spend any amount of time in this backwater portion of the Midwest. They’re looking for something. Or someone.”

      “I think I hear your paranoia taking over, maggot.”

      “It’s what’s kept me alive,” I snapped. “But can I go anywhere? No. Not until I find Tiberius’s attacker because … UGH.” Friends could be such a burden.

      I avoided looking at Antoni and Cesare as I gathered up my gear. They weren’t necessarily my friends, but we’d fought together. Bled together. Saved each other’s lives. That ran deeper than friendship, and now they were dead.

      Seemed I was having that effect on people lately.
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      I stayed long enough to help bury the bodies. Mr. Taylor, his human ranch hands, Crazy Carl – who he’d hired for the job in exchange for a hot meal and a shower using the barn hose – and I hauled and buried the centaur brothers in the grave they’d dug with the excavator under the shade of the sycamore trees.

      I didn’t like the idea of burying them where they’d been slain, but it didn’t seem right to haul their pieces into the middle of a field and burn them either.

      More than a few Others showed up to bid the brothers farewell – a flower nymph even burned a little time to make a cluster of bright celosias grow on each grave – and more than a few humans showed up to whisper and gossip. After all, it was an Other killing Others, not humans.

      “I’m sorry, El Capitan,” Carl said when we were finished. “We would’ve tried to help more had it not been for the tribute we have to collect. It’s double this year.”

      I just nodded, not understanding. I rarely understood his ramblings. Or maybe I didn’t want to understand because I was too angry. After a curt wave good-bye, I snatched up Cesare’s shotgun and drove like a madwoman into town.

      It was tough finding a place to park when the entire populace was in town, but when I spied Mindy laden down with an armload of manila folders and trailing after Miss Busybody swishing her hips past the library with another Catch-A-Man-Whatever attempt in her hands, I made a parking spot.

      The truck door slammed behind me, loud enough to make Doreen and Mindy jump at the sound. They relaxed only a fraction before they saw my face. It was no longer the civil mask I always wore. There was fire in my blood, and it had nothing to do with the Other’s influence.

      Mindy shrank back a step, lifting the stack of manilla folders up to her velvety lips.

      “Doreen. Collins.” I marched straight up to her, thrusting my finger into her face. I was a good head taller than her, and I used my height to loom over her. “You selfish, egotistical, spiteful liar.”

      Mindy gasped, covering her muzzle with manicured fingernails.

      But Doreen recovered quickly and pushed her pink lips out into an oversized moue. “Use a thesaurus this morning, did you?”

      I held back my urge to slap her. Barely. “You don’t care who you hurt so long as you get fodder for your column,” I raged. “You have no proof, and all your slander has done is incite a public panic!” I gestured wildly with my arms, and the people on the sidewalk that had stopped to stare at us flinched and hurried each other along. “But I don’t see you joining the rest of these lemmings in stocking up. Where are your groceries, Doreen? And your extra gas and cash?”

      The townsfolk nearest to us paused, muttering.

      Doreen adjusted her cardigan with one hand, the bangles on her wrist jingling. “Well, someone is killing these Others and maiming livestock.”

      “But it’s not Tiberius,” I snarled. The fire was pumping now, hot and righteous. It flowed like liquid gold, made my fingers tingle. “Not by a long shot. Instead of doing some actual investigating, you’ve just fabricated another lie. And baking whatever culinary atrocity that is.”

      Mindy gasped again, long eyelashes flaring wide in an oh-no-you-didn’t stare.

      Doreen’s freckled face was redder than a summertime tomato. Her massive bosom heaved in indignation, threatening to burst over her low neckline.

      I smacked the tin out of her trembling hand. Blueberry scones tumbled out from under the tea towel and scattered over the sidewalk. “How can you just sit back and watch this town tear itself apart and bake? What is this, anyway? An attempt to sway the Sheriff to overlook the riot you’ve caused with your inflammatory headlines? You can’t catch a man with baked goods—”

      “I could if you weren’t distracting him!” Doreen screamed.

      I took a step back, hands balling into fists. The fire in my blood was still there, seething, roiling, but something had changed. Something had awakened.

      “You come into Cornish Roost six months ago, a nobody related to the town’s most infamous reclusive, and set your hooks into him,” she shrilled. “No man can resist a mystery, and what do we really know about you anyway? You pay in cash, you have this bizarre set-up for making appointments, and you sneak about treating Others like some self-righteous saint. As if they matter more than humans or our livestock.”

      Mindy gasped a third time, her teeth grinding in anger.

      Golden light glowed in the backs of my eyes. It didn’t hinder my vision, only enhanced it. I felt hot, hotter than the molten core of the sun, and I had to get it out.

      “Jealousy.” I spat the word out. “I can’t believe you. That’s what this is, isn’t it? You’re accusing Tiberius because he’s my friend and her almost-boyfriend. I haven’t set any hooks into anyone, and you’re jealous that your poorly paid and emotionally abused assistant is diverting her attention elsewhere. You are ruining someone’s life.”

      “If it’s false, then where is Tiberius to defend himself, hmm?” Doreen lifted her little nose into the air. “You’ve stashed him somewhere, haven’t you? Maybe you’re working together. You’re always around, just hours before the attacks. Satisfying some personal vendetta, are you? Everyone knows Billy Crane’s short on cash. He stiff you on a bill so you had the minotaur destroy his flock? What about the nagini? Maybe what she offered in trade wasn’t good enough? And you probably went out to the Taylor’s Farm to scope out the place before you told Tiberius how to get in and take his revenge on poor Andrew and Chester—”

      “Their names were Antoni and Cesare!”

      Doreen flicked her hand. “Whatever. The point is, I’m not so sure anymore that Tiberius was working alone.”

      “He wasn’t working at all!” I was so frustrated I could scream. “There is an actual killer out there, Doreen, and while you’ve got the town searching for the minotaur, they’re oblivious to the real threat. Besides, minotaurs don’t kill by slashing. They stomp you into the ground and then they rip off your head!”

      She pointed a stubby finger at me. “You seem to know an awful lot about—”

      “Stop it, Doreen, or so help me, I’ll—”

      “You’ll what?”

      There was nothing I could do, and I knew it. I flung my balled fists aside in rage, my right fist shattering the library window. It went right through the glass like it was nothing but a sheet of frost. The glass clinked into the grass and scattered across the reading chairs.

      The librarian hustled out from behind her desk with an outraged cry. Her throat made some strangled noises, like she wasn’t sure what words she wanted to use to yell at me, but she finally gave up with an aggravated toss of her hands and went to get the broom.

      I gazed down at my fist, expecting to see a bloody mess, but my skin was fine. Flexing my fingers, I dropped my hands to my sides. The fire in my blood didn’t dissipate.

      It feels good, doesn’t it? the voice whispered.

      My hand flew to my forehead, raking through my curls. What are you doing here? And why doesn’t my head hurt?

      You channeled me, human, Sunshine said. When the conduit is open, why would I miss the opportunity to stretch my wings? You should let your anger out more often. You’ve bottled it for so long—

      No! I mean, I didn’t mean to do that. I just… I just—

      But you’ve made your point.

      I glanced at Doreen and Mindy, focusing on them instead of the dozens of passersby who’d seen my outburst. Mindy looked terrified, and Doreen was trying to cover her fear with smugness.

      “You know what they say about people who can’t control their tempers,” Doreen tittered. “They’re no better than beasts.”

      That sunshine personality turned into a solar flare. Oh hell no. Did you just call us a beast? Move aside, human, I got this—

      You’ve not nothing, you… voice. I can handle this. The last time you got involved you went all psycho.

      So I got caught up in the heat of battle. Can you say you’ve never done something you’ve regretted?

      I used to (unknowingly) harvest organs from Others for a living. No …

      We’ll do this your way. Hit her where it hurts. If we can’t burn her to a crisp, then make her cry a thousand tears.

      A thousand … tears?

      Yeah! Sunshine cheered, getting amped up. Insult her mother! Or her clothes. Or how much her baking sucks. Did you see how those scones chipped the sidewalk when they hit it? That’s a brand new height of baking suckage. C’mon. This is perfect material for an epic rap battle.

      I am not rap battling her. Where in the EmptyHell do you get these ideas? Oh my GoneGods, do you troll the internet when I’m asleep?

      It’s how we fought back in the day. I mean, we could literally set each other on fire but that was pretty pointless, so we had to use words. So channel your inner verboseness, go beat the soul out of her body, and crush it into atomic dust beneath your heel. Figuratively speaking, of course.

      You’re insane.

      And don’t shut me out either. I want to watch you destroy her. Mwahahaha.

      Yep. It’s official. You’re not a voice. I’m literally insane.

      Before the voice could reply, I looked over Doreen’s shoulder at the former handmaiden of Hathor. “Mindy. How much do you get paid?”

      “W-what?”

      “What has that got to do with anything?” Doreen demanded.

      “How much?” I pressed.

      Mindy’s tufted ears drooped. “Eight-twenty-five an hour.”

      “I’ll double it.”

      “What?” Doreen shrilled.

      “You’re only working for this spiteful witch because no one else would hire you, right?” I asked.

      The bovine Other nodded glumly.

      “Come work for me. I could use another assistant, and I think you’d be a good fit. I’ve read your self-help column for humans and Others, and I think you’re really onto something there.”

      “It’s how Tiberius and I first met,” Mindy gushed. “He wrote in with some really insightful comments, just shortly after he started therapy with you.”

      I blinked. “He did?” It only made me love that furry ex-killing machine more.

      Doreen stamped her foot. “Mindy, you’re not seriously considering this, are you? Mindy!”

      We ignored her. “When it’s not busy, you can work on your book. As someone who actually wants to help Others”—I eyed Doreen—“I see immeasurable value in it.”

      “Really?” Mindy gasped.

      “I’m serious.” I fished one of my business cards out with Blanche’s number on it. “Think about it. Call this number with your decision. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to go write a check to get this window replaced.”

      “I know you’re hiding something,” Doreen shrilled. “This is not over, Frances Church—”

      I spun, catching Doreen by the blouse collar and yanking her up on tiptoe so I could get right into her face.

      Little lightning bolts, like static electricity gone haywire, wreathed my hands.

      I snuffed it out with a thought before Doreen could add witchcraft to my list of faults. The animal, the voice, the insanity in me snapped my teeth at her, like a wolf harrying the heels of a frightened doe.

      “Oh yes, it is. Write one more word about Tiberius, and you’ll wish you hadn’t.”

      I shoved her away and straightened my jacket with a sharp tug. “Good-day, ladies.” And I climbed into my truck.
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      The next morning when I sat down at my table and flattened out the newspaper, there was no headline. Just a full-page feature of the upcoming Corn Festival.

      Huh, I’d forgotten about that.

      Jolene was just click-clacking over with the day’s special – waffles with butter and hot syrup, my favorite – when my cell phones began to ring.

      Phones.

      Plural.

      Remembering the last time I’d ignored her calls, I tugged open my backpack. Clyde was already there, nudging one of the ringing phones forward with his snout. I flipped it open and pressed it to my ear, flashing Jolene an apologetic smile as she slid my food and my bill in front of me. “Good morning, Blanche.”

      “Run,” the tooth fairy screamed.

      I sat upright in alarm. “What?”

      “By Apollonia’s Tongs, get out of there.”

      I grabbed a crumpled bill out of my pocket and flung it onto the table, the phone still pressed to my ear.

      “Frances?” a tiny British voice squeaked.

      “You need a to-go container, hon?” Jolene called from behind the counter.

      I waved her off. “Just going to the restroom.” I turned back to the phone and hissed, “I’m going. Blanche, what in the EmptyHell is happening?”

      “Crowns and cavities, it’s a raid. Denis just called. Jemima overheard one of them talking this morning when she was at the gas station and activated the phone tree. They’re coming here, Frances, to the clinic. And they’re headed to Jolene’s.”

      “They’re already here.” I froze half out of my seat as the diner’s doors swung open. Cops. But they hadn’t seen me. Yet. Remember how my booth was close to the kitchen and its rear exit with a partially obstructed view of the front door? That’s Rule Five, people. Always have a Plan B.

      “Frances? Frances,” Blanche’s voice hollered. “You answer me right now or so help me I’ll strap you down and clean your teeth with a harpoon!”

      Keeping my head lowered, I skulked toward the restroom but diverted through the swinging doors into the kitchen. I closed them shut behind me so the cops arriving at my empty table wouldn’t be distracted by the movement.

      Ramming my thumb into the End Call button, I watched from the porthole window as the cops put their hands onto their sidearms and stalked around the corner into the restroom.

      “’Cause I ain’t no – shut up, Gwen,” I muttered. Where’s Johnny? He should be the one—

      “Miss Frances?”

      It’s what the Gegenees giant called me ever since I’d treated him for second-degree burns from a grease fire. He’d become much more coordinated after that. He raised his eyebrows curiously as his six hands flipped pancakes and scrambled eggs.

      I gave Jason a little don’t-mind-me wave and punched in a new number.

      “9-1-1, what is your emergency?” a friendly voice answered.

      “Judy? Hi. Listen, I’m out for a walk here on Maple Street,” I said, doing my best version of a Midwestern accent, “and I’m hearin’ this awful racket comin’ from the McGloughin’s house.”

      “The dogs again?”

      “No, ma’am. Sounds more like someone’s throwin’ things.” I snatched up a ladle and hit a few pots and pans as I hurried through the kitchen. Jason even smacked his spatulas against the griddle. “You can’t hear that?”

      “Jeepers, that’s loud. Who’s this again? Can you see into the windows from the street or anything?”

      “Smack my hind with a melon rind,” I exclaimed. “I think he’s got a knife!”

      “I’ve had enough of yer cheatin’ ways!” Jason hollered from the stove.

      I gave him a thumbs up and said into the phone, “Y’all better get over there quick!”

      I tossed the burner cell into the bucket of sudsy mop water and peered through the porthole window of the rear door. The cop I knew to be waiting there – of course they’d have the rear exit covered on a raid, duh-doy – was speaking into his radio on his shoulder.

      After a moment of back-and-forth, the cop swore and hustled back to his partner in the car. The tires squealed as the car raced out of the back lot, and I exited a moment after, slipping behind the dumpster.

      A town as small as Cornish Roost only has half a dozen deputies – one pair to man the station, and two pairs to go on patrol – and a violent domestic disturbance case just a street away from the diner with imminent danger was enough to redistribute one of the teams.

      I ripped my backpack open and felt around until Clyde’s quills prickled my fingertips. Withdrawing him quickly, I cradled him close so I wouldn’t have to speak louder than a whisper. “Clyde.”

      “Yes?” the little hedgehog squeaked.

      “Get to the clinic as fast as you can. Hide Tiberius. Do not be seen.”

      “But we are bound. Let me take you—”

      I shook my head, brown curls swishing into my eyes. “There are miles between here and the clinic. Someone would see me. And Tiberius would be caught. Besides, I have a plan. Now go.”

      My command was swiftly carried out. The hedgehog transformed into a dragonfly, his wings the same white-and-black striped as his quills had been, and zipped away into the trees.

      Son-of-a-biscuit.

      I know we’d talked about how much of a high he got from transforming himself, but each time burned four minutes of his life. So on top of this current mess, I was going to have to stage an intervention with a demon at some point.

      “A demon intervention. Something I never thought I’d ever say,” I muttered.

      I took a second to delete the call histories on my remaining phones and slipped the backpack over my shoulders. After a cursory glance in both directions, I walked across the bare back lot, traipsed through the thin line of trees onto the adjacent street. Keeping my head down, and my hands stuffed into my pockets, I forced myself to walk, not run.

      I know, I know. Rule Four. Run, always run.

      But running in this situation would only attract unwanted attention. I kept Jolene’s and the remaining cop car in the corner of my eye as I walked briskly down the sidewalk. If I could get to Dollar General, I could make it. Behind the DG was an actual forest, one that would dump into acres of farmland that would eventually lead me home. And since no one knew where I lived, I could grab what I needed, get the dirt bike I kept hidden under a tarp in the woods, and get the EmptyHell out of Cornish Roost.

      I’d send word when I was safe, send medical instructions for treating Tiberius from afar, and start over. Maybe even Clyde would find me again, and I wouldn’t have to rebuild a new life all alone.

      I was half-walking, half-jogging across Dollar General’s parking lot when the siren of a police car made me mutter every profanity I knew. Twice. But the siren passed by, the car speeding down the street without so much as pause.

      I glanced over my shoulder, a smile of disbelief creeping over my face.

      Maybe there actually was a GoneGod looking out for me.

      Stay calm as a cucumber, Frances. Cukey-calm. Remember, you’re not supposed to know they’re after you.

      The automatic doors of the dollar store shuttled apart as I approached, and exiting was a man in a tan shirt, green slacks, and a gun on his belt, fiddling with his receipt.

      My feet turned to lead the same time I tried to pivot away, to flatten myself against the adjacent wall and let the clearly-not-looking-where-he-was-going deputy pass on by, but the conflicting signals from my brain about what my body should do shorted out all motor function, and I ended up on my ass.

      Rule Three: don’t cause a – aw, fairy farts, we were already there.

      Mason Hester, newly inducted member of the sheriff’s department, stumbled to a halt in front of my sprawled legs, blue eyes widening in surprise.

      Apparently the GoneGod who’d been watching over me just seconds ago must’ve been Loki because a female voice crackled over the radio on his shoulder,

      “APB for all law personnel. Frances Church, wanted for conspiracy to murder. White, mid-twenties female, curly brown hair, and about one-hundred-and-fifty pounds.”

      One-hundred-forty-five, wench. I’ve lost weight.

      Mason Hester’s eyes widened even further. He dropped his sack and reached for his gun just as I slid my hands into the air.

      What are you waiting for? the sunshine voice exclaimed, and an energy surged through my body. Let me fireball his ass!

      Are you out of your mind? No! Mason’s a good guy. What’s with you and lighting everyone on fire?

      Hmph, the voice sulked. It’s what I do.

      “Don’t move,” Mason shouted, pointing the shaking barrel at my nose.

      “Damn you, Loki,” I muttered.
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      I didn’t cry when they stripped me of my belongings. In fact, I almost laughed at the look of horror on the cop’s face when he withdrew my machete from its sheath under my jacket.

      I didn’t cry when they took my mug shot or snapped a photo of the partial brand of the cardinal-in-flight on my wrist.

      I didn’t cry when they took my fingerprints.

      I let myself cry when I was alone in my cell.

      The station only had three of them at the rear of the building, all in a line with the same bench, flatter-than-a-pancake pillow, Army surplus woolen blanket, and barred window. Opposite the cells were four pairs of desks, all conspicuously vacant. No one wanted to be around an Other-loving murderess.

      Hot, bitter tears soaked in my jeans as I hid my head in my knees. My arms wrapped around my legs were the only things keeping me from shaking apart.

      My name is Frances Austin. I’m twenty-eight years old. I have brown hair and blue eyes. I’m a medicus. I like blackberry pie, and I like to climb.

      The Family is hunting me.

      I am not safe.

      I was in the system now. All that running, all that looking over my shoulder, all those nights checking the Antevortan Clock to make sure I’d live to see another morning. My deal with the coyotl. All for naught. It was only a matter of time before the Family’s cyber-wizards found me. And then they’d send some government suit on their payroll to collect me under the guise of a prisoner transfer and truck me back to Chicago.

      The scrape of leather against tile stifled my sniffles. I smeared the tears away from my eyes and glanced over the tops of my knees.

      Johnny gripped the bars of my cell with white-knuckled fingers, green eyes wet. A fresh bandage covered the left side of his forehead. “Frances,” he began softly.

      “That’s Doctor Church to you,” I barked, lurching off the hard bench. I stumbled forward a step as the feeling rapidly returned to my legs. “And where were you? You accuse me of conspiracy to murder and don’t have the decency to arrest me yourself? What the EmptyHell, Sheriff?”

      “I led the team to the clinic,” he answered, looking at his feet.

      “Not man enough to look me in the eye, then or now, huh?”

      His jaw clenched as he lifted his gaze. “I went to the clinic because if Tiberius was there – and he wasn’t, by the way – and saw a group of armed deputies ready to arrest him, I would be the only one able to talk him down from doing anything he’d regret.”

      “Oh. That … makes sense.” I breathed a momentary sigh of relief. Clyde had gotten to him in time. I jerked my chin to the bandage on Johnny’s forehead. “So what happened there?”

      “Blanche threw a bedpan at me.”

      “Huh. She should’ve thrown something else. Something with a sharper edge.”

      Johnny pursed his lips.

      “You didn’t arrest her, did you?” I asked.

      “No. She claims she thought the clinic had been under attack and was only defending herself. Although, she did threaten to pry our teeth out one-by-one with a dull grapefruit spoon if we tossed the place.”

      Thatta girl, Blanche. I gestured to the empty desks. “So where are the rest of them? Out combing the woods for a renegade minotaur?”

      “I asked them to give us some privacy.”

      Snorting, I pushed myself away from the bars and returned to the butt-numbing bench. “Like that’ll make it any better.”

      “I can do your intake here, with these bars between us, or I can take you to an interview room.”

      “Call it what it is, Sheriff. It’s an interrogation room. And what does it matter, anyway? The damage is already done.”

      “Alright then.” He pulled a tape recorder out of his pocket. “Your name is Doctor Frances Church, correct?”

      I leaned my head back against the wall. “Most of the time.”

      “Please answer ‘yes’ or ‘no’.”

      “Yeeeessss.”

      “When the officers came to the diner to apprehend you—”

      “Arrest me.”

      “—you told Jolene you were going to the restroom. But the officers didn’t find you there. Instead, you were apprehended by Deputy Hester at Dollar General. What were you doing there?”

      “I ran out of tampons.”

      Johnny flushed and looked down at his toes. “The officers said you didn’t come back through the dining area. Why would you leave by the rear exit?”

      “Because I didn’t want to advertise my ass was redder than a baboon’s,” I said flatly. He was the reason I was behind bars. Like EmptyHell I was going to make this easy on him.

      The flush on his cheeks deepened from pink to red. “And you left your truck behind because …?”

      “Didn’t want to stain both my pants and the upholstery, did I?”

      Johnny raked a hand through his hair, scarlet as cherry pie. He clicked off the recorder. “Okay. I think that’s all until—”

      “That’s not all.” I shoved myself off the bench. “I’ve been accused of conspiracy to murder, yet I have no idea just whom I’ve supposedly helped knock off. Besides, don’t I get the right to face my accuser or something?”

      “That’s in court.”

      “Fine. So then who’s dead, and why does someone think I had anything to do with it?”

      But whatever trickster god that was screwing with me wasn’t done with me yet, and chose this moment to allow a grand entrance. The door to the office whooshed open, and Doreen Collins sauntered in, clutching a covered baking dish in her stubby fingers. “Thank goodness, Sheriff, you found her.” She turned her hateful brown eyes on me. “I hope you rot in there for the rest of your life, you bit—”

      “Miss Collins,” Johnny interrupted. “I’m gonna have to ask you to leave. We’re not quite finished here.”

      “This is an elected office, Sheriff. My taxes pay your salary, don’t forget. I have a right as a citizen of Cornish Roost to be here.” She smiled sweetly at him before turning her venom on me. “And you. I can’t believe you’d attack Mindy for refusing your offer. Just goes to show you know nothing about loyalty, trying to poach my assistant like that.”

      I gripped the bars, imagining they were Doreen’s throat. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. And I would never hurt—”

      Johnny reached for her arm. “Miss Collins, please—”

      But she just wiggled out of reach and scurried around a cluster of desks. “Don’t play dumb with me, missy. I heard it all outside my front door. My poor Mindy getting torn to shreds and her screaming your name as you and that filthy minotaur shredded her to bits!”

      “Now listen here,” Johnny began sternly.

      “No, I want to hear this,” I shouted from my cell.

      Doreen bustled up to the bars, hips swishing, and lowered her voice to a hiss. “You think you can threaten me, embarrass me, and not face the consequences?”

      “Why you vindictive, petty—”

      She tapped her finger between the bars right at my eye level. “This is better than I could’ve hoped for. I just can’t believe you had to maim Mindy for me to see you here.”

      I latched onto one ray of hope. “Maim. You said maim, not kill.”

      “She’s barely alive, no thanks to you.”

      I looked over Doreen’s head at Johnny.

      “Mindy’s being treated by Doctor James,” he said. “It’s not looking so good.”

      “Of course not! He’s not a medicus! Let me—”

      “You? You’re just a veterinarian, remember?” Doreen sniffed. “Unless there’s something else you’re hiding from this town.”

      My hand launched between the bars and smacked the baking dish out of her hands. Jam thumbprint cookies rolled like stray hockey pucks across the floor. “I can help her, GoneGodDamn it—”

      “Those were for Sheriff Galastone,” Doreen shrilled. “Johnny, I’m so sorry. I made those special for you so you’d have the energy to process this harpy.”

      “Harpy?” I shouted. “Better a harpy than a shriveled-up prune of a human with no soul!”

      “That’s it!” Johnny snatched Doreen by the elbow and hauled her out of the office. He slammed the door shut behind her and locked it right in front of her bewildered face.

      When he turned around to face me, I took an instinctive step back.

      Johnny Galastone was pissed. No one had ever seen him glower before, and now that I had, I think I was going to have nightmares for the rest of my life. His face had twisted into something unrecognizable, green eyes bright and snapping. Red, his skin flushed as if he’d suddenly broke out with an allergic rash. It covered every inch, lacing the backs of his hands and the sides of his neck and even his face. His chest heaved, like the bellows of a forge, as he fought to rein in his temper.

      Oh, you gonna get it, Sunshine whispered.
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      Shut. Up.

      I don’t think I’ve ever seen someone so angry, the voice continued chattily. He’s positively sizzling. And not in an oh-you-fine kinda sizzle, I mean the he’s-gonna-get-the-belt-to-whip-yo-ass—

      Not helping!

      “You let that woman goad you in court like she did right now, and you’ll never breathe free air again, Miss Church,” Johnny shouted. “Is that what you want? Because that’s where you’re headed. Real fast.”

      It felt so formal. So final. Like it or not, he was my only ally that could help me get out of this mess, and I’d been a Class A Asshole to him.

      “Johnny, please,” I said softly. “What’s going on? Talk to me.”

      The anger had already dissipated from his face, taking the sudden rash with it. But he made me wait as he got out the broom and swept up the ruined cookies. He dumped them all into the trash – even the ones that had managed to stay inside the dish – muttering something about breaking a tooth. Brushing the crumbs from his hands, he returned to my cell.

      He gripped the bars, his hands a hair’s breadth above mine, and leaned his forehead against metal with a sigh. I thought I heard the metal sizzle on contact. “Doreen Collins claims you and Tiberius attacked Mindy on her front stoop late last night. She said Mindy was coming over to go review the next day’s headline when it happened. Mindy rang the doorbell and was attacked. Doreen said she watched the entire event as shadows on her wall cast through the door’s windows from the streetlamp. When Mindy was down, the attackers tried to break in, but Doreen held them off by wedging herself against the door.”

      “Johnny,” I said, pleading with my blue eyes, “you know I didn’t do this. And Big T would never. Besides, if Tiberius wanted to get in, do you really think a human obstructing the door could stop him? Even if that human’s the size of a baby walrus. There’s just no way!”

      “Doreen’s neighbor heard it, too. She can collaborate that Mindy screamed your name and that there was a horrible fight.”

      “But there’s got to be some real hard evidence tying us to the crime.”

      Johnny shook his head. “You know I can’t discuss that with you.”

      “What about an actual witness? Someone who really saw it? What about cameras? Doreen lives on Main Street. Surely one of those stores across the street has a security camera pointed in that direction, or—”

      He held up a hand. “Trust me when I tell you we’re looking into it.”

      “Like you’re looking into those skin flakes I gave you?”

      Johnny pursed his lips. “That’s not fair, Frances. No one wants to see you out of this cell more than me. I call him every day—”

      “Then maybe instead of calling him, you should go to him.” I raked my hands through my curls, tugging on my scalp. “This is my life we’re talking about here. This is nothing more than a witch hunt, and like the witches of Salem, I’m innocent! Why can’t you see that?” I rammed my fist into the wall. The resulting crack echoed in my ears.

      “Hey, hey, hey. Don’t do that. Let me see your hand.”

      I dropped my hand into Johnny’s palm. His tan fingers brushed the crumbs of cement off my knuckles. “You didn’t even break the skin …”

      You’re welcome, sang the voice.

      Shush.

      Johnny kept ahold of my hand, his fingers tightening. “Frances, there are at least a dozen witnesses who saw you and Doreen fighting yesterday. Including the librarian, Eunice. Did you really break that bay window?”

      “I told her I’d pay for it,” I sulked. “Now let go of my hand.”

      “No. Not until you promise not to hurt yourself.” His face was serious. The usual twinkle in his green eyes was gone, his lopsided smile exchanged for a frown. There was sincerity there, and earnestness. Even no-nonsense Johnny was a Johnny I couldn’t resist.

      “I promise,” I groaned.

      “Good.”

      He released me, and I stuck my hand into my pocket to keep it warm now that he wasn’t holding it anymore. Damn, that man was hotter than a furnace.

      “Now I need to go handle a few things before we continue. Deputy Hester will be here in case you need anything. You are allowed a phone call, obviously. Would you like to make that now or later?”

      “Who would I call?” I muttered mostly to myself.

      “Is there anything you need before I go?”

      “My pills, please.”

      Johnny eyed me. “I’ll give those to Mason to administer to you according to the prescription label.”

      I cocked an eyebrow. “I’m not going to overdose, Johnny.”

      He wet his lips. “I’d hope not,” he said softly.

      I tore my eyes away from his chiseled mouth. “Can I have my music?”

      “Yes, of course. Anything else?”

      “My machete?” I asked hopefully.

      That lopsided smile returned as he chuckled. “Nice try, miss.” He pinched the transmit button on his radio. “Deputy Hester, we’re ready for you now.”

      Johnny fished my iPod and ear buds out of an evidence bag and handed them to me as he gave Mason a few instructions. “Bathroom breaks as needed – get Judy from dispatch in here for that – lunch at noon, here are her meds, and she still has her phone call to make when she wants. No visitors. Any questions?”

      It was clear from the deer-in-the-headlights stare as Mason shook his head that this was information overload for him.

      Huh. I’d exploit that later.

      Johnny gave me a small nod, his blond hair swishing into his eyes, clapped Mason on the shoulder, and left, taking my hopes with him.

      Deflated, I sank back onto the bench, shoving the pillow behind my back as I leaned against the wall. I set the iPod to random and froze as Gary Austin’s “Broken Wings” drifted into my consciousness.

      
        
        So you lost your feet on the open road

        No home behind, just a future untold

        Dust on your boots; you’ve been walkin’ long

        Gon’ make a new life, make a new song

      

      

      

      
        
        Broken wings can still fly

        All it takes is a little try

        A little love, a little heart,

        Get on up, it’s time to start …

      

      

      “Thanks, Daddy,” I murmured.
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      If I was going to spend my foreseeable future locked behind bars, I’d better be spending my time trying to prove my innocence, or at least Tiberius’s. I ripped the buds out of my ears and lurched off my bench. “Mason! Hey, can I have a book to read?”

      The newspaper between us lowered. “A-a book?”

      “Yeah. The only other reading material in this place is that Corn Festival flyer. What else am I supposed to do in this cell until Johnny comes back?”

      The young deputy rifled around in his desk. “Um, lemme check the manual—”

      “Mason,” I used my sweetest bedside manner voice. “It’s just a book. You know, a little light reading. You don’t even have to leave the office. Eunice can run it over.”

      “Well … I guess so.”

      “Great, gimme that notepad, and I’ll write down a few titles.” I scribbled the ones I wanted and handed it back to him. “Thanks, Mason.”

      Talking about how Tiberius would’ve killed someone had he been so inclined had jogged my memory. Minotaurs ripped off heads. They didn’t kill by slashing. And there’d been some other weird inconsistencies that pointed to something other than a minotaur. Paralysis and maimed livestock. I knew I’d read something about that before.

      Crossing my arms, I drummed my fingers against my bicep as I paced the ten-by-ten cell. I watched Mason from the corner of my eye as he placed the call to the library, carefully reading off the titles as a skeptical frown deepened on his face.

      “You call ‘Indigenous Folklore of the Midwest’ light reading?” he called from his desk.

      I just shrugged and paced a little more.

      “Yeah, uh-huh. Send them over whenever you find them then. Thanks, Miss Eunice.”

      I gripped the bars. “What’s that?”

      The phone rattled as he set it in its cradle. “Miss Eunice says she’s having a hard time locating those books for you but will keep looking.”

      “What? They’re right in the mythology and folklore section!”

      He just shrugged and picked up the newspaper.

      “Ugh. She’s probably just taking her sweet time because I broke her window. GoneGodDamn it.”

      If I thought it was going to be a boring morning until lunch without a book to read, I was sorely mistaken. The double doors burst open as if they’d been blasted with a hurricane wind, and an angry blue dart in a hot pink negligee flew inside.

      “A new assistant?” Blanche shrilled. “Thank Apollonia there’s two inches of iron bars and four tons of cement between us, little lady, because otherwise I’d be flossing your teeth with garrot wire!”

      I backed away until I bumped into the rear of the cell. “Blanche, just let me explain—"

      She thrust a bony finger into the air, her shiny black eyes boring into me like twin pathways to Hell. “I mistake your turkey club for a Reuben one time – one time! – and you’re ready to sling pink slips like they’re raffle tickets at the county fair.”

      “Blanche, it’s not what you think.”

      The tooth fairy tossed her spindly arms into the air. “Praise Apollonia’s Tongs for that! Here I was thinking I’d actually have to write my first resumé since applying for the Debt Collector position at the UnSeelie Court because some molar-grinding ex-handmaiden of Hathor calls me up absolutely beside herself with glee – glee, Frances – to tell me how much she’d love to accept the job as a new assistant. How could you? After all we’ve been through?”

      “Miss Toothy Fairy, you can’t be in here,” Mason said in his bravest voice. “If you want to talk to the prisoner, she needs to be the one to call you.”

      “Is that so?” Blanche zipped to one of the desks, ripped a phone base out of its socket, and shoved it through the bars into my cell. I caught it before it could crack against the tiles. She returned to Mason’s desk, ripped the handset and its cord free, and held it up to her ear. “Call me.”

      “Uhhh …” I hastily picked up the phone and feigned punching in a number. “Ring, ring?”

      “Crowns and cavities, what were you thinking?” Blanche screamed into the handset.

      There were actual tears leaking out of those pupil-less orbs. Milky-white, they sizzled when they splattered against the tiles.

      I’d never seen her cry before. Not when she’d almost been crushed to death under a regurgitated pile of gold coins from a Jin Chan frog with a weak esophageal sphincter. Not when she’d been swallowed whole by a yacumama before I’d blown the conch shell to sedate the massive water snake. Not when I’d found her six months ago, alone and starving, with her chest sliced open. My Blanche didn’t cry.

      Unless I made her.

      

      
        
        ⁂⁂⁂

      

      

      

      I’d met Blanche the first week I’d rolled into town. I’d been getting the lay of the land, quietly inquiring of the need for a veterinarian and/or medicus, learning who to avoid and who I could possibly do business with, and generally just cruising around at night when there were less people, learning the roads and the best escape routes.

      I still wasn’t convinced I’d make this place a temporary home, so after loading up my passenger seat with some overly priced groceries and caffeine from the 24-hour CVS Pharmacy, I explored the only portion of town that still remained a mystery.

      There was an old medical waste processing facility on the outskirts of town, waaay out there by the sewage plant so the stink wouldn’t sour the downtown. The road there led due south, a winding snake of asphalt with plenty of off streets that could either hide me or confuse any pursuers.

      I was cruising by the facility, my eye naturally drawn to all the security lights over the lot and that company sign POWELL WASTE CO. written in absurdly large letters, when something navy blue zipping around the containers made me pull over into the shadows.

      I didn’t know what that Other was – spindly with a pot belly, a wide mouth, navy blue skin, oh yeah, and wings – but it was frantic and searching for something.

      Dressed in tattered rags, it buzzed from container to container, lifting lids and rummaging in the filth for only a second or so before impatiently moving on to the next. The stench that oozed out of each container was worse than a field full of flatulent cattle.

      Curiosity got the better of me, despite my rules, because it was clear this Other needed help. Do good, Doctor Talbert’s voice echoed in my mind. Even though I hated him, I couldn’t ignore those words. Because that’s what I did. I helped.

      I help.

      The Other gave a little gasp of relief, that whole-body-finally-relaxing-because-you-suddenly-know-everything’s-gonna-be-okay kind of relief, and tore through a red plastic bag with its teeth to extract a broken femur. Then it sat on the ground, gnawing until the bone was nothing but powder on its fingertips. It sucked its fingertips greedily and went on sniffing for another morsel.

      I don’t know what gave me away. Maybe I gasped in disgust. Maybe the dumpster I was hiding behind creaked. Whatever it was, I was flat on my back with my machete wedged in this Other’s maw in the space of a heartbeat. I think she – I could tell it was a she now – was mildly impressed at my reflexes. I dodged mountain lions growing up, remember? And when I didn’t thrust my arm to sever her cranium from her mandible, and when she didn’t bite my machete into splinters of metal, I think we both relaxed a fraction.

      We were both scared.

      Then she did something I did not expect. Her little nostrils flared, and she spat my blade aside. Her bony fingers seized my backpack, rooted around until she extracted the oni’s baby tusk, and plopped it whole into her mouth. My machete pressed into her throat, hard enough that she couldn’t swallow.

      “Spit that out. Right. Now,” I ordered. “Or so help me, I’ll cut it out of your stomach.”

      “Buh iss ah delicashy,” the Other mumbled.

      “I don’t care if it’s Lobster Thermidor crowned in Beluga caviar. Spit it out!”

      The baby tusk left her mouth in a wad of viscous spittle. Cringing, I picked up the tooth with just my fingertips and flicked it relatively dry.

      “Where did you get that?” the Other asked.

      “That’s none of your business. Why did you try to eat it?”

      She looked at me like I was the stupidest person on the planet. “Crowns and cavities, what else am I supposed to eat? I’m an Alium fatum knochen.”

      The first thing you did as a medicus was brush up on your languages. For those in North America, that meant specifically Latin, because those Romans stole a lot from Greek mythology, and German, because it turned out the Grimm brothers weren’t writing stories, but rather histories.

      “Fae … bone – you’re a tooth fairy?” Startled, I lifted the machete from her neck. “What happened to you?”

      The Other plucked at her tattered rags, avoiding my gaze. “Times have been tough since the Gods left. This mortal world demands work for food, and who would hire me?”

      She was a frightening creature to be sure.

      “What happened to your wings?” I pressed. “And your … hair? And where’s your wand?”

      “Where’s my wa – now wait just a cavity riddled molar!” The Other sprang into the air, dragonfly wings buzzing louder than a chainsaw. “You think I’m some prissy ball gown wearing Alium fatum dente? I hail from the Schwarzwald, the Black Forest, where the line between nightmare and reality is thinner than veneer!”

      I backed away a few steps, my machete lifting again at the sight of her jagged teeth and icy black stare. “I-I’m sorry. We’re still learning about your kind. It’s only been a few years since the Gods left.”

      “My nose is keener than a bloodhound’s! I can determine the concentration of vitamins and minerals in any object with a mere whiff! My jaws can snap metal as easily as they do bone!” The tooth fairy thrust a bony finger at me. “And as an Other, I have more of a right to that tooth than you do. Where did you get it?”

      “I … extracted it. It was preventing the permanent tusk from seating properly.”

      Her black eyes narrowed. “You extracted – wait, are you a medicus?”

      I nodded, then flattened against the dumpster as the tooth fairy flew right into my face.

      Slowly, her bony fingers gripped the tattered collar at her throat and pulled the rags down. A horrid gash marred from the top of one emaciated breast to the bottom of the other. “Prove it,” she said, “or by Apollonia’s Tongs, I’ll know you were lying about that tusk. And then I’ll pluck every tooth from your head like daisies and I’ll eat them in front of you like jujubes. I’ve heard of Other poachers. They only know how to take. If you’re a medicus, you’ll know how to heal.”

      Swallowing thickly, I realized I couldn’t get my machete up fast enough before she’d sink that wide pit bull mouth full of jagged teeth into my neck. “’Cause I ain’t no hollaback girl,” I whispered.

      “What is a hollaback girl? I thought you were human. And don’t change the subject. Your teeth. Jujubes. Nom nom.”

      “I-I need a few things from my truck.”

      “We’ll go together.”

      I grabbed my backpack and the sack of groceries and returned to the bright lights of the lot. Surely there had to be something I could use in here. Prepaid Visa cards, burner cell phones, an extra pair of clothes, vodka (for its winning combination of being both an oral analgesic and a topical antiseptic with the added bonus of taking the edge off a crappy day), bread, peanut butter, jelly, Starbucks Doubleshots vanilla flavored, paper towels, vitamins – hey, just because I was on the run didn’t mean I wasn’t thinking about my health. In fact, it was almost all I thought about.

      “Bone fairy, bone fairy,” I muttered to myself as my hands trembled over the pile of supplies. “And the Black Forest is in Germany so … here.” I popped open a can of Starbucks, drank a few swallows of the vanilla-flavored coffee, and topped it off with the vodka. Then I thrust it under her nose. “Drink that.”

      “Crowns and cavities, it smells worse than a mouth full of periodontal abscesses!”

      I shuddered at the image. “Just do it.”

      Beer would’ve been better, but since this was potato vodka (the only good kind, prove me wrong), it would do in a pinch. While she sucked down the on-a-budget White Russian, I pounded some of the calcium supplements into a powder with the vodka bottle.

      “So, uh, how did you get that gash?”

      “I cut myself on a container.”

      While I was digging around for food, I finished silently for her. “I need you to remove your … shirt.”

      The rags practically shredded themselves.

      Navy blue skin clung to a ridged sternum and stretched over a swollen abdomen. Her emaciated breasts sagged like two forgotten bean bags at a cornhole tournament. Her knock-kneed legs, hardly ever used, were tucked up under her belly. But her back was strong, the double pair of dragonfly-like wings beating faster than a hummingbird’s.

      More vodka cleaned the gash, and the tooth fairy didn’t even hiss. She just kept staring at me with those shiny black eyes, unblinking. After sprinkling the powder into a line on a moistened paper towel, I pressed it gently against the gash. The damp paper towel clung to her navy skin: the best bandage I could come up with.

      Then I pried my back-up hoodie from my backpack and shook it out for her. “Here.”

      After a moment’s hesitation, she accepted it, tore two holes in the back with her teeth for her wings, and draped it over her bony shoulders. When I glanced in her direction, the hem dangled just above her bare feet, the hood covering her bald head and pointy ears.

      Hello, thug fairy.

      I cleared my throat and made my case to keep my teeth. “You eat bone because you’re calcium deficient. Your body uses it at an accelerated rate, meaning you have to consume more and often just to maintain your motor functions. A large bolus will give your body the boost it needs to focus on healing, not just keeping you alive. So the milk for your body’s basic functions, a direct application to your wound, and vodka from potatoes – the backbone starch of the Germanic diet – as a painkiller.” I brushed my hands off under her unblinking gaze. “So … do I get to keep my teeth?”

      “And this?” The tooth fairy plucked at the hoodie.

      “Y-you were naked.”

      The tooth fairy rolled the sleeves up past her wrists. “No one’s ever given me anything before. Children freely offered their teeth to those prissy wand-waving bimbos. I’ve always had to take.”

      I decided it was best I didn’t think about what she meant by that. “Well, you keep that. It’s gonna get colder out soon, and you’ll need it. It even has zipper pockets on the front for you know … storing things.”

      The tooth fairy stuck her hands into the pockets, gauging their size. “I could fit three-hundred-forty-six molars in here!”

      “That’s … great?”

      “I used to have to keep them in an empty skull, but they kept spilling out of the eye sockets. Now they’ll stay put with these.” Her bony fingers played with the zippers, opening and closing the pockets at lightning speed.

      “Wonderful.” I gathered up my supplies and put them back into their sacks. “Well, it’s late, and I think I’d better get going now … Are you gonna be alright?”

      The tooth fairy tugged at her sleeves. “I’m still a little hungry.”

      I offered her my last Starbucks Doubleshot. “Do you want another one of these?”

      She wrinkled her little nose. “No. Thank … you.” She said it slow, as if she’d never said it before and wasn’t sure how it’d sound. I was just surprised she’d known to say it at all.

      “Well, good-night, um … Uh, I’m sorry, I don’t know your name.”

      “My kin called me She-Of-The-White-Death-Smile-Who-Preys-Upon-Unguarded-Mouths.” The tooth fairy grinned, baring each and every one of those white jagged teeth in a mouth half the circumference of her face.

      I tried not to piss myself. How do you guard a mouth …? “O-oh. So that whole thing is your name, huh?”

      “I’m thinking of shortening it. To, you know, assimilate better. You humans have short, concise names. Like Michael Fassbender and Arnold Schwarzenegger.”

      “Yes, those are very … concise. So what were you thinking?”

      “I like White-Death-Smile the best.”

      I bit my lower lip. “Do you mind if I give you a small piece of advice?”

      She nodded.

      “Don’t include ‘death’ in your name. It sends the wrong message.”

      “Whitey, then?”

      “Um… no. Not in this demographic. Actually, not ever. How about ‘Blanche?’”

      “Blanche,” the tooth fairy mulled. “Starts off beguilingly smooth and ends in a hard consonant to inspire fear. I like it.”

      I just rolled my eyes. “Well, you take care n—”

      The Other’s back straightened, nose high in the air and sniffing rapidly. “You need to go. Go now.”

      “What? Why?” But I was already backing away.

      “Trouble. And you carry nothing you couldn’t abandon without a second thought, except that tusk. I’m over three hundred years old. You think I haven’t seen a fugitive before?”

      “Come with me,” I whispered, crouching in the shadow of the dumpster.

      She shook her head sadly. “I can’t. I’m too weak.”

      This place was a grindstone around her neck. It expended almost as much energy to find food as the energy the bones provided. If she left and couldn’t find another suitable source quickly, she’d die from her emaciated state.

      I fished the bottle of calcium supplements out of my bag and hid it by the wheel of the dumpster before slinking back to my truck.

      No sooner had I deposited my overpriced groceries into the passenger seat and had curled my fingers around the key to start the ignition, did four flashlights pop into existence on the other side of the lot.

      Two pairs of men approached the tooth fairy in a Y-formation to cut off two routes of escape. Each man was in a tan shirt, green slacks, a puffy jacket, and gripping a pistol in the hand not holding the flashlight.

      The tooth fairy hissed like a cornered cockroach. And she was. Cornered, that is. Behind her was the waste processing facility, and that Y-formation blocked off the front. That cut on her chest had made her too weak to fly over the building and not agile enough to evade the officers.

      She was trapped.

      “Miss? What I tell you about sneaking around here?” one of them said. The harsh fluorescence of the security lights gave his sun-kissed hair an orange tint. “I’m afraid you’re going to have to come with us this time.”

      The tooth fairy bared her teeth with a hiss.

      Fairy farts. She was not going to go peacefully. Which meant maiming, and four cops suddenly without bones. Because there was no doubt in my mind that even in her weakened state, she could kill them all if she had to.

      Do good.

      That meant interfering. With cops. Those very people who could blow my cover.

      Your heart … that is why I chose you, another memory echoed.

      I slapped the steering wheel. “GoneGodDamn it.”
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      Heart pounding, I marched out of the shadows and into the spotlight. Literally. Four barrels flashed as they pointed at me. “Excuse me, officers, what seems to be the problem?”

      “Who are you, miss?” the first one asked, wary enough to keep his gun trained on me but polite enough to lower it so it’d shoot me in the knees instead of my chest. “What are you doing here?”

      I shaded my eyes from the glaring lights. He had a charming face, guarded with uncertainty at my sudden appearance, and his body was coiled tight like a racing greyhound straining against its leash. Sincere green eyes. He seemed reasonable enough.

      “We’re in the middle of a job interview,” I answered as nonchalantly as I could, conveniently ignoring the first question.

      Green Eyes straightened, puzzled. “You are?”

      The tooth fairy finally tore her gaze from the cops to gape at me. “W-we are? We are!”

      “A job interview. Really. For what position?”

      “My assistant.”

      “Uh-huh. In what field?”

      Fidgeting, I hesitated, realizing I’d have to reveal a little bit more about myself than I wanted. “Veterinary medicine.”

      The one on the left laughed, sneering, “Why’d you want to hire some grubby trash raider for?”

      “Jayden,” Green Eyes snapped.

      “She’s a tooth fairy.” I said, pointing at the Other as if that explained every reason why I wanted to hire her.

      The four of them shared a look.

      “Their sense of smell is keener than a bloodhound’s? They can determine the concentration of vitamins and minerals in any object with a mere whiff? She could tell me if a patient had cancer or imbalanced electrolytes or struvite compounds in its bladder with just a sniff. Why wouldn’t I want her as my assistant?”

      The tooth fairy’s black eyes sparkled.

      I snorted, crossing my arms again. “Well, I knew Cornish Roost was a little off the beaten path, but I thought it was classy enough not to be populated by gap-toothed, uneducated, backwater bigots. Guess you proved me wrong, Huckleberry.”

      The officer next to him grabbed Jayden by the arm as he surged forward. “Why you foul-mouthed little bit—”

      “Jayden,” Green Eyes barked again. “You will excuse yourself. Right. Now. And back at the station we’ll have a discussion about how to speak in front of ladies. Get. Gone.”

      The officer huffed and stormed away, kicking containers as he went.

      “And Huckleberry Finn was from Missouri, miss, not southern Indiana.”

      I smiled a little in spite of myself. “You got a name, Mr. Book-Smarts?”

      “Johnny. Sheriff Johnny Galastone.”

      Of course. Like it’d be anything else in this corn-bred, corn-raised town.

      “You?” he asked.

      I hadn’t committed to Cornish Roost, so what would it hurt? Yet the fewer people who knew my name the better. “Miss Church.”

      An amused, lopsided smile softened his tan face, and even coaxed a loud tha-thump from my chest. I told my heart to knock it off as my brain upgraded to DEFCON 2. Attraction had no place in a fugitive’s life. It was just another way to get hurt. If I was going to stay here, I’d have to avoid him for sure.

      “Wouldn’t that be Doctor Church, then?”

      Man, this guy didn’t miss a trick. Wily. I shoved my hands into my pockets, hoping he didn’t ask for any identification. “Yeah. So it would.”

      “So if you were conducting an interview, then why were you over there, in the dark?” Johnny asked.

      I just cocked an eyebrow. “How would you like it if someone was breathing down your neck while you were trying to take a test?”

      “Huh. You have a point.”

      “Now if you’ll excuse us, we’d like to get back to it. I’ve pretty much made up my mind to make an offer—”

      “You have?” Blanche gasped.

      “Yeah. If I decide to set up shop here, why not?”

      “You’re … serious?” she asked.

      I realized I was. She would be an incredible asset, not just for the business, but for me as well. She’d be able to sniff out trouble long before it showed its head.

      “I am,” I said with a nod. I turned back to the sheriff and the deputies. “So could you, uh, lower your weapons?”

      Johnny nodded to his remaining officers. They holstered their weapons, but they didn’t leave. “You know this is private property, right?” he asked.

      “Mr. Powell said we could come after hours where we’d be less in the way.”

      “He did, did he?”

      “Sure,” I bluffed. “It’s a little late to call him to confirm, but I can give you his number if you want to.”

      Johnny’s green eyes narrowed slightly but the smile stayed, like he wasn’t sure if he believed me but was having too much fun with our little head-to-head. I just kept that mask of polite helpfulness on my face. Even added a small smile.

      “No need,” he said after a minute. “Besides, his number’s up there on the billboard.”

      “Yep. So it is.”

      “So why here? Why conduct a job interview in a medical waste processing facility?”

      I gestured to the containers, throwing my hands out wide. “It stinks here. It’s the perfect environment to see if that legendary nose lives up to its reputation.”

      That lopsided smile grew a little larger. “Got an answer for everything, don’t you, Doctor Church?”

      I widened my own smile in response.

      “One last question.”

      “Fire away.”

      The sheriff crossed his arms over his chest. “What’s her name?”

      I snorted. “Oh, well that’s easy, it’s—”

      “Uh-uh,” Johnny interrupted, holding up a finger. “Answer the question at the same time.”

      Like I said, wily.

      The tooth fairy and I shared a look.

      “In three, two, one.”

      “Blanche,” we said together, two equally large fuck-you-lawman smiles on our faces.
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      “Blanche, I’m not trying to replace you,” I said softly. “You know I could never do that.”

      “Then why?” she bawled. “Why would you hire some cow-headed, cud-chewing floozy—”

      “Hey now,” I said sharply. “Don’t say that about Mindy. I know you don’t mean that. Her Other self-help column helped give you the confidence to upgrade your look.” Granted, Blanche had no knack for fashion, but she wore her pink babydoll negligee and eyelash extensions with a fierce pride. “She was the one who replied to your letter about dating advice.”

      “Not that it helped,” Blanche muttered. “He still ran away screaming.”

      “But only after you plucked that chipped tooth out of his head without anesthesia.”

      “He was complaining about it all night. I was doing him a favor!”

      “It probably didn’t help that you ate it in front of him, either.”

      The tooth fairy shrugged her bony shoulders. “Waste not, want not.”

      Slowly, I approached the bars. It seemed safe enough to do that now. I still held the handset up to my cheek, even though we were just a few feet apart. “Mindy’s been trying to help Others, just like you. Just like me. I figured she could help us. And maybe get your eyelash extensions to stay on better because we both know I suck at that.”

      The tooth fairy’s thin lips parted a smidge to reveal a jagged-toothed smile. “And we could try that ‘smokey-eye’ look again. The last time you helped me it looked like I’d gotten into a bar fight.”

      I shrugged. I wore hardly any make-up myself, just the quick swipe of mascara and a colored lip balm if I was feeling particularly adventurous. Rule Three, right? Don’t make a scene, and that included turning heads. “I told you it was a bad idea.” I returned the phone to the cradle with a click and set the base on the floor. “So … are we good?”

      Blanche threw the headset over her shoulder and let Mason spill out of his chair to scramble after it. “We’re good, boss. Shinier than a fresh cut baby tooth. I’m sorry I panicked. It’s just when Mindy called—”

      “Oh my GoneGods, she called,” I whispered, smacking my forehead. “Please tell me she called the office.”

      “Of course. No one has my cell number except our group.”

      “Do we still record them?”

      “Every time for quality assurance. Takes up so much data—”

      I gripped the bars excitedly. “That tape proves Doreen lied. She said Mindy had refused my offer and that’s why I supposedly attacked her. She wasn’t going to Doreen’s to discuss the column; she was going over there to hand in her resignation! And if she lied about that, what else did she lie about?”

      Blanche’s bony blue fingers seized the bars. “What do you want me to do? I could bite through these in a matter of seconds, but then we’d have to deal with junior over there. You been flossing, Mason?”

      Mason gulped, backing away.

      I lowered my voice to a whisper. “I need you to get that invoice, you know the one we got when I ordered that special catheter set? There’s a time stamp on it that’ll prove Tiberius was with us during the attacks. Well, it won’t prove-prove, but it’s not nothing. And get that recording.”

      “Done and done.” Blanche nodded, a quick up-down of her bald head and pointy ears.

      Almost as an afterthought, I realized her head wasn’t bald anymore. I couldn’t see the dark spots that had always speckled it like a cardinal’s egg. There was hair there, short like chick fuzz but bristly. “Blanche! You have hair.”

      She ran her bony fingers over her scalp. “It started coming in this week. I-I didn’t think you’d notice, what was going on with Tiberius and all. It’s strange; I’ve never had hair before.”

      “We can run some tests when I get out of here, if you’d like.”

      “Yes, but what are you going to do in the meantime? We both know you don’t like confined spaces.”

      I tried not to think about the cage I was in. The trap. “I’m waiting on some books from the library. I think I might know what’s been killing the Others and attacking the livestock.” I rubbed my forehead, trying to remember. “I know I read about it somewhere. But the librarian is dragging her feet.”

      “Oh is she?” The tooth fairy squared her shoulders, the pit bull grin spreading from ear to ear. “We’ll just see about that.”

      She zipped out of the office like an angry blue hornet.

      The library was too far away to hear Eunice scream, but it wasn’t too hard to imagine it. I handed the phone base back to Mason through the bars and impatiently waited for my books, pacing the floor wax off the tiles in my cell.

      The station’s doors opened with a gust of cold air after thirty minutes or so, far longer than I expected for someone as intimidating as Blanche, but it wasn’t her. Staccato footsteps echoed in the little hallway between the front door and the bullpen, and fuchsia heels click-clacked into view.

      “Sugar snaps, it’s getting cold out there,” Jolene said, pushing the scarf off her hair. A few snowflakes fluttered to the floor, melting before they’d even fallen halfway. “They still serving those dreadful cheese sandwiches in here?”

      “We had enough money in the budget to add fruit cups this quarter,” Mason said. He stood quickly, smoothing his hands down his shirt. “Auntie, you shouldn’t be in here.”

      “Nonsense, Mason. Cornish Roost is known for its hospitality, and that extends to our prison. Now open up this here cell before I call your Momma and tell her you don’t have a charitable bone in your body.”

      “Please,” he said, rustling with his keys. “Don’t call Momma.”

      “You hurry on up, and I won’t have to.” Jolene bustled into my cell and set a picnic basket on my bench. Flipping open the lid, she proceeded to unpack the food. My favorite turkey club sandwich – sans tomato – fresh cut French fries, broccoli salad with ham and cheese, a fruit plate, chocolate chip cookies still warm from the oven, a jug of milk, even a place setting with a cloth napkin. “My Jason was so distraught that you’d have to suffer through one of those dreadful sandwiches that he whipped you up somethin’ special. He’d deliver it himself, except he’s holdin’ down the fort during the lunch rush.” Jolene cast a furtive look over her shoulder and leaned in close, pulling a flask from her coat pocket. “Mr. Taylor had me bring this by, too. It’s that blackberry wine he makes. Said he’s awful sorry about what he said at your last meetin’.”

      My stomach rumbled at the sight and smell of the food. I hadn’t had the time to eat breakfast with the whole running-from-the-law ordeal. The bacon in that club sandwich was still crackling, the chocolate chips were still oozing, the French fries still crispy and piping hot.

      “And this is for you, Mason,” she said, handing him a container of broccoli cheddar soup. “Don’t think I wouldn’t bring my nephew his very favorite. The saltine crackers are in my purse, so help yourself.” She turned back to me, resting a manicured hand on my shoulder. “You doin’ okay, hon?”

      I smeared the tears out of my eyes before they could spill down my cheeks. “I didn’t know anybody cared.”

      “Oh, honey. Mason,” she shrilled, “get this poor gal a tissue, would you?”

      “Y-yes, ma’am.” The deputy abandoned his lunch and grabbed the box off his neighbor’s desk and handed it through the bars.

      “Now chin up, hon,” Jolene said, gathering her picnic basket. “You enjoy those vittles, and I’ll be back later for the plate and utensils.”

      “Tell Jason ‘thanks’,” I said hurriedly, my mouth already full of turkey club. “And thank you, Jolene.”

      She just flapped her fuchsia nails and clicked-clacked away. I heard her exclaim “Oop, watch where you’re goin’, hon. Oh hey there, Carl!” in the hallway, and Wyatt rushed in a moment later, a stack of books in his arms. Crazy Carl and Penny followed, the hound shaking the snowflakes from her red coat.

      “G’afternoon, stone-worker,” the vagabond said with a nod, immediately helping himself to the coffee pot. He put a little milk in another Styrofoam cup and held it for Penny to drink.

      The boy rushed up to my cell just as Mason was locking it back up. “Heya, Miss Frances! Miss Blanche sent me along with these.”

      “Uh, hey there, Carl. Wyatt, what are you doing here?” Mason asked sternly. “Shouldn’t you be in school?”

      “The mayor’s closed down the school until further notice,” Wyatt said. “But Mom’s still gotta work, so Miss Eunice said she’d look after me.”

      “Then give me those books and get on back to her. She’s probably worried sick.”

      “Not really. She’s got bigger problems to worry about right now.”

      I smiled. Blanche.

      “Hey, is that a turkey club from Jolene’s?” the boy asked, coming to the bars and sniffing.

      “Sure is,” I said. “Want some?”

      “Yeah! I’m starving—”

      “Wyatt, I said get on back to Miss Eunice,” Mason said, taking the books from the boy a little roughly. “This is no place for a boy.”

      “But it’s cold out there,” Wyatt protested. He wrung his mittened hands together, trying to chafe some warmth into them. “And she only has InstaSoup cups. You wouldn’t want to send me back in the middle of a blizzard, would you?”

      “You wouldn’t do that to a boy, would you, stone-worker?” Crazy Carl echoed. “It’s not fit out there for man or beast!”

      I glanced outside. A few snowflakes swirled outside under a gray sky. Some blizzard.

      “Plus I know Mom would feel better knowing I was with you, Mr. Deputy, sir. She said it’s awful nice for you to want to help protect the town.”

      I thought the kid was laying it on kinda thick, but apparently Mason didn’t think so. He just hitched up his belt, a silly little smile on his face. “She said that, huh?”

      “Yeah,” the boy said, taking the club sandwich wedge I’d offered him and climbing into one of the roller chairs, “she said she admires you even more now.”

      “Well, isn’t that somethin’. I guess I’d better call her, let her know that you’re here with me.”

      The boy nodded enthusiastically. When Mason returned to his desk, swiveling around so his back was to us so he could speak to Miss Emily in private, Wyatt flashed me a thumb’s up. I passed him the cookies with a wink.

      Crazy Carl finished his coffee and marched up to my cell, giving me a sharp salute. “Forgive me for not paying my respects earlier, Capitan. It’s been many moons since I had such an invigorating beverage.”

      I was tempted to ask him for his daily report, but no doubt it would detail – in much exaggeration – my arrest. So instead I said, “At ease, Private” and handed him the broccoli slaw.

      Smiling, he joined Wyatt at the desk, carefully removing ham and cheese morsels for Penny while he nibbled on the greens.

      “So how’s that toenail infection going?” I asked as Wyatt attempted to devour one of those cookies.

      “All cleared up,” the boy said happily. “And we only had to use half. Hey, totally unrelated question. How do you treat poisoning?”

      I choked on my milk. “Poisoning?”

      “Yeah, like something that looks like black vines spreading under your skin?”

      “That is what it looks like, Capitan,” the vagabond nodded.

      “Wyatt, you tell Mason to take you to the hospital right now—”

      “No, no. It’s not me. Or Mom. I’m just asking for a friend.”

      “Well at first guess that sounds like blood poisoning, and that requires a hospital, Wyatt,” I pressed. “I’m serious this time, no more herbal remedies.”

      “I know, I know. I’ll let him know, thanks.”

      “You should call him right now.”

      “He doesn’t have a cell phone, Miss Frances. He’s old school. But I’ll tell him tonight.”

      “You’ll tell him now, Wyatt. Off you—”

      Wyatt glanced right and left, then hurried to the bars. “He’s an Other, Miss Frances. And I don’t know where he is. He’s been real busy with the harvest, see. And with you locked up, who can help him anyway?”

      I drummed my fingers against the bars in frustration. I was no help to anyone behind these bars, not Tiberius, not this mysterious Other, not even myself.

      Blanche returned with more books a little while after, along with an envelope and a flash drive, and Mason knew better than to protest this time. I was still confined to my cell, so Wyatt and Blanche occupied the pair of desks closest to me and helped polish off the fruit plate while we read. Well, Wyatt did, anyway. But a belly full of good food was no match for him, and soon the boy was sleeping on the couch, his head in Carl’s lap and Penny nestled beside them, resting her graying muzzle on the boy’s shoulder. The vagabond hummed an intermittent tune, stroking the boy’s hair, until he finally succumbed to sleep himself. Mason took a minute to drape his puffy jacket over the lot of them before returning to his reading.

      It was midafternoon when Jolene returned to gather up the cutlery. She’d brought another tray of cookies, and Mason was helping himself to his second as he flipped through ‘Mythical Creatures Aren’t So Mythical Anymore’. Refreshed from their nap, Wyatt and Carl were busy making garlands from the colored paper the department used to make flyers while Penny snoozed on the couch, and Blanche was carefully trying to reattach an eyelash extension using Judy’s compact mirror. The dispatch officer had moved her radio and computer out of her office and into the bullpen, citing a slow day and low blood sugar. Jolene was just securing the last of the containers in her picnic basket when I jumped off my bench. “This is it!”

      Blanche abandoned the compact mirror and buzzed to the bars, eyelash extension dangling from the corner of one eye. Wyatt and Carl abandoned their garland and joined her. Even Mason looked up from his book.

      I turned the book around to show them.

      “A skinwalker?” Wyatt asked, wrinkling up his nose. He leaned up on tiptoe to read better. “Unable to wear a stolen skin for long, it must harvest a new one from another victim every few days – hey, what the—”

      Wyatt struggled as Mason clamped a hand over the boy’s eyes and pulled him away from the cell. “Really, Frances?” the deputy whispered hotly, as if the boy couldn’t hear. “You’re going to give him nightmares letting him read stuff like that!”

      “No, I won’t,” the boy protested, squirming.

      “Are you kidding me?” I whispered back. “You take him hunting. You’re telling me he’s never skinned a rabbit before?”

      “Mmph,” Crazy Carl said, scratching at his gray scruff. “Could be worse. Could be a Cerean nymph.”

      “You listen to that deputy, young man,” Jolene said, “or I won’t send any cookies back with you.”

      “Sorry, Wyatt,” I said. “But Mason, look, this fits all the evidence.” I lowered my voice as I pressed the book against the bars, high enough so Wyatt couldn’t read it even if he jumped. “Maimed livestock. Paralysis. The slash marks. Even the description of witchcraft.”

      “‘Nearly impossible to kill while in disguise, they can be slain by their natural enemy, the thunderbird. A great bird who shoots lightning from its beak and claws and whose wings create thunderous blasts, it dwells in the sky to better hunt the skinwalkers that dwell upon the earth.’ Sugar snaps,” Jolene gasped. “That’s what got poor Mindy?”

      Mason drummed his fingers against his chin. “Hmm. I don’t remember witchcraft being mentioned.”

      Of course. That’s something the voice had accused the Other of during our fight at the Taylor Ranch. Fairy farts, I hadn’t even filled Blanche in about that. “Uhh … I think it was something I heard Johnny say.”

      Mason shrugged. “Could be. Here, let me make a copy of that. Johnny’s gonna want to see this for sure.”

      “I’m gonna want to see what?” a voice demanded from across the bullpen.
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      The six clustered outside my cell whipped around.

      “Scatter!” Crazy Carl shouted. “It’s the po-po!”

      Johnny rubbed his forehead. “It’s just me, Carl. Johnny—”

      “Oh yeah, Appleseed! How you doin’?”

      “—Galastone. Carl, it’s Galastone.” Johnny raked his hand through his hair, flushing. “And I’m fine, thanks.”

      “I like ‘Appleseed’ better,” Carl muttered, meandering back to the coffee pot.

      “So, what is this?” Johnny demanded.

      I knew he was annoyed, maybe even upset, but I couldn’t get my mind to focus on that right now. A burgundy jacket with a fur-lined hood, those hunter-green slacks, and a plaid scarf covered the lower half of his face. It was like Santa’s younger, definitely fitter, and hot younger brother had walked into the station.

      “Picnic baskets? Garlands? Half the library?” Johnny smacked the hood back and yanked the scarf down, throwing his gloves on the nearest desk. “Mason, I asked you to watch her, not throw her a book club party. What do you have to say for yourself?”

      Mason looked at his toes. “I-I was weak.”

      “Don’t you know this is serious? We may be a little town, but that’s no excuse to be slack in our duties.”

      “You’re not going to fire me, are you?”

      “I don’t know, Mason. I make one little trip to Louisville and—”

      “Now you listen here, Johnny Galastone,” Jolene said, stomping a fuchsia heel. “My nephew has spent the afternoon watching over a fatherless boy during a snowstorm and helping a nice young woman with no family try to help prove her innocence. If that’s not the embodiment of ‘to protect and to serve’ then I don’t know what is.”

      “Fine. The boy aside, I said no visitors, didn’t I, Mason?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m not a visitor,” Blanche said, crossing her spindly arms over her chest defiantly.

      Johnny cocked an eyebrow. “Oh?”

      “I’m Frances’s legal counsel.”

      “Really.”

      “You can get a certificate off the internet for practically anything nowadays.”

      “I’m just here for the coffee and the couch,” Crazy Carl said, returning to the aforementioned couch. “You know this is where I take my afternoon naps.”

      “And I know I don’t see a dog on my couch,” Johnny said.

      The vagabond quickly shooed Penny to the floor with a whispered, “Bad dog.”

      “And I’m not visiting either,” Jolene declared. “I was out delivering cookies and stopped in here to use the restroom.”

      “Delivering cookies. In the middle of a snow squall.” It had indeed picked up there. The air was white with swirling flakes. Johnny put a hand on his hip and wet his lips. “Miss Jolene, are you lying to me right now?”

      She thrust her nose into the air and slung the picnic basket over her arm. “Maybe I am, maybe I’m not. Good-day to you, sir.” Her heels briskly click-clacked her out of the station before Johnny could decide whether or not he wanted to detain her.

      “And you, Judy? Something wrong with your office?” he asked.

      The dispatch officer stopped halfway in her slink across the bullpen, the cords of her radio and computer dangling behind her and a cookie stuck half-out of her mouth. She shuffled things around so she could drop the cookie into her hand with a nervous chuckle. “Um … the heat went out? Oh, look. Would you listen to that? Sounds like it just kicked back on. These old buildings can be so finicky at times.”

      “Uh-uh.” Johnny let her go and turned to his deputy. “Mason, get this place cleaned up. And Wyatt, I need you to finish that garland ASAP. This place could do with a little color.”

      “Yes, sir!” they both said, and scrambled to complete their duties.

      “Blanche, can I have a moment with your client?”

      The tooth fairy smacked her lips. “Don’t make me regret it, lawman.” She buzzed away, helping collect and stack the books.

      Then Johnny turned his gaze on me and stalked up to my cell. I swallowed nervously, my heart hammering in my chest. I hadn’t made a peep through the whole debacle, hoping my involvement as the reluctant ringleader of this mutiny would’ve gone unnoticed if I’d just remained quiet. “You just beguile everyone, don’t you?” he asked.

      I bit my lower lip. “Maybe?”

      His green eyes dropped from my mouth as he cleared his throat. He pulled an envelope from his jacket pocket. “I took your advice. I went to see my guy, and I have the results of the skin scraping you gave me the other day.”

      “And?”

      “They’re not human or Other. They’re other-other.”

      I slumped against the bars as the hope drained out of me and into the floor. “AKA inconclusive.”

      “It’s why he took so long. Sometimes the test came back positive for human. Sometimes Other. It’s as if you’d taken two different skin samples and mixed them together. Except he confirmed they had identical DNA.”

      “Back to square one,” I groaned.

      “Hey.” His fingers curled around the bar like they had before, just above mine. “I stopped by the shops on the east side of Main Street and got all their security footage. Maybe something will turn up there.”

      I just nodded. I didn’t have the heart to use words.

      Johnny shifted his hand, letting his pinky finger settle over my thumb. “Something will turn up, Frances. It’s just a matter of time.”

      We both started as muffled screams echoed outside. A cluster of townsfolk fled to the opposite sidewalk, dashing by the window in a blur of black and white. Cold, bone-numbing air preceded the bang of a closing door as someone entered the station.

      Mason threw his coat over Wyatt to hide the boy and yanked his sidearm out of his holster. Carl smashed the coffee pot into a handle of broken shards, screaming “Not today, you corn-poppin’ bastards!” as Penny raised her hackles. Blanche buzzed to my cell, jagged teeth bared and bony fingers flared and ready to rip teeth from skulls. Johnny leveled his sidearm at the bullpen’s entryway, taking slow and even breaths as he sighted down the barrel.

      Two hulking figures shuffled into view.

      “Darling,” Blanche cried.

      An eight-foot, be-horned Clyde supported a ten-foot minotaur with a broken horn, one shaggy arm slung over his scaly shoulders.

      “Big T,” I breathed.

      “Let her go,” Tiberius demanded. “I’ve come to confess.”
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      “I didn’t kill the Others,” Tiberius said. No interrogation room was large enough for both the demon and the minotaur, as the minotaur couldn’t stand or move without the demon’s help, so he sat on the bullpen floor. Mason had taken Wyatt home, leaving Crazy Carl as the only one left who didn’t have a saying in the proceedings.

      Johnny stopped the tape recording. “I thought you said you wanted to confess.”

      “I do. To kidnapping. Not to killing Others.”

      The sheriff hit the record button again. “Go on.”

      “I did not kill the Others,” the minotaur said. “Though we fought earlier that day, I did not kill the female nagini known as Priyanka. Or the unknown male naga. Or the centaurs Antoni and Cesare. And I didn’t hurt Mindy. I could never hurt her,” he whispered.

      “So who did you kidnap?”

      “The tooth fairy named Blanche, and the human named Frances Church.”

      “Doctor Church has been seen around town since the first attack. So how did you kidnap her? And Blanche was here before you, by the way.”

      “I got away,” Blanche offered.

      Johnny waved her off, silently shushing her.

      “I guess I kidnapped Blanche, and blackmailed Frances,” the minotaur said. “If they didn’t hide me and treat my wounds, I told Frances I’d hurt Blanche.”

      “But he didn’t,” Blanche interjected.

      Johnny waved her off again.

      “I just want that to be on the record,” the tooth fairy insisted. “And I’m not pressing charges.”

      “Neither am I,” I called from my cell.

      “I’m not either,” Crazy Carl added. “And I don’t think Penny will. At first she didn’t like Others – was scared of ‘em, ya see – but she’s become quite progressive in her old age, haven’t you, girl?”

      “Shush, all of you,” Johnny said. He turned back to Tiberius with a huff. “So you’re saying the morning we raided the clinic, you forced Blanche to hide you.”

      “And me,” Clyde added. He was over by the couch, swishing his barbed tail and watching Wyatt try to catch it like some perverse cat-and-mouse game. “I was the one he forced to bodily conceal him.”

      “And you are?” It’d taken the humans a few minutes to recover from the shock of seeing Clyde in his demon form. He wasn’t your average mythological creature … not by a longshot. Johnny had recovered the quickest, and I liked that he had a little snark in his voice. There was a man who rolled with the punches.

      “Clyde.”

      “And what are you?”

      The demon inspected his claws and declared in his British drawl, “If my master had to figure it out, what makes you think I’d just tell a peon like you?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Clyde, apologize to Johnny,” I ordered. “Right now.”

      The familiar sighed as if he bore the weight of the world on his shoulders. “I apologize to the peon.”

      The sheriff just rolled his eyes and returned his attention to Tiberius. “So you extorted medical treatment from Blanche and Doctor Church despite being innocent of murder? And if this invoice and medical records are to be believed, you’ve been unconscious and treated for the last few days when these other murders have occurred. That’s what you’d like to me to believe?”

      Tiberius nodded. “It is.”

      “You said you were attacked, and that’s why you sought medical treatment. Can you describe what attacked you?”

      “He was about six feet, one-hundred-eighty pounds, brown hair, and he wore glasses.”

      “Seems legit,” Crazy Carl mused. “You see all manner of things in the bush.”

      “Wait, wait, wait. You’re saying a human attacked you?” Johnny asked in disbelief. “That a human cut you up that bad and snapped off your horn?”

      “It was no human,” the minotaur growled, “but that’s what attacked me.”

      “It’s true, Johnny,” I pressed. “We found—”

      “Enough!” The sheriff raked a hand through his sun-kissed hair. “I don’t believe this. Judy? Come on in here, please. I need you to do a sketch.” Johnny pushed himself away from his desk and went for a cup of coffee. When he remembered there was none left after Carl had smashed the coffee pot, he stared at the bulletin board and its Corn Festival flyer for a long time before he finally returned. “Judy, let me know when you’re done. I’m going into my office to review those security tapes.”

      “That’s it?” I demanded. “After all they’ve said—”

      “That,” he said, pointing to the Others in his bullpen, “was nothing more than a farce. If they’re not going to take my job seriously, then I don’t have time for this. I have real work to do.”

      “I thought you said you believed him,” I hollered as he walked away.

      Johnny paused at his office door. “I thought I did, too.”

      I slammed the bars with an angry palm as he disappeared. While Tiberius described his attacker to Judy and her sketchbook, Clyde lumbered over to me.

      “Hello, maggot.”

      I raked my hands through my hair, tugging on my scalp. “Hello, Clyde.”

      “Listen, I know you’re confined, and I am loath to bother you at such an inopportune time—”

      “Just spit it out, Clyde.”

      “I’m hungry.”

      “You’re always hungry,” I groaned.

      “I have a fast metabolism on this earthly plane. It’s not my fault, maggot.”

      I knew what he was getting at. We were bound. He could not leave my side unless I ordered him to. “Clyde, I order you to go home and help yourself to the venison in the chest freezers. And yes, you may defrost them if you’d like.”

      The demon breathed a sigh of relief and vanished.

      “I should like to eat as well, and I know how you humans get if I do that in front of you,” Blanche said. “Don’t let Johnny ask you anymore questions without me present. I am your lawyer, after all.”

      “I think Penny and I’ll be on our way, too,” Crazy Carl sighed, stretching like he was getting ready to run a marathon. “Still have plenty of gathering to do. I’ll look for a new coffee pot, Appleseed,” he hollered on his way out.

      I returned to my bench, drawing my knees up to my chest. Alone again, naturally.

      You’re not alone, the voice said.

      It was like summer sunshine had warmed my skin.

      Panicked, I searched my pockets for my pills only to remember that they were on Mason’s desk.

      If you’d just relax a sec, you’d notice you don’t need that medication, the voice pointed out. Or your music.

      What? What are you talking about?

      Not having a headache, are you?

      I— I wasn’t. I raked my hands through my hair, fingertips brushing against the ridges left by Clyde’s gecko-like fingers. They were warm to the touch and pulsating. I guess I’d been too preoccupied with the Other hunting me that I’d forgotten to ask him about that ‘ward’ he’d mentioned before making a mess of my kitchen with the salt. What did he do to me?

      He shielded you, Sunshine said. I’m not sure how, actually. For such a young thing, he’s pretty strong.

      Clyde? Young? And he wouldn’t have to shield me or anything if you’d just respected my personal boundaries like any decent … whatever you are.

      We are symbiotes, human. You’re my conduit to the sensory world, and I infuse your body with incredible strength. Even some of my power. Why, if we were a team you could melt those bars, let alone bend them.

      If you’re so powerful, what do you need me for? I’m in this mess because of you! I didn’t steal that urn. You did. I didn’t kill Angelo Cardinelli. You did. I’m on the run from the most powerful mob boss in the region, if not the country, because of you. And now, thanks to this Other hunting us, he’ll find me. I’m in the system now. And the chances of finding that coyotl for another identity again are slim.

      I won’t let them hurt you.

      I sighed mentally. You can’t keep killing people.

      The voice seemed confused. Why not? They’ll regenerate.

      No, we don’t. We get one life. That’s it.

      Oh. That … sucks.

      How could you not know that? I don’t get you sometimes. Sometimes you say things that make you sound like you’re from a different era, and sometimes you sound like you were born yesterday. So which is it?

      The voice hesitated. I wish I knew.

      What are you, anyway?

      I … don’t know. But I know there are many of me, fragments, all existing simultaneously.

      Yeah … I kinda figured you had some sort of multiple personality disorder.

      Whatever it is, I know that the more time I spend with you, the more my memories return. The more I remember about myself. Please, the voice pleaded. Help me.

      I groaned. As if I have a choice.

      It’s why I picked you. You don’t know what it was like, trapped in the darkness, surrounded by people who wanted to hurt me. To use me. And then I felt you. I felt your rage at injustice, the devastating hurt in your heart at another’s suffering. I knew you were the one to help me.

      You could have asked.

      I’m sorry … Frances. I’m asking you now.

      It was the first time the voice had ever said my name. It’d always referred to me as ‘human’, like I was somehow beneath its notice. Like an ant to an elephant. A peasant to an emperor. A microbe to an angel.

      I sighed. Fine. If we’re going to do this, I have some rules.

      Of course you do. The voice would’ve rolled its eyes if it could.

      Rule One: no headaches. If you’ve got something to say, you’d better figure out a way to talk to me without splitting my skull in two.

      I’ll definitely try.

      Rule Two: no physical possession. You’ve taken over my body before, and that was downright creepy.

      What if you’re in mortal peril?

      Okay, fine. If I’m in mortal peril, you can possess me.

      What if I want to stretch my wings? Feel the world, as I once did?

      We’ll discuss that on a case-by-case basis.

      Fiiine.

      Rule Three: I like my alone time. Is there any way you can just, you know, butt out?

      Yes, but how will I know to ‘butt’ back in if you’re in danger? Like that demon, we are bonded now. At least our consciousnesses are. If you hurt, I feel it, too. And pain sucks.

      Fairy farts. That would’ve been nice to know, like, I don’t know, months ago?!

      … Sorry.

      Ugh. Then we’ll come up with a safe word.

      What is this? the voice snorted. Some sort of S&M relationship?

      Oh my GoneGods. You do troll the internet when I’m asleep!

      Don’t be ridiculous.

      You gotta admit you’ve been very domineering.

      The voice ruffled and then soothed its imaginary feathers. Fine. I’ll work on being more … considerate of your feelings.

      And in return, I’ll help you discover who, and what, you are.

      The voice breathed a sigh of relief. Thanks.

      I didn’t realize I had closed my eyes to have this conversation, but when I opened them, Clyde was standing in front of my cell, chest heaving. “C-Clyde? Are you alright?”

      “Am I alright? Are you alright, maggot?” He transformed into a dragonfly to zip past the bars and returned to his demon shape a second after. His claws inspected my clothes, my hair, ears, mouth, he even stuck the tip of one up a nostril to peer inside my nose.

      He might be a loser demon on the battlefield, but he had this whole protection thing down to a I-don’t-believe-in-personal-boundaries science. I wiggled away from him. “I’m fine. Why?”

      “There I was, feasting on a perfectly thawed venison shoulder, when I heard this whirling sound. It was that Clock, that weird one by the urn, whizzing like its gears had been hijacked by a wind spirit. Then I heard your heartbeat. It was drumming like a hummingbird’s. So I returned as fast as I could.”

      “Well, thank you. But I’m fine.”

      “Hmph.”

      “Really.” Thinking of something, I whumped him in the arm. “And you really shouldn’t have transformed right then! That burns time, your life, remember? I know you get a thrill, but—”

      The demon held up a gecko-like paw. “If this is some sort of intervention you humans are so fond of, you can stop right there, maggot. I may have my vices, but I’m not suicidal. And I have a lot of time to burn, a lot more than others of my kind.”

      “I can’t help but feel concerned.”

      “Really?” He seemed genuinely surprised. “A human concerned for a demon? Whoever heard of such a thing?”

      Sulking, I crossed my hands over my chest. “You can go back to your food now.”

      “I think I’ll stay here,” the demon said, dropping down on the bench beside me. “That woman with the charcoal and paper has just handed her artistic rendering to that male you like, and—”

      “Excuse me? What’s this about the ‘male I like’?”

      The demon appraised me with his ember-like eyes. “Well, you do. Your heart flutters every time he nears you. I’d say it was fear except for the pheromone reaction you exhibit.”

      “Pheromones? I thought you could only hear changes in my heartbeat.”

      “That’s a misconception I failed to correct.” Clyde clicked his talons together. “I’m in tune with all your bodily functions. For instance, do you know you’re ovulating right now? Which is probably why that man is reacting the way he is to you. His olfactory senses aren’t as keen as mine, but they’re keen enough to pick up on the scent you’re secreting. From your loins. I personally don’t find it maddening, but then I’m not a human male.”

      “I am not secreting a scent!”

      “I can smell it, too,” Tiberius added.

      “Enough! Both of you. And we will never discuss my loins. Ever. Again.” I cupped my burning cheeks and tried to melt into the wall.

      “Anyway, before I was so rudely interrupted,” the demon continued, “I was going to say that the male’s heart rate just elevated too. In response to—”

      Johnny opened his office door, his tan face pale.

      “Johnny?”

      Without a word, he crossed the bullpen, unlocked my cell – not even once blinking in surprise to find two inmates in it when previously there had only been one – took me by the elbow, and hauled me into his office.

      He had a video feed paused, Judy’s rendering of a vaguely familiar face on the table beside the television. Johnny pressed the play button and crossed his arms over his chest. “We have a serious problem.”
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      I watched a black-and-white video with no sound of a human matching Judy’s rough sketch attack Mindy. I saw her try to break down Doreen’s door to get in and away from the monster. I saw her body go stiff with fright, saw the human slash at her chest with what looked like claws for hands. But he never faced the camera, so we never got a good look at his face. But he didn’t get what he wanted from Mindy either, whatever that was, and left her in a bloody heap on Doreen’s stoop.

      And it didn’t take a lip-reader to see Mindy screamed my name. Not to accuse me. But for help. She screamed it twice, hands pressed against the rents in her chest, trying to staunch the blood bubbling out of her like a fondue fountain. Apparently I wasn’t as stealthy at moonlighting as a medicus as I was evading the Family.

      “Ha!” I shouted triumphantly when Johnny paused the tape. “Take that, Doreen Collins, you lying sonofa—”

      “We still have problem,” Johnny interrupted.

      “Really? Because all I see is a victory. Tiberius and I didn’t do it!”

      “The problem is we have a human, who’s somehow not a human, with the strength of ten men going around and terrorizing Others. How do we explain that?”

      “That’s exactly why I had Mason throw me a book club party. To research!” I retrieved the book we were going to show him hours ago and flipped to the correct page. “It’s not a human. It’s an Other. A skinwalker.”

      Frowning, Johnny peered at the page, tracing a finger down the lines as he read. “‘Cursed to a half-life for practicing witchcraft, a skinwalker can only survive by claiming the skins of its victims. Often they will harry livestock in order to draw their herders into the open. They kill by locking eyes with their victims, inducing a sort of paralysis before slashing the chest to claim the skin. It is widely believed that one may defeat a skinwalker if you can call it out by name. But as these creatures can live hundreds of years under the guise of many different identities, shuffling through them as necessary, they are almost impossible to kill by this method.

      “‘And as they assume the visage of their victims, it is almost impossible to tell if one is a skinwalker or not. However, they are characterized by their incredible speed, their unusual high body temperature, and as their skins deteriorate, they can be identified by a yellowing of the eyes, hair loss, scaly skin, and most commonly, a red rash that affects the whole body. It is at these molting times that a skinwalker reveals its true form, that of a flayed wolf-man hybrid. It is also at these times that the skinwalker is at its most vulnerable, and at its fiercest. Avoid contact with it at all costs.’ Oh my GoneGods. You’re sure?”

      I nodded. “It attacked me at the Taylor’s ranch. Antoni, Clyde, a-and I fought it off.” And the voice. And Greenie, whatever that woodland Other is. “It’d been looking for…”

      “For what?”

      “For me,” I answered quietly. I wasn’t about to tell him the Other had actually been hunting the voice inside my head. No doubt he already thought I was a little crazy, maybe just eccentric, and I didn’t want to give him an excuse to think otherwise.

      “Frances.”

      His voice was soft, so soft I ventured a look into his green eyes.

      “You know I haven’t pressed you about your past. I’m not stupid enough to think you’ve stayed in Cornish Roost simply because you got side-tracked by the wild beauty out here. What is it? Why are you running? Why is this Other after you?”

      “Please.” I found his hand and squeezed it. “I’ll tell you about my past someday. But for now, please believe me when I say I have no idea why he’s after me. I thought I did, but when I confronted him, it wasn’t for the same reason. It was a reason that made no sense to me. I-I think he’s confusing me with someone else.”

      “Who could do that?”

      Flushing, I let go of his hand and stuck my hands in my pockets.

      He cleared his throat. “This doesn’t change the fact that we have a problem. Tensions in this town are already high enough. To reveal that there are Others out there that can pass as humans is frightening. It’ll cause a worldwide panic.”

      “Then what can we do?”

      Johnny drummed his fingers against his chin. “This town wants a scapegoat. An Other one. So let’s give it one.”

      “No.” I slammed my hand on the table. “Tiberius’s reputation has suffered enough.”

      “Hear me out. How many people really saw Clyde? I mean, the snow was really thick out there. Maybe they saw a rough outline, those spiraling horns, those yellow eyes.”

      “What are you suggesting?”

      “Well, he looks a bit like this Other,” Johnny said, pointing to the picture of the skinwalker in the book.

      “He does not!”

      “Maybe not in broad daylight, but in the shadows, in the night, he could pass.”

      So we’d be trading one monster for another.

      I’d known Tiberius for months, but I’d only known Clyde for a matter of days. You’d think someone like me with her Rules and deeply ingrained self-preservation wouldn’t have hesitated. “So … what do you want him to do?”

      “I want him to be seen,” Johnny said. “Have him rustle up some livestock – don’t kill them, of course – and have him lurk around town. Let the people see a monster other than Tiberius. And we’ll spread the word that Tiberius had hunted down and captured the Other that had been terrorizing the town – that’s why he hadn’t been seen in a few days – and that he escaped custody. That’ll restore Tiberius’s reputation, at least somewhat, and give us time to hunt down the skinwalker.”

      The risk seemed minimal. And with Clyde’s limited battle skills, rustling some cattle didn’t seem too challenging. And he was an excellent lurker.

      “That might actually work.”
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      We left the office and relayed the plan to Clyde, after Johnny had assured Tiberius he was not under arrest and that we were both free to go. Judy had even brought me my personal belongings, including my machete. I checked that everything was still there, including the oni tusk and the coyotl talisman, and strapped the machete to my back with a proficiency that made Johnny’s eyes widen.

      “Your plan sounds doable,” Clyde mused. “I might even get some mild entertainment value from the whole experience.”

      “No giving anyone heart-attacks,” Johnny said.

      “No promises,” the demon sniffed.

      “And …” Johnny’s voice trailed off as he hesitated, but then he pursed his lips into a firm line. “And I want you to save Doreen Collins for last. Before the department does anything official in consequence for her tampering with this investigation, I want her to understand that karma or fate or universe-sanctioned payback still exists in this GoneGodWorld. Make it … memorable.”

      Little yellow flames of excitement flared in Clyde’s eyes.

      “And we can use me as bait,” I announced.

      Johnny threw up a hand. “Now wait just a minute—”

      “The skinwalker’s been after me this whole time,” I said. “And I’ve already fought him off once.”

      “I can’t let you get hurt—”

      “Johnny, people have already died. This is a non-issue. I’m going to be the bait, and Blanche, Clyde, and Tiberius will take him out without your help if we have to.”

      “I’m ready for a rematch, anyway,” Tiberius growled, struggling to his feet.

      “You can barely stand without assistance, you bull-headed buffoon,” Clyde said, flicking him with a gecko-like finger and sending the minotaur to the floor. “What good would you be in a fight?”

      The sheriff shook his head. “No.”

      “He’ll find me one way or another.” I moved around him, heading for the door.

      He beat me to it, bracing his arm against the frame and barring my path. “I won’t let you. I’ll just … detain you. Here.”

      “You can’t. We’re free to go. You said so yourself.”

      His green eyes pleaded with me. “But, Frances—”

      I silenced him with a hug. Good-bye, Rule Two. Good-bye, Rule Three. I nestled my cheek against his chest. He was warm and smelled of apples and woodsmoke. Absolutely perfect. Surprised, his arms hovered around my shoulders for only a second before they tightened. I felt his muscles strain as he crushed me against him.

      Off to the side, Clyde nudged Tiberius with his elbow. “See? Pheromones,” he said with a knowing nod.

      Heartbreak in three, two, one.

      Blushing, I pulled away. “You’ve already done so much, Johnny. Thank you, for all your help. It’s our turn now.”
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      As Clyde spent the next day and a half terrorizing the town, I packed. The Antevortan Clock had been its usual and disheartening ten when I’d gotten home from the sheriff’s station and hadn’t moved since. In a rare moment of spite, I ignored its fateful prediction and took a day to thoroughly pack up my life and get it all in my truck. A leisure I hadn’t had the first time.

      After all that bravado at the station, I’d started to have second thoughts. We had barely escaped from the skinwalker the first time, and the collateral damage was more than my conscience could bear. So I was going to do what I did best, and – you guessed it! Rule Four – run.

      At least that would (hopefully) draw the skinwalker away from the town. And I’d managed to stay under the radar for nine months without it finding me the first time. Who knows? Maybe in another nine months I would be free of this voice and the skinwalker would hunt it down instead of me.

      I tucked the Antevortan Clock into my backpack and hefted the urn. It was still hot, but it didn’t burn me. It would, however, melt my plastic Visa cards. I ran my finger down the pearlescent surface.

      Yellowstone, I thought. It was a word that inspired mixed feelings, being the backdrop of my unorthodox upbringing rife with danger and terror and unmistakable grandeur, kinda like what I felt when I spoke with the voice inside my head. Now it was our ‘come back online’ safe word.

      The voice awakened in the back of my mind like a coal stoked to life. That was Sunshine alright. Hey!

      Could you tone it down a bit? This thing could set my truck on fire.

      Sorry. The heat dissipated until the urn was just slightly warmer than my skin. How’s that?

      Yeah. Thanks. Why was it warm to begin with?

      I don’t even remember my name, let alone what I am, and you think I’d know why my prison’s temperature fluctuates?

      Well … when you put it that way. I gave a mental shrug. I guess we’ll just add that to the list of ‘to figure out.’

      Awesome.

      Okay, well, honeydew.

      Honeydew – the only fruit I didn’t like – was the ‘get lost’ safe word, and the voice disappeared. I wrapped the urn in a spare flannel shirt and stuck it beside the Clock.

      There wasn’t much that I couldn’t leave behind – that’s the unwritten rule about running for your life – but I allowed myself an extra duffle bag of stuff I’d grown attached to and a cooler of Starbucks Doubleshots in assorted flavors with extra room for Clyde’s venison.

      Clyde returned just as I was finishing loading up the truck, and he wasn’t alone. Two Others were with him, the first Others I’d ever met in Cornish Roost.

      Blanche zipped up the gravel drive, leaving contrails of dust in her wake, and pinned me against the truck. “Crowns and cavities, I can’t believe you were going to leave without saying good-bye,” she screeched. “That’s worse than not answering my phone calls. That’s it. I’m getting the drill!”

      I raised my hands, partially to ward her off, partially to calm her down. “Blanche, it’s not forever. I think. I just can’t stay here anymore.”

      “And you think I could, if you left?”

      “Blanche, you have everything you need. There’s the clinic, and the sprites at Kobold Processing give you more cow and pork bones than you can eat in a week.”

      “And what does any of that mean if you’re not here?” she demanded. “You’re the medicus, not me. Don’t you know how much I … depend on you?”

      “Oh, come on.” I tried to laugh it off. “You? Blanche, you’ve got deals with almost everyone in town.”

      “Those are just business deals, and threats. You’re the only friend I have.”

      GoneGodDamn it. Rule Two, Frances. Don’t get attached. How did you not see that was a two-way street?

      “Tell me the truth,” she said, crossing her spindly arms over her chest. “Were you even going to come by the clinic to say good-bye?”

      My mouth opened and shut, but no words came out.

      “Crowns and cavities,” the tooth fairy muttered, whirling around.

      “Blanche, wait—”

      “At least the demon had the decency to say good-bye,” she screamed halfway down the driveway. German curses wafted in the air behind her.

      Clyde and Tiberius parted to let the tooth fairy whizz past and trudged up the remaining drive in a matter of seconds. The minotaur no longer needed physical support. His wounds and limp had healed after he’d gorged himself on three lasagnas, four bottles of red wine, and one gallon of olive oil from Galastone Tavern. Johnny had footed the bill himself.

      I slapped the truck door. “Damn it, Clyde. My house was supposed to be a secret—”

      “The tooth fairy already knew where you lived, maggot. She could smell you, remember?”

      I blinked. “But she never once came over—”

      “Of course not. You never invited her. That’s called manners. Of which, I’ve determined, you have none, maggot. Worst. Human. Ever. Of all time.”

      “I don’t need lessons in etiquette from you, demon,” I snapped.

      “Were you really going to leave without saying good-bye?” the minotaur asked.

      I raked my hands through my curls, tugging on my scalp. “I just thought it would be easier. For everyone—”

      “For yourself, you mean,” Tiberius said.

      I glared at him.

      He raised a hand the size of a serving platter. “I didn’t come here to fight, Frances. I came to say ‘thank-you’. I’m told you didn’t stop fighting for me. That you were attacked because of me. I’m sorry, but thank you for never giving up on me. I never thought I’d ever be friends with a human, let alone my physical therapist, and look at me now. Good minotaur, right?”

      Clyde splayed a supportive hand on Tiberius’s back as I leapt into the minotaur’s massive arms. His wool was coarse and smelled a little musty, but I didn’t care. His velvety muzzle exhaled small blasts into my hair. Once those arms had crushed men’s bones into splinters; now, they cradled me as gently as if I was a baby bird.

      When he lowered me onto the gravel drive, I fished a wad of cash out of my pocket. “Here. Have some praline pecan butter ripple on me.”

      The minotaur grunted, pushing the bills back into my hands. “I will when I’ve won the Bet. Which will have to be next year when Johnny grows another corn maze.”

      Johnny. I didn’t want to think about him either.

      I stuffed the cash back into my pocket and looked anywhere but at the minotaur. “Well, Big T, stay out of trouble. Give my best to Mindy when she gets released.” (I had made it a point to go to the hospital and help Doctor James devise a more refined treatment plan for the ex-handmaiden of Hathor. I wasn’t a monster, despite what Clyde would try to make you believe.) “Remember to do your knee exercises every day, not just when you feel like it—”

      “Frances.” Tiberius gripped my hand between forefinger and thumb. “You can stay, you know.”

      I lifted watery blue eyes to meet his liquid brown ones. “It’s not safe.”

      “No where’s safe. Except when you’re with the people who care about you.”

      “The skinwalker almost killed you once, T. I can’t risk that again.”

      “It’s my life to risk.”

      “And it’s my heart to break if he succeeds.” I stepped away from him and climbed into my truck. “C’mon, Clyde. I want to hit the interstate before the temperature drops and makes the backroads icy.”

      I drummed my fingers against the steering wheel as Clyde finished his farewells. The truck groaned as he folded his demonic bulk into the passenger seat. We left Tiberius in the middle of my driveway and turned onto the road, slinging gravel in our wake.

      “Clyde,” I practically screamed. “I can’t believe you brought them to my house.”

      “It had not been my intention, maggot.” The demon tucked his claws under his chin like he did anytime he was nervous. His talons clicked like a chirping beetle. “I had just finished terrorizing Doreen Collins – I had saved her for last, as instructed – and after I smelled the stench of voided bowels, I went to the clinic. You were the one who told me to be nice to Blanche. Tiberius just happened to be there at the same time.”

      “So you just invited them—”

      “I did no such thing,” the demon blustered. “They decided to come. And since you never expressly instructed me to keep the location of the hovel a secret, this is actually your fault.”

      “My fault?”

      “Just because you chose not to say good-bye didn’t mean I couldn’t. Besides, after you’ve been confined with an Other in a cramped space for eight hours while being hunted knowing at any moment one cough or sneeze or inconvenient voidance of flatulence could mean your discovery and death, you form a bond rather quickly. It felt wrong not to bid the minotaur farewell.”

      “Where did you hide him?”

      “I’d rather not say. It was … embarrassing.”

      I didn’t push it.

      “And where are we going anyway?” he wanted to know.

      “Uhhh … away?”

      “Maggot, it’s truly remarkable how you’ve stayed alive this long.”

      “Hey! Just because I always have a Plan B doesn’t mean I always have a Plan A. I just … wing it. It works for me, okay?”

      “Well why don’t you just wing it to Portland.”

      “Portland?”

      The demon slouched in his seat, getting comfortable for a long ride. “Portland,” he confirmed. “They like to keep things weird. Did you know it was the first American city to accept Others after the GrandExodus? It’s a kind of haven for us. Someplace we could get lost and no one would look twice.”

      I didn’t need any further convincing. “Portland it is.”

      There was only one way to the interstate, and that was through the town square. I circled around the corn goddess statue – which someone had draped with a garland of braided corn husks – and crept along to the third rotary exit that would eventually lead me to I-64. Every deputy in town was on patrol, keeping the townsfolk safe as they made a mad dash to decorate the square for the festival tomorrow before the mayor’s curfew took effect at nine. The one firetruck Cornish Roost shared with the neighboring town of Bluegill helped hang more of the braided corn husk garlands and strings of yellow lights along the store fronts.

      Cup o’ Beans Coffee Shop was overflowing as the townsfolk poured inside to refuel with hot coffee and get some respite from the cold. I went slow, nervous to hit any one of the what seemed to be a billion pedestrians.

      Jason the Gegenees giant fastened corn wreaths to the lampposts along the square, Jolene passed out her famous chocolate chip cookies, the fauns from Galastone Farm played their panpipes and lyres, and people I knew more by sight rather than name scurried about hanging popcorn balls the size of basketballs.

      And there was Johnny Galastone in his burgundy jacket and plaid scarf on the frost-covered lawn, the hood thrown back so his sun-kissed hair ruffled in the evening wind. He was talking to some woman in a lavender coat with gray faux fur trim, and as fate would have it, our gazes locked briefly as my truck crawled around the rotary. Maybe it was the look in my eyes. Maybe it was the sight of Clyde scrunched in the passenger seat. Maybe it was the bed loaded with my duffel bags and cooler. But he did the math, and the coffee cup slipped out of his hand as he took a few startled steps after my truck.

      I kept my eyes fixed ahead, away from the running figure in my rearview mirror, and took the third exit out of town.
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      The green highway sign told me Kansas City was just five miles ahead. I shifted in my seat, slid open the little port in the rear windshield, and rooted around in the cooler for another Starbucks Doubleshot. I only had them when I needed the caffeine, preferring the elderberry tea I drank to manage the headaches.

      Clyde snoozed in the passenger seat, wrapped in one of his blankets and clutching the urn to his chest for warmth. He really was like a lizard in that regard; attracted to heat. I’d had to yell at him to get off the hood when I filled up the truck at the last gas station, afraid he’d overheat the engine and we’d be stranded. And easy pickings for anything that might be hunting us.

      I tried not to drift off as the broken white lines flashed one after another.

      Ahem.

      I jolted upright, my foot ramming against the accelerator. Clyde’s ember eyes flared into orange flames of annoyance before he rolled over with a grumble. His claws yanked the blanket up farther along his long neck.

      Just what the hell do you think you’re doing? Sunshine demanded.

      Hey, did I say ‘yellowstone’? I thought, irritated.

      You’re about to run us off the road, and you’re worried about a little safe word? Yeesh, Frankie, get your priorities straight.

      Since when have you started calling me ‘Frankie’?

      The voice shrugged. I’m tryin’ somethin’ new. See if it works, ya know?

      It doesn’t, I thought firmly.

      Meh. Your loss.

      Beside me, the Antevortan Clock whirled like it was wind-up toy suddenly come to life after snorting a pile of cocaine. You know, as if inanimate objects could do that. I brushed the flaps of my backpack away with one hand, glancing from the road to the clock face. The hand abruptly stopped, the needle-like tip quivering at what had to be something like the three-minute mark. “What the—”

      A horn blared, and I swerved back into my lane. Any thought of sleep was well behind me now.

      Clyde woke up with a choked-off snore. “Maggot?” He rubbed his bleary eyes with his iridescent knuckles. “I may only require a few hours of sleep a day, but I still need them. Which means you need to slow your pulse. I can’t sleep with all that racket. Sounds like the entire percussion section of the Vienna Philharmonic was given hammers instead of drumsticks.”

      “I’m so sorry to have inconvenienced you.”

      “Hmph.” The demon pulled the blanket over his eyes and snuggled against the urn.

      I turned my attention back to the voice. It wasn’t splitting my head like it normally did. Threading my fingers through my hair, I felt the ridges Clyde had imprinted there. The ward pulsed intermittently, weakening. Listen, I appreciate the little wake-up call, but you can go now. Honeydew.

      You didn’t answer my question, Sunshine persisted. What the hell do you think you’re doing?

      Uh … I’m driving? What’s it look like?

      Yeah, away. You’re not protecting them; you’re just protecting yourself. Except you’re not even doing that right.

      Honeydew! I insisted.

      Frances, out here, he’ll have the advantage. He can sneak up anytime and shank us in the kidneys. We need to face him head on. And with me making a little scene, I’ll be irresistible. He’s been hunting me far too long to miss this opportunity.

      And use the town as collateral damage? Have you lost your damn mind?

      What’d you prefer? Being hunted by two factions or just one?

      I didn’t reply. It was a no-brainer, but it was choice I couldn’t make. All I could think about were the people that could get hurt in such a confrontation. People I’d come to actually like, maybe even care for. Wyatt, Mason, Jolene, of course Blanche and Tiberius, and Johnny. Seeing anyone of them with their chests slashed open on account of me was a sight I never wanted to see.

      I’ve already stayed longer than I should have, I growled. Rule Two – don’t get attached.

      What do you think life is? Life is making those attachments, falling in love, getting your heart broken, forging friendships that’ll last a lifetime, fighting with an enemy, fighting with a lover. You’re not living. You’re just surviving.

      My choices are somewhat limited with the Family hunting me, in case you forgot about that tiny-yet-oh-so-relevant detail. And since when have you become so, I don’t know, zen?

      I told you, the more I’m around you, the more I remember myself.

      So you’re a hippie?

      Frankie, I thought you were some sort of badass. You took on the mob—

      You did that. I pointed an imaginary finger at the voice.

      I didn’t make you walk through that door that night. You did that. It pointed an imaginary finger back at me. You came to that dinner fully prepared to cause some shit.

      Because I thought I was going crazy!

      I like you crazy! A cougar-taunting, machete-waving, my-doctor-skills-are-better-than-your-doctor-skills, hard-drinking, man-chasing, crazy—

      What in the – First off, I did not taunt that cougar, and do you see me slamming shots and ripping the shirts off random men before pouncing them onto my bed?

      No … but the specificity of that image makes me think you want to.

      Honeydew, honeydew, honeydew! I yelled.

      Yelling it three times isn’t going to make me go away when I have something to say to you.

      Oh yeah, and what’s that?

      You’re a sissy.

      Well screw you too, I snorted.

      Seriously, Frankie, Fran, Frankilicious—

      It’s Frances!

      The point is, you’re making a big mistake. And I need you to turn around so we can finish this.

      We got our asses handed to us, big time, and now you want to go back when we couldn’t destroy it the first time? Have you lost your damn mind? How in the EmptyHell was a voice inside my head braver than I was? I gripped the steering wheel a little harder. Not gonna happen.

      WUSSY! the thunderstorm boomed.

      Like, what a loser, the PopRocks diva scoffed. Can’t even help her friends.

      And I distinctly remember you chastising me about how I didn’t value life, the cream sherry sniffed. Hypocrite.

      Hey! It’s not fair when all four of you gang up on me! I seriously needed to start naming these personalities. I just didn’t sound right when I wanted to cuss out an entity called Thunderstorm or PopRocks.

      Frances, out here, death is certain, Sunshine said, her tone serious. And I can’t allow that. I’ve been vulnerable for far too long. Don’t make me take over.

      Are you shitting me right now? You’re playing the mortal peril card?

      The voice crossed its imaginary arms over its imaginary chest. Only if you make me.

      Lemme get this straight. You’re threatening to hold my body hostage if I don’t turn around?

      Yep, pretty much.

      Where’s the wise version of you? Cream Sherry? I want to talk to that one.

      Me, myself, my other self, and I are all in agreement, Sunshine said. It’s time to stop running, Frances.

      “And how would that work, exactly?” I snapped. I was so angry I’d actually said it out loud.

      Clyde woke up with a groan, his ember eyes flickering into orange flames in annoyance.

      You blasted him once, I continued. It. Didn’t. Work. The best we can do now is run. Draw him away.

      He only took a glancing blow, the voice argued. If he takes the full force of it, it’ll shred those skins. He’ll be defenseless. Vulnerable.

      That’s a big ‘if.’ And I could die in the process. And you’re not even you. What if what happened at the ranch is all we’re capable of?

      Clyde straightened in the passenger seat, the flames in his eyes quieting into glowing embers that he narrowed at me. He glanced down at the urn.

      I just ignored him. Can you promise me I won’t die?

      The Antevortan Clock was twitching at the three-minute mark, but where would it jump to when we’d finished our conversation? What time would I have left if we decided to turn around and face the skinwalker?

      I … can’t, Sunshine admitted. But it’s the right thing to do. It’s why I chose you, Frances. Because in your heart, you always want to do the right thing.

      “Not always,” I muttered. “I don’t know. It’s my life. It’s a huge risk—”

      “If you two are going to have a conversation about your life, maggot, I need to be included,” the demon interrupted.

      I stared at him as long as I dared to take my eyes off the road. “Clyde? How did you—”

      “Know you two were talking?” He hefted the urn. “Your essence changed, maggot. Others like me can see in ways you can’t. You glow when you two are communicating. Different shades of gold, in this case. Although true possessions appear red. It’s like marking territory; it helps us know who we can and cannot possess so we don’t step on each others’ toes, as it were. Double possession just kills the host anyway, and then you’re sent back to your level of Hell, and it’s nothing but reprimands for careless … what?”

      We both stared at him. Well, I did, and I’m pretty sure the voice did, too, given the surprise I felt tingling in the back of my consciousness.

      “The centaur said you were a conduit,” he said, as if that was explanation enough.

      “You heard that?” I asked.

      “I was stuck in the bag, maggot, I wasn’t asleep,” he sniffed. “Even if it was past my bedtime.”

      “Sorry.”

      “Don’t you remember what he said? The oracles resisted the gods’ influence, and they went mad. In your case, your brain activity will cease, and you’ll be dead. Unless you do it properly and allow the possession.”

      I’m pretty sure my mouth was hanging open because Clyde crossed his arms over his chest defensively.

      “What? I’m a demon. If anyone knows anything about possession, it’s me. And as for you in there”—he pressed a talon against my forehead—“we need to have a discussion when this is all over about how to properly possess someone. Because I’m bound to this maggot, and if you turn her brain into jelly, that reflects poorly on my resumé.”

      Sounds good to me.

      “Fine,” I grumbled to the voice. “I let you in, I don’t resist, and we take this bastard out. Then we run. I’ve caused too much of a scene here. But I’m trusting you to give me my body back,” I snapped. “Otherwise, I will be your personal Poltergeist. You think the headaches you gave me were bad? I know how to sing off-key for hours. And I’ve got quite the music collection stored up here.” I tapped my temple.

      Cool your jets, Frankilious. We’re partners. You help me, and I help you. That was the deal.

      I checked my mirrors and put my turn signal on to take the next exit. I felt the voice holding its breath as it waited for me to choose left to take the entry ramp onto I-70 E back to Cornish Roost or continue straight and reenter the westbound traffic.

      Though it went against everything I believed in – at least, everything I’d been forced to believe in ever since I’d stolen the urn – I turned left.

      Might as well be throwing the entire rule book out the window now.

      When this is over, we’re revisiting the deal, I growled. You can’t threaten me every time you don’t get your way.

      Why? I like this deal.

      Shut up. The deal sucks. HONEYDEW!
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      We returned to Cornish Roost late the next afternoon, just in time for the Corn Festival to really hit its stride. I would’ve been awake for over twenty-fours, so I’d decided to try the possession-with-consent, and had let the voice take over somewhere near Columbia, Missouri. I became a passenger in my own body, but it didn’t hurt. So long as I was willing, there was no pain. Which was good, because whatever ward Clyde had placed on my mind to ease the transition was gone now.

      It was eerier than it had ever been before, that sepia lens snapping over my vision, items of particular interest or danger flaring golden before my eyes, because it had lasted close to six hours.

      I “woke up” feeling far more refreshed and wired than I should have, especially since I’d never fallen asleep. When the voice had finally relinquished control, the hand on the Antevortan Clock jumped right back up, but instead of stopping at the ten, it halted at the eleven.

      “Son-of-a-biscuit,” I muttered. “That’s it, I’m turning around—”

      “I should like it to go on record that I, the dark-horned messenger, the regent of ruined hopes, the sword of the fiery underlord’s right hand, do not run,” Clyde sniffed. “This previous cowardly road-trip notwithstanding. Besides, the automobile is out of fuel.”

      Fairy farts. I had just enough gas to make it the 4-H fairgrounds and park in the rear before my faithful truck sputtered to a halt.

      Scowling the entire time, I opened my backpack and extracted the Clock. I wrapped it in the spare flannel shirt and tucked it under the seat. Then I plucked the urn from Clyde’s claws and nestled it in the ice of the cooler so it wouldn’t melt anything. Flapping open the backpack, I gestured for Clyde to get in.

      “No, maggot,” he said, holding up a taloned paw. “Let me be seen. It might give the skinwalker something to think about before he tries another attack.”

      “But if he sees you protecting me, he might not try. Or he might do something drastic to get me away from you, like hurt someone.”

      “I know the plan, but I’m not leaving your side, maggot. We are bound.”

      I chewed my bottom lip, thinking. I couldn’t very well order him to stay in the car; that was beyond stupid, and I might need him in a fight. But I couldn’t have him trailing behind me like a lovesick puppy. And there was the tiny detail that Clyde had spent a day-and-a-half not too long ago terrorizing the town. What if people recognized him?

      A flyer stapled to the nearby bulletin board put me at ease. Judy, Cornish Roost’s dispatch officer, sketch artist, and water-color enthusiast, had copied that picture of the skinwalker out of ‘Indigenous Folklore of the Midwest’ – with some embellishments – and had posted it as a CAUTION announcement. Craning over the steering wheel, I saw dozens of similar orange flyers plastered against floodlights and even the 4-H administration building. Phew. The townsfolk would be looking for that horned monster, not mine.

      After a brief nod to Clyde, we eased out of the truck together.

      I left the shotgun with its rock salt shells in the truck. Even though this was the Midwest and one-eighth of the population carried guns on them at all times, it was still frowned upon to bring a shotgun into a fairground (though, strangely enough, not illegal).

      The freckled kid punching tickets at the entrance to the fairgrounds shrank back at the sight of the Other in all his frightening glory. Even the smattering of pimples on his chin and forehead paled.

      Eight feet tall with spiraling horns and skin that glittered from black to a dazzling display of colors like an oil slick in the sunlight. Rows of pointed, finger-length teeth, talons like chef’s knives, quills rippling down his spine and ending in a barbed tail. And a lizard-like head on the end of a long neck with burning embers for eyes.

      “T-tickets?” the kid stammered, whiter than the clouds in the sky.

      “I’m Doctor Frances Church, and I have a booth inside,” I said, looking past him to see if I recognized anyone nearby. I just saw a bunch of bobbing heads, carnival games, and a stage with a big banner stretched across the front. Perfect. “A-and this is Clyde. He’s part of the Bachelor Auction. A late entry.”

      “H-he is? Where’s his costume?”

      “I’m sure you’ve got some leftover stuff from last year he can use.”

      Clyde swiveled his head at me. “Miss Chumki warned that I’d need a bottle of glue and an open mind today, but what nefarious jest is this?”

      “O-oh, sure. Just go on in, Doc. Don’t forget your corn for the bonfire.” The kid plucked an ear of corn from a barrel and pressed it into my hand. Then he unhooked the rope between two stanchions and waved me through. “A-and here’s y-your packet, s-sir.”

      I took the folder and slapped it against the demon’ chest. Clyde’s gecko-like fingers splayed over the paper, instinctively sticking. “I order you to have a nice time,” I said, teeth bared into a sadistic smile.

      “Y-you—” But his feet were already moving him away.

      “Besides, we’ll cover more ground this way. You may return if anything goes awry. Now go get ‘em, you regent of ruined hopes you.”

      The freckled kid seemed to have gotten over his initial fright and had Clyde by the arm, tugging him in the right direction, which was away from me. “This way, sir—”

      “Unhand me, you infectious cesspit of pustules.” He pointed a claw back at me. “This is not over, maggot.”

      “Make those ladies swoon, hot stuff!”

      My snicker faded when I entered the fairgrounds. The entire town had showed up, falsely comforted by the fact that the Other only seemed to attack at night. There were carnival rides, popping balloons, squealing children, laughter, the discord of the high school marching band warming up, an entire cacophony of sounds that could mask the footprints of the Other trying to kill us.

      I shoved the ear of corn into my back pocket so I could keep my hands free and rolled my shoulders, settling the machete neatly between my shoulder blades. It was pitted, nicked, and punctured, but its edge was sharp enough to cut still. Just like me.

      You ready? I breathed.

      Fire bloomed in my blood, tingling down every nerve and infusing my muscles with strength. It felt … incredible.

      C’mon, Frankcilious. Let’s go make this skinwalker our bitch.
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      A thread of golden dust, imperceivable to the human eye, trailed behind me as I stalked through the festival. It was just like the golden flecks we’d sang on the hill at the ranch to Antoni’s music. A little magic to chum the waters, as it were.

      The voice didn’t seem to care in the least how much time it was burning to send out such a delectable trail. The sepia lens snapped over my vision intermittently whenever the voice felt we were in danger, but nothing ever came of it. Even infused with its strength and confidence, I still fought the instinct to run.

      The entire town had shown up for the festival, almost four thousand souls. Talk about town spirit. Talk about a crowded nightmare.

      I was so wired I nearly plunged my machete into the first person that bumped into me.

      “Miss Frances!” Wyatt’s brown eyes sparkled. “I didn’t think you were coming!”

      “And miss all this?” I asked, trying to keep my voice light. I gestured to his stuffed backpack. “You win something already?”

      Smiling, he shrugged the straps off his shoulders. “No. I’ve got this in here.” He handed me an old peanut butter jar.

      Full of writhing pill bugs.

      I almost dropped it. “Wyatt, what in the Empty – I mean, why on earth do you have this?”

      The boy put the jar back in his backpack. “Well Tommy Yoder said his ant farm science fair project is gonna be better than my Roll of the Roly Poly in Environmental Health project simply because he’s got more ants than I’ve got pill bugs, so I spent the rest of the afternoon finding more. Think it’ll work?”

      “It’s great, Wyatt. Listen, where’s your mother?”

      “Aw, she’s at the ATM. Mason’s in the bachelor auction and she wants to see if she can win him or something. What’s the point, anyway? He likes her. She likes him. Why does she have to buy him?”

      “You got me, kid. Listen, tell your mom you guys need to leave early, okay?”

      “But why?”

      It was as if I’d asked him to kick a puppy.

      “Because without food, your pill bugs will die and then this Tommy Yoder will beat your pants off at the science fair, that’s why.”

      Wyatt’s brown eyes widened. “Oh. Well … bye, Miss Frances!”

      At least that was one piece of collateral damage I didn’t need to think about.

      The festival had been set up in a t-formation with the seemingly never-ending gauntlet of carnival games bisected by the crossbar of business booths and topped with the stage and the carnival rides behind it. A small Ferris Wheel, a Tilt-O-Whirl, a sack slide, a hall-of-mirrors. I shoved my way through the crowd, on the verge of a panic attack despite the voice telling me to “chill,” until I stumbled into the avenue of booths.

      Every business was represented, and there were actually quite a few of them, the largest being the Galastone Trifecta. The Tavern offered a variety of soups in bread bowls, the Brewery sold cider in the forms of hot and mulled or donuts covered in cinnamon-sugar, and a multitude of homemade crisps, pies, and apple butter was available at the Farm. It all smelled glorious.

      I immediately turned in the opposite direction.

      Cup o’ Beans. Jolene’s Country Kitchen. Cornish Roost Bank. Pearly Whites Dentistry. Rural King. Wishbone Clinic.

      My feet ground to halt in front of our booth. I’d actually never known what the business was called until now. But I liked it.

      Tiberius looked up first from organizing the flyers and tapped Blanche on her fuzz-covered head with one large finger. The tooth fairy looked up from organizing the swag – a massive bowl of hard candies, pens with a medicus asklepian (the white caladrius bird wrapped around a staff instead of a serpent), and basket of miniature toys for kittens and puppies or any adolescent Cerberuses or griffins born right before the GrandExodus – smacking the finger that had ruined her concentration.

      She rubbed her scalp with bony fingers. “Crowns and cavities, you big ox, I asked you to help me, not give me a migraine.”

      Tiberius pointed at me.

      I gave the tooth fairy a small wave. “Hi, Blanche.”

      The tooth fairy just pursed her thin lips together. “You’re late.”

      “O-oh—”

      “We had to set up the entire booth by ourselves so if it looks like a full-mouth extraction without the Novocain, it’s your fault.”

      I nodded. “Understood.”

      “Now if you’ll excuse me,”—she dumped the rest of the candy into the bowl and hid her clutch under the table—“Günter from Kobold Processing has promised me my own vat of bone marrow.”

      The tooth fairy buzzed by me in a blur of blue without so much as another look in my direction. I inched up to the booth, glancing at Tiberius under lowered lashes.

      “Well, that’s a relief,” the minotaur said. “She’d been threatening to strap you down and bridge all your teeth together if she ever saw you again.”

      “I guess I should be happy then.”

      “You don’t sound happy.”

      I glanced up at him. “I didn’t want to come back, T. But I didn’t have a choice.”

      His liquid brown eyes narrowed. “The skinwalker. He’s coming here, isn’t he? Frances, people could get hurt—”

      “I told you, I don’t have a choice,” I hissed. “I can’t explain why. Please, can you watch my back?”

      The minotaur nodded immediately. “But where is the demon, Clyde?”

      “He doesn’t know the meaning of personal space, so I sent him on another task. He’ll be watching from another vantage point. You I trust to keep your distance.”

      Tiberius cracked his knuckles, and the people nearest us looked around wildly for the exploding firecrackers. “This’ll be just another walk in the maze.”

      “Thanks, Big T. And … how have you been?” I nodded to the glint of metal half-hidden in his chest wool. I hadn’t noticed it until now, when the minotaur had shifted to come out from behind the booth.

      The minotaur wedged a pointed nail under the object and pulled a medal into the sunlight. “Mayor gave it to me yesterday, with a full public apology. Something about my services in capturing the Other that had been terrorizing the town. Before, you know, he broke out of jail.”

      My smile at the lie faded as Tiberius continued.

      “Johnny’s department was taking a lot of heat for it before the mayor told everybody to shut it. Said old architecture couldn’t possibly stand a chance against an Other that could wound a minotaur.” He let the medal drop back into his wool. “I don’t really like it, but it seems to be a potent reminder to folks that I’m a good minotaur.”

      “You are, T,” I said quietly.

      He snorted, returning to business. “We’ll check the perimeter first. You can go left, and get rid of that ear of corn while you’re at it. I’ll go right and then meet you in the middle.”

      We abandoned the booth, immersing ourselves into the crowd just as the loudspeakers crackled to life.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, this is Kyle Corley, your event coordinator for this big, big day. Joining me is Heartland Vision – that local news team you know and love – who will be broadcasting today’s festivities on regional television. We hope you’ve had the opportunity to enjoy those games and get some of that good food into your bellies because it’s time to officially start Cornish Roost’s annual Corn Festival!”

      The announcer paused to let the cheers dissipate. I ignored him, shifting slowly through the crowd and trailing a wake of golden magic behind me. Here, kitty-kitty.

      Frances, he’s not a cat, the voice said dryly.

      Here, freaky-monster-thingy.

      “As you know, the Corn Festival is our town’s way of celebrating our agricultural pride. We’ve observed this festival every year since the first settlers founded our fine little town, and we’ve been blessed with bountiful harvests. Why, our farms produce more corn per acre than anywhere else in America. And while those city-folks believe their industry and technology are the lifeblood to our nation, little do they know our lifeblood is gold. The gold of sun-ripened corn! Let’s get a big round of applause for our small but mighty town!”

      I fought to keep my hands at my sides as the roar of applause rattled my teeth. Hands on my ears only left my core exposed for a kidney shank. Wincing, I continued to shift through the crush of people.

      “If you haven’t done it already, make sure to add that ear of corn you received at the ticket booth to the bonfire,” Kyle Corley reminded. “It’s located up here, just to the left side of the stage. For all you visitors out there, this is just something we do every Festival as a way of giving thanks. Now, you might be wondering just how long it takes to build such a pyre—”

      I was wondering that myself, having finally reached it. Four arbors, each ten feet tall, had been crafted from corn stalks, vines, and young branches all carefully and painstaking woven together. Maple leaves and the last of the season’s flowers decorated each arbor until they were overflowing with autumnal color. The opening of each arbor faced a cardinal direction, and inside their little corral was the pyre. Long logs were artfully stacked into a revolving square so it looked like a star when viewed from above. Thousands of ears of corn were stuck into every gap between the wood, heaped up the sides, thrown up on top. I gave my corn a toss, letting it join its kin halfway up the pyre.

      “… believe it or not, it just appears overnight,” Kyle Corley was saying. “It’s long been thought that the town’s mascot, that Other you’ve no doubt seen running around in the woods from time to time, builds the arbors over the course of the year and sets them up in the middle of the night when no one’s around. He’s a bit like Santa Claus that way. You might stay up all night and try to catch him – I know you’ve tried, Mr. Mitchell! – but no one ever has. So let’s give a big hand to our jolly green giant, whom I know must be listening from the tree-line. Thanks, Reggie!”

      More applause. More teeth-grinding in annoyance.

      “Now it’s a big one for us this year, folks,” he continued. (Honestly, where did this guy get the energy? Did he have a catheter hidden under his clothes with a line to a bag of pure caffeine strapped to his back?) “It’s number two-hundred. That’s right, ladies and gentlemen, the big two-double-o. In celebration of this bicentennial, we’re doing two of everything! Which means two band concerts, dueling float parades, and two Bachelor Auctions! And as a special thanks to every brave contestant participating in this year’s auction, each of you will be gifted with a special prize.”

      I flinched as the cheers echoed like thunder at ground level.

      “Let’s kick off this Corn Festival with the Bachelor Auction so all you lovely ladies can get to know your dates before the Corn Lighting Ceremony. Come on over and gather around the stage, because you’re not gonna wanna to miss this year’s batch of handsome fellows. As always, the proceeds of this auction will be distributed between the local charities. Now we’ll be holding both auctions at the same time, alternating human and Other. Let’s start with our very first contestant, Günter the Germanic sprite!”

      The crowd politely clapped as the two-and-a-half-foot Other marched onto the stage in embroidered overalls. A mane of brown hair swept away from his forehead, hardly tamed by the cloth hat on his head, and curled around his pointed ears.

      “Owner of Kolbold Processing, he enjoys cobbling in his spare time and baking pizzelles. Let’s start the bid at one-hundred dollars!”

      I paid little attention to the bids, constantly scanning the crowd. I didn’t know what I’d find, but I was hoping the voice would recognize something out of the ordinary. Tiberius, towering over the tallest of humans on the other side of the fairgrounds, began to wade toward me. The people shifted away from him like mackerel before a shark, but at least the medal on his chest prevented them from running away screaming.

      Mason Hester in a one-size-too-small football jersey that left little to the imagination went for four-hundred-and-fifty dollars; two-hundred-twenty-five for Leonidas the faun with holly in his hair; an even three-hundred for Mr. Paolo from Cup o’ Beans with his swarthy good looks dressed in an apron that read ‘Good to the Last Drop’. Half a dozen other bachelors came and went, selling in the low hundreds.

      Practically everyone was here, crushed up against the stage, and I hadn’t seen anyone suspicious yet.

      The skinwalker could be anyone, but from what little we’d learned from the book, we knew he’d be exhibiting autoimmune symptoms affecting his skin, hair, and eyes. But it was almost a moot point because everyone was covered head-to-toe in cold weather clothes with red cheeks from the wind.

      Frustrated, I climbed on top of the cement base of the nearest floodlight, holding onto the thick metal pole for support. It put me about four feet higher than the crowd; the perfect vantage point to examine all the faces and look for that tell-tale rash and jaundiced eyes.

      The crowd gasped. I thought it was because of me, of course, having climbed onto the floodlight like a crazy person. But it was actually the stage.

      Clyde shuffled meekly forward, claws tucked under his chin, and dressed in some sort of Flintstone or prehistoric mammoth hunter outfit. A shaggy pelt clung to his hips, parting to reveal his thickly muscled thighs with every step, as a necklace of fake Styrofoam bones each the size of my hand dangled from his neck.

      “Alright ladies, here’s our last Other Bachelor for the night. This is—”

      A blue dart erupted from the crowd, rocketing into the sky and hovering a foot or so above their heads.

      “Five-hundred dollars,” Blanche screamed.
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      “Fffive-hundred-fffifty,” came a counter-offer. A quetzalcoatlita raised her head from the crowd. Turquoise feathers covered her serpentine body, and yellow plumage formed a mane around her neck and a bob on her tail. Equal parts stunningly beautiful and bone-shakingly terrifying, this ex-attendant was only a pale imitation of her Aztec god. She flicked her forked tongue at the demon.

      Clyde’s mouth dropped open.

      “Six-hundred dollars,” Blanche shrilled, fluttering her poorly glued eyelash extensions.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, we’ve reached an all new record-breaking high for any Bachelor,” Kyle Corley announced. “Let’s give these voracious ladies a hand.”

      The townsfolk applauded, somewhat nervously as Blanche glared at her competition.

      “Sssix-hundred-fffifty,” the quetzalcoatlita purred, ruffling her plumage like a woman flicking her hair for attention.

      The line of saliva dangling from the corner of Clyde’s jaws snapped.

      “Eight-hundred dollars, you garish hussy,” Blanche shouted, flouncing her babydoll negligee. “Beat. That.”

      The quetzalcoatlita bared her fangs with an angry hiss, sinking into a sulk.

      “Sold,” the announcer cried, “to Miss Blanche the tooth fairy!”

      Blanche let out a little squeal of pure delight and zipped up to the stage. Tracing a bony finger down one of his spiraling horns, the tooth fairy hooked her hand over the prop necklace and practically dragged the panicked demon behind the curtain.

      “Our last contestant is none other than Cornish Roost’s own sheriff, Johnny Galastone! C’mere, Sheriff, don’t be shy.”

      Unlike the other bachelors who’d dressed up in costumes you’d find in photo shoots for the covers of romance novels, Johnny wore a pair of jeans, a simple red-and-black plaid shirt, and that fleece jacket he loved. He came up to the stage hatless, blushing, raking a hand through his sun-kissed hair and staring at his boots.

      The women went mad for him.

      “Thirty-five and the proud founder of Galastone Brewery and the Michelin Star-rated restaurant Gala – ladies, please, let me finish the intro – again, ladies, I have one job here, let me – hang it all, let’s just start the bid at three hundred!”

      Kyle Corley couldn’t keep up with the bids. Doreen Collins was practically in a screaming match with the cashier who worked at Cup o’ Beans, and that woman I’d seen in the lavender and faux fur coat was calmly raising her hand to up the bid at every opportune time. There were a dozen other ravenous women, but the bid shot out of their league faster than they could check the balance in their bank accounts. It was at eight-hundred-seventy-five when the announcer raised a hand to calm the crowd. He pressed his other hand into his earpiece with a “Come again?” followed by “Are you sure it’s genuine?”

      Flushing with excitement, he clapped his hands. “Everyone, we’ve just had a call-in bid for eleven-hundred-dollars!”

      Doreen Collins went white and fainted. The cashier at Cup o’ Beans actually started crying, and Lavender Coat crossed her arms over her chest with a scowl fierce enough to intimidate a crocodile. The bid had come down to the three of them, and it didn’t look like anyone had the cash to exceed it.

      “Going once! Going twice!” Kyle Corley gave a dramatic pause, one finger raised high in the air. Then he pointed it at the person we all least expected.

      Me.

      “Sold to Doctor Frances Church!”

      Johnny’s head snapped up.

      Our eyes locked, and a flush crept up his cheeks as the color drained from mine. We just stared at each other, the wind playing in my curls and fluttering his jacket collar. Behind him, the curtains parted, and I saw Blanche wave her cell phone for just a second before disappearing backstage.

      “Come on up here, Doc, and claim your prize. Uh, Doc?”

      I didn’t move. I was frozen in place, my lips silently mouthing every line to Gwen Stefani’s “Hollaback Girl” instead of just that one line in the refrain.

      “Um, okay. Well, Sheriff? Why don’t you go on down to the lovely lady that just purchased a year’s worth of vaccines for the local animal shelter and finished the renovations on the food pantry?”

      Johnny apparently had better control over his motor functions and trotted down the stairs. The crowd swarmed, most congratulating him on fetching such a high price while more than a half the women in the audience tried to kill me with their eyes.

      Yeah … so I should officially strike Rule Three from the rule book since I seemed to make a scene every other day.

      “Alright, ladies and gentlemen, that concludes our Bachelor Auction,” Kyle Corley said. “We’re gonna wait until the sun goes down here in the next half-hour before lighting the bonfire. Now, legend has it that our jolly green giant saves a coal from the previous year’s bonfire and keeps it burning year-round somewhere safe and hidden in the woods. Every year, he wraps that coal in a corn husk and uses it to light the new fire…”

      Kyle Corley’s words washed right over me, just white noise buzzing in my ears. I just couldn’t focus on anything else but the look on Johnny’s face. It was … delight.

      The shock wore off when he’d gotten about halfway through the crush, because his features changed. The shy pleasure in his green eyes faded, the embarrassed smile replaced by a frown. There was a hand clamped on his shoulder and the back of a man’s head facing me.

      My eyes narrowed as the sepia lens snapped over my vision.

      “Not now,” I growled, shaking my head.

      What is it? the voice demanded.

      But I didn’t answer. I was too busy examining the short light-brown hair, the tall and wiry build, the wide and lean shoulders. I was a medicus, and details were my life.

      I’d seen those shoulders before, those spidery limbs clinging to the rock wall at the gym on Saturdays. And when the man turned his head in profile to look Johnny in his pale face, I spied the graying temples and horn-rimmed glasses. The lacy red of rosacea mottled the skin on his neck and crawled over his cheeks.

      Even from here, I recognized those brown eyes, now yellow with jaundice.

      “Neil?” I whispered.

      That was impossible. Dr. Neil Talbert was dead. He’d been found murdered in his hotel room, his chest slashed open—

      “Johnny,” I screamed, “get away from him!”

      “Now, now, Doc,” Kyle Corley joked, “there’s no need to be jealous. Remember all auction winners get to go on a special date with their contestant, so in reality, everyone should be jealous of you, not the other way around. Am I right, folks?”

      But I wasn’t paying attention, and neither was the sheriff. His focus was riveted on the skinwalker with the hand clamped on his shoulder, whispering inaudible words.

      I’d never seen Johnny so pale.

      So stiff.

      I didn’t care about the people in my way. I just leapt off the pylon. The crowd scattered away from me with startled cries, making enough space for me to roll onto my feet.

      Now! I shouted at the voice.

      The fire simmering in my blood flared. The world faded away, taking the sting of the wind, the hunger gnawing in my stomach, the panic in my heart with it. The sepia lens snapped over my vision, and I ran.

      People bounced off of me as I shoved through the crowd, unstoppable as a linebacker. Balloons buffeted against my face, fried dough tumbled onto the grass, wisps of cotton candy floated into the air. My brown curls whipped out behind me like a nest of angry snakes, my boots pounding against the hard earth.

      Dimly, I heard the minotaur bellow for everyone to move or be trampled and how as a good minotaur he didn’t want to do that.

      I body-slammed into the skinwalker, ripping him away from the sheriff. We scuffled on the grass, his skin hot enough to burn me had it not been for the fire in my blood.

      “Oh, come on,” the announcer whined, “this is a family event. That means no cussing, no drunkenness, and certainly no brawling. Any disagreements are to be settled outside the fair—”

      I rammed my elbow into the Other’s sternum and used it as a pivot point for rolling on top of him. Pinned to the ground, my foot on his wrist and my knee pressing into his other arm, I slammed my fist into his face. The Not-Neil shook the broken glasses from his face, yellow eyes glaring, dodging the next punch that left a hole in the turf.

      “That is not your face,” I snarled. My hand disappeared into my hair and ripped the machete from its sheath. The people nearest to us screamed, and the ground vibrated with stampeding feet. “And I will take it back and lay it to rest.”

      “Shit on a stick,” Kyle Corley shrieked, “she’s got a GoneGodDamn machete! Help! Can we get some help over here?”

      Someone caught my fist and yanked, hauling me off the skinwalker.

      “No,” I shouted. “Let me go—”

      The skinwalker scrambled upright, wiping the blood from his mouth with a sadistic smile, and pushed himself through the fleeing crowd.

      I released the machete, catching it in my other hand, and spun, ramming the hilt into the jaw of the man who’d interfered.

      Johnny staggered back, hand on his chin and green eyes snapping. His cheeks were flushed again, the red covering his neck and throat. And those eyes, they positively boiled with rage.

      I took a step back, hefting the machete. “Johnny, what the EmptyHell?” I shouted.

      “How dare you attack—”

      “That was the skinwalker!”

      The anger in his eyes faltered. And vanished. He swallowed, his face returning to its smooth and tan complexion.

      The face I knew.

      “Good gravy.” The sheriff doubled over with his hands on his knees. He was panting, heaving actually, desperate for air. He clawed at his clothes, yanking them apart to get the air on his skin.

      What the – is that steam?

      Who cares about a smokin’ hot sheriff? Skinwalker, remember? Sunshine shouted. Getting away?

      I turned away from Johnny and his panic attack and bolted out of the crowd.

      Where? I demanded.

      The sepia lens narrowed on a figure in the distance, disappearing into the hall of mirrors.

      “Clyde!” I shouted, “Tiberius!”

      I didn’t wait for them. Hefting my machete, I ran after the skinwalker.
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      It was dark in here, and the sepia lens did little to cut through it.

      The voice tried boosting its power, but the golden dust it sprayed against the mirrors only reflected like a cloud of glittering light. It was maddeningly disorienting.

      I dropped to one knee, clutching my head as the voice writhed, confused by the reflecting light.

      S-stop, I begged. My machete clattered to the floor as I pressed both hands against my throbbing skull. Calm down!

      I can’t see, the voice wailed.

      Crying, I curled into a ball on the floor. The pain was excruciating. It felt like my brain was a molten flood bubbling up from the deep, ready to erupt with all the fury of a volcano. “P-please. You’re killing me,” I whimpered.

      The shaman had warned me about these headaches. Headaches that would elevate my brain temperature and burst blood vessels and turn me into a vegetable.

      Where is he? Sunshine demanded. Open your eyes, Frances! I can’t see—

      You need to trust me and calm down, I shouted. I know what it’s like to be hunted, remember? You can’t panic.

      He can’t get away again! He can’t—

      You have to think your way out of this. You have to be brave.

      A frustrated cry ripped through my brain like a lightning strike. Resolution took its place. Brave. I can do that.

      Good. Now honeydew.

      Our conversation ended at just the right moment because I had enough time to roll away from whatever was charging at me. I shored up against a mirror as something raked against my back, shredding my jacket and catching in my backpack. I was yanked off balance, stumbling onto my hands and knees as my attacker hissed behind me. I found my machete in the dim light, twisting around and slashing blindly.

      I just had to put some distance between us. Distance so I could catch my breath. So I could hear.

      One hand on the mirrors, I kicked off my boots, snatched up my backpack, and staggered deeper into the maze. My stocking feet barely made any noise against the floor, and after a second or two I was able to calm my breathing.

      “’Cause I ain’t no hollaback girl,” I whispered under my breath.

      Something flashed in front of me. I raised my machete but didn’t move. I was the thirteen-year-old girl on the precipice in Yellowstone National Park again, knowing I was being stalked but unable to figure out from what direction.

      The lighting in here came from little beads on the floor, distorting my picture in the mirrors. Sometimes I was just a little head on top of a balloon body, sometimes I was a beanpole with a pinched face. I stumbled farther into the hall of mirrors, desperately searching the center where the walls weren’t so close. I had to get away from those faces.

      Snick.

      With a hiss, I pressed my hand against the slash on my arm.

      The mirrors flickered with movement, something red with glowing yellow eyes looming just ahead of me and a whoosh of air behind me.

      Snick.

      I cried out as I sank to one knee, a cut blooming red on my thigh. My head didn’t crash into a mirror, which was a plus, and I felt a molecule of relief knowing I’d found the center of this madhouse. There’d be room to move in here. And the Other would have to come out of the halls to get at me, and I’d have to throw the rule book out the window.

      Rule One: never let them know where you are.

      “Where are you?” I shouted. The distorted versions of me flickered in the mirrors as I turned, peering into the gloom. I banged my machete against the ground, gritting my teeth as the sound reverberated off the close walls. “Show your face, you cowardly bastard—”

      “Me? I shouldn’t be able to cut you, but your body is weak,” the disembodied voice taunted. “She’s left you, hasn’t she? She’s the coward.”

      Snick.

      His claws tore at me again. GoneGodDamn he was fast.

      I bit my lip to keep from crying out as blood seeped out from my ribs. I think one of them was bruised, maybe even fractured, because every breath was a knife twisting into my side. But I had him now.

      “Now you know what it feels like to be part of a partnership and then abandoned,” he hissed. “Left vulnerable.”

      I leaned away, dodging the claws swiping for my head, and spun on my knee, hacking away with my machete. It caught in something firm, yet soft, slicing as the thing twisted away with a howl.

      The visage in the mirror closest to me was a flayed face stretched wide until the glowing yellow eyes threatened to explode. The burned lips peeled back into a smile of pointed teeth ready to spring off the mirror.

      “It’s not you I want, human. We don’t have to do this—”

      “Yeah, I kinda think we do,” I snapped, staggering upright. “You’ve killed people.”

      “And you haven’t?” the skinwalker hissed. “You have blood on your hands. I hold the memories of my skins; I know what you did in Chicago.”

      I glanced down, suppressing the urge to vomit as red from my torn arm dribbled over the back of my hand and dripped onto the floor. Turning away, I was met with my own face in the mirror. This one wasn’t contorted, but I balked anyway. I hadn’t looked at myself in the mirror for a long time, unable to stomach the woman staring back at me.

      “Why did she pick you?” the skinwalker asked. His disembodied voice fluttered in from the left. “Were you another lost soul she thought she could fix? That’s what we used to do, you know.”

      The fire in my blood kindled, snapping like a slavering hound.

      Don’t take the bait, I warned. Honeydew.

      “You’re nothing special, human, just a means to an end. Just like this skin.”

      Neil Talbert grinned in front of me, the red rosacea rash standing out starkly against the pallor of his skin. Enraged, I swung at that smile, my machete crashing into the mirror. Cracks spider-webbed across the surface, tossing a hundred mes back into my face. I whipped away.

      “I was chosen for a reason,” I murmured. I didn’t say it to him. I said it to the hundred mes staring at my back. The old mes that had committed countless atrocities. To the new me desperate to atone for them.

      “Why are you defending her?” the skinwalker asked. “She’s heartless, that one. How many did I have to kill before I got her attention?”

      Maybe it was my imagination. Maybe it was just my fears manifesting all at once. Or maybe that shifty bastard was playing mind games on me. But the faces of his victims – Priyanka, Antoni, Cesare, Neil, countless humans – flickered on the mirrors, their faces frozen in the horror of their final moments. In a way, I was responsible for each and every one of them. If I hadn’t stolen that urn, if I hadn’t betrayed that oni, I wouldn’t be here. Granted, I’d probably be a slave, just another cog in the Family’s wheel, or dead in the depths of Lake Michigan with a bullet in my back.

      “How can you forgive that?” he asked.

      “I can’t,” I whispered.

      F-Frances? Sunshine asked.

      Honeydew!

      But the skinwalker didn’t see it. Didn’t see my essence flash golden with the presence of the voice.

      “We were family once, did you know?” he continued. “Birthed from the same star, created by the gods for one specific purpose. But we were never called to fulfill it, so we found a new one: inspiring humanity. And you worshipped us.”

      Something smoothed over my head. I swatted it away, but it was already gone. I fought to remain calm, but that was pretty impossible when even my bones were shaking.

      “But apparently we weren’t meant for the earth. Our home was the sky, the stars, and she discovered the effects of human hubris on us before it was too late. For her. She abandoned me, left me to rot. For years I fought to regain the family I had lost, spawning kin to keep me company, but they all left. Just like her. Just like she’ll do to you.”

      Rule Three: don’t cause a scene.

      “Oh, cry me a river already,” I groaned. “I thought you said you’re supposed to be some great godlike being. No wonder we stopped worshipping you. You’re nothing but a whiny bitch!”

      “Excuse me?”

      Leather scraped against the floor as Not-Neil stepped out of the hallway. Even now, despite his yellow eyes and rashy skin, he looked like my mentor. But there was something eerie in his posture, something in the disjointed way he moved. Like he was a puppet moving on hidden strings.

      It scared the crap out of me.

      Rule Four: run. Always run.

      I tightened my hand on the hilt of my machete and stood my ground. Even had the gall – or complete loss of my mind – to lift my chin in defiance.

      “You heard me,” I said. “A whiny bitch. Feh, I can see why she left you.”

      “She left me in agony!”

      “Her ears were in agony. And so are mine, for that matter.”

      Not-Neil’s hands clenched into fists as he fought to control his temper. “You can still walk away,” he insisted. “I just need her. You can have a second chance at life. And so can I.”

      “You’re a skinwalker. You can have no life but the one you steal,” I spat.

      Yellow eyes gleamed as his skin reddened. Heat radiated off his skin, blurring the air between us. “Exactly. I have one more life to steal, and then I am reborn.”

      I feigned a yawn.

      Not-Neil’s yellow eyes twitched.

      “Oh, sorry,” I said, rubbing an eye with a heel of one hand. “Were you saying something important? I thought we came here to fight, but I guess we aren’t doing that anymore? Seems to me like you just want to relive your glory days and have someone tell you how special you are. What, didn’t get enough hugs as a kid?”

      The skinwalker clenched his jaw, his face contorting in rage.

      “Well, you go on right ahead. I didn’t get much sleep last night, and frankly you drone on better than the travel channel.” I leaned my back against the wall. It felt good to be supported. The blood loss was making me a little woozy. I slipped my hand into my backpack and felt around until I found a cardboard carton. “Quick, say something else,” I said, gesturing with my machete. “I’m almost ready to nod off.”

      The skinwalker flashed right in front of me. “I think the first thing I’ll do after I’m reborn is enslave humanity again.” He seized me by the throat, lifting me off the floor, and squeezing until my breath came out in choked little gasps. My machete clattered to the ground, but my hand tightened on the carton. “It’ll be a pleasure to see people like you writhing under my heel.”

      Rule Two: don’t let anybody get too close.

      I flung my arms around the skinwalker’s neck and hooked my legs around his waist. Then I doused the bastard’s head and shoulders with the carton of Morton’s Extra Fine Sea Salt.

      Now!

      The sepia lens snapped over my vision, and the fire simmering in my blood blossomed. Like a flower’s petals erupting from a winter’s sleep to finally face the spring sun, the fire leapt out of every pore.

      I held on as tight as I could, robbed of air and weakened from blood loss, as the fire ballooned around us. The skinwalker screamed, his voice drowned out by the rolling tide of golden light. The mirrors shattered into crystalline dust, the wooden roof and walls exploding into sawdust.

      Flinching, I held on tight as the body I clung to boiled under my hands. It was like trying to grab water, or catch a slippery fish, or snatch dollar bills in a wind tunnel. It didn’t help that he was actively trying to claw me off.

      He would’ve succeeded, too, had it not been for the voice. Its essence made my skin an impenetrable golden hide, my bones like iron, my grip stronger than that of a crocodile.

      I shut my eyes against the blinding light, but I could still see beyond my eyelids. Skins shed from the skinwalker like clothes stripped and cast aside. One after another, faster than shuffling playing cards, they ripped off and incinerated in the golden fire.

      And that extra fine sea salt snuck into every pore, weakening him, keeping him from healing.

      The skinwalker was in agony, howling, thrashing, alternatively pressing his hands against his face to keep the current skin in place and trying to shove me off.

      But I was a voracious tick, and I wasn’t going to let go until a god itself plucked me from my prey.

      And since they were all gone, this Other was shit out of luck.

      The heat grew impossibly hot, hotter than the nuclear core of a star, and the voice began to scream in its three-octave chord. All its anger, all its fear, all its pain, it screamed it all through my throat.

      “I don’t know what I am,” Sunshine roared, “but I know what I am not. I’m not like you, brother, and I won’t let you hurt anyone again.”

      The blast threw us apart.
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      I had blacked out for some time when I was roughly woken by gecko-like fingers slapping against my cheek. They clung to my skin with every slap, suctioning and unsuctioning with little pop-pop-pops like stomping bubble-wrap or the suckers of an octopus’s tentacle.

      I forced my eyes to open, to focus on the three lizard-like heads that swam in front of me.

      “Maggot,” a distorted voice rang in my ears. “By the fiery underlord’s pitchfork, wake. Up. Maggot!”

      Another face joined the first, this one also horned but a great deal shaggier. “Frances?”

      Groaning, I rolled onto my side, propping myself up on my elbow. Tiberius pulled me into a sitting-position, but I didn’t have the energy to even think about getting up. I was tired, but at least I wasn’t bleeding anymore. My cuts were gone, healed by the voice. “Where … where is …?”

      Tiberius pointed a finger.

      “Hmph. Miss Chumki had been right about the glue,” Clyde commented.

      We were in the grass where the hall-of-mirrors had once stood. It was completely destroyed, just a pile of woody splinters and crushed gravel and glass glitter, but the grass was untouched. A sickly yellow-green, its blades wafted with the breeze.

      Everything within a hundred-yard radius was destroyed. The stage was a pile of kindling, the nearest booths flattened like collapsed tents, the arbor and its pyre and corn offering scattered across a swath of fairground equal to a football field.

      It was quiet.

      No carnival games buzzed.

      No gears grinded to rotate the Ferris Wheel.

      No people screamed or gasped or cheered.

      I was mistaken, of course, because humans as a whole can be quite stupid. Catastrophe bewitches us, causing some to flee in panic, but freezing others to the spot out of some all-encompassing morbid curiosity.

      There was still quite a crowd left in the fairgrounds, gawking as one at the sight of the steaming bodies on the ground, a camera phone in nearly every hand. They were still too far away to see anything, having run from the blast, but they were rapidly inching closer. Blanche strained to hold Wyatt back without ripping his arms out of their sockets.

      Kyle Corley and the television crew from Heartland Vision were the closest to us, eyes white and mouths catching birds, let alone flies. The red light on their handheld TV camera was still blinking, recording.

      Broadcasting.

      An energy I didn’t know I had flooded into my limbs, unlocking them.

      My face was on television.

      I have to get out of here.

      The skinwalker lay supine, staring into the evening sky as steam roiled off his burned flesh. He was as I’d seen him at Taylor Ranch: the flayed wolf skull, the glowing yellow eyes – now just slits – the moth-eaten layers of animal pelts scattered across red muscle and silvery sinew. Burned lips peeled away from a panting maw, the stench of rot pumping into the air. The three-fingered claws, scaly like a bird’s foot, scraped against the ground, trying to find purchase to prop himself up. But he, like me, was too exhausted to do much more than gasp for breath.

      Get up. It was as much of an order as it was a plea.

      I gave a muted groan in response, clutching my head.

      I said ‘get up’!

      A claw poked my forehead. “Back. Off,” the demon snapped. “She can’t take anymore, even if she does consent.”

      The skinwalker began to laugh.

      Tiberius surged to his cloven feet.

      “Heh, all that power,” the skinwalker chuckled, “and you still don’t have the strength—”

      “But I do.” The minotaur lunged, plunging his one horn into the skinwalker’s chest.

      The Other gasped, curling around the horn as Tiberius dropped to all fours, embedding his horn through the body and into the ground beneath. The minotaur gave an extra shove for good measure before straightening, blood oozing down his horn and splattering in the wool on his chest, smearing the mayor’s medal he wore around his neck.

      “That was for Mindy,” Tiberius growled.

      The skinwalker’s claws curled over the hole in its chest, garbling something unintelligible.

      “You’re out of words,” I snapped, furious he wasn’t dead already. “Out of tricks—”

      “No,” he rasped, “I have one left.”

      The skinwalker sank back into the grass, his hideous red flesh rippling with his last breath. Tiberius took a step back in surprise, and we stared at a human face. It should’ve been twisted in pain – there was a hole the size of a baseball where the heart should’ve been – but its lips were twisted up.

      Into a smile.

      That’s when the cameras started flashing.
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      “He just killed a human!”

      “What?” Tiberius reared his head back. “No, I didn’t. I didn’t!”

      “The body’s right there,” someone shouted, pointing at the corpse.

      “… knew we never should’ve trusted an Other,” Doreen Collins shrilled.

      Tiberius backed away, wiping the blood from his horn and slinging it away in horror.

      “He’s trying to get rid of the evidence!”

      “It was him all along! Look, he’s got horns, just like in the picture.” Somebody waved an orange CAUTION flyer above his head.

      “And he’s big! The thing I saw was at least as tall as he was!”

      I strained a hand toward him. “T—”

      “No.” Clyde seized my wrist and yanked me into his arms. He backed away from the converging mob slowly, slow enough as to not attract any attention.

      “Now, listen here,” Johnny said, pushing his way in front of the mob and shoving the Heartland camera out of his face. “We will determine what happened in an orderly fashion. A mob is not justice—”

      “But he broke out of your custody once already!”

      “What jail cell can hold an Other like that?”

      “We all saw him do it! What more evidence do you need?”

      Any further conversation was drowned out by a guttural roar. The townsfolk shied away from the western woods, their anger momentarily replaced by fear as the trees shook, breaking apart.

      Greenie stumbled into the field, looking wildly about at the destruction of the pyre. Crazy Carl followed after him, mouth agape in silent horror. Red and orange leaves buffeted against the woodland Other as he lumbered forth on three legs, the fourth cradling something close to his chest. Branches snapped under his feet, sunflower heads pulverized into wind-tossed seeds. He paused halfway through the arboreal carnage, fell back onto his haunches, and started to keen.

      His moan was low, like the deep boom of a tree falling in the distance. With his free hand, he pawed at the ground, trying to gather the scattered bits of the bonfire, but his heart just wasn’t in it. Carl fell down beside the Other, wailing like a banshee. Penny lifted her graying muzzle and howled into the sky.

      With a cry, Wyatt broke free of Blanche and raced across the field to help.

      The townsfolk shifted their attention back to the minotaur.

      “He’s even ruined the Corn Festival!” someone shrieked.

      And the mob was reborn.

      Everyone seemed to have forgotten my part in this catastrophe. Actually, I’m not quite sure how many people truly witnessed my quarterback-sack on the skinwalker, let alone me chasing him into the hall-of-mirrors. And our fight had been in private, until the building had vaporized. But nobody seemed to be bothered with that detail right at the moment.

      They’d lived in fear too long, knew too many people who had been affected by the killings, and wanted vengeance.

      Clyde held me back as I tried to worm my way to Tiberius.

      “Let. Me. Go!”

      He had no choice but to comply, but as soon as his talons released, they hooked into the shreds of my jacket, catching in the leather of my machete sheath.

      I tried to wiggle away. “I said—”

      “You said to let you go. And I did. But you said nothing about your clothes.”

      “Then—”

      “Don’t, maggot. You’ll be crushed. And I can’t allow any bodily harm to come to you. That is the contract.”

      “But—” Grabbing Clyde’s arm, I planted a foot against his thigh, and climbed until I sat on his shoulders, one leg straddling either side of his long neck. I even held his horns for support. If the demon had any contrary thoughts, he wisely kept them to himself.

      Johnny and his deputies had formed a loose crescent around Tiberius in a vain attempt to keep the mob from getting at the minotaur. But they were outnumbered almost five-hundred-to-one and giving up ground fast.

      Tiberius gave a panicked low as his haunches backed into the Ferris Wheel.

      I could see his muzzle moving, but I couldn’t hear what he said over the shouting of the mob. From the frantic swinging of his head from side to side as he watched the townsfolk closing in, I had no doubt it was his mantra.

      The bloodlust cries from the mob were drowned out a second time, not by an Other, but by the whirl of rotor blades. Flying over the northern woods in the last rays of the setting sun was a black helicopter. Actually, it was three of them.

      Downwash flattening the grass into a rippling carpet, the three helicopters landed. The rotor blades hadn’t even begun to slow before the side doors slid open and a dozen suits flooded onto the fairgrounds like unwanted ants at a picnic. More than one had a red square in their suit pockets.

      Fairy farts. The Antevortan Clock really needed to come in a wrist-watch size.

      I scrambled off Clyde’s shoulders and shoved a few people aside, looking for my machete. Snatching up the worn hilt in my hand, I returned to my demon. “Get me the EmptyHell out of here.”

      But before he could scoop me into his arms, the blast of a megaphone cut through the din. “Ladies and gentlemen, I am Landon Falls of the World Army, and we’ve come to take the minotaur into custody.”
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      Well smack my hind with a melon rind. They weren’t here for me.

      To prove my point, they had already encircled Tiberius’s neck with some type of glowing shock collar, and two of the suits had crackling cattle prods in their hands in case the minotaur decided to put up a fight. Another two suits struggled to hold Johnny back as he raged at their leader, Landon Falls.

      I should’ve known I’d see Mr. Tall, Dark and Handsome sooner rather than later.

      But he hadn’t seen me yet, and I decided to keep it that way. “Clyde, let’s g—”

      A young voice pierced through the din of the crowd. “Miss Frances!”

      “Son-of-a-biscuit.” I sheathed my machete and turned just as Wyatt ran up to me.

      He snatched me by the hand and gave it a tug. “Please, you have to help me. Reggie’s sick.”

      “Then have him see a doctor. Kid, I really have to go—”

      “You are the doctor.” Wyatt thrust a finger at the woodland Other I knew as Greenie. “That’s Reggie.”

      The Other no longer sat dejected on his haunches but lay on his side, his chest breathing far too rapidly to be normal. Carl smoothed his hands over the Other’s leafy head, petting it as he would a wounded beast. Even from way over here in the dimming twilight, I could see that the Other’s skin was far too pale and covered in spidery dark lines.

      “Fine,” I growled. “Let’s be quick about this.”

      We slunk around the edge of the crowd, moving briskly but careful not to jostle anyone and gain any unwanted attention. Despite our efforts, we were still noticed.

      Blanche zipped across the fairground in a blur of blue and pink. Those hot, milky-white tears had incinerated her eyelash extensions. “Crowns and cavities, I thought you were dead!” Instead of flying into Clyde’s arms, she flew into mine.

      Startled, I staggered back a step.

      “Don’t you ever, ever, go on a suicide mission without me again,” the tooth fairy bawled, “or I’ll give you a fluoride treatment with sulfuric acid!”

      I didn’t know where to put my hands to console her without it being a patronizing pat on the head or interfering with her buzzing wings. So I just found her bare foot and gave it a squeeze. “Never again, I promise.”

      “And you,” she said, thrusting a bony finger at the demon, “don’t you know how incredibly rude it is to just leave when a woman is flirting with you? And don’t give me that ‘but I was being summoned’ crap.”

      Clyde clicked his talons together. “But I was—”

      I clapped my hands to get their attention, then pointed at myself. “Fugitive.” I pointed at the agents with their helicopters. “Government. Let’s. Go.”

      We jogged the rest of the way, Blanche and Clyde arguing in hushed and hissing whispers – well, Blanche did most of it while Clyde clicked his talons together – and I touched Crazy Carl on the shoulder.

      He jumped at my touch, his gray eyes wet. “It’s really bad, Capitan.”

      “I know. Lemme see what I can do.” I rolled up my sleeves. “Clyde, Blanche, you’re on look-out duty. Carl, Wyatt, you’re with me.”

      The vagabond gave me a sharp salute. “Aye, aye!”

      I rested a hand on the Other’s skin, smooth as beech bark, so he knew where I was as I walked around to examine him. “It’s nice to finally meet you, Reggie,” I murmured.

      The Other huffed a painful sigh.

      Penny whined, sniffing and pawing at the Other’s hand curled up against his chest. A faint green light emanated from the seams between his fingers.

      “What is it, girl?” Wyatt asked, giving the hound’s head a gentle push out of the way. “What’s that you got, Reggie? Is that medicine? Do we make another infusion with it?”

      “Anyone got a flashlight?” I whispered.

      “Aye, aye, Capitan!” A moment later, light bloomed over my shoulder.

      Another flashlight joined it.

      Blanche and Clyde immediately stopped squabbling, cheeks flushing in embarrassment.

      “Just what the EmtpyHell is going on here?” Landon Falls demanded.

      “Scatter!” Crazy Carl cried. “It’s the po-po!”

      GoneGodDamn my bleeding heart. I’d had all the time to run away, even with a little to spare to dig all my gear out of the truck, but no, I had to help a boy with puppy-dog eyes and his poisoned Other friend.

      Sometimes I wished the earth would just open up and swallow me whole.

      Up close, Landon loomed over me by at least six inches. He was fit too, wearing that tactical suit like he was doing it a favor, and all these things coupled with those stern eyes made the hair on the back of my neck bristle. He was probably used to cowing people into submission, but I wasn’t a sheep.

      I was a wolf.

      Except when I was busy running away from the Family.

      I also remembered my rules, and if I wanted to leave the fairgrounds not in his custody, I’d best watch my manners.

      Quickly, before I could even blink, Landon’s hand snapped out of the gloom and latched onto mine. He yanked me forward, jacket sleeve sliding past my wrist to reveal my forearm.

      “Hey, what the—”

      “Pleased to see you again, Doctor Church.” Landon pumped my fist in a rough handshake, eyeing the leather cuff watch on my wrist.

      Glaring, I tried to tug my hand out of his grip and failed. “People tend to like handshakes better when they’re less like assault.”

      “Forgive my enthusiasm.”

      A dark form flashed beside us. “Unhand my maggot, or I will unhand you.”

      “Her name is ‘El Capitan,’” Carl correctly firmly.

      The demon’s jaws snapped open, the back of his throat glowing red like a freshly-stoked forge. The spines on his back bristled, and angry red flames snapped from his ember-like eyes.

      Landon stumbled back with a start. “That’s a, that’s a—”

      “That’s a Clyde,” I informed dryly.

      Blanche flew in front of the demon, hot pink negligee swishing about her knobby knees. “You hurt him, and I’ll turn your teeth into my new domino set. But I’ll be sure to drill the holes into each one of your teeth while they’re still in your head.”

      “Alium fatum knochen,” Landon whispered. “I’ve never seen—”

      Blanche smiled her jagged pit bull smile and snapped her teeth at him. “Not many have. And lived.”

      But Landon stood his ground, smoothing his suit. “S-so what’s going on here?”

      “He’s dying,” I snapped. “Isn’t it obvious?”

      The Other had some sort of toxicity going on all right. It looked like a cross between blood poisoning and the scorch a plant would get from a nutrient imbalanced soil. This being a flora Other, I didn’t doubt that the heavy pesticide use out here hadn’t played some sort of a role in his illness either.

      Landon wet his lips. “Fine. Treat him, then I’d like a word.”

      “Thanks,” I said, not even bothering to keep the sarcasm out of my voice. “What are you doing with Tiberius?”

      “Ti – the minotaur? We’re taking him into protective custody.”

      “You mean you’re arresting him.”

      Landon shrugged, an easy up-down of his broad shoulders, like we were talking about an animal’s fate instead of an Other’s. “It’s for his own safety. If that mob had brought their pitchforks, he’d already be skewered.”

      “Well, I don’t have a pitchfork. But I do have this.” I took an inordinate amount of pleasure at hearing his gasp when I yanked my machete out.

      “What did you do to that poor Condor Golok?” he breathed.

      “Condor … what?”

      “The machete. It’s a Condor Golok. And it looks like it’s been through hell.”

      I blinked in surprise. Even I didn’t know what brand the machete was. I’d bought it because it was long and sharp.

      “What?” Landon said defensively. “I like knives. Well, katanas mostly.”

      “Okay, Mr. Samurai.”

      Using the tip, I wedged the blade into a dark splotch under the Other’s armpit. The black sludge came back smelling of autumnal rot. But concentrated, as if someone had wished to distill the scent for a new candle at Bath and Body Works.

      “You took too much,” Carl whimpered, running his hand down the Other’s woody arm. “I told you to let me help.”

      The Other huffed another sigh, green eyes dull with pain. It snorted, much less assertively now, as the dog pawed at its hand again. Weak, the fingers clamped against his chest loosened.

      Green light spilled upon the grass, almost blindingly bright, and all emanating from a corn kernel no bigger than my thumbnail.

      Clyde and Blanche gasped, eyes widening.

      “That’s impossible,” Blanche breathed. “Not since the gods left—”

      Penny lunged for it.

      With a cry, the boy shoved her aside, snatching the kernel before she could swallow it and holding it tightly against his chest.

      The kernel flared, illuminating the boy’s veins with green light.

      Half a second later, the light was gone.

      “What have you done?” Crazy Carl whispered. He sagged to the ground, rocking back and forth and tapping his head with his knuckles. Penny whined, slinking to his feet on her belly. “Not good. Not good. Human hands mustn’t touch. Not good. Oh, this is really bad.”

      “Maggot—”

      “Not now, Clyde.” I snatched up the flashlight and shined it into the boy’s face. Tears reflected the light back into my eyes. “Wyatt? Are you okay?”

      “Frances,” the tooth fairy insisted.

      “Mustn’t touch. Mustn’t touch,” Carl whispered.

      “Does anybody else feel that?” Landon asked, his arms spread out at his sides to keep his balance.

      The tremor shook me clean off my feet. I hit the ground hard, rolling away with a shriek as the earth split, like an invisible knife was dragging through an earth-like cake. The jagged line zig-zagged across the fairground, splitting the 4-H administrative building in half in the east and exploding trees in the west. The rumbling subsided, and above the screaming townsfolk were the sounds of collapsing architecture and splintering tree trunks.

      I scrambled on my hands and knees to Crazy Carl, the man who saw things others missed. “Carl.” I gripped his shoulders and gave him a little shake. “What was that?”

      “Mustn’t touch, Capitan. Mustn’t—”

      I gave him another little shake, forcing him to look up at me. “But what happens now?”

      The vagabond met my gaze with wet gray eyes. He looked slowly at Wyatt, whose bottom lip trembled as he clutched the kernel to his chest. “The boy’s life is forfeit.”

      I raked my hands through my brown curls, yanking on my scalp. “Son-of-a-biscuit.”
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      So remember when I’d said I wanted the earth to split open and swallow me whole?

      I didn’t realize how accommodating it wanted to be.

      The ground shuddered, as if we stood on the back of a giant snake trying to shed its skin, and I found myself face-first in the grass a second time. Another furrow ripped through the turf, this one fragmenting every few feet, and disappeared into the forest where it splintered another acre or two of trees. They kept coming, one after another, great tears through the earth from all different directions.

      Stomach summersaulting like an Olympic hopeful at the gymnastic qualifiers, I plunged my machete into the ground and just held on. Somewhere off my right, I heard Landon Falls losing his dinner; to my left, Wyatt crying while Crazy Carl held his cowering dog; straight ahead, the Green Man lowing like a wounded bull; behind me, the shrieks and cries of the townsfolk as the carnival rides and games collapsed around them. In the corner of my eye, I’m pretty sure I saw the mini-Ferris Wheel rolling down School Street in a whirl of color on its way downtown. Clyde had transformed into his dragonfly form and hovered safely in the air with Blanche.

      When the earth finally stopped having a fit, I pushed myself upright onto unsteady feet.

      If I’d been waiting for a sign from the universe that now was the time to finally high-tail it out of Cornish Roost, I’d have to be blind to miss this one. And since Landon was still on his hands and knees and painting the grass with stomach acid, now was my chance.

      I couldn’t help anyone behind bars, which was straight where I was headed if I stuck around. Landon had been the epitome of unsubtlety with his handshake – as if I didn’t notice he was checking out my wrist – which only made me wonder who else had suspicions about my true identity.

      It was time to scatter, as Crazy Carl would say. Scatter, and don’t look back.

      I yanked my machete out of the ground and sheathed it. Shaking my head, I settled my brown curls over the hilt and snapped my fingers at the dragonfly. “Come, Clyde.”

      The dragonfly whizzed to my shoulder and latched onto my collar. “I am not a dog, maggot,” a thin, reedy voice squeaked in my ear.

      “Good come, Clyde.”

      “Where”—Landon paused to vomit another volley of bile—“do you think”—hurk—“you’re going?”

      “Quit being a sissy and take the boy into protective custody,” I said sharply.

      “Wait!” Wyatt cried. “Reggie—”

      I kept walking. “Take those pill bugs of yours and sprinkle them on all those black spots. They’ll eat the dead tissue and absorb most of the toxic metals and herbicides. That’s their role in the environment. Looky there, I just gave you an A on your science fair project. Now stay with Landon. He’s kind of an ass, but he’ll protect you, kid. He’s World Army. That’s what they do.”

      Wyatt grabbed my hand. “But—”

      Too roughly, I shook him off. But I couldn’t let anything in this town ensnare me further.

      Or anyone.

      “Look, Wyatt,” I said, “Blanche knows how to get in contact with me. If his condition worsens, have her text me—”

      “It’s not the same.”

      “Nothing’s the same,” I muttered. “Stop following me, kid. I’ve got to go.”

      An angry blue dart whizzed in front of me. “That’s it?” Blanche demanded. “You’re just going to run? Again?”

      I walked around her. “I only came back to deal with that skinwalker. He’s dead, case closed. You can pop the champagne without me.”

      “Crowns and cavities, Tiberius was taken into custody!” she shrilled.

      “And what am I gonna do about that, huh?” I demanded. “Do I look like a lawyer to you? Or a ninja-assassin? The Director of the World Army? No? Didn’t think so. There’s nothing I can do, so why stick around? You can come with me, Blanche, or stay here. Either way, I’m going.”

      She didn’t follow me. None of them did. Except for Clyde, I was alone when I got back to my truck. The parking lot was half deserted, and those that had stuck around to film the skinwalker showdown-turned-catastrophe were fleeing as fast as they could from the earthquakes. The open space felt liberating, but at the same time, incredibly lonely.

      Rule Two, Frances: don’t let anyone get too close. They’re just a liability. And another link in the chain for the Family to find you. I slapped my cheeks. Remember why you’re doing this!

      My name is Frances Austin. I’m twenty-eight-years-old. I have brown hair and blue eyes. I’m a medicus. I like blackberry pie, and I like to climb.

      The Family is hunting me.

      I am not safe.

      I couldn’t do anything to help anyone this time. Tiberius was probably already locked away in a fortress, I could barely keep myself out of trouble – thanks Rule Six – and I didn’t have the resources to protect a kid whose life the town’s nutjob said was forfeit.

      I have to go. It’s for the best. For everyone.

      But my internal pep talk did little to reassure me.

      One thing was for certain. My face had been on television. And a story like this – a carnival blowing up followed by earthquakes – was going to make national news, not just flit about on the local network for a few hours. Which meant it was now a race against time. Either I get the EmptyHell out of here tonight, or the Family finds me tomorrow.

      At least the earth had stopped shaking.

      I ripped the shreds of my jacket off and flung them into the truck bed. Slapping open the cooler lid, I riffled around until I found the potato vodka at the bottom. The cooler was basically full of water now, a few larger chunks of ice not yet melted by the exothermic urn. I glared at the flawless surface, lustrous as a black pearl, as I popped open a Starbucks Doubleshot, gulped down a few swallows, and topped it off with the vodka. If I was going to hit the road again, I needed to stay awake. But I wanted something to take the edge off, too.

      In between gulps of the on-a-budget White Russian, I yanked a spare jacket from my duffle bag and tugged it on over my shirt. Slamming the rest of my invigorating-yet-numbing beverage, I slung the can into the wastebasket and hauled myself into the truck.

      “Okay, okay, okay,” I murmured, turning the key.

      The engine revved, hacking like the lungs of a chronic smoker, and went silent. I tried again to no avail.

      “Ugh!” I slapped at the steering wheel and pounded my feet against the floormat, making the rubber squeal under the soles of my boots.

      “Something vexes you,” the demon commented from my shoulder.

      “That’s a brilliant observation.”

      “The automobile is out of fuel,” Clyde reminded me, the gravitas of his posh British accent somewhat diminished in his diminutive insect form. “You used it all up the first time you ran away, remember?”

      Fairy farts.

      I sucked in a sharp breath through my nostrils. “Fine. Then we’ll just have to make a quick stop at the gas station.”

      I practically kicked open the truck door. Everything was clawing at me, tying me down. The voice’s words echoed from the time when it had almost destroyed my house: I was in the sky among the stars, but now the darkness pulls at me. It drags me down to the earth.

      I hear that, I grumbled inwardly. Snatching my backpack, I yanked it out of the truck behind me.

      But because the universe was screwing with me – when wasn’t it, lately? – the zipper caught on the doorframe, ripping open the backpack and dumping my gear onto the grass.

      “Son-of-a …”

      I scooped up the condensed version of my life and stuffed them back into the pack. Huffing an impatient sigh, I hefted the Antevortan Clock and wiped the clockface clean with my sleeve. The hand beyond its smoky glass face had crept past the eleven.

      My eyes bulged out of my head as I yanked the clockface up to my nose. The needle quivered at maybe the eleven-thirty mark. Half-an-hour of lifespan. What was that, three, maybe five, days?

      I don’t know how long I stared at the Clock. Maybe it was disbelief. What other twenty-eight-year-old would think her life would be over at the end of the week? Maybe it was shock. I’d been on the run from the Family for over nine months. My days of looking over my shoulder needed to come to an end somehow. Maybe it was dread. I’d made some powerful enemies. Whatever it was, it had paralyzed me long enough for the cold of the ground to seep through my jeans and numb my butt all the way to my pelvic bone.

      I raked my hands through my mane of brown curls, not just tugging at my scalp but trying to rip my hair free.

      Two clawed hands with gecko-like fingers curled over mine and gently pulled my hands away from my head. My fingernails came back red.

      “I cannot allow you to be hurt, maggot,” the demon said. “By your own hand or another’s.”

      “I’m dead,” I whispered.

      “I know you humans are prone to hysterics, but let me assure you, your heartbeat is as strong as ever, so I – oh.”

      I guess his ember-like eyes had finally seen the clockface.

      The demon cleared his throat. “Well, isn’t that … unfortunate?”
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      Clyde removed the Clock from my hands and tried his best to gently replace it in my backpack. There was a lot of shaking and jostling and swearing in a demonic language that sounded a lot like snakes in a hissing match, but he eventually got the zipper to close. Then he settled it onto my shoulders and hoisted me onto my feet as if I weighed nothing more than a sack of grain.

      “I can’t … I can’t believe …” I hid my face with my hands. “Just half an hour left.”

      “Well, it wasn’t like those were normal earthquakes,” he pointed out.

      I looked up from my hands, my eyes wet. “What?” They’d been too coincidental, but that didn’t mean I wanted to believe it. “That’s just plate tectonics. Another sinkhole forming. Somewhere could’ve just collapsed. There are miles of hidden caves in southern Indiana …”

      Clyde just fixed me with a are-you-done-bullshitting-me glare, the red seams in his ember-like eyes flaring. A little judgmentally, in my opinion.

      “I, who was born under the Red Sun of Mourning, who slew the Chthonic Ravens to feather Death’s wings, who has seen the fall of every empire, can tell you with absolute certainty that those earthquakes are the harbinger of apocalyptic events.”

      I just blinked at him, as stunned as a deer in headlights.

      The demon rolled his eyes and huffed a sigh. “To put it in the less eloquent terms you humans seem to have an easier time digesting: y’all fixin’ to be fucked da Hell up.”

      “What?”

      “Please, don’t make me say it again. It was embarrassing enough the first time.”

      I ran my fingers through my hair again. “No, no, no. That’s not possible—”

      “I’m afraid it is. That thing that prepubescent meat sack touched? That was raw magic. The kind we Others haven’t seen since the GrandExodus. It doesn’t belong in this GoneGod World. So, there are consequences.”

      Fairy farts.

      “But as much as I, being a demon, love the wailing cries of the despairing masses, I find it my duty to inform you, my master, that there is a modicum of hope.”

      I seized his hand. “There is?”

      “But of course. Where do you humans think you got your disposition to always hope? Because the gods, stripped away from all their vices and bad tempers and deplorable mightier-than-thou-art-so-I-can-do-whatever-I-want complexes, are benevolent beings. Well, most of them. So, when the gods were around and you humans mucked up something or offended someone’s tender sensibilities, you were always given a chance to reverse your fate.

      “The gods gave you signs of their displeasure. Frogs, locusts, the moon disappearing from the sky, lightning, earthquakes, you get the picture. In essence: stop what deplorable act you’re doing, make amends, and all will be well.” The demon pointed to all the rifts in the ground. “So, now, you’ve been warned.”

      “But the gods are gone,” I said. “What apocalypse could happen?”

      “Just because the gods aren’t there to pull the apocalypse lever doesn’t mean someone else can’t bump it.”

      I slumped against my truck and scrubbed my face with my hands. “Why does this happen to me? Why’s it always gotta be me? First the urn with the crazy voice thing, then the skinwalker, now this—”

      A clawed hand curled over my shoulder. “It falls to the person who chooses to hear. To see. The one with the good heart.”

      GoneGodDamn it. My heart was why the voice had chosen me in the first place.

      I pushed myself away from the truck and clambered over the edge for the cooler. I plucked the urn from the lukewarm water and shoved it into Clyde’s hands. “Alright, listen up. We’re gonna do this – whatever this is – and then we’re gone, understand?”

      The demon nodded hurriedly.

      “In the meantime, I need you to guard that urn. Its heat doesn’t seem to bother you, and it’s about ten minutes away from melting a hole in the cooler.”

      Clyde caressed his claws over the pearlescent surface. “Understood, maggot.”

      I paced a line beside my truck until the grass was nothing better than mulch. “Alright. Okay. You can do this. It’s fine. You’re fi—”

      “Uh, maggot? What are you doing?”

      “I’m psyching myself up,” I snapped. Rolling my head, I jumped up and down on my toes like an MMA fighter getting warmed up. “Okay, okay, okay. If I’m supposed to be such a great listener, what or who do I listen to first?”

      Penny bayed in the distance, that deep AAAHOOOOU sound only hounds could make.

      I stopped bouncing and snapped my fingers. “Of course!”

      “You’re going to talk to the dog?”

      “Not the dog,” I said, grabbing his arm and giving him a tug. “Carl. The crazy people always know what to do in these situations, right?”

      “If you say so.”

      Penny bayed again, ending her bugling call with a few back-off-buddy barks.

      “Frances,” Wyatt screeched.

      I ran across the parking lot, dodging cars and shoving the last of the fleeing masses aside, Clyde charging right behind me. No one seemed to care about anyone but themselves, running away from a screaming boy instead of toward him. I got clear of them at last, sprinting across the field and crushing hundreds of dried flowers to potpourri beneath my feet, and skidded to a halt as a dark shadow poured out of the forest. It slid across the uneven ground as easily as water or oil, rising from the earth into a dark shape that loomed over the boy.

      Crazy Carl snatched Penny by her collar, and the hound dug her nails into the dirt as she strained away from him, yipping and snapping. Saliva frothed at her graying muzzle, and her yellow teeth bared into a snarl as the fur along her spine stood straight up. Carl continued to tug, pulling the dog back one step at a time.

      The Green Man growled, attempting a swipe at the dark figure but missing wide by half a dozen yards. Reggie crashed onto his back with a muted groan.

      A bronze hand split through the shadow like the morning sun shining through the seam of drawn curtains – if they’d been made of impenetrable blackness – and the shadow peeled back into the shape of a cloak. It pooled around the wearer’s shoulders like the finest velvet, and when the hood was shaken from the wearer’s head, it revealed a youthful face with long, pointed ears and tight, wheat-golden curls.

      The Other was small, not much taller than Wyatt, and as willowy as a barley sheaf. He moved like one too, if that sheaf was caught in a tornado. The skirt of braided grass on his narrow hips rustled as he jerked like a puppet on a string. His head had a Tourette-like tic, twitching violently to the side, but his golden eyes remained forward, focused.

      “He looks funny,” Clyde whispered. “All mottled—”

      The Other’s fingers, long and slender, curled around Wyatt’s shoulder.

      “Let him go,” I shouted.

      Wyatt whimpered as the Other’s hands dug into his shoulders. “Why is the fire not lit?”

      “I said to let him go!”

      The Other cast a disdainful look at Reggie. The hulking Other glared back through half-lidded eyes. “You have failed your sworn duty, Green Man. No longer will simple tribute satisfy my master.”

      “Hey, I’m talking to you.” I snapped my fingers at him.

      Twitching, the Other flicked his golden gaze toward me with all the warmth of an arctic winter.

      “Just who the EmptyHell are you anyway? The bastard of Peter Pan and the Children of the Corn?”

      A cruel smile, thin and sharp as the sickle moon, carved the bronze face from ear to pointed ear. “Only a life will be accepted now. And it seems this boy has volunteered.”

      “Are you deaf?” I shouted. My hands clenched into fists, and I felt my blood hum in my ears. The fire was being rekindled, and I didn’t care if I could withstand the power or not. Nobody hurt Wyatt. “Let him go!”

      The Other’s eyes narrowed, examining me. Then his whole body twitched, like he’d gotten a sudden chill, his limbs jerking like those of a malfunctioning robot. Those golden eyes hardened. “You have until the end of Saturnalia to provide a viable substitute. If you can survive that long from my god’s wrath. Four days.”

      He released one hand from Wyatt and pulled his hood over his head. The velvet cloak turned to shadow, engulfing them both.

      But my feet were already running, my hand already flung out to graze against Wyatt’s outstretched fingertips as he strained away from the swirling shadow. The darkness sucked him away from me, smothering the terror in his brown eyes, and turned them both into a pool of black that raced across the field and into the woods.

      I fell onto my knees, pounding my fists against the frozen earth.

      There was a crack, and the ground split under my hands, opening another furrow that melted the metal slide in the playground and zipped a line of fire into the forest. Trees burst apart from the sudden heat, exploding into burning shrapnel like cinders from New Year’s sparklers.

      Frankilicious! the sunshine-like voice exclaimed.

      Like, OMGG, are you okay?

      WHY DID YOU CHANNEL US? A WARRIOR KNOWS WHEN TO REST.

      Frances, the dour voice admonished, what have you done?

      Another crack followed, this one inside my skull. Limp as a rag doll, I fell forward, losing consciousness right before I fell onto my face for a third time.
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      I woke to screaming.

      It wasn’t me, through my throat did feel hoarse.

      Bony fingers patted – no, assaulted – my cheeks, demanding I wake. It was like being thrashed with the branches of an overenthusiastic venik masseuse.

      “I’m up, I’m up,” I said, smacking the hands away from me. Pushing myself into a sitting position, I clutched my head with a groan.

      “Crowns and cavities, take it easy,” Blanche shrilled. “You’ll pass out again, and Clyde says you don’t have enough blood left to spare.”

      That would explain why I felt so light-headed. “Blood to – wait, what?”

      I was suddenly aware of a thick tail draped over my lap with the barbed end somewhere between my knees. It was incredibly warm, and even though I was freezing, I pushed the tail away with a disgusted “ugh!”

      There was another scream, long and drawn out like a wailing harpy. I shook my head, trying to clear it, and instantly regretted it. There was also the smell of woodsmoke, too pungent to be pleasant, that only added to the pain in my head. Gecko-like fingers, the talons retracted, suctioned against my back to steady me.

      “I don’t know why you’re fussing,” Clyde said, his lizard-like head craning around from behind. “We’ve been within close proximity before. And my tail was keeping you warm so you wouldn’t go into shock.”

      “You had your … your butt on my shoulder!” I squinted. “Is that … Is that blood on your mouth?”

      “Oh, yes. My apologies.” His purple tongue flashed around his jaws, licking up every drop. A shiver of pleasure rippled down his black hide, the scales shimmering like an oil slick as the ripple passed under them.

      Frowning, I felt the back of my head where a dull throb had taken root. My curls were a matted mess, sticky and warm. “Why is my head wet?”

      “You see, maggot, when you channeled the … well, when you split the ground open, a vessel in your brain ruptured.” The demon lowered his voice to a hissing whisper. “I told you enough was enough, but did you listen to me? No. You did what all humans do, which is ignore prudent advice and—”

      “So that was my blood on your lips?”

      “The blood pooling in your skull was putting too much pressure on your brain. I made a small incision—”

      “You cracked open my skull?” My fingers combed frantically through my hair.

      The shaman had told me that the headaches could kill me, but he’d said nothing about aneurisms! But I guessed that’s what happened when you channeled all four voices at the same time when you’re already exhausted? Maybe it wouldn’t have hurt so much if these four personalities could get their shit together and merge into one entity already.

      “Shh!” the tooth fairy shushed. “By Apollonia’s Tongs, a child with a partially detached baby tooth makes less racket than you!”

      I scowled at her. “You’re chiding me while some banshee’s out here screaming her head off? Seriously, am I the only person who’s hearing this?”

      “—AND suctioned the blood until you stabilized. And I must say, your triglycerides are a little high.” The demon arched a disapproving eyebrow over a flickering ember-like eye. “You would benefit from adding omega-3 fatty acids to your diet as well as increasing your levels of cardiovascular exertion. Where I come from that means hand-to-hand combat beside a steaming river of fire – great for the pores – but from what’s available on this mortal plane, might I suggest the Shake-Weight?”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Clyde …”

      “I’ve also heard that vigorous copulation between two consenting individuals can produce similar beneficial effects, however I’ve yet to discover the research that proves such rigorous activity can be sustained for more than twenty minutes, which really is the target interval for those heart ra—”

      “Clyde.” I sucked in a deep breath which I hoped would remove the embarrassed stain from my cheeks. “Thank you for the save, but I really don’t need you to suggest I ramp up my sex life like you’re writing me a prescription.”

      The demon threw up his taloned paws. “And increase your intake of the omega-3 fatty acids. Honestly, is there something wrong with your hearing as well as your libido?”

      “The GoneGods save me.” I pushed myself to my feet, thrusting my hands out as I staggered a step. Another scream ripped through the night. “And what is all that noise?”

      “Wyatt! Has anyone seen my son? WYYY-AAAT!”

      Emily Palmer pushed her way through the dispersing crowd. Red and chapped fingers smeared blond hair out of her face then disappeared under her armpits. She wore only a sundress with a cardigan and Keds; guess she’d come to the festival straight from work. Cupping her hands around her mouth, she shouted her son’s name again.

      Mason Hester chased after her, shucking his puffy coat and wrapping it around her shoulders. He pulled her against him, offering some meager support and comfort; she bent against him like a reed in the wind, staining his tan shirt with her tears.

      “W-where is my son?” she bawled.

      It was then that I suspected she’d seen part of what had happened with the Other. Maybe through the crush of people still fleeing the ruined festival, she’d caught a glimpse of an elfin youth with his hand clamped on Wyatt’s shoulder. Maybe she’d been jostled aside, losing sight of him, and when she regained her footing, he was gone.

      But there’d been one constant in that scene. Me.

      “You!” Emily shouted. She pushed away from Mason and marched up to me, shoving me in the shoulder. It was a weak push, but it still sent me sprawling on my ass.

      GoneGodDamn that blood loss.

      Clyde surged upright, spines flared and teeth bared. He stood next to me, hardly in front of me like a good protector should be, but he wasn’t behind me either, which was where he had started a few days ago.

      “Where is my son?” Emily demanded, smacking away Mason’s attempt to guide her away. Her hair whipped about her face like a thousand strands of honey. “Where is Wyatt? You’re always around, giving him things that I can’t. I’m his mother, not you! So where is he?”

      Blanche buzzed in front of me, her dragonfly wings droning like a chainsaw. “He was taken.” She shoved a bony finger into Emily’s face. “And Frances was trying to get him back, unlike anyone else in this town.”

      The distraught mother backed up a step, glancing at me with doubtful, tear-soaked eyes. I only had the strength to nod at her.

      “Now I suggest you leave the good doctor alone,” Blanche said, “or you’ll have me to deal with. You been flossing, Emily? It’s easier for me to digest teeth when they’re plaque-free.” She slapped her potbelly. “I get a little gassy otherwise.”

      “That is enough, Miss Tooth Fairy,” Mason said, pulling Emily behind him. “She didn’t mean it.”

      Emily bit her lower lip, casting me another half-pleading, half-doubtful glance, and let the deputy turn her away from me.

      “Thanks, Blanche,” I murmured from the ground. I was getting pretty tired of finding myself on it. Groaning, I let Clyde help me to my feet.

      “And where were you?” Emily shrieked, shoving another person’s shoulder.

      Honestly, what was with this woman and shoving people?

      Landon straightened his suit with a sharp tug, glaring at the woman. He took a moment to brush the grass and floral debris from his clothes, adjusted his tie, and stepped away from the many pools of stomach acid. “I was otherwise indisposed.”

      “Someone just kidnapped my son—”

      “Excuse me, ma’am, but I don’t deal with human kidnappings. That’s what the FBI is for. Now, if you’ll excuse me—”

      “I will not excuse you!” Emily shrilled. “You were right there, right there, and—”

      Her tirade was cut short when two World Army suits hurried over and tried to haul her away.

      There is a cherished tradition that pervades the Midwest and Southern regions of the United States of treating women with a little extra consideration. Not that they can’t open a door by themselves or shoot and field-dress a deer, which many of them do. I think it’s because of the hard nature of the life out here – chipped and dirty fingernails, calloused hands, clothes always smelling of field and farmyard – that makes the community want to show a little appreciation to the women who get right in the thick of it.

      So when the two suits tried to forcibly remove Emily Palmer, Mason Hester saw red. He punched one in the face and shoved him away as the second one came at him with a taser. The deputy blocked the strike with his forearm, clamped onto the suit’s wrist, and yanked him forward into a headbutt.

      “That’s right, fellas,” Mason said, rolling his shoulders. “That’s how we do it in the country. You city folks ain’t got nuthin’—”

      Mason staggered forward as Landon hammer-fisted him in the back of his head.

      “Mason,” Emily cried, catching the deputy as he staggered forward.

      “I’d prefer it if you’d leave the area peacefully, if you don’t mind,” Landon said, his voice as dry as autumn leaves. “Gentlemen, please escort the locals to their vehicles. Thompson, is the minotaur ready?”

      “Yessir.”

      Landon gave a sharp nod. “Then we’ll leave immediately.”

      “I don’t think so.” I snagged Landon by the arm. “‘I don’t deal with human kidnappings?’ What in the EmptyHell is that? An Other snatched him, which makes it fall under your jurisdiction.”

      Landon shrugged me off, his forehead creasing into a scowl. “Really? Because what I saw was a boy dressed up as a corn sprite. Which is super offensive nowadays, in case you haven’t noticed.”

      “Oh, don’t act as if you care or anything.”

      “Listen, I’m here for the minotaur. He killed a human on television. Interestingly enough, it seems the human he killed was attacked by a woman who bears a striking resemblance to you only minutes before his death.”

      “There are a lot of people out here that look like me,” I said defensively.

      “You and the minotaur seem quite close.”

      I stood my ground. “Is that a crime? Seems to me the basis for your whole department is fostering a workable relationship between the humans and Others. You should be thrilled—”

      “Not all Others,” he muttered.

      I followed his gaze to Clyde. The demon had his side to us, the urn carefully concealed in his opposite arm. As if he sensed he was being watched, he swived his lizard-like head on its long neck toward us, his spiraling horns glinting in the flickering light of the damage carnival rides.

      Beside me, Landon stiffened.

      When I looked back at him, tiny little beads of sweat had formed on his upper lip, catching in the trim line of moustache he had there.

      “And then there’s the matter of the destroyed hall-of-mirrors. Nothing human could’ve done that,” he said, eyeing me. “I’m sure the minotaur will have some interesting things to say about that, as I’ve never heard of his species being able to accomplish such a feat. Sounds like he had an accomplice to me, and two Others running around killing humans is two Others this world doesn’t need.”

      My heart skipped a beat. “Wait, what are you saying?”

      “I’m talking about the greater good.”

      “You’re not going to execute him—”

      “That remains to be seen.”

      He snatched my wrist before I could punch him or smack him or yank on his newly-straightened suit. In fact, I wasn’t sure what I was planning to do, I just didn’t want him to leave in that helicopter without changing his mind about Tiberius. But this was Landon Falls we were talking about. The man with the no-nonsense eyes whose opinions were as hard and fast as stone.

      Turns out he’d made up his mind about me a long time ago, too, and snapped a tracking bracelet over my wrist before he let me go. I stared at the flashing yellow light for only a heartbeat before trying to rip it off my wrist.

      Startled, I cried out as the thing gave me a little zap for tampering with it. Somewhere behind me, Clyde snarled. I threw my hand up into the air, waving him off.

      “Just a little something that’ll help me find you to take your statement when I’m done processing the big guy. You try to take it off, it zaps you. You try to leave the county, it zaps you,” Landon instructed as he backed away to the whirling helicopters, a little smirk on his face. “This is your mess, so clean it up. Because you won’t like it if I have to interfere further. So I suggest you cancel any vacation plans and get comfortable in little Cornish Roost, Doctor Frances Church.”
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      “Get it off.” I pawed at my wrist. “I said get it off.”

      “I’m trying!” Blanche inserted the needle-like end of a hairpin into the lock and gave it a nudge.

      Zzzt.

      “Ow!”

      It was like one of those fourth of July sparklers was trapped between the bracelet and my wrist, spewing sparks with inordinate amounts of glee. Except those sparks were electricity.

      Blanche’s fingers tightened on my hand, trying to keep me steady. “I think I got it—”

      Zzzt. Zzzt.

      “No, no, no, you’re done.” I cradled my hand to my chest, rubbing my wrist. “I’ve got scorch marks!”

      “There’s always a critic …”

      “And why do you even have a hairpin?”

      Flushing, Blanche ran a hand over the blue fuzz on her scalp. “If this keeps growing in, I might want to style it, don’t you think?” she barked. “Or are only humans allowed to have alluring coiffures?”

      “Blanche, I didn’t realize—”

      “Forget it.” She dropped the hairpin into her clutch and snapped it closed with an angry click!

      “I could transform into an ant or a likewise similarly small creature and try to short out the internal electronics,” Clyde offered.

      “And burn more time?” He already burned time to transform into hedgehogs and dragonflies. I know he got a high from it, but heroine addicts also got pretty amazing highs and look what eventually happened to them. “Maybe as a last resort, Clyde.”

      “While I appreciate your concern for my lifespan, it is rather considerable. And have you forgotten that yours is not?”

      The Antevortan Clock and its hand pointing at eleven-thirty was an image I wasn’t likely to forget anytime soon.

      Clyde pointed to the bracelet around my wrist. A yellow light flashed around its circumference, like a comet constantly chasing its tail. “That device is dangerous. And as your personal famil – I mean, battler – I cannot allow you to wear it.”

      The demon handed me the urn and jumped, an eight-foot be-horned Other one moment and an infinitesimal speck the next. There was a pause where everyone held their breaths, and the next, I was screeching and hopping up and down like a jackrabbit who’d just snorted a mound of cocaine as the bracelet went zzzt zzzt zzzt like a sadistic mosquito zapper.

      “OW! You’re setting my GoneGodDamn skin on fire!” I hollered.

      On the fourth zzzt a steaming speck flew from the bracelet, and Clyde landed in the grass with smoke wafting from his scales. “I have a headache in my whole body,” the demon groaned.

      The tooth fairy zipped to his side, the hot pink babydoll fluttering around her knees. Seizing his snout and chin, she pried open his jaws, flicked his long purple tongue out of the way, and examined his mouth. After a tense second, she released him and smoothed a bony hand over his forehead. “Thank Apollonia. Your teeth are all intact. I don’t know what I would’ve done if you’d lost one of those precious jewels.”

      Clyde sucked his tongue back into his mouth and smacked his lips. He leveled an accusatory talon at my wrist. “That thing is a menace.”

      Grumbling, I adjusted my sleeve so it fell over the bracelet. I was sick of the flashing light anyway. It was like a golden hamster racing on a wheel that it could never leave. I knew how it felt. “Landon’s World Army,” I muttered. “Figures they’d design something Other proof.”

      “I’ll find a way, maggot—”

      “Not tonight. My skin can’t take any more of that zapping. And neither can my nerves.” I helped haul Clyde to his feet and handed him the urn. “What we need to do is find Carl. Where in the EmptyHell did he go?”

      Sometime during the chaos, the vagabond and his faithful hound had vanished.

      The demon nosed the air. “I’d sniff him out, except, except—”

      Blanche wrinkled her nose. “He’s burnt sage.”

      “And that means what exactly?” I asked.

      “The smoke of burned sage confounds the senses,” the tooth fairy said. “Even a nose as good as mine. He’ll be impossible to find until he resurfaces.”

      “And it’s extremely potent in expelling mischievous spirits from a dwelling. I’ve known many a good haunt who’s become homeless because of that nasty herb.” The demon shook his head sadly. “Not even with the nose of a bloodhound could I find him now.”

      “If I couldn’t sniff him out, do you think a mere dog could?” Blanche shrilled, zipping right into his face.

      The demon cowered away from the tooth fairy, blinking pathetically at me with his ember-like eyes.

      “Easy, Blanche,” I said. “What the EmptyHell has gotten into you? You never talk to Clyde that way.”

      “Am I not allowed a lover’s spat?” the tooth fairy demanded.

      “We’re … lovers?” Clyde whispered.

      I didn’t know if he was terrified or elated by the prospect.

      “Well, we could be if it wasn’t so GoneGodDamn hot in here.” Blanche fanned herself with the hem of her babydoll. “By Apollonia’s Tongs, isn’t anyone else hot? It’s like a furnace out here!”

      Clyde and I shared a look as she flew off, zig-zagging through the stragglers and heading straight for the fairground’s ice maker.

      Pacing, I ran my hands through my curls, tugging on my scalp. I was running on fumes, but I was so wired I couldn’t stay still.

      Tiberius – arrested.

      Wyatt – taken.

      Crazy Carl – disappeared.

      The Green Man—

      “Fairy farts.” I jogged across the field to the Other whom we’d all but forgotten. When I got there, I leaned over his foot and vomited into the grass. Wiping my mouth with the back of my wrist and ignoring the throbbing in my head, I stumbled up to his face. He rolled a glazed green eye in my direction. I smoothed a hand across his sappy forehead. Ugh, gross. But then I’d just vomited, so I really couldn’t judge here. “Hey, Reggie. How you doing? Groan twice if you’re feeling any better.”

      An exhale of autumnal rot blasted me in the face.

      “That good, huh?” I stroked his leafy head, doing my best to ignore the yellow leaves that came off at my touch. “Reggie, I know you’re the one Wyatt’s been treating for those fungal infections and well, this. You two are close, and you might be the key to finding him. We just need to get you better first.

      “But we can’t do that out here. You’re too exposed, and you’re too weak. We’re going to have to move you. You need to get to my clinic. There’s fresh water there, and lots of books for me to research how to make you feel better.”

      The Other moaned, a sigh shuddering through his bark-like skin and shedding massive flakes into a pile of mulch around his body. Black lines of blood – or sap – toxicity covered his skin like spiderwebs.

      I leaned my head against his coarse cheek. “GoneGods, how are we gonna move you?”

      “F-Frances, is that you?”

      I whipped around, and a familiar figure with sun-kissed hair and a fleece jacket jogged into view.

      “Johnny?” I took his face into my hands, smearing that golden hair away from his tanned forehead. The sheriff’s green eyes sparkled with relief, a lopsided smile brightening his face.

      “You came back.” His hands slid over mine, inexplicably warm despite the frosty chill in the air. “When I saw the choppers leave, I thought they’d taken you, too.”

      “They wish.” Suddenly remembering Rule Two, I shoved him away from me. I didn’t have the right to touch him like that, and fairy farts if I wasn’t turning into Emily Palmer. “Where in the EmptyHell have you been?”

      Johnny’s mouth hung open, stunned. Then he lifted his arms, the cuffs of his sleeves lowering until his wrists were exposed. A cross-hatch of red lines marred his tan skin.

      “Son-of-a-biscuit, they handcuffed you?” I asked. “But you’re the sheriff!”

      “And apparently one that didn’t want to play by their rules,” he said, rubbing his skin. “I didn’t want them to take Big T.”

      “Out of the fire and into the frying pan,” I muttered, sinking down and resting my back against the Other. “The town wanted to kill him. And Landon and his cronies are probably gonna dissect him.”

      “I don’t think the World Army would do that.”

      I just glared up at him.

      Johnny raised his hands in surrender and crouched down in front of me. “Forgive me for saying this, but you look … You look … Good gravy, what happened to you?”

      Part of me loved that he didn’t have the heart to tell me to my face how disgusting I must look. The other part of me wished he had so I wouldn’t be mortified later. But we had bigger fish to fry than the state of my appearance.

      “Reggie’s down with blood poisoning. A corn sprite got pissed because the bonfire didn’t get lit and snatched Wyatt.” I held up my wrist. “I have a fancy new tracking bracelet that tasers me anytime I even look at it. Oh yeah, and we need to find Carl. He might know how to find the sprite since Reggie’s out of commission, but Blanche and Clyde aren’t able to track him—”

      “I might be able to help with that, hon,” a chipper voice said from the gloom.

      Only one person called me ‘hon.’

      “Jolene?”

      The diner proprietor in the fuchsia wool coat stepped into the meager light of the remaining carnival rides. Fuchsia wing-tipped glasses perched on her thin nose, and fuchsia heels perched on top of the hard earth.

      “And that wasn’t a corn sprite, hon,” she said, offering me a hand up. “That was a Cerean nymph.”
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      We got Reggie into my clinic using the flatbed semi-trailer the carnival used to transport their rides. Since it was an old meat-packing facility, we were able to use one of the loading bays in the rear to slide him into the massive exam suite. We pushed all the stainless-steel tables to one side and covered them with all sorts of things I thought would help him.

      As we’d loaded him up on the flatbed, Blanche had zipped off to Walmart, purchasing every vial of lavender and chamomile essential oil in stock, as well as half a dozen scent diffusers and all of the celery from the produce section. While she positioned the diffusers around the Green Man like candles at a séance, I dug around in Wyatt’s backpack. Extracting the jar of pill bugs, I unscrewed the lid and sprinkled the creepy-crawlies all over him, regretting that Wyatt hadn’t gathered another hundred thousand or so. But it was a start.

      In the worst spots, the ones that were black and mushy, I made a small incision and stuck celery stalks inside to draw out the poison through their straw-like capillaries. Rustic, but effective. Like a mash-up of acupuncture and dialysis … but with celery.

      When he was as stable as he was gonna get without further research, I disappeared behind a changing screen and washed myself off with the hose we used to clean out the aquatic kennel. The water ran reddish-brown for a lot longer than I would’ve liked, especially when I washed my hair, but I was alive and whole.

      For now.

      Dressed in a spare set of clothes, my machete sheathed between my shoulder blades and Cesare’s reloaded shotgun in my fist, we piled into Johnny’s Sheriff of Cornish Roost SUV and rode on down to meet Mason at Jolene’s Country Kitchen.

      The diner was never open at night, and the sparse lighting and the lack of patrons gave it a somber film noir feel. The red leather booths looked a bit more tired, the photos of the locals on the walls were half in shadow, and the kettle on the stove hissed of impending doom.

      We crowded into the corner booth and waited, not talking, as Jolene bustled about the dark kitchen. She returned a moment later, fuchsia heels click-clacking on the tile floor, and slid the kettle and a tray with a half-eaten apple pie and packets of cocoa and tea in front of us.

      “Sorry,” she apologized, adjusting her wing-tipped glasses with a little touch, “the coffee maker only makes five gallons at a time …”

      “This is great,” Mason said, passing out the mugs. “Thanks, Auntie.”

      As I reached for the cocoa, Clyde slapped the back of my hand.

      “Excuse you?” I snapped.

      “Your triglycerides, maggot,” the demon reminded.

      “I need the calories. You sucked a bunch of blood out of my head, remember?”

      Startled, Johnny sloshed hot water over the rim of his mug. “He did what?”

      Blanche hissed, flicking the water off her negligee.

      “S-sorry, Miss Blanche.”

      “Well if I’m not having cocoa, then I’m definitely having pie,” I said, pulling that glorious looking dessert with its perfectly caramelized apples and lattice pastry top across the table.

      Clyde slapped the back of my hand again.

      I thrust my fork into his face. “I will use this.”

      “I could make some toast,” Jolene offered.

      “That would be an excellent substitution, so long as it is of the whole-grain variety,” the demon said. “Many thanks, Mistress of the Kitchen.”

      I bopped Clyde on the nose. “We are not insulting our hostess by asking for that which she has not offered.”

      “But she just did—”

      “Originally offered!” I amended. “Honestly, where are your manners?”

      “I was only thinking about your health, maggot,” the demon sulked, slouching in his seat. “And since you won’t listen to me about your diet, then I implore you to redouble your physical exertions. As you are reluctant to engage in any vigorous carnal activities with that one”—Clyde pointed a claw at Johnny—“despite your mutual heightened pheromone reactions to one another, then I suggest you invest in a comfortable set of running footwear.”

      Johnny spewed his hot cocoa across the table, dousing the demon’s scales.

      “I am not hearing this,” Mason groaned into his hands.

      “I’m gonna get a rag,” Jolene announced brightly.

      Clyde flicked the cocoa from his chest while Blanche slammed her palm repeatedly against Johnny’s back.

      Red as a beet, I ignored Clyde’s glower as I hacked off a wedge of pie. I hunched over my plate and started shoveling it into my mouth.

      “And where are your manners?” the demon huffed. “Worst. Master. Ever. Of all time.”

      “You’ll keep a civil tongue in your head when you talk about Frances,” Blanche said, “or for our date I’ll show you just how fast I can extract broken teeth. Might even shatter my own record.”

      “But I don’t have any broken teeth.”

      “Not. Yet.”

      Clyde sank further in his seat at the sight of Blanche’s jagged pit bull smile.

      “She’d do it,” Mason whispered.

      The tooth fairy sent him a scathing look, and the deputy quickly returned to his pie.

      Thanks, Blanche, I mouthed.

      Blanche winked, her half-attached eyelash extension fluttering like an epileptic crow.

      Jolene returned with a damp rag and wiped off the table before smoothing the rag over the demon’s chest, tapping the underside of his jaw to get him to swivel his head out of the way so she didn’t miss any spots. For a moment I imagined a baby Clyde in a child’s high seat with Auntie Jolene force feeding him steak tartare and wiping away his spittle.

      “Sugar snaps, young man, you were far less trouble when you were just a hedgehog in her backpack,” Jolene sighed.

      I choked on my pie. “You knew about that?”

      “I think Miss Jolene knows a lot of things,” Johnny said, swirling the remains of his cocoa.

      No shit. Here I had been thinking Jolene was a kind-but-kinda-clueless diner proprietor for the last three months and it turned out she was sharper than a box full of tacks. We’re talking CIA-level observant here. I didn’t know whether to be impressed or freaked out.

      “Yes, well, I wasn’t always this way,” Jolene said, slipping out of her fuchsia wool coat and revealing a fuchsia silk blouse underneath.

      “We’re not going to hear about you running around naked in the woods, are we, Auntie?” Mason chuckled.

      Jolene patted her nephew’s cheek. “It was dancing, hon, and I’ll only tell you about those lusty nights under the full moon if you really insist.”

      Flushing, Mason cleared his throat and hastily scraped up the flaky dregs of crust with his fork.

      Squaring her shoulders, Jolene started to unbutton the little pearl buttons of her blouse with her fuchsia fingernails.

      “Auntie, it was only a joke,” Mason blustered.

      “Somethings are better shown than told, hon.”

      The deputy hid his head in his hands. “Is it too late to back out?”

      “Yes,” we all said.
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      We stared at the tattoo nestled between her shoulder blades for a long time.

      The cornucopia was erect, its mouth spewing a variety of cereals: heads of wheat, ears of corn, legume pods, oat florets. The copper ink had somewhat faded with time, but it flashed when the light caught it, winking like a bright penny.

      “Auntie, you were in a cult?” Mason breathed. “How come we never knew?”

      “To be fair, I didn’t know it was a cult at the time.” Jolene shrugged her blouse back into place and fastened the buttons before turning around to face us. “And it was an exclusive group. Only the females with direct ties to Cornish Roost’s founding families were allowed, or even knew about it.”

      With her immaculate make-up, bright smile, and flare for fuchsia, you’d never think this woman had once belonged to an underground agricultural society.

      “But yes, that’s what it was.” She cupped her manicured fingertips around her mug of tea. “All the women in my family belonged to it, so it was just something I grew up in. Whereas the town’s other young ladies spent their Saturday nights in their poodle skirts with the jukebox at this very diner, called Goodies’ back then, I spent mine in the woods.

      “It was mostly dancing, being naked was optional”—a faint tinge of color stained Jolene’s cheeks—“waving around brands of woven grasses. A Cerean nymph – the last of Selu’s attendants – led us in the dance. Worship through movement, he called it.”

      “What’s a Cerean nymph?” Mason asked.

      “Who is Selu?” I pressed.

      “The Cerean nymphs serve Selu.” Jolene gave a small shrug. “They’re agricultural nymphs – it’s where we get the word ‘cereal’ from – and they existed to harvest grains and dance and otherwise bask in nature’s growth with their goddess. There weren’t many of them, even before the gods left, and I only knew of the one.

      “And Selu is the local Corn Goddess, though none of us had ever seen her. Her statue’s in the middle of town square, in the rotary, and the Corn Festival we celebrate every year is a pale imitation of how the indigenous people offered her tribute. Haven’t you ever wondered why the earth in Cornish Roost – literally the middle of nowhere, USA – is the most fertile in the entire country?”

      There was a smattering of noncommittal mutterings around the table.

      “But you’re not in the cult now,” I said. “So why did you leave? And how?” I was careful not to touch the leather cuff hiding the partial brand of the cardinal-in-flight. “Leaving a cult can be … difficult.”

      Across the table, Johnny looked up from twirling his mug and narrowed his green eyes at me.

      “Deadly, you mean,” Jolene said flatly. Her fingernails tapped against her mug before she lifted it to her lips for a quick sip. “Well, there’s a reason you don’t see me in the western woods, and it’s got nothing to do with the fact that no one’s made a pair of hiking boots in fuchsia.”

      Johnny frowned. His face paled as his voice hardened. “Miss Jolene, if there is something unlawful, something dangerous, going on in those woods, I need to know.”

      She shook her head sadly. “I wouldn’t be able to direct you even if there was. When I left, forsaking the … the—”

      “Cult,” I spat. “You can say it.”

      “Please, hon. It wasn’t always like that. We were harmless. And when I left, when we all left, our memories of that place faded. All I remember is a ring of stones, one of them massive, and a bunch of pink flowers. Even if I wanted to go back, I wouldn’t be able to find it.”

      My fist pounded against the table, harder than I meant it to. “GoneGodDamn it.”

      I was on a tight schedule here. I had four days to live. Four days to figure out if this tribute thing with Wyatt was the source of my eleven-thirty on the Antevortan Clock or if it was because the Family had seen my face on TV and were now coming for me. I didn’t have time for “I can’t help you.”

      And why in the EmptyHell was the urn so hot?

      I fidgeted in my seat when I caught the others glaring at me. “Sorry,” I muttered.

      “It’s okay, hon. I know it’s frustrating.” Jolene slid a hand across the table and patted my arm. “Believe me, if I could remember anything, you know I’d tell you. That poor boy …”

      “Please continue, Auntie,” Mason urged. “The first twenty-four hours of a kidnapping are crucial, right, boss?”

      “What?” Johnny looked up from his mug. “Oh, yeah. They are.”

      If it weren’t for this corner booth, I would’ve kicked him under the table long before now. He was distracted, listening with only half an ear.

      She nodded quickly. “Thirty, maybe thirty-one, years ago, the nymph started acting strange. Almost bipolar. At first, we thought it was just weather or harvest related, but his fits – spasms almost, where his limbs jerked around like he was a puppet on strings, saying the most horrible things to us – started to happen more and more often.

      “We beseeched Selu for help, but you know what gods are like. They often don’t answer. I started to think Selu was already gone, but the Corn Festival seemed to rejuvenate the land every year, so maybe she wasn’t? Maybe she was just focused on other things. I mean, she had the whole Midwest to think about.”

      “And I bet when the GrandExodus happened, the nymph didn’t take that too well,” Mason snorted. “If Selu was gone before then, she certainly wasn’t coming back now.”

      “I don’t know,” Jolene said with a shrug. “I’d already left by then. We all had.”

      “I, for one, sympathize with the poor nymph,” Clyde said, lifting a talon. “I know what it feels like to be masterless, or not have your mistress heed your call.” He glared pointedly at me.

      Looking straight into his ember-like eye, I put the last forkful of pie into my mouth and smacked my lips with an ahhh.

      “Worst. Master. Ever. Of all time,” the demon muttered.

      “Shh,” Mason said, flapping a hand at him. “Go on, Auntie.”

      We all waited, hunched forward with hands curled around our mugs – Clyde’s around the urn – for her to finish taking another sip of tea before embellishing. Johnny’s heel bounced against the tiled floor, faint little tap-tap-taps, as he pushed his mug back and forth between his fingertips. I’d never seen him so jittery.

      “You see, throughout the year, we were tasked to bring nature’s beauty to our Saturday meetings,” Jolene continued. “Freshly bloomed flowers, young fragrant grasses, the prettiest of autumn leaves. It was the nymph’s job to fashion the arbors for the Corn Festival, and he’d become increasingly pickier. Almost half of what we brought was rubbish, and he’d spend more time throwing a tantrum than actually weaving.

      “So the Green Man – Reggie – assumed the job, even though he was already busy being the land’s pruner and protector.”

      Pruner? When I thought about pruning, I envisioned a man in overalls with a pair of shears trimming back dead growth. What I saw in the wilder parts of Galastone Farm was the Other sucking the life force out of a branch and transferring it into a kernel, using his own body as a refinery. Watching a healthy branch wither away into black charcoal in real time was not my idea of pruning.

      “So you left … because the nymph was throwing a hissy-fit?” I asked.

      Jolene sucked in a deep breath. “I left because on that day, thirty-something years ago, the nymph had brought a human sacrifice.”
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      Clyde shook his lizard-like head. “That is completely absurd. No agricultural goddess demands blood sacrifice. It goes completely against their reverence to nature and its creatures. Why, I should think that goddess would’ve struck her attendant dead for such an offense.”

      “We thought so, too,” Jolene said. “So we rescued him. The sacrifice, I mean. You see, the nymph was convinced we’d done something to offend Selu. Our offerings weren’t pretty enough. Our dances weren’t coordinated enough. We were being stingy with our first fruits of the harvests.

      “We tried to reason with him – Selu’s presence, at least her influence, was ripening the corn and grain perfectly, after all – but he wouldn’t be deterred. Only blood would symbolize our devotion.” She shuddered. “It took all of us to subdue the nymph and get the sickle away from him. It was clear he was having one of his fits, and that momentary insanity proved just the thing for us to squirrel the young man away. We abandoned the nymph then, never venturing into the western woods again, and kept rosemary sprigs on our doors for protection.” She adjusted her wingtip glasses with a trembling hand. “I swear I heard his wailing on the wind for months after that.”

      “Who was the man?” I pressed. “The man you saved? Maybe he can—”

      “Carlton Quincey,” she said. “You know him as Crazy Carl.”
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      “Well … shit,” Johnny swore.

      We stared at the sheriff until he raked his fingers through his sun-kissed hair and fidgeted. We’d never heard him cuss before. The man wouldn’t even say the word ‘crap’.

      “What?” he asked defensively. “I’m not wrong. No one seems to know where he is.”

      “We can still put out an APB on him, right, boss?” Mason asked. “Just to ask him some questions. Get the whole town lookin’ for him?”

      The sheriff nodded.

      The two of them started to get up when Clyde’s question froze them in mid-air.

      “You said the Green Man was a pruner and a protector,” the demon said to Jolene. “What was he protecting?”

      It figured someone like Clyde would’ve caught that detail. I guess I must’ve glossed over that part of Reggie’s job description when I’d been mulling over the his pruning – AKA shrivel up and die – methods.

      “Why the town, of course,” Jolene answered.

      “From what?” I asked.

      The woman blinked her fuchsia shadowed eyelids. “Well … I don’t rightly know. He’s always been here. And we haven’t had any disturbances since …”

      “Since I showed up,” I finished.

      The skinwalker. The guivres and draugrs. Even Clyde. What was a demon from the Fifth Ring of Hell doing in the middle of southern Indiana?

      “Don’t blame yourself, hon,” she said quickly. “I doubt any of it is truly your fault specifically. This place has been attracting Others by the droves even before the GrandExodus, and tensions were already running quite high. Whatever happened at the Festival this evening was just the final straw to let the pot bubble on over.”

      I only half believed her.

      “Hmph,” Clyde mused. “Wonder when his protective influence will wear off. Or rather, when the beasts he was preventing from entering his domain test the borders and find them undefended.”

      Blanche smacked him with the back of bony hand. “Crowns and cavities, you don’t say things like that!”

      “Well, it’s true.” Clyde rubbed his arm where she’d swatted him. “The skinwalker and the guivres and draugrs were testament to that. The Green Man is one of the most ancient Others. Do you really think they would’ve challenged him if he hadn’t been distracted by other duties?”

      “Wait, what’s this about guivres and draugrs?” Johnny demanded. “There wasn’t any evidence of other Others—”

      “Uh … that’s because Clyde took care of it,” I said hastily. I couldn’t very tell him I had a voice inside me that had incinerated them, could I? “Right, Clyde?”

      The demon swiveled his head in my direction. “O-of course. Yes. Didn’t want to increase the panic that was already spreading through the town so I, um, ate the bodies.”

      Mason’s jaw dropped. “You ate them?”

      “This mortal plane is very demanding on my metabolism,” Clyde sulked. “And a demon can only consume so much frozen venison.”

      “What other secrets are you not telling us?” Johnny muttered. “We could’ve been more prepared—”

      “ ‘More prepared?’ ” I slapped the table as I launched out my seat. “For what? Y’all were too busy trying to pin the murders on Tiberius. And when you finally believed me, it was too late! The skinwalker was already here, and you couldn’t stop him, could you, Johnny?”

      “Excuse me?” Johnny’s face had reddened, his green eyes narrowing into angry slits.

      “You knew his face from the picture, from the video, and he had you, I don’t know, enthralled or something. I had to break his hold on you and then ta—” take care of business myself. I choked myself off before I could finish that damning sentence. It would raise too many questions, and since I couldn’t run out of this town due to that stupid tracking bracelet taser, I had to fly under the radar as best as I could.

      “Yes?” he quipped, rising out of his seat to meet me.

      “And then Tiberius had to take care of business,” I fired back. “And look what he got for it. Iron bars. Just. Like. Me!”

      I guess I hadn’t gotten over that yet. Maybe it was resurfacing because I was trapped from leaving this town. Maybe I was just angry at myself for not getting out of here when I’d had the chance.

      “What do you want to hear?” Johnny roared. “I’m sorry? Because I am! But like I said before, when asking for justice, the outcome might not be what you want! What, did you think I would ignore plausible evidence of your involvement just because I have feelings for you?”

      I straightened abruptly. “What?”

      Johnny sliced his hand through the air. “Forget it.” He sidled out from behind the table and tugged on his jacket. “I’m going back to the office to put the alerts out. Mason, you’re coming with me. You’re our best hope for finding the boy now, and by extension, this Cerean nymph.”

      Blanche zipped out of the way, something drawing her to the windows, letting the deputy scrambled out of his seat. “I-I am?”

      “You hunt the western woods. You’ve taken the boy fishing there. While you’ve been romancing Wyatt’s mother, I’m sure you picked up something of the boy’s habits.”

      Mason blushed.

      “You’ll know where he’ll go to feel safe. If he has managed to escape, he might feel it’s too long a hike to get back to town. We’ll need to search those areas.”

      “Yessir.”

      “C’mon,” Johnny said, eying me with an expression I couldn’t read. “The sooner we get this done, the sooner we can put this whole day behind us.”

      “Um, sheriff?” Clyde pointed a talon at the big bay window. “I think you have one more thing to handle before you can rest your head for the night.”

      “What now?”

      The six of us peered out of the frost-covered glass at the rabble of Others marching down Main Street, hurling bricks and stones into storefronts, keying cars with their talons, and bellowing challenges from their inhuman throats.

      “How do you feel about riots?” the demon asked.
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      Normally I’d say it was stupid to cause a riot on behalf of a ruined festival – then again, you did see idiots overturning flaming cars in the streets because their baseball team had lost the World Series – but after our little talk with Jolene, it turned out that festival might’ve been more than carnival rides and bonfires made of corn cobs. Reggie had certainly thought so. So had that Cerean nymph. And with the Green Man sick in my clinic, it had left the town wide open for whatever he’d been keeping away.

      I just didn’t think they’d come so soon.

      Johnny and Mason rushed out of the diner, the door chime clanging in their wake. Blanche zipped after them with the diner’s broom, her dragonfly wings an iridescent blur. After a brief detour to the counter, Jolene marched after them with sharp click-clacks of her fuchsia heels, a Smith & Wesson hand cannon in her fist.

      “What?” she said as she swished past me and my wide-eyed stare. “Were you expecting a baseball bat? This is the Midwest, hon.”

      Meanwhile I hadn’t moved from where I’d pressed my hands against the glass. Maybe it was fear. Maybe it was disbelief. Because at the head of this destructive rabble, goading them on with bull-like bellows, was an oni demon.

      Red skin, black hair, yellow tusks, a tiger’s pelt draped over his hips. It looked like the one from my nightmares, the one whose deciduous tusk I had in my backpack this very moment.

      And no, they’d don’t all look alike. They range in skin tone – blue, red, black – with black or white hair, and though their grotesque only-a-mother-could-love faces were universal to the species, they were as distinctive as the stripes of their tiger pelts.

      “Thief! Murderer!” the oni bellowed, raising his kanabō above his head. “You can hide no longer, you dishonorable rat. Your protector has fled. Come out and face me!”

      Well ... shit, as Johnny had so masterfully put. Guess they were here for me instead of the ruined Corn Festival.

      GoneGodDamn Rule Six …

      It was time to employ good ol’ Rule Four: run the Emptyhell away. Was it cowardly? Sure. Would it keep me alive? Absolutely.

      “Miss Chumki failed to mention anything about this,” the demon muttered. “All she’d said was that the Capriformers were going to need glue and an open mind.”

      “That’s because your astrologer is a fake,” I whispered hotly. “Now go check the back.”

      Capriformers, former Capricorns, whatever. It was astrology without the zodiac constellations, and it was all hokum to me. And Miss Chumki, the famed astrologist in Portland, was making a killing in peddling her nonsense to gullible dimwits like my demon.

      Clyde flashed away and returned just as quickly. He shook his head. “No good. There’s a pair of cynocephali sniffing around out there. An individual may only be BAMF-25, but just one yip will alert the entire pack. Then it’s BAMF-53.”

      Fairy farts. I stole another look at the oni demon.

      The oni swung his head from side to side, sniffing, and I scrunched down into the booth when his gaze narrowed in on the diner. “ ‘Cause I ain’t no hollaback girl,’ ” I whispered frantically.

      But this was no time to panic. I had to be calm as a cucumber. Cukey-calm.

      “I can’t believe you killed an oni demon,” Clyde muttered. “You’re so physically underwhelming.”

      “Gee, thanks. That’s what every girl wants to hear. And no, I didn’t murder him.” Dr. Neil Talbert had removed the oni’s liver and kidneys by the time I had arrived in the surgery suite. The oni was already dead and just didn’t know it yet. “But I didn’t help him either.”

      “His name wasn’t Ryu, perchance?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      The demon scowled. “Pity.”

      “Wait, why?”

      He waved a clawed hand in dismissal. “No reason.”

      “You’re not … offended, are you?”

      Clyde shook his lizard-like head. “Different pantheon. But still, engaging a demon requires cunning, fortitude of spirit, and physical prowess. You indeed are intelligent, maggot, and even brave when you’re not running away, but how ever did you manage it?” He pinched my bicep between two talons, clicking his tongue behind his teeth. “I must be failing to comprehend some mystery of human anatomy—”

      I swatted his hand away and risked a glance through the window. “Son-of-a-biscuit, he’s got to be eight-hundred pounds.”

      “He appears closer to nine-hundred-fifty-five pounds to me,” the demon replied, one ember-eye glued to the window as he tapped a talon against his chin. “Oni Demon. Japanese. BAMF-70. Strength, 1500. Tusks, 400 damage. Rage, 600.”

      “English, Clyde.”

      “Imagine the king bull during the height of the mating season.”

      “Okay …”

      “And you just castrated him.”

      “Oh.” Yeah, I imagine he’d be pretty pissed.

      “You’d have to be a BAMF-75 to even intimidate him.”

      I held up a hand. “You keep using that acronym. BAMF. Do you even know what that means?”

      “ ‘Battler At Maximum Force’? I – I mean we – have been using it to rank battlers on the leaderboard for millennium.”

      “Huh. And here I thought it meant Bad-Ass Moth—”

      “Semantics.” Clyde cleared his throat. “May I continue without interruption please? Weaknesses include being pelted with roasted soybeans, the odor of sardines, opium products—”

      “Do you see any of those things lying around? No? Then shush.”

      I risked another peek through the window.

      Johnny and Mason marched into the middle of the street, sidearms holstered but their hands resting nearby. Blanche hovered in the air just behind them, hot pink negligee fluttering about her knobby knees. It looked like some dusty, tumbleweed-ridden, gun-slinging showdown scene from a Clint Eastwood western. At night. But with asphalt. And cars. And mythical creatures. Just go with me here …

      Across from them were a pack of green-skinned goblins, each no taller than my knee, scurrying here and there like sugar-crazed toddlers and trying to steal the hubcaps off cars. Cynocephali – dog-like men, though these were clearly the Egyptian species with the heads of black jackals – yipped and howled, brandishing a khopesh in each fur-covered hand. And GoneGodDamn it if that murder of crows that was usually sitting on the town’s welcome sign hadn’t repositioned themselves along the street’s lamp posts. Nothing like a flock of dark birds watching you with their beady black eyes to up the creep factor.

      At the head of this rabble was the oni demon and his studded club, a beautiful Japanese geisha with long black hair in a yellow-and-white kimono at his side. Her full red lips curved into a shy smile at the sight of the men.

      “Where is the dishonorable whore that has besmirched my family’s honor?” the oni demanded. “The whore named Frances?”

      Hold the phone. I’m a what now? I popped up from my hiding spot and glared outside the window.

      Between the frost crystals on the glass, I saw Johnny’s face go red, the way a heating branding iron starts to glow from the inside out, and his hand melded against his sidearm.

      “Hey now, Sheriff,” Mason said, grabbing Johnny’s arm.

      The sheriff ignored him, eyes locked on the oni.

      “G-go on home,” the deputy said loudly, waving his free hand in a shooing motion at the Others. “It’s been one heck of a night, and we don’t need any more trouble.”

      “Trouble? I am not here for trouble. I am here for blood!” the oni bellowed.

      “Aw, Hayate,” the geisha purred, running a red fingernail up the oni’s basketball-sized bicep, “can’t we have a little trouble? It’s been nearly a decade since I’ve seen such handsome young men.”

      The Other turned one bulging blue eye at her. “This is no time to play, Kita. I can smell my kin’s murderer.” He rustled around in his tiger pelt and withdrew a sandstone-colored Arches National Park collector T-shirt. Wadding the shirt against his flared nostrils, the oni sucked in a deep breath. “The wearer of this frock – Goro’s murderer – is close!”

      How in the EmptyHell had that oni demon gotten hold of my old Laundry Day T-shirt? I mean, I know I’d left my apartment in Chicago in a hurry – blowing up part of a mob boss’s house and killing his favorite son would ignite a fire under anyone’s ass – but my address was also unlisted (I hated junk mail). Someone who knew where I’d lived had sent him there.

      “The woman said the talking box had revealed the location of my brother’s murderer to be here, in this Roost of Corn.” The oni gestured wide. “And she knew the price of lying to me. I would give her over to you, Kita.”

      Talking box. That had to be a television. I slapped my hand over my eyes and dragged it down my face as I cursed myself for the hundredth time for not leaving when I could have. Stupid bleeding heart …

      But who was the woman? And how did she get her hands on my old shirt? I didn’t remember making any female enemies, well, ever. I got along with women just great, even if I was a bit of a rock-climbing smartass tomboy with brown curls the average woman would kill for.

      Whoever it was, she had told the oni demon about me, and here he was ready to rip a town apart to find me. And my … friends – for lack of a better word – were standing in the way.

      But I didn’t deserve to call them that. I hadn’t wanted them – Rule Two – had lied to them, and yet here they were, facing off against a mob of angry Others for my sake.

      My father’s words echoed in my ears. “It’s okay to rely on people. Good people. Because those are the kinda people who’ll stick by you no matter what.”

      And these good people were going to get maimed, possibly killed, if I stayed here cowering in a booth. I wasn’t so much afraid of the oni demon as I was about facing what I had done. That guilt was supposed to remain private, quietly gnawing at me, quietly shaming me to be better, and never ever to be spoken of aloud. Much less to the oni demon’s kin.

      But that was Blanche out there in her negligee and poorly attached eyelash extensions. That was Johnny with his kind face and kinder soul. Jolene with her Midwestern hospitality and Smith & Wesson .44 magnum revolver. Naïve but sweet Mason.

      I knew I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I didn’t go out there and help. It was just hard-wired into me, for better or for worse.

      Sweating, I pushed the breach lock lever with my thumb and cracked open the barrel of the shotgun. Two brass caps gleamed up at me like shiny pennies. I snapped the shotgun closed and pulled back the dual hammers until they clicked into place. Locked and loaded.

      I slunk to the diner door.

      “Maggot,” the demon hissed, still slouched in the booth. “What are you doing?”

      “I can’t let them die because of me,” I whispered back.

      “Why ever not?”

      “Because they’re my … They’re good people, okay?”

      “You go out there, and that oni will rip you limb from limb. They take blood feuds very seriously. He will not rest until he avenges his kin.”

      “But maybe if I can explain—”

      Clyde shook his head, slithering across the floor on his belly until he was beside me at the door. “He will not listen to you. He is consumed in a blood rage. Only a real threat could snap him out of it.”

      A slow smile spread across my face as an idea popped into my head.

      The demon balked. “Why are you smiling like that? That is not a normal smile.”

      “We don’t have to fight him,” I said excitedly. “All we have to do is get away. And what we need is a real threat or”—I pointed at him—“an incredible bluff.”

      Clyde clicked his talons together nervously. “Why do I get the feeling I’m not going to like this?”
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      The geisha beside the oni demon was sulking. “Hayate, you know women don’t excite me. Nor are they filling.” She lifted her honey-colored eyes to the officers, her red lips curling into a smile again. “Not like these handsome men.”

      “That’s quite enough,” Jolene snapped, click-clacking into position next to her nephew. “These are good boys and want nothing to do with your hussy ways.”

      “Hussy?” The woman’s lips peeled back as she bared her pointed teeth in an angry hiss.

      “Auntie,” Mason whispered, “what are you doing—”

      “Quiet, Mason,” she said, pulling back on the revolver’s hammer so the barrel rotated onto a loaded chamber.

      “You keep smiling at me like that, and I’m gonna start thinking you’re teasing me,” Blanche called to the woman, rubbing her hands together. “And I haven’t eaten since this afternoon.”

      “Just leave a few teeth in her head, Blanche,” Jolene said, “so she can look like the ill-bred, loose-legged hillbilly she is.” The tooth fairy and the diner proprietor shared a brief fist bump before Jolene put two hands back onto her revolver. “Alright you hip-swishin’ she-devil, you turn around and just sashay your crotch-rot hiney right on outta—”

      An enraged howl tore from the geisha’s throat, and the oni thrust out his arm, preventing her from springing forward with her pointy nails. “No, we are here for the whore imposter only.”

      “Call her that one more time,” Johnny snarled.

      The door chime dinged as I left the diner, Clyde trailing at my heels. I held the shotgun with one hand, barrel pointed at the ground, as I walked between two parked cars and stalked into the middle of the street.

      The oni demon’s red nostrils flared at my scent. “You!”

      “I’m Frances,” I said.

      Doubt flickered in the oni’s blue eyes. “You … killed my brother? But you’re so puny.”

      Clyde nudged me in the back with a claw. “See, I told you.”

      “I’m stronger than I look,” I said with a shrug.

      “You were wise to hide here, but now that that overgrown tree has abandoned his post, I am free to have you.”

      “But I didn’t kill your brother!”

      “Lies! His scent still clings to you.” The oni’s mane of black hair bristled upright in rage. “I smell his fear! His anger! You betrayed him!”

      “I didn’t kill your brother,” I insisted hotly. “But … I could have helped him. And I didn’t. I’m sorry. If you’ll just go peacefully, I’ll tell you what happened—”

      The oni waved his studded club above his head. “I will tear you limb from limb—”

      Clyde nudged me again. “I told you—”

      Scowling, I turned and plucked the urn from Clyde’s grasp. It was uncomfortably warm, even for me, so I tucked it into my armpit where my jacket could act as a barrier. I gestured to the mob of Others with the shotgun. “You got this,” I whispered.

      “Worst. Master. Ever. Of all time,” the demon whispered back.

      Loudly, I said, “Well, I tried to persuade them, but it seems your fury cannot be contained. Clyde, I summon you!”

      “That is not how it works,” he hissed, but he stalked as bravely as he could in front of me. “O thank you, master,” he said loudly. “It’s been too long since I unleashed my great fury upon this mortal plane.” Clyde cracked his knuckles, the pops echoing like gunfire. “Who’s first?”
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      The goblins shrieked as Clyde straightened to his full height. Normally he skulked, hunched over to appear smaller and less conspicuous. The jackal-headed cynocephali whined, ears flattening against their heads, as his muscled legs widened into a fighting stance, his chest puffing out like a wind-filled sail. Behind him, Blanche cupped her hands around her mouth and whistled appreciatively. I stumbled back out of the way as Clyde’s tail lashed, the barbs gouging cervices into the asphalt as his spiraling horns gleamed like black pearl in the street-light. Red flames sprang from his eye sockets.

      “Y-you’ve bonded a battler demon?” the geisha gasped, shrinking away.

      “I am the devourer of dreams,” Clyde bellowed, “the wholesaler of woe, your fear made flesh—”

      As he spoke, the demon grew in size. I don’t know how much time he burned to transform, but the effect was impressive. The acrid tang of brimstone lay heavy in the air as the tiny seams between his scales glowed red, like he was a beast of molten lava ready to burst from his scaly hide prison. I wasn’t well versed in demonology, so maybe he was. His home was by a river of fire, so why not? His skin stretched to accommodate his increasing size, the scales growing from thumbnail-sized diamonds to the size of dinner plates.

      The demon loomed over the mob, as big as a house, talons as long as garden rakes, needle-like teeth the size of my machete. The flames in his eyes, now three feet tall instead of three inches, snapped like angry red ribbons.

      I, and the rest of the humans and our Other allies, backed away slowly down the street.

      The geisha pawed at the oni’s arm. “She said nothing about a battler demon! Hayate, we can’t possibly defeat—”

      “—and you have threatened my master, Frances the Puny Yet Strong,” Clyde bellowed, rattling the storefront windows. “Agony is your fate, and I its executioner! I will tear! I will rip! I will slash and mangle and otherwise make you extremely uncomfortable before—”

      The oni riffled around in his tiger pelt a second time – seriously, where did he keep all this stuff? – producing a gelatinous orb the size of a soccer ball. The outer membrane was a dark teal, and the jelly-like center pulsed with a faint turquoise light.

      “OOO!” Clyde squealed, clapping his hands together and halting his metamorphosis. “Is that a fresh kraken egg?”
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      Smoke and flashes of red light swirled around the demon’s body as he shrank back to his normal eight-foot height. He sprang from the acrid cloud as gleeful as a puppy, plucking the kraken’s egg from the oni’s outstretched hand.

      His long purple tongue flicked out from behind his teeth, testing its freshness. “Oh! It’s only seven days old. That’s the perfect ripening stage. Still succulent jelly with a runny yoke and no bones!”

      Aghast, I shrilled, “Clyde!”

      Oblivious, the demon tapped the egg with a gentle claw and danced from one foot to another. “It still has that perfect wiggle. This is for me, isn’t? Wonderful. Oh, I can’t decide if I want to devour it now or wait until it dehydrates and forms that rubbery skin that is oh so chewy and delectably salty—”

      “Clyde,” I shouted.

      The demon tore his gaze from the egg cradled in his paws, the yellow flames of excitement winking out of his eye sockets. The seams in his ember-like eyes flared red, and his mouth dropped open in mute mortification.

      We had frozen in midstride from our retreat, hesitant to run in case the cynocephali gave chase. I gestured behind him with the shotgun.

      The demon’s long neck swiveled around, his shoulders hunching as the oni loomed over him, the kanabō poised over his shoulder like a baseball bat. The oni’s face split into a gruesome smile as he swung.

      Clyde fell back with a shriek as the studded club just barely missed his nose, that shriek turning into a scream as the kraken egg launched out of his gecko-like fingers. The oni howled as the egg splattered against his face, sizzling as the acidic juices dissolved his skin.

      “You made me drop it, you bast—” Clyde’s words choked off as the geisha withdrew her hand from her kimono sleeve and shot a sticky substance from her wrist. Clutching his eyes, the demon scrambled to his feet, bumping into cars like a crazed pinball, shouting, “Oh it burns with the fury of a thousand solar flares! RUN AWAY!”

      Cackling like malicious children, the goblins abandoned their hubcaps and gave chase, slashing at his flanks and tails with their tiny claws. The cynocephalus alpha threw back his head and howled, and his jackal-headed kin surged forward.

      “I want the whore alive!” the oni roared.

      I hit the street as Johnny fired. 40-caliber holes peppered the oni’s thick red hide like Swiss cheese. Baby Swiss cheese.

      Little runnels of dark blood oozed from the holes. Laughing, the oni demon coated his palm in his own blood and smeared it across his face like warpaint. The bullets had pained him no more than bee stings. Then he lifted his spiked club with a roar.

      I ducked between two cars as Jolene and Mason open fired. Blanche zipped after the panicking demon, brandishing her broom as if the goblins were rampaging dust bunnies. Like overgrown frogs, they bounced off cars, lamp posts, even the brick storefronts, leaving smudges of green goo behind. After their tangle with the tooth fairy, most of them lost interest in the fight and returned to their thieving.

      The cynocephali, however, were not easily dissuaded. A pack of them cornered Clyde and Blanche against a parked SUV, yipping and slashing with their khopeshes. The demon was still blinded by the sticky mess in his eyes, but Blanche had seated herself on his shoulders, holding onto his horns, and was shouting commands to keep the harrying jackal-men away. Under her direction, he swung his tail or slashed with his talons or kicked with his feet.

      Staying low, I slunk from car to car down the street. I had to find some place safe to stash this urn before I could help, but a cynocephalus with a good nose found me first.

      Behind you, the voice shrieked.

      Forcing my eyes to stay open through the throbbing in my head, I rolled to the side away from the arcing khopesh.

      I caught the hooked edge with the barrel of my shotgun and shoved, the cynocephalus staggering into the car with a pained yip. Growling, he bared his teeth at me as he swung again. Shotguns weren’t meant to parry with, much less fence with, and the blade sank into the wooden foregrip. The jackal-man let out a string of ululating yips – the bastard was laughing at me – and tore the shotgun out of my hands. It slid across the pavement, shoring up against a brick storefront with a clang.

      Most people make the mistake of watching their weapon fly out of their hands. When their adversary finally turns around, most likely wearing a maniacal grin, the heroine always has this dumbfounded that-wasn’t-supposed-to-happen expression on her face and then has to scramble to find another weapon.

      Well, that wasn’t about to happen to this girl.

      I followed my shotgun like I was being yanked by a magical three-foot leash, taking the opportunity to elbow the cynocephalus in his slavering jaw as I flew sideways through the air. Grunting, I landed on my back and slid a few feet before coming to a jarring halt. The khopesh slipped free from the dazed cynocephalus’s grip, clattering to the sidewalk.

      We shared a brief oh-shit glance, his yellow eyes boring into my blue ones, and then we scrambled for the blade. I was closer, but I was on my hands and knees with one arm still cradling the urn. The jackal-man took two huge strides and lunged. My fingers grazed against the braided leather of the hilt just as he landed on top of me. I rolled him off, curling into a ball to protect the urn and yank the khopesh closer. His fur-covered hands with their pointy black nails clawed at me, snatching one kicking foot and clamping his jaws around my ankle.

      I bit my lip so I wouldn’t scream and shoved my other foot into the jackal-man’s face. Couldn’t have him alert another one of his packmates to come over here and help him. He whined on the second kick, shoving me away and scrambling for the khopesh I’d released in my kicking frenzy. I scuttled back like a crab as the jackal-man sprang to his feet, the blade gleaming in his fist. His lips peeled back into a snarl as I continued to sidle away, my back jarring against the storefront as my hand bumped into something cold and metallic.

      The grin vanished from his face as I shoved myself to my feet and leveled the shotgun at his gut.

      The cynocephalus winced in anticipation, but I didn’t pull the triggers. I only had two shots, and I couldn’t waste them on him. Yowling with triumph, the jackal-man grinned and pounced.

      His yellow eyes widened as my machete sang as it clashed against his blade. Jackal-man wasn’t the only one who knew how to use a knife. I’d dropped the shotgun and had ripped my machete free of its sheath at the last moment, and now I needed to bank on his surprise. I rammed my shoulder into his chest, breaking us apart.

      I had to be quick. I was already tired, the bite wound on my leg throbbing, and we were outnumbered at least four-to-one. So I did the only thing I could think off.

      I threw the urn into the cynocephalus’s face.

      Startled, he dropped his khopesh and caught the urn between his fur covered hands. There was a pause, then a painful howl and the stench of searing flesh, and I rushed forward just in time to catch the urn and smash the hilt of my machete into the side of his neck.

      The jackal-man crashed face-down onto the sidewalk, unconsciousness, and I sheathed my machete. After kicking his khopesh under a car, I picked up the shotgun and continued my now-limping slink down the street toward my demon.
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      “I’ll make garlands out of your teeth and windchimes out of your femurs,” Blanche hollered, clobbering a cynocephalus who had tried to sneak up on their right side with her broom. She beat him until the bristles had all fallen out and she was left with just a stick. “Tail swing high, lover!”

      Clyde spun, his barbed tail flattening three cynocephali like bowling pins. “We … haven’t even … gone … on a … date … yet!”

      The demon dodged the swing of a khopesh and snatched the cynocephalus’s arm in his teeth. His jaws severed the arm with a snap, the jackal-man howling before Clyde kicked him away with a massive foot. The demon pried the khopesh from the dead fingers and swung it in a wide arc, the remaining cynocephali scattering out of the way.

      “What do you call this?” Blanche released Clyde’s horns so she could dangle from his shoulder and sweep the legs out of a cynocephalus with her broom handle.

      “I was … hoping for a … quiet evening … at home … with egg pudding!” The demon snatched a cynocephalus and threw him into two others, sprawling them against the pavement as their khopeshes skittered under the cars.

      “I’ll make you the biggest bowl of egg pudding you’ve ever seen. Talons left!”

      Clyde smacked a khopesh aside with his claws. “Promise?”

      “At least two dozen eggs!” In their moment of respite, Blanche leaned down and wiggled her fingers under the sticky film and ripped it free from his eyes.

      “UGH!” Clyde threw his head back with a howl.

      The blow knocked Blanche smack dab in the forehead, and the tooth fairy’s black eyes rattled around in her head as she slumped from his shoulders into a heap of navy blue and hot pink.

      Clyde touched a talon to her cheek. “B-Blanche?”

      “Clyde!” I screamed.

      The downswing of a khopesh lodged in the quills along his spine. Snarling, the demon whipped around, backhanding the jackal-man into the car across the street. He didn’t get up.

      Seething, the demon gently pushed the tooth fairy under the SUV so she wouldn’t get crushed. When he turned to face the regrouping cynocephali, his quills stood on end like an enraged porcupine, and black flames sprang from his eye sockets. His jaws snapped open with a roar, knocking the cynocephali onto their backs and bursting every car and storefront window in a fifty-yard radius.

      I dropped to the sidewalk and covered my head with my arms as glass pelted against me. It was in my hair, in the creases of my clothes, some of it had even found its way into my pockets. Shaking my head free of the worst of it, I glanced through the busted-out passenger window to see the demon taking the offensive and charging after the cynocephali. The jackal-men yelped in fear, stumbling over themselves to get away from his snapping teeth and slashing claws.

      Inching on my belly, I crawled under the SUV and quickly felt for Blanche’s pulse. It was steady and strong, but the tooth fairy was out cold. I shucked my coat and wrapped her in it to dull the chill of the pavement. After I’d nestled the urn in the shadow of a tire, but far enough away from it so the radiating heat wouldn’t melt it, I shimmied back onto the sidewalk and rejoined the fray.

      We had more than half of them on the run, but it seemed like the oni and the geisha – who I still couldn’t determine if she was human or Other yet – were the fiercest adversaries. As Clyde thundered after the scattering cynocephali, I slunk back down the street.

      I had a machete and shotgun full of rock salt, and a voice whose power I couldn’t harness without blowing another brain vessel. Sagging against a car, I fought to catch my breath. The adrenaline was wearing off, and that apple pie, though delicious, had only made a dent in replenishing my energy stores.

      “I should’ve had the cocoa too,” I muttered, shoving myself back onto my feet.
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      I found Jolene crouched behind a truck, rips in her pantyhose and four fine red lines on her cheek, frantically pawing through her pockets for extra bullets. Mason was covering for her with a piece of rebar he had found in the truck bed, swinging wildly just to keep the geisha at bay. Behind them, Johnny was likewise engaged with another length of rebar against the oni demon. Though Johnny was incredibly fast, and the oni dripped blood from more than a dozen holes, he wasn’t having much success.

      The woman was laughing, a sound as beautiful as her face, like the first birdsong of spring. She dodged the rebar as gracefully as a dancer, her long black hair swirling like a silken thundercloud, her red lips parted into a charming smile, her almond-shaped eyes sparkling with mirth.

      She was having fun.

      “Sugar snaps, I’m out,” Jolene hissed as I crouched beside her. “You?”

      “Two shots. But they’re rock salt,” I whispered. “I’ve got to get close.”

      Jolene nodded, pursing her fuchsia lips as she smoothed a lock back into place. “I might have more under the counter in the diner, but that’s on the opposite side of the street. And I’ve broken the heel off my favorite shoes!”

      I put my hand on her shoulder and squeezed. “You need to get out of here.”

      “Not while my nephew—”

      “I’ll look after Mason. Listen, Blanche is unconscious under the black SUV at the end of the street. I need you to go get her and get her to safety. Those cynocephali could come back and sniff her out, and she’d be defenseless.”

      “Until she woke up,” Jolene said with a savage smile.

      I smiled back. “Will you do that?”

      “Of course, hon.” Jolene dusted the muck from her coat and pulled the silk scarf from her neck. “You’re bleeding.”

      Forcing a quick smile in thanks, I cinched the floral scarf – fuchsia magnolias, are we surprised? – around my ankle as Jolene kept a look-out. I patted her arm when I was done, and the diner proprietor slunk down the sidewalk toward Blanche with little click-clacks of her fuchsia heels.

      I popped my head over the rim of the truck bed and instinctively ducked as Mason swung his rebar like a little leaguer after a bee. As much as I felt the urge to draw my machete and join in, I knew I’d only get in the way with my busted ankel. I had to wait, interfering only if it got bad, until I could use the shotgun.

      The geisha dodged another swing of rebar, shielding her mouth with a dainty hand as she giggled. “How could a young man as beautiful and virile as you be so uncoordinated?”

      Mason let out an angry cry as he swung again, the woman slipping past in a rustle of yellow-and-white silk.

      “You needn’t fight me, young man.”

      “Unfortunately, I do, ma’am,” the deputy panted. “Your friend’s trying to hurt my friend, and I can’t let that go. Plus, you scratched up my Auntie’s face pretty good there.”

      “The woman was interfering in my sport,” she replied coldly. The ice thawed from her face, warming again with a shy smile. “She was trying to keep us apart.”

      “We aren’t together, ma’am.”

      “ ‘Ma’am?’ ” The geisha stalked right to the edge of the rebar. She lifted her hands slowly, pushing her long black hair behind her shoulders. “Do I look like a ‘ma’am’ to you?”

      The kimono had slipped past her shoulders in the fight, and with her hair pushed back, I could see a long neck and a delicately sculpted collarbone and the tops of her milky white breasts rising above the silk with each breath.

      Mason’s face reddened.

      “Well? Do I?” the geisha asked softly.

      “No … miss.”

      She smiled, her red lips full and inviting. EmtpyHell, even I felt the allure of them halfway across the street from my hiding place behind the truck. It made my mind numb, dulling even the throbbing in my leg, enveloping me in the warm embrace of a hot summer day. Quickly, I pressed the side of my face against the truck, letting the cold shock me back to myself. I peered over the edge of the bed, careful not to look into the woman’s face with her mesmerizing honey-colored eyes.

      She lifted a red nailed finger and laid it against the tip of the rebar, perching as lightly as a bird. “I don’t want to fight anymore,” she whispered.

      “You … don’t?” Mason asked doubtfully. “Then … what do you want to do?”

      I slapped my hand against my face. Don’t fall for it, you dumbass.

      “Talk,” she answered, taking a step forward and trailing her fingertips up the rebar. “Just talk.”

      “About … what?” the deputy answered, his voice sluggish.

      “About you.” The geisha was just a few feet away, the rebar no longer between them. She bit her bottom lip, releasing it slowly as she rolled a bare shoulder, letting her kimono slip a little lower. “About me.”

      “You’re pretty,” Mason said dreamily.

      The geisha smiled. “So are you.” She stretched out a milky-pale hand, threading her fingers into his brown hair. “Absolutely … delectable.”

      Mason hummed something inaudible, the rebar hitting the pavement with a clatter as he leaned into her touch. His hands found the woman’s waist, and she didn’t resist as he pulled her in closer. The deputy stared lovingly into her eyes as he puckered his lips into a kiss.

      As the woman bent her head, I saw her hair move. Not from the wind, but from something rustling from underneath her kimono and parting through her long black hair like daggers from the shadows. Two appendages with multiple joints, variegated black-and-yellow, extended above her head. The pointed tips poised to strike either side of Mason’s neck, and the dopey-eyed deputy was still puckering up for a kiss that would never come.

      “Mason!” I shouted.

      He didn’t hear me. Or couldn’t.

      But Johnny did. Shoving the oni back to sprawl into a car, his eyes widened as a second set of spindly appendages joined the first.

      I searched the truck bed for a frantic second for something to throw. An old thermos rolled into my hand, and I lobbed it at the deputy. It knocked him in the shoulder and careened into one of the Other’s – definitely not a human woman – appendage tips. It had the same effect as stubbing a toe.

      She reared back with a shriek, the deputy stumbling forward. But he was still enthralled, trying to cradle her bruised appendage and give it a few there-there pats even as she smacked at him to get away. Just as he was leaning in to try to kiss it better, Johnny tackled her.

      The oni demon didn’t pursue him. Instead, he swore and thrashed, his horns and tusks caught in the driver’s side window of a Mercedes where he’d tried to gore the sheriff before Johnny had skipped out of the way. The entire car shook, metal screeching as the oni’s horns fought to tear free.

      “Mason,” I shouted again. “Wake up, you idiot! Get out of the way!”

      Cursing, I limped out from behind my hiding place, grabbed the love-struck deputy by the collar, and hauled him out of the way of the thrashing limbs.

      Johnny rolled on top of the Other, pinning her between his knees and baring down on his own rebar to crush her throat.

      Dropping the shotgun, I grabbed the back of Mason’s jacket as he attempted to haul Johnny off, obviously still enthralled. The deputy spun around angrily, ready to shove me off, when I did the only thing I could think of.

      I snatched his collar and yanked him in for a kiss.

      “No!” the Other screeched. “That was my dinner!”

      There was a moment of resistance, and then Mason’s lips softened against mine, and a second later they parted, gasping in surprise.

      I pushed the deputy away irritably, wiping my mouth as his wide brown eyes stared disbelievingly into mine.

      “F-Frances?”

      “Cool it, stud.”

      “What the – UGH!” Mason stumbled away from the Other and her additional four flailing appendages.

      “A little … help … here?” Johnny grunted.

      Her pale fingers with their red nails strained against the metal rod, her honey eyes widening in fright at his strength.

      Mason scrambled after his rebar as I limped to retrieve the shotgun. Across the street, the oni bellowed in frustration, the car shaking as he fought like a bear trying to free itself from a trap.

      The geisha’s mouth twisted into a snarl as her appendages struck.

      Johnny snatched the one aimed at his neck, but he howled as another one pierced through his shoulder, the barbed tip shining red in the street light for only a heartbeat before it ripped out the way it had come.

      The other two black-and-yellow appendages joined her hands against the rebar struggling to crush her throat, straining against the impossibly strong sheriff.

      Seething, Johnny snapped the appendage he’d caught at the joint and rammed the barbed end into that delicately sculpted collarbone. His green eyes gleamed with bloodlust as the beautiful Other screamed.

      Roaring, the oni finally broke free of the car with a squeal of tearing metal. “KITA!”

      Gritting her teeth, Kita released one hand from the rebar and clamped her nails around Johnny’s throat. “Ram him, Hayate!” she shrilled.

      “Johnny,” Mason cried, grabbing the geisha’s wrist.

      Unable to break her hold, he shoved her arm to the side and used the opening to punch her in the face. Her pale skin cracked like dropped porcelain, chips clattering against the pavement and revealing something sinister underneath. The punch also broke Mason’s hand, judging by the way he screamed. But the deputy kept his pain in check long enough to use his all-star football muscles to wrench Johnny free of her grasp and shove him aside as the oni struck.

      The truck I’d been using as a hiding place rocked back onto two wheels as the oni pinned Mason against the passenger door. The window shattered from the impact, sprinkling the street with crushed crystal.

      Mason groaned as the oni tore his tusks free, arms wrapped around his gut as he slumped face-first onto the asphalt.

      The oni reared his head back in a triumphant cry, blood like fresh paint coating his yellow tusks.

      And when he lowered his head, blue eyes ablaze with victory, he was met with the entire load from my double barrel shotgun, right in his face.
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      Howling, the oni clutched his ruined face and staggered back.

      Johnny didn’t waste a second. He whacked the oni behind the knees with his rebar, some bone in the oni’s thick leg snapping and buckling under his weight. The cars trembled as the oni crashed against the ground, and Johnny pounced.

      Gripping the barrel of his sidearm, he pistol-whipped the wounded oni, shattering fingers and turning an already broken nose into mush. He hammered away at anything he could, screaming in rage. Arcs of red slung from the butt of his sidearm every time he raised his hand, glittering like little rubies before splattering wetly against the pavement. And the rock salt I had blasted into his face kept the blood fresh and flowing.

      “Hayate!” the geisha wailed.

      She rolled onto her feet as her kimono ripped apart like confetti. I staggered back as an enormous garden spider grew from the shredded silks. Balancing on seven legs and tucking the wounded eighth against her white-and-black abdomen, the spider would’ve towered over Clyde. Clicking her mandibles angrily, she scuttled over to the oni demon and the sheriff beating him into a pulp.

      “Johnny!” I screamed.

      The sheriff rolled away just as the spider swatted at him with a barbed foot like a harpoon. Cradling the oni in three of her legs, she secured him in a milky white web, and retreated down the street.

      But Johnny wasn’t about to let them go. He snatched up his rebar and took a few running steps before launching it like a javelin. It whistled through the air, embedding itself into the spider’s abdomen. She screamed, as high pitched as a train whistle, but she didn’t stop to engage him. The Other trundled along, slinging the wounded oni beneath her like an egg sac as she frantically tried to get out of range.

      I shouted the sheriff’s name again as he snatched up Mason’s rebar, but he didn’t seem to hear me. His face was as red as I’ve ever seen it, his green eyes on fire, his jaw clenched like it could grind stone into gravel. I grabbed his arm and yanked, and when he whipped around to glare at whoever had interrupted his focus, I barely recognized him.

      I didn’t kiss him. I slapped him.

      And burned my hand.

      What in the EmptyHell—

      “Frances.”

      I looked up from my stinging palm into the face I knew. He was blinking rapidly, clutching his head. “What the—”

      I didn’t have any time to think about my hand or Johnny’s sudden calm. I just grabbed his arm and yanked.

      “Mason,” I gasped. “He’s been gored.”

      

      
        
        ⁂⁂⁂

      

      

      

      Anyone out here in the Midwest is familiar with the idea of goring. Especially if you work on a cattle ranch or hunt wild boar. Imagine being stabbed, but instead of the wound being inflicted by a relatively thin and sharp knife, you’re getting impaled by a sharpened baseball bat. The wounds are deeper, bigger, and usually accompanied with extra slash-related trauma from the animal tearing to free itself from you.

      In short, deadly.

      Time was critical.

      I don’t know if we got Mason to the hospital in time. I just remember seeing those doors swing shut to the emergency trauma suite, banging closed like a coffin. Flashbacks of scattering assistants, frantically beeping echocardiogram machines, clattering surgical instruments pelted me one after the other, forcing me back step by step until I was running through the halls.

      The last time I’d been in a hospital – a clinic – was when I’d helped take the oni demon apart. Goro, his older brother had called him. I had buried those memories, buried them deep, so I wouldn’t have to live with the fact that I was a monster.

      I had to get out of here.

      I know I made it into the fresh night air. I know I stumbled past the neatly trimmed boxwood hedge that separated the hospital sidewalk from the parking lot. I know I had a throbbing ankle and a pounding headache and eyes that couldn’t see anything but an oni demon with his gut torn open with blood being siphoned off and his liver in a jar and his blue eyes identical to my own pleading for help—

      I remembered falling onto my knees, overheated and desperate for air as I retched bile onto the pavement.

      And then I remembered nothing.
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      Something was burning.

      I forced my eyes open as the stench of a pig farm on fire seared the inside of my nose. The fire detector blared a second after, and pale gray tendrils of smoke snuck along my bedroom ceiling.

      Kicking off the covers, I fell out of bed, my ankle swollen and bruised. It seriously looked like I’d gotten it caught in a bear trap. But my body felt sore all over, particularly my arms and cheeks. I remembered passing out last night outside the hospital, but I didn’t remember getting beaten within an inch of my life.

      I needed to check what the Antevortan Clock had to say about this.

      But I needed clothes first. Somehow, I was wearing nothing but my underwear. Even the leather cuff I wore around my wrist to hide my brand was missing.

      I snatched the robe I’d carelessly tossed onto my dresser and quickly wrapped it around me.

      Grabbing the shotgun – which was miraculously leaning up against the bed’s footboard – I used it as a cane to hobble down the hallway and stagger into the swirling gray vortex of smoke that was my kitchen.

      Waving a hand did nothing to cut the clouds. “Clyde?”

      “Success!” his disembodied voice said from somewhere near the stove. “When you didn’t wake after your customary seven-hour-forty-nine-minute regenerative allotment, I assumed it had something to do with your wound. Two hours post-allotment I decided to see if stimulating your olfactory senses would rouse you, since you proved unresponsive to physical manipulation.”

      I rubbed my sore cheek. “Physical manipulation?”

      “I pinched you. Most forcefully, I might add.”

      “So then you decided to set my kitchen on fire?” I asked through the still-blaring fire detector.

      “That was an unseen side-effect.”

      “I can’t even see – can you kill that alarm already?” I shouted.

      There was a crunch of plastic and a woeful bleuuuh of the dying fire detector.

      Yeah, I’d have to replace that …

      “And the smoke?”

      There was a gasp, and the cloud of gray started to twist. I felt the air tugging on my clothes, sliding me across the tiles on my stocking feet. The demon inhaled again, stronger this time, and I made a flailing snatch for the doorframe but missed. Yelping, I was pulled along with the – let’s be frank here – mini smoke-tornado that rattled the cabinets and plucked silverware out of the dish drainer. I ducked as a fork zipped past my head on an angry mission to impale the drywall above the back door and caught a spoon before it could scoop my left eye out. Gingham hand towels chased each other in streaks of blue and white, the salt and pepper shakers liberally seasoned well … everything, and the paper napkins flew out of their holder like an angry flock of seagulls.

      The madness ended when I caught a wayward hand towel and smooshed it against Clyde’s nose. Silverware clattered against the floor, and the napkins fluttered against the stove, immediately catching fire on the red-hot eyes. I shoved the coughing demon aside and grabbed the oven mitts out of their drawer and slapped at the little flames.

      Clyde stumbled across the kitchen, hacking as the towel clogged his nostrils. His barbed tail swung into the refrigerator, denting the door, as he pawed at his face with his claws. “Can’t … breathe,” he gasped.

      “Then breathe through your mouth,” I shouted, still slapping at the cheerily burning napkins.

      The demon gasped in relief as one talon tip hooked under the towel and yanked. He slung the sooty towel into the sink and coughed, a little fireball permanently scorching one white floor tile black as obsidian.

      “I may be a demon, but I have some self-respect,” Clyde coughed. “Mouth-breathing is so gauche. Besides, how would I smell?”

      I didn’t answer him. My mind was too numb with shock.

      With the smoke finally cleared, AKA sucked into the brimstone-loving lungs of my demon, it was easy to see the disaster that was my kitchen. Besides the debris caused by the mini smoke-tornado, there was something that may or may not have been bacon rashers that were just crispy black lines across the cast iron skillet. Milk from a torn apart carton dripped onto the floor, a few empty cans of – what was that? Baked beans? – rolled listlessly along the counter, sacks of flour and corn meal dusted everything else in white and yellow.

      And in the middle of it all, my demon with a Don’t Panic! I’m A Professional! apron dangling over his neck. It provided the same amount of coverage as a bib or a preteen’s crop-top.

      He hunched the longer I stared, tucking his claws until his chin and clicking them together nervously. “I’m told breakfast is the most important part of the day. And if you’re going to survive the next four days, I figured we’d start you out on the right foot. Yes?”

      I turned my shocked face toward him.

      The demon swallowed anxiously. “A-and I felt an apology of sorts was necessary after I was, ahem, distracted during last night’s battle.”

      “You mean when you turned into a giddy school-girl at the sight of a kraken egg and blew our entire retreat? That distraction?”

      “Kraken spawn is irresistible to my kind. They are beasts of the water, our natural enemies, so it makes sense we’d take enormous pleasure devouring their young,” Clyde mumbled. He flinched when I crossed my arms over my chest. “A-and as I am unfamiliar with the behavioral tendencies of school-girls, I think the correct answer here is … ‘yes?’ ”

      “And where did you get all this stuff?”

      “The Walmart. Though I don’t understand why it is called that. It is not a market selling walls or even segments thereof. I used one of those plastic cards you keep in your satchel, and I must say, those plastic cards are a marvelous invention. Back in my day, we had to carry around gold and silver coins. That can be quite heavy for a human. I also took the liberty of stocking the two cold compartments of this contraption”—he patted the dented refrigerator—“as well as the pantry. The machine told me there is twenty-three cents remaining on that card.”

      “Please tell me it wasn’t the Visa gold card!” I wailed.

      “It was not.”

      “Oh thank the GoneGods. Which one was it?”

      The demon winced. “It was the gold card.”

      “But you just said—”

      “You just said not to tell you it was the gold card!”

      “Never mind!” I ran my fingers through my curls and tugged on my scalp. I noticed he’d tucked his talons under his chin and was clicking them together like he did whenever he was nervous. “What, Clyde?”

      “Miss Chumki also said that all Capriformers were to acquire the first sparkly thing they saw at a pawn shop today, so I made a slight detour before returning to the hovel.”

      “And I bet she gets a percentage of all pawn shop transactions today,” I muttered. “So what did you get?”

      Clyde lumbered to a new messenger bag hanging up on the coat pegs by the back door. “I, um, had to get a bag of holding for all of my … Capriformer collectables, as well,” he said sheepishly. Rummaging around in his new bag, he produced a milky quartz paperweight.

      “That’s great, Clyde.” I didn’t bother to inspect it. I was too flabbergasted at the mess that was my kitchen. “Oh my GoneGods, it’s gonna take days to clean this up.”

      “Do not concern yourself with this catastrophe. I will set it to rights.” The demon replaced the paperweight in his messenger bag – which no doubt had the feathered hat and the bottle of glue his astrologer had told him to collect over the last week – and pressed his gecko-like fingers against my back, guiding me into a chair. “Eat. When you are finished, I will clean. Apep the Devourer will help me.”

      “I don’t have time to eat!” I shrilled. “There’s an oni demon with my name written in blood on his forehead – probably – plus a bunch of his cronies out there, not to mention a Cerean nymph who’s kidnapped Wyatt which that bastard Landon Falls has for some reason put me in charge of finding, the only protector of the town has some sort of blood poisoning in my clinic, plus my face was on television so the Family is probably only three minutes away—”

      “Maggot.” Brandishing his spatula, the demon thrust his hip out to the side like some Real Housewife of Hell, his apron fluttering around his neck. “It is my job to protect you. Before undertaking this arduous task of preparing you a culinary and nutritious masterpiece, I’ve done two perimeter sweeps. Not just of the hovel, but of the town itself. If anyone is here to hurt you, they have sequestered themselves for the time being in the western woods, which reeks of burnt sage so I did not explore it. For now, maggot, you. Are. Safe.”

      I let out a shaky breath, desperate to believe him.

      “Now, eat,” the demon urged. “Before you have another aneurysm. And when you are satiated, we will begin with the to-do list of thwarting the apocalypse and other such inconveniences in order of importance.”

      As Clyde tied a hand towel around my neck, I noticed a burn on his inner wrist.

      Apparently he’d forgotten to wear oven mitts while burning the bacon.

      I yanked his hand in front of my nose. “Clyde! How did you – That burn looks bad. You’re already blistering! Does it hurt? I’ll get the med-kit—”

      “I do not hurt. And it is not a burn. It is a brand. I fashioned it myself,” he added proudly.

      “You what now?” I twisted his gecko-like hand into the morning light.

      A partial cardinal-in-flight, almost exactly like my own, was pale white against his black scales. His hide wasn’t blistered so much as void of pigment.

      If he knew what the bird meant, he never would’ve branded himself. “Clyde! Why would you—”

      The demon pulled his hand away and finished knotting the dish towel into a bib around my neck. “We have fought at least three battles together. I have been remiss in not taking your mark before now. But there was never a time to discuss your sigil, so after I prepared you for your regenerative allotment—”

      “You didn’t need to strip me.” I tightened the robe closer to my chest. “I can sleep in my clothes—”

      “Not those ones. I assure you. May I continue, maggot?” He fetched a few utensils off the floor and lumbered over to the stove. “After I removed your cuff, I discovered your mark. So I have given myself the same. We are now one clutch.”

      “Clutch?”

      “Yes. A … unit. Bound by the same sigil. Now, for your food.” He returned with a mixing bowl of Rice Crispies, milk, and baked beans. A plate of burnt hoe cakes resembling hockey pucks in both appearance and consistency joined the mixing bowl, and the demon broke the spatula scraping the burnt bacon bits out of the skillet onto the Rice Crispies. “Garnish is everything,” he explained. “Or so I’m told by the Food Network.”

      I swallowed a thick lump of revulsion. “How … nice.”

      “Before you is the optimal configuration of macronutrients. These puffed rice grains and cornmeal cakes for carbohydrates, these beans and milk for protein, and this ‘bacon’ you Americans are so fond of for fat.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “The Food Network also says you should taste as you go.”

      “And be unfit to perform my duties as I would be bedridden with gastrointestinal distress? You know I cannot consume cooked meat without dire consequences.”

      “Ah yes, the fiery farts and plague flies.” I nudged a black chip of burnt bacon onto my spoon. “And the charcoal?”

      “That’s extra. For flair.” The demon pounded my back in encouragement. “Eat up.”

      “Actually … I think I’m just gonna go to the bathroom first,” I said, easing out of my chair. “Take a shower and … whatnot.”

      “You wish to purge your lower digestive track to make room for incoming nutrients. I do the same myself.” Clyde nodded sagely. “I will put this on the stove to keep warm. Your body will break down your food more efficiently if it does not have to waste energy heating it up in your stomach. Happy purging, maggot.”

      I limped back down the hallway into the bathroom, wincing as I heard the hall closet wrench open.

      “Come forth, Apep!” the demon told the vacuum cleaner. “We have an arduous task before us!”

      A sigh of relief slipped out of me as I heard the latch click into place as the door closed. I knew I’d have a few moments of blissful peace in the bathroom. Clyde knew not to bother me in here, and how much trouble could he get into with a vacuum cleaner?

      Images of ruined rugs and exploding canisters flitted across my inner eye like fireflies. My pulse spiked, but I squashed it quick, lest Clyde wrench open the door in a panic after my wellbeing.

      It’s fine. It’ll be fine.

      Sucking in a purging breath, I yanked back the shower curtain to start the faucet.

      And there, huddled in the tub, were six pairs of eyes staring meekly up at me.

      One of the chicks peeped nervously, and then soon all six were peeping and flapping and falling over and flailing their little orange feet in the air.

      I wrenched open the bathroom door. “Clyde!”
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      I pointed to the chicks peeping in my bathtub. “What in the EmptyHell is this?”

      Clyde swived his long neck around the door. “I would assume a veterinarian would be able to recognize a chicken when she saw one. But perhaps you’re referring to the species? This is the Plymouth Rock variety. Though they must be a stunted subspecies because they’re quite miniature and covered in fluff—”

      “I mean, why are there chickens in my bathroom?”

      “Well, I couldn’t possibly leave them in that cage—"

      “No, no, no. Why do you have them? You didn’t steal them or—”

      “Certainly not! These were ‘the special prize’ that overenthusiastic announcer Kyle Corley was talking about for my participation in the Bachelor Auction. Chicken Master Billy Crane gave them to me at the Walmart. He has an entire dozen for Johnny as the first-place winner.” He tapped a claw on his chin. “For a Chicken Master, he seemed glad to be rid of them.”

      “He probably thought they were cursed,” I muttered, scooping the chicks out of the tub and into Clyde’s hands. “Whoever heard of chicks being hatched this late?”

      “What do I do with these, anyway?” the demon asked, corralling them with his claws. “They’re too small to be worth the effort to pluck and eat. However, I did see packages of frozen ‘chicken nuggets’ at the Walmart, so someone must be taking the time—”

      “You don’t eat chicks,” I said irritably, washing out the tub.

      “Then to use the phrase you so enjoy, why in the EmptyHell would I want these if I can’t eat them?”

      “Because, Clyde,” I said slowly, as if teaching a kindergartener, “when they grow up, they lay eggs.”

      The demon’s ember-like eyes flared into yellow flames of excitement. “You mean the eggs I can purchase in the chilled section for the Rollback price of one-twenty-nine for a dozen-and-a-half?”

      “Eggs-actly.”

      The chicks peeped as he cradled them close to his face. One particularly fearless chick pecked at his scaly nose with a rapid tap-tap-tap. “Oh my darling pecklings, you will grow large and strong and lay countless eggs for me. Come, come, my darlings, we will get you something to eat.”

      “Just water until we can get to the feed store,” I hollered from the bathroom.

      Shutting the door, I turned on the water and let the steam erase the last hour.

      My ankle was just as bad as I thought it was, and even though I slathered it with half a tube of triple antibiotic ointment and downed some of the Clavamox I had on hand from my clinic – known in the human medical world as Augmentin – I knew I might have to go see an actual doctor. EmptyHell, I was already in the system thanks to my day trip to the county jail a few days ago, so what could it hurt?

      But Clyde had other plans.

      

      
        
        ⁂⁂⁂

      

      

      

      When I emerged from the bathroom, he gestured me to join him in the living room.

      “Clyde,” I said with a mild groan, “I really think I need to go to the hosp—”

      “You don’t need a hospital.”

      “I’m a medicus. I’d think I’d know—” The sound of peeping distracted me. Glancing over my shoulder, I saw the chicks corralled in the empty kitchen sink with a little bowl of water off to one side.

      Great, another thing for me to bleach.

      “Come sit down, maggot. I know what’s best for you, remember?”

      That was debatable, but I dropped onto the couch, already tired from the exertion of walking the twenty or so steps. Polyester filling shot out of the myriad holes like I’d just sat on a giant tube of toothpaste.

      Ah, yes. That time Clyde had stabbed if full of holes with his claws …

      Seriously, having a teething cerberus puppy would’ve been far easier to handle in the house than this clumsy demon.

      Across the ruined couch was the flatscreen and the entertainment center, the Antevortan Clock and the urn back in their usual places. Son-of-a-biscuit, the urn. I’d totally forgotten about it until now, mentally kicking myself for leaving it unattended during last night’s street fight. Clyde must’ve gone back for it.

      Maybe he really did know what was best for me.

      I seriously needed to find an alternate way of keeping it close. My backpack wasn’t cutting it lately, not with it being so hot all the GoneGodDamn time, and keeping it at the house just didn’t seem safe anymore.

      I hadn’t expected to come back here and seeing things just I as I had left them gave me an eerie sense of déjà vu. I glanced at the Antevortan Clock, silently cursing its hand that still pointed at eleven-thirty, and turned my attention to the urn.

      Its black pearlescence surface gleamed back at me, silent but waiting.

      “Clyde, my leg really hurts,” I said again.

      “We mustn’t wait.” Clyde scooped up the urn, licked his finger, and quelled the smoldering ember ring left on the wood surface with his spittle. “You should be holding this,” he said, shoving the urn into my hands. I swaddled it quickly in a throw blanket so it wouldn’t singe my fingers. “It will strengthen your connection.”

      “But my leg—”

      “No interruptions, please.” Clearing his throat, the demon paced back and forth in front of the couch like a general ready to address his troops. A general with a Don’t Panic! I’m A Professional! apron-bib fluttering against his sternum. “You should both be present for this instructional lecture, so if you would invite the, uh, well, what is it exactly?”

      “I-I don’t know, actually.” I ran my thumb over the urn. “It’s a ‘she’, I know that much. But what she is … Even she doesn’t know. And, um, there are four of her.”

      Orange flames flared from his eye sockets. “Four?”

      “Yeah … my best guess is that it’s one being fragmented into four consciousnesses.” Having finally decided upon names for the ABCs … and V of this Other’s multiple personality disorder, I ticked them off on my fingers as I listed them. “The dominant one is Allie, the diva is Brittany, the doom-and-gloom one is Charlotte, and then … there’s Valerie.”

      “This Other is powerful enough to exist in four phases simultaneously, emit psionic blasts, communicate telepathically, imbue you with superhuman strength, and shred the skins off an ancient skinwalker using elemental energy. There is no BAMF rating for such a creature, and you name its personalities after sorority floozies?”

      I shrugged. “And yet strangely, it works.”

      “Well, an Other that doesn’t even know what she is does add another level of complication to the whole ordeal.” He waved a clawed paw. “Never mind. Invite … them to join us. You can channel them all at once, can’t you?”

      “Not happily …” I released a mental breath I didn’t know I was holding, and a golden light surged into my consciousness.

      It was like being smacked in the face with a rogue wave.
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      Hey, girl, heyyy! Allie (the carefree SoCal surfer) wagged a pair of imaginary finger-guns at me.

      Brittany (the diva) flipped her hair over her shoulder and examined her nails. Ugh. Is it, like, too much to ask for some one-on-one time?

      I am present as requested, Charlotte (the dour old lady) announced with a sigh.

      MY AX IS READY! Valerie (the Viking and also a clever play on ‘Valkyrie’ if I do say so myself) boomed.

      Flinching, I cradled my head in my hands, stifling a cry. Clyde hunched over me quickly, poking my forehead with a talon.

      “That was exceptionally rude, um, ladies,” he chided. “Do you want to melt her brain into jelly? Do you?”

      No, they answered, hanging their imaginary heads.

      Frankilicious, you know we didn’t mean it like that, right? Allie asked.

      I know, Allie. Thanks.

      But on the other hand, I was glad they did. Just the surge of the Other’s presence had healed my leg entirely. There were some jagged scars left over, but no more pain – at least in my leg – and no more infection. I’d chalk that up in the win department any day.

      “Now that you’re all here, I think it’s best we get something out of the way.” Clyde flashed to the kitchen, the living room curtains flapping against the windows in his wake. A blink later, he flashed back, the kitchen table’s table-cloth chasing after him. He untangled the lemon-patterned fabric from his legs and tossed it aside. “You will all sign a contract.”

      YOU MEAN AN OATH, HELLION? Valerie demanded.

      I rubbed my forehead. “Valerie seems to think you’re talking about an oath?”

      “As you humans say, toe-may-to, toe-mah-to. There is nothing more sacred to an Other than a promise, an oath, a contract. Like the one we share made in blood, maggot.”

      I tucked my hands into my armpits. “I’m not going to have to dip a quill into my bleeding fingertip, am I?”

      “Are you volunteering?”

      “Not exactly?”

      “I don’t see any swan feathers around here anyway, so it is rather moot. Instead we will use the next best thing. These.” He held up a Chinese take-out menu and a Sharpie.

      “Are you serious?” I asked. “I’ve got actual paper and pens, you know.”

      “The Asian cultures are some of the most honorable in the world, which is why their pantheons are filled with all manner of horrible creatures, most created as punishment for dishonorable behavior. This paper with its Asian glyphs will hold this Other to her word – their words? – as will this writing implement. It says its ink is permanent.” He placed the items in front of me on the coffee table. “Now, you must be specific. A moral Other will honor the spirit of the contract as well as the words, but an immoral one will try its best to find and exploit every loophole.”

      INSULTER! Valerie boomed.

      Is he, like, saying I won’t honor my word? Brittany demanded. Cover your ears because I’m about to call him the ‘b’ word.

      Wincing, I reached for my beta-blockers. I just needed something to tone them down. It was like I was at a rave with flashing lights and throbbing bass and the techno music cranked so high it was rattling the ceiling.

      Clyde slapped the back of my hand like he had in the diner. He shook his claw at me. “Not yet. Once they sign, you won’t need those. At least not as much.” He tapped the Sharpie against his chin. “Now, as an expert at finding loopholes – I am from Hell, you remember – I will devise a contract that is absolutely foolproof.”

      He scribbled with the Sharpie and held up the menu for my inspection.

      “ ‘I will not harm Frances Church?’ That’s it?”

      “What more is there?”

      “But what about obedience? What about respecting my body? What about consent?”

      “Oh. You have a good point.”

      “Let me see that,” I said, plucking the Sharpie from his hand.

      I wrote variants of the rules the voice and I had discussed while in the jail cell a few days ago. Clyde’s ‘I will not harm Frances Church’ covered those skull-splitting headaches, so I didn’t need to reiterate that one. I put a #1 sign next to it and continued down the list.

      #2: No physical possession without consent, unless in mortal peril.

      #3: Continual presence in my consciousness is allowed so long as the safe words ‘Yellowstone’ (meaning: okay) and ‘Honeydew’ (meaning: stop and/or go away) are respected.

      I showed the list to Clyde.

      “My, that is much more thorough,” he said. “Have you had many contracts with disreputable Others? No? Well, you should consider becoming a lawyer, especially since going to Hell is no longer an option. Now here is the most important part: this must be the truth. No loopholes. Is this exactly the way it should read before they sign?”

      Hesitating, I chewed my bottom lip. Then I uncapped the Sharpie, made an asterisk beside ‘Church’, and wrote also known as Frances May Austin.

      Clyde blinked his ember-like eyes but said nothing.

      I fidgeted in my seat. “It should be ready now.”

      “Ladies,” he addressed the Other, “sign your names to the best of your abilities.”

      One by one, the multiple personalities took turns possessing my hand. Since we weren’t in the heat of battle, or arguing, or taking my body for a joy-ride, I had the time to experience their individual essences.

      Allie with her quiet calmness that reminded me of lazy days at the beach; Brittany with her unflappable cheerleader-like pep that tingled like Pop-Rocks on my tongue … except in my brain; wise Charlotte with her poise and refinement, smoother than the finest cream sherry. And Valerie … nothing short of a hurricane wind that left me simultaneously breathless and invigorated.

      I became a copilot in my own body, mesmerized as my hand wrote in four distinct styles other than my own.

      Allie wrote hers in carefree yet legible letters; Brittany dotted her ‘i’ with a heart; Charlotte signed in elegant cursive script. And, of course, Valerie spelled her name in runes. So long as she – or any of the others – was in my consciousness, my eyes read them as easily as if they were English letters. Written in all capitals, of course.

      I signed my name last, and the moment that Sharpie left the menu, a clarity settled over my mind. Like the sun burning away the morning fog from an ocean and leaving nothing but a clear horizon behind. Just for a second, I relaxed completely for the first time in nine months.

      “Now that that’s out of the way, welcome to Possession 101,” Instructor Clyde began. “Since this is as much an art form as it is a science, you will learn through physical participation as well as through lecture. But as Frances has only four days to live, I will present the condensed version.”

      Aaand there was reality returning with a quick kick in the ass.

      Clyde held up two claws. “Possession is divided into two categories: parasitic and symbiotic. Apep, the Devouring Worm, was famous for his parasitic possessions before you so cunningly trapped him in a vacuum cleaner. For this type of possession, the possessor and the possessed are not of one purpose. In all cases, the host is consumed from the inside out. Mental instability, verbal rambling, and physical illness always accompany these possessions. Death of the host is certain. But that’s not going to happen to you five!”

      The demon paused to give us a thumb’s up.

      I’m uncertain whether your enthusiasm is based in blind faith or in oblivious hope, Charlotte mused.

      That is, like, such a relief, Brittany squealed. Can you imagine me and Frances with pimples? Um, like, not a snowball’s chance in Hell, demon-boy.

      I forced a smile. “Thanks, Clyde.”

      He bobbed a nod of his lizard-like head. “The second form of possession, the symbiotic one, is an umbrella term for a variety of different non-lethal possessions. This is where the two entities share a common purpose, usually survival. Before my promotion, my kind – the familiar demon – used to assume the shape of an animal when visiting this plane. While transfiguration is not possession, we were fully capable of possessing any fauna we chose, even our master. For example, during combat we could either inhabit the master’s body to imbue physical strength and invulnerability, or we could possess an enemy’s and strike from within their own ranks.”

      My eyes went wide. “Woah.”

      AW HELLZ YEAH! Valerie threw her fist into the air.

      “Such possession requires delicacy so as to not blow a human apart – unless that was the master’s command – which makes me the perfect tutor for you … all. If I may, I would like to refer to your collective consciousness as Quad, or some other fitting moniker, for the sake of ease.”

      Team Girl Power, Brittany offered.

      LEGION! Valerie demanded.

      I find your desire to reduce our individuality into one entity lazy and disrespectful, Hell-spawn, Charlotte sniffed.

      I smothered a chuckle. Wasn’t it you who said you existed on all points of the circle of life simultaneously? You are one.

      A sullen presence remained in my mind, but Charlotte didn’t reply. Then the mood changed to warm, carefree sunlight, and Allie said,

      What about Sunny?

      You’re, like, only picking that one because that’s, like, your vibe, Brittany sulked.

      POWERFUL AS THE SUN? HELLZ YEAH! FLAME ON!

      Charlotte sighed. That word is usually employed to describe an entity’s personality, not—

      Valerie pointed with her battle axes. YOU GET A SOLAR FLARE, AND YOU GET A SOLAR FLARE! WOO!

      Like, fiiine, Brittany said like a true teenager, full of you’re-embarrassing-me angst.

      If it would quiet this racket, Charlotte sniffed, then I accept.

      Then me, myself, my other self, and I all agree, Allie said, kicking back and folding her imaginary hands behind her imaginary head.

      “They would like you to address them collectively as ‘Sunny,’ ” I informed the demon.

      “Noted. So, back to the point. You, Sunny, an exceptionally powerful Other”—if the voice had had feathers she would’ve preened them proudly right now—“have been bonded to a creature of immense ineptitude.”

      “Excuse me?” I demanded.

      “You are human, maggot. You have no abilities. It is just a fact, not a judgement.”

      “It sounded pretty judgmental to me,” I grumbled.

      “From my observations, Sunny has acted out, taking control of your motor functions and the like when she does not trust your decisions.”

      I-I guess so, Allie said apologetically.

      TRUTH! Valerie cried.

      I shifted in my seat. “She’s agreeing with you.”

      “Of course she is. I’m right,” Clyde said. “This unannounced possession, and the maggot’s instinct to shield herself, is the reason for her headaches. You are quite literally frying her brain. Which is bad for you, Sunny, because if she dies, so do you. At least while you’re bonded the way you are. I don’t suppose you know how to unbind yourself?”

      Like, no …

      “So then it’s in your best interest to be polite. You’ve already proven you can trust each other when it counts. The skinwalker was evidence of that. You just need to build more of it.” Clyde turned around to the easy chair in the corner and snatched up an armful of newspaper clippings, trifolded pamphlets, and half a dozen paperback books. He dumped them into my lap. “In your free time, I insist you read these. Mindy’s newspaper column, flyers from the county’s Health Department, and Aldie’s books. He’s an Other self-help legend.”

      I picked up the book on top of the pile and arched an eyebrow. “ ‘Learn to Swim in Lake You?’ ”

      On the front cover was a laughing drow, white teeth sparkling as he hugged himself while knee-deep in lake water. He’d actually be sexy with his short hair and swarthy Mediterranean looks if these book titles didn’t want to make me gag. I shifted through the rest of them.

      “YOLO Is Actually Self-Love-O.”

      “Mortality Bites, But It Doesn’t Have To Suck.”

      The last book – heavily book-marked with old receipts, take-out menus, even those flimsy napkins the gas station keeps by its Slushie machine – “Bad Is Just Another Word For Misunderstood” – showed the dark elf author with a sympathetic smile and a pair of finger guns pointing at the reader.

      “Is this yours, Clyde?” I asked.

      “Whether or not the book belongs to me is irrelevant,” the demon sniffed. “But don’t you dare dog-ear the pages. Only monsters do that.”

      “Ooo-kaaay.” I glanced at one of Mindy’s columns: “Learn to Mortal in 10 Days.” “Yeah … I think I’m gonna start with Mindy—”

      “Don’t be so rash in your decision,” he said, smacking her newspaper articles aside and forcing one of Aldie’s books into my hands. “Besides, these are for your free-time reading—”

      “What free time?”

      “—though I suggest you read a book a week, if not two, to better limit the possibility of your premature death.”

      “I only have four days, remember?” Oh my GoneGods, I only have four days …

      “No more interruptions, maggot. Now, we will begin with the mental handshake. It is a simple request that Sunny will make when she wants to be present in your consciousness. Soon, it will become second nature. And eventually, she will always be present without any adverse effects, much like this Alexa or Siri who is always listening on these electronic devices you humans simply cannot live without.”

      “Wait, wait, wait.” I held up a hand. “You know about Alexa and Siri but was confused that Walmart didn’t sell walls?”

      “Alexa and Siri are possessing these electronic devices, are they not? Of course I’d check on the competition,” Clyde sniffed. “I told you what would happen if two entities tried to possess the same host.” He mimed an explosion with his hand. “Blood everywhere for a week!”
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      Learning how to say “yes, I’m ready to be possessed now, please let yourself in” was exhausting.

      And eerie.

      Humans might be social creatures, but at their core we’re still independent beings that like our personal space. Even though we’d come to an understanding in that jail cell, this seemed more permanent. My personal space was out the window. Bye-bye, Rule Two.

      I demanded a break shortly after noon, citing my need to check on Reggie at the clinic. I knew Clyde was worried about my mental and physical health, but we had four days – scratch that, three-and-a-half – to heal Reggie and get him to find Wyatt and/or possibly make another magical battery, appease some agricultural goddess entity, essence, whatever, stop the Cerean nymph from sacrificing Wyatt, and oh yeah, stay alive.

      And with the only people who had the best chance of finding the boy being either MIA or on an operating table, our chances weren’t that good. Yeah, Mason was still in the ICU. I’d gotten some text message updates from Blanche overnight, which provided the double relief of confirming she’d come around from her nasty bump on the head and keeping me informed on our save-the-boy/town prospects. Like I said, not so hot right now. Not to mention I needed to prevent Landon from executing Tiberius. My day planner didn’t have enough room for all the stuff I needed to get done this week.

      My truck was still at the fairgrounds with an empty tank, so after Clyde ran us to the gas station in under three seconds, I had him fill up a portable tank while I doubled over in the bushes and tried to keep whatever was left of last night’s apple pie in my stomach. The demon insisted he only had one speed when he ran, but I strongly suspected he was just being lazy. Why take two seconds to get somewhere when it could only take one? He drummed his claws on the windowsill impatiently as my truck barreled down the road at a slow fifty-miles-per-hour.

      When I walked into the office, I was ready for some good news, but Blanche just met me with a sour look on her face.

      “Good news first,” I insisted as she opened her mouth.

      She snapped it shut, scrunching her face as she scanned her short-term memory for anything pleasant.

      “I’ll go first,” I said. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

      The tooth fairy rubbed a welt on her navy-blue forehead with a bony finger. “Jolene had a jar of bone marrow waiting for me when I woke up. That stuff is a cure-all.”

      “We’ll see.”

      When diagnosing an Alium fatum knochen for a head injury, you don’t get to turn on a flashlight pen and have them track your finger with their eyes. Their eyes are black shiny orbs that reflect everything and have no pupils to dilate so it’s a rather pointless gesture. I pulled a set of tuning forks out of the portable med-kit in my backpack, tapped them against the desk edge, and held them to her pointed ears. They flicked at the sound, just like they should.

      Then I cracked a vial of smelling salts and wafted them under her nose.

      Blanche gagged and flew back a few feet. “Crowns and cavities! I told you I was fine! But I’m not anymore after that assault on my nostrils. I won’t be able to smell atomized calcium for hours!”

      “Yup, no head damage besides that superficial welt,” I concurred. “Crush one of those calcium supplements with a little honey and smear it on your forehead if it gets too painful.”

      “I’m not some silly Alium fatum dente, Frances. I have an exceptional tolerance to pain unlike those frilly beautiful bimbos.”

      “Beautiful? Since when do you describe Alium fatum dente as beautiful?”

      “Well they are, aren’t they? With their butterfly wings and styleable hair?” Blanche ran a boney hand over her dark blue fuzz, and I noticed with a start that she’s tried to paint her nails. Neon yellow. What was with her and the 80’s color scheme?

      “When I’m done with Reggie I think we should test your thyroid,” I said gently.

      “O-okay,” she sniffled, wiping away a milky-white tear with a neon yellow nail. Then she zipped to her desk and handed me a heavy plastic sack. “Thanks for letting me borrow it. I had it cleaned overnight.”

      I pulled my jacket from the plastic, startled to realize I’d left the house without one on. And in the middle of winter. I guess having that voice riding shotgun on a more permanent basis had ramped up my internal temperature. Huh. That was … interesting.

      Shrugging my jacket on over my machete sheath, I forced the thought aside. I had more important things to worry about than a mild fever or a new level of homeostasis, especially since I felt fine.

      I stashed the urn in the autoclave, the only place that was designed not to melt under extreme heat and pressure, and wiped my hands. “Okay, and now for the bad news.”

      The tooth fairy jerked her thumb at the suite. “He’s in there.”
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      “Who?” I asked as I pushed through the double doors. My upper lip twitched as Mr. TDH – that’s Tall, Dark, and Handsome – clicked a few keys on my computer and got up from my desk. “Oh. It’s you.” And there’s Rule Six for ya.

      “Good afternoon,” Landon said. He smoothed down his suit and extracted those gold rimmed rose-tinted glasses from a pocket and perched them on top of his nose.

      “Snooping already?”

      “I was playing Tetris while I waited.”

      “Uh-huh.” While my hair on my neck prickled at the invasion of my privacy, and that of my clients’, I couldn’t help but feel smug that whatever snooping Landon had done was pretty pointless. All my species pertinent observations were written in my notebooks, which I had carefully stashed elsewhere since my arrest.

      Ignoring him, I went to check on Reggie.

      The Green Man looked marginally better. His leaves were still yellowy, but they were no longer falling out, and his respiratory rate had slowed. The celery stalks I had placed in the worse spots were all black and mushy, so I plucked them free and chucked them into the biohazard bin, inserting fresh stalks into the wounds. The pill bugs continued happily munching away, clearing away the rot and letting new bark-like skin set underneath. He was still sick, and I needed some time to pour over the books to find a better solution, but something in Landon’s eyes told me I wasn’t going to get it.

      “Can I help you?” I asked sourly.

      “I was hoping you’d ask that.” He gestured to the loading bay doors. “This way.”

      “Clyde,” I called.

      The demon appeared by my side, the wind of his passage rattling the jars on the shelves. Taking one look at Landon, he hastily yanked his messenger bag off his shoulder and kicked it under my medicine shelves.

      “That wasn’t conspicuous at all,” Landon drawled.

      “I’m ready, maggot,” Clyde told me, ignoring the World Army agent.

      Landon cut his hand through the air, sharp as a slicing tanto knife. “No, the demon stays here.”

      “I’m not sure you realize how familiar demons work,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest.

      “We are bound. Where she goes, I must follow,” Clyde said. “Though technically I’m a battler.”

      “The demon stays here,” Landon repeated, brow furrowed into a determined frown.

      “What did that guy say about repeating the same action and expecting different results?” I said, tapping my finger against my chin. “Oh yeah, the very definition of insani – ow!”

      I rubbed my wrist where that GoneGodDamn tracker bracelet had zapped me.

      Landon held the transmitter up to eye-level, thumb hovering over the button. “The demon will stay if you command it to.”

      “Hmph.” Clyde crossed his arms over his chest. “You have some experience with my kind?”

      “Something like that.”

      The demon lunged forward, peeling back Landon’s eyelids with two talons and staring into his brown eyes with his ember-like ones. “Indeed.”

      Landon stepped back with a cry, swatting the hand away.

      “Why do you smell of cat?” the demon asked. “The Panthera genus, to be exact?”

      To answer, Landon jammed his finger down on the transmitter. I yelped as the taser singed my flesh.

      “Don’t you hurt her,” the demon growled.

      “You stay back, or I dial this up to ten,” Landon barked. “That was only set on two.”

      “Clyde,” I said, still rubbing my wrist. “Stay here and guard the … thing.”

      “Thing? What thing?”

      Like, she means me, you idiot, Brittany said.

      Landon glanced from me to the demon, thumb poised over the transmitter button.

      “Sunny!”

      “Ah! Yes, of course.”

      “And help Blanche with whatever she needs. See if you can find something in the books to help Reggie.”

      “I hate research,” he said grumpily, whipping around.

      Landon jumped back to dodge the swipe of the barbed tail. Snickering, Clyde lumbered across the exam suite and back into reception.

      “The shotgun and your machete stay here too,” Landon added.

      Clenching my jaw, I withdrew my machete and set it down beside the shotgun on an empty exam table. When I turned around, Landon was standing directly behind me.

      “Arms up,” he ordered.

      “You know,” I drawled as he frisked me, “it’s good practice to have an officer of the same sex as the one being frisked to perform the search. Or does the World Army even employ women? It wouldn’t surprise me if it was just full of chauvinistic pigs like yourself.”

      “We’re an equal opportunity employer,” he said, voice tight as he smoothed the backs of his hands down my ribs.

      “That didn’t really answer the question, did it?”

      Most people make the mistake of looking away when they’re being frisked because even if it’s conducted respectfully, it’s still humiliating on some level. But not me. I was going to use this breach in personal space to examine the person frisking me. Just because he was depriving me of my weapons didn’t mean I couldn’t turn around at some later time and return the courtesy.

      As he relieved me of my back-up knife, unsheathing it and placing it beside my machete, I noticed he had no sidearm, but there were two little bulges: one at the small of his back and one on his ankle.

      When he straightened from patting down my legs, he jumped as I blew him a kiss.

      “I enjoyed that,” I sighed, fanning myself with my hand. “I haven’t been touched that intimately in such a long time.”

      Did he think I was going to make this easy on him?

      Despite his dark skin, I noticed a flush had crept up his cheeks, and he turned sharply on his heel, barking, “Come on.”

      Smiling sadistically, I settled my backpack on my shoulders and followed Landon through the bay doors to the waiting helicopter.

      I’ll stay with you, Allie said, her voice gentle and warm like the sun after a rainstorm. I felt no pain at all but rather … pleasure. I guess those mental trust-fall exercises of Clyde’s had really worked.

      Thanks, I said.

      And if he tries anything, I’ll fry ‘im. She pounded her fist into her opposite palm.

      Aaand probably short out all the electronics in the helicopter and kill us all.

      Oh.

      IDIOT, Valerie butted in.

      But thanks anyway, I said. It never hurt to be polite to four additional personalities in your head.

      Maybe just a little blast? Allie wanted to know.

      I rolled my eyes and strapped into the helicopter. Two other suits were there, impassive as statues and eyes shaded behind sunglasses.

      “I think I’ll call you Beefcake,” I said, pointing to gym-rat on the left, “and you, Chin. Seriously, Bruce Campbell’s got nothing on you.”

      Chin rubbed his clefted namesake self-consciously before Landon smacked him in the arm. Landon put a protective cover over the button on my bracelet’s transmitter so he wouldn’t accidentally zap me and slipped it into his breast pocket.

      “So,” I shouted over the whirl of rotor blades, “where are we headed? Guantanamo?”

      “A safe, secure, and nondisclosed location.”

      I snorted. “Of course it is.”

      That’s just your basic Rule One, people. Never let them know where you are. Obviously, this suit would have a similar set of rules.

      I shivered as the helicopter ascended straight up like an elevator and felt my stomach drop to my toes as it leaned forward, heading into the wind.

      “Hands,” Landon said, flapping his fingers at me while the other one dug around in a pocket.

      “Finally,” I sighed, offering my wrist with the tracker bracelet. “So I guess this means – hey, what in the EmtpyHell, man?”

      Landon had snatched my other hand, zip-tying the two together with military efficiency. His stern brown eyes didn’t even flicker with remorse or apology. Then he held out his hand, and the suit on his left passed him a black sack.

      I jerked my head around so he couldn’t smother me with the sack. “Hey, I came willingly—”

      “You want a medal? Or maybe a cookie?”

      “Now that you mention it, I didn’t have any breakfast,” I said, still dodging the sack, “so I could totally go for a cookie. Got any oatmeal raisin? I’m told my triglycerides are kinda high.”

      Landon rolled his eyes and snapped his fingers. The two suits lunged forward and pinned me against the seat, but not before I’d double-fist punched Beefcake in the face and kicked Chin in the knee. I grunted as the hard leather seat pushed the air out of my lungs.

      Just the faintest hint of a smile – what was that? Amusement? Appreciation? Sadistic pleasure? – lightened his face as Landon leaned forward with the sack.

      “I’ve got asthma!” I screeched.

      He paused halfway out of his seat, the sack just inches from my chin. His stern eyes narrowed, considering.

      “You constrict my airway, and you can kiss your interrogation good-bye,” I warned. “Unless this bracelet is also a mini defibrillator in disguise, then you get that bag away from me.”

      Pursing his lips, Landon leaned back in his seat, tossing the sack aside. But the suits didn’t let me go. Brown eyes locked with mine in an epic don’t-blink contest as he slowly undid his black tie. Leaning forward, he tied the fat end around my eyes, tugging it low over my cheekbones so I couldn’t even see my feet.

      “Ooo, kinky,” I purred. “Is that cologne Versace or Giorgio Armani? No, wait. It’s AXE body spray, isn’t it?”

      “Oh, shut up.”

      It’s, like, totally AXE body spray, Brittany said, wrinkling her nose. The Dark Temptation kind. As if.

      Brittany wasn’t my favorite personality, being a diva and all, but I found her frankness amusing. Talk about trying too hard.

      Ugh, I can’t stand it anymore. I’m out.

      Her peppy personality disappeared with a hair flick and a thunderstorm took her place.

      WHAT IS THAT HORRIBLE SMELL?

      I snickered as Landon stared at me. I’m glad you’re with me. This guy’s a total bore.

      I got your back, Frankilicious, Allie said.

      But after only a few minutes, the voice disappeared.

      And not in the I-stepped-out-for-a-quick-trip-to-the-bathroom kinda way.

      Silence.

      Our link had been broken.
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      I winced as the contents of my backpack clattered onto a metal table. I was still blindfolded, my wrists still bound in front of me, Beefcake and Chin on either side of me gripping my arm with a vice-like hand. Sunny was nowhere to be felt or heard.

      There was a snap of latex against skin, and then Landon’s voice droned,

      “Ten reloadable Visa cards, two disposable cellphones, an additional disposable cellphone in a bag of chips—”

      “RUFFLES Cheddar & Sour Cream flavored,” I added. “Only the best. I just wanted that to go on record.”

      “—a 26oz container of Morton’s Extra Fine Sea Salt—”

      “Without iodine. That’s important.”

      “—a med-kit with the standard supplies, a set of tuning forks, the tooth of some canine species—”

      Idiot doesn’t know a dog’s tooth from an oni’s tusk. Talk about culturally insensitive. No, they don’t all look alike!

      But Brittany didn’t answer me with a snide remark, nor Charlotte with a deeply-insightful quip on Landon’s character and what sort of childhood trauma had shaped him into the man he was today.

      I strained to feel any whisper of their presence in my mind, but Sunny was gone.

      That’d never happened before. She’d been my constant – most of the time unwanted – companion since I stole/rescued her from the Cardinelli Family all those months ago. I thought I’d relish the quietness that now filled my head, but instead, I felt panicked. What had happened? Did the urn get hurt? Crushed? Had Clyde sat on it? I was going to throttle that idiot …

      I took a deep breath – mentally, so Landon and these suits wouldn’t see me sweat – and

      did the only thing I could think of to keep my cool – except run away, of course, since trusty Rule Four was not a current option – I resorted to snark.

      “—a thumb-sized lump of polished turquoise, a wad of fur with, what is this? Bone?” I bet he lifted both the turquoise and the talisman up to his face, his eyes squinting behind the rose-tinted lenses.

      “Boss?” Beefcake quipped.

      “There are trace levels of magic on these.”

      “Should I get Containment up here?” Chin asked.

      “I don’t think that’ll be necessary. What are these?” Landon asked me.

      “Um … were you going to take my blindfold off or am I going to have to guess?”

      “The turquoise and the fur!”

      “What?” I asked innocently. “A girl can’t get a few souvenirs from her trip out west?”

      Landon cleared his throat, unamused.

      “You wouldn’t care if it was just a rabbit’s foot. You’re discriminating, Landon. Shame on you.”

      He huffed an annoyed sigh and continued with his inventory. “One Starbucks DoubleShot vanilla flavored, and assorted edibles.”

      “Don’t you dare confiscate my Welch’s Fruit Snacks, Landon.”

      I could hear his eye roll.

      On my right, Beefcake leaned forward. “Are they the tropical kind or the—”

      “Benson,” Landon snapped.

      “Sorry, boss.”

      I heard Landon place his hands on his hips. “For one prone to asthma attacks, I don’t see an inhaler in here.”

      “I like to live on the edge.”

      “Uh-huh. Jalapeno Cheetos, peanut-butter filled pretzels, Otis Spunkmeyer double chocolate chip muffins, Twizzlers … how can you eat this way and still look the way you do?”

      “So you were looking? Stop it, Landon, you’ll make a girl blush.”

      On my left, Chin snorted, sobering quickly.

      I winced again as I heard the tokens of my life scraped into my backpack. No family pictures, no ID, nothing that could tie me down to this world. The backpack was thrust into my hands, and then I was herded down a hallway and across a metal platform with some metal stairs while a whole lot of beeping and clicking and muted chatter about stars and planets happened in the background, before our footsteps echoed in a long barren hall. And the whole way, the chilly ambient temperature of fifty-five degrees. I was happy for that jacket now.

      Forty-three, forty-four, forty-five …

      We stopped, presumably in front of a door, and the whoosh of air as it opened confirmed it.

      The metal chair screeched as I was unceremoniously dumped into its seat. Brusque hands, calloused and strong, yanked my bound wrists above my head. I imagined the blinding glint on a tanto knife as it cut through the zip-tie with a snick. The hand splayed across my eyes, peeling the tie away and dragging those strong fingers through my brown curls almost sensuously.

      The heels of dress shoes clicked against the granite floor as Landon walked around the table and took the seat opposite me. His chair was a lot more comfortable than mine, being one of those padded rolly kind, but I was just thankful my hands weren’t bound anymore. Though that GoneGodDamn tracking bracelet was still attached to my wrist.

      I blinked, letting my eyes adjust to what I thought would be harsh light, but it was actually rather dim in here. What light there was came from these little silver dollar-sized lightbulbs embedded in the granite floors and the slender gooseneck lamp on the desk. The room was rectangular with an impossibly high ceiling, and the far wall wasn’t the same granite as the walls on either side of me. It was reflective in an entirely different way than the polished sheen of the other three walls.

      It was probably different to unnerve me. But I’d survived the Family, so I wasn’t about to let this bureaucrat scare me. Even if I was utterly alone without Clyde or the voice.

      It was a constant battle to keep my anxiety from spiking to DEFCON 1. I had to play ball with this suit – as much as my own dignity would allow – because the sooner I could leave, the sooner I could find out what happened. Clyde sitting on the urn and crushing it no longer seemed like a viable theory to me anymore.

      It had to have been the Family.

      I strained to remain calm. Cool as a cucumber. Cukey-calm.

      I only managed to keep the nervous sweat contained to my armpits and not flooding from every pore because Landon kept staring at me through those rose-tinted glasses.

      Like he was expecting something.

      Well, mustn’t keep the man waiting.

      “So …” I said, drumming my fingers on the table, “Indianapolis, huh? I’m guessing the southwest side somewhere between the Lilly Recreation Park and the airport?”

      Landon’s mouth dropped open.

      “The third most dangerous city in Indiana, and you call that safe and secure?” I continued, leaning back in my seat. The best defense was a good offense, and I had to make him believe I was as unperturbed as a glawackus in the dark. You know, because they’re already blind?  “Perhaps you should revisit those definitions in a dictionary.”

      “H-how did you—”

      I’m a medicus, remember? My life revolves around detail. And since this idiot hadn’t covered my head, I’d used my ears to figure out where we were headed.

      “We were in the air thirty, maybe thirty-five, minutes which means it was either Evansville or Indianapolis, maybe Lexington, Kentucky or Cincinnati, Ohio,” I said. “But the helicopter was always getting pushed to the right, which means we were steadying against a western wind. So, north. The helicopter circled twice, which means a holding pattern with airport traffic.” I pointed to the far wall, finally figuring out why it looked that way. “And only the White River has enough water to fill that gigantic tank. You’re probably syphoning extra, given the size of it, which means the park’s reservoir.”

      When you’re a fugitive on the run, you spend a lot of time looking at maps and figuring out your escape routes. And not just the ones over land.

      As if confirming my suspicions, a pinkish-gray shadow slithered through the dark water. It was massive, whatever it was, and I couldn’t determine if it was a fin I’d seen or a flash of belly. Swallowing, I pushed my chair just a few more inches away.

      “Oh yeah, and we’re underground,” I added. “The better to stabilize that tank and keep all those computers I heard before cool.”

      Landon closed his mouth. “Hmph. Seems like the demon’s intelligence has rubbed off on you.”

      “That’s all me, pal,” I snapped. “I’m a doctor, remember? I had to learn shit.”

      “Shit, is it?” He pressed his finger into table. “Well, here’s some more shit, so listen up. You’re here because things in little Cornish Roost aren’t as quiet as they should be. I’m told there was a riot last night, one that put a deputy in the hospital.”

      “I am not responsible for some crazy pack of Others who decided to reenact ‘The Purge.’ ”

      “You are if you want that minotaur ever released from this place.” Landon pulled a smartphone out of his pocket, swiped a few times, and showed me a live feed of Tiberius in his containment cell. I don’t know what had happened to him, but it had caused him to lose twenty pounds already.

      I launched across the table, swiping for the phone. “You bast – ack!”

      Dropping back into my chair, I gritted my teeth as the bracelet zapped a lightning bolt through my body. It was so potent it was like I could see every cell charged with white electricity racing down every nerve before exploding from my fingertips and toes.

      With deliberate slowness, Landon placed the transmitter on the table.

      “Now, let me tell you how this is going to go down,” he said, slipping his tie under his collar and reknotting it. If I didn’t think this guy was such an asshole, I might’ve indulged a fantasy or two about yanking him closer to me with said tie. AXE body spray be damned, he smelled incredible. “You’re going to tell me what happened that night of the Corn Festival. Every. Detail.”

      “You don’t need details,” I panted, the aftershocks of that more potent zap straining my lungs. “You only need to know this: we fought a skinwalker that had been murdering Others in the town. Tiberius killed an Other, not a human.”

      “It certainly looked human.”

      “You’re not an idiot, Landon, though you’re choosing to act like one right now. I know you took the body. That you’ve run tests. The tissue samples keep coming back inconclusive, but the DNA keeps matching, doesn’t it?”

      Landon wet his lips but said nothing.

      “Yeah, thought so,” I snorted. “So you’re keeping Tiberius prisoner simply because it looked bad on national television. You won’t release him because that’d just make your department look like you were siding with Others instead of your own kind. It doesn’t matter what I say, you’ve already made up your mind. So why should I play ball?”

      “There’s the nature of the confrontation,” he said. “No minotaur has the destructive power to blow up a building.”

      “Ever heard of a gas-leak?” Like EmptyHell I was gonna tell him it was me.

      “And this is exactly why I’m holding you responsible for the fate of that little backwater town.” He pointed a finger at me. “That snark. A gas-leak? Really?”

      “It works for your report, doesn’t it?” I spat. “Never let the truth get in the way of a good story, right?”

      Landon surprised me by standing up. He stalked over to the glass wall and crouched, touching a panel on the floor. Instantly the room was flooded with light, and a moment later a tentacle slapped against the glass.

      I shot out of my chair. “What in the EmptyHell …?”
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      Pink suckers the size of Viking shields suctioned against the glass, flexing as they would to strip flesh from bone. A second tentacle joined the first, the impact reverberating through the room, rattling the chairs and making the desk and its lamp jump. I felt the vibration tremor up through my feet and interfere with my heartbeat. I gasped as Landon killed the lights.

      In response, whatever was in the tank attempted to startle us with a brilliant bioluminescent display. Dazzling teal and violet flashes sparkled across the room like the reflected light from a disco ball. Something clustered in the distance echoed the display, pulsing with a faint teal glow. When we didn’t respond, the bioluminescence faded, and Landon returned to his seat.

      “What in the EmptyHell was that?” I whispered.

      I actually knew what it was already, but I’d never seen one before. At least, not in person. I’d read about them plenty. And to have one in a tank was almost … cruel. These World Army bastards were no different than Dante Cardinelli and his trophy room.

      “That’s what awaits you if you continue to be uncooperative,” he threatened.

      If Sunny had been with me, I would’ve flooded the entire room with fire.

      “Bull. Shit.” I wasn’t scared of his asshole suit, but I did have a healthy respect for that thing in the tank. Even if it was injured. I’d seen those barely-healed scars – from freighter propeller blades? – nicking every inch of its tentacles. So I amped up the bravado, hoping if I appeared more badass than I really was, Landon would think twice about threatening me again.

      “Do you truly understand what we do here?” he asked quietly.

      Apparently not.

      “Explain it to me,” I snapped. “Because it looks like you’re keeping a menagerie.” I threw myself back into my chair. I kept one eye on the sweet-smelling bastard in front of me and one on the glowing cluster in the tank, its teal light weakening with each pulse of bioluminescence.

      Those were eggs. Each gelatinous one the size of a soccer ball.

      I’d seen one up close only last night, in the outstretched hand of an oni demon that had wanted my blood.

      I flicked a narrow blue gaze back to my captor.

      “We control the narrative,” Landon explained. “The minotaur stays here for now because it’s what’s safe for him and the world. Besides being used on uncooperative individuals, that’s why that thing”—he jerked a thumb over his shoulder—“is in the tank. Some creatures and ideas are too dangerous.

      “And the public is not yet ready for the idea that Others can impersonate humans. Could you imagine the panic that would arise? The suspicion? Chaos, Doctor Church. And I’m not being dramatic. So it’s imperative that we understand every detail of what happened that night so we can help the public adjust accordingly.”

      “I don’t have a better nature, so you can stop trying to appeal to it,” I said, gesturing wide. “This is it. You think I give one damn about the public that tried to execute my friend?”

      “Try to understand this—”

      “A professor of mine once said that ‘education is a series of lies.’ And he’s right. Imagine trying to explain atomic orbitals without the foundation – the lie – of the Bohr’s diagram. You’re selling snake oil, Landon. You’re going to feed them a lie, and they’re gonna accept it because it’s easy. You know that fight last night? There was a geisha there – absolutely gorgeous – and seemingly human, that transformed into a giant spider. Literally the size of a shed.”

      Landon’s eyes went wide. “A jorogumo?”

      I shrugged. “Sure. If you say so.”

      “Well, that’s not the same, actually,” he said. “Get close to them without being enthralled and you’ll see they’re wearing a porcelain mask. And they’re so pale you’ll be able to see their veins under their skin. They’re blue because spiders have—”

      “Copper atoms binding oxygen, not the iron of hemoglobin. I’m a medicus, remember?”

      “I was going to say blue blood.”

      “Yeah,” I said, shifting in my seat, “same thing.”

      Landon gestured to the tank behind him. “In addition to controlling the narrative, the World Army – specifically my department – deals with the acquisition and storage of magical items. Especially the ones of immense power that aren’t otherwise regulated. And sometimes, that means creatures.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I laughed. “You’re a modern-day Indiana Jones working out of Indiana? C’mon, you’ve got to see the hilarity of that.”

      Landon frowned, unimpressed. “This is just one of our many satellite facilities.”

      “Uh-huh. I just want to know how you got – what is that, a cuttlefish on steroids? – all the way out here.”

      “I thought a medicus would recognize a kraken when she saw one,” he sneered.

      Of course I did. What is this, amateur hour? I just shrugged. “World’s a big place.”

      “We’re getting off-topic here.” Landon tapped the table with his finger again. “Besides this so-called skinwalker, three others were directly involved in that catastrophe. You, the minotaur, and that … demon. It’s clear now that the demon’s a wimp with the attention span of a goldfish—”

      “He’s just got performance anxiety—”

      “—and the minotaur couldn’t have reduced that building to sawdust and silica. He must’ve had an amulet, a talisman, something—”

      Ho-ly shit. This guy thought it was an object that had blown the hall-of-mirrors apart, not a person. Not me. I might’ve been hand-cuffed and blindfolded and taken to a clandestine location, but hot damn, that’s another check in the win column!

      “—and I suspect, no I know, that you’re hiding it for him.”

      “You know that, huh?” I asked, cocking an eyebrow.

      “You need to hand it over,” Landon insisted. “It’s too powerful, too dangerous, to be out in the open.”

      “And used by anyone other than you, is that right?” I crossed my arms over my chest. “Well, I’d love to help you – nah, who am I kidding? – but I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Glaring, Landon adjusted his rose-tinted glasses. “Consider it a condition if you want the minotaur released.”

      I returned his glare. “I’ll consider it.”

      “Do that.” He slid open a drawer on his side of the desk and extracted a piece of paper and a pen. “Now, just a few more questions, and then you can be on your way.”

      Curious, I leaned over, trying to get a better look at the paper. “Is that a … test?”

      “Multiple choice,” he said with a nod. “Lucky you.”

      “Joy,” I said flatly. “What do I get if I pass?”

      “You get to leave.”

      I straightened. “And if I don’t pass?”

      “Everybody passes. In a way. Just answer naturally.” He fixed his rose-tinted gaze on my face. “First question. You’ve been gifted with a 25.5oz package of Oreos. Do you a) eat all of them in one sitting, b) bury it all in a safe location, or c) eat some and save the rest for later?”

      “What kind of question is that?” I blurted.

      “I need you to answer instinctually, please,” Landon insisted, his eyes never leaving my face.

      “ ‘C’ of course,” I said. “Who would eat the entire package? And who would bury it?”

      “Well, a dragon would answer ‘a’ because consuming it all in one sitting would show gratefulness to the gift-giver, and a troll would answer ‘b’ because they believe in hoarding treasure. It’s a matter of perspective. Next question.”

      “Oh goody.”

      My eyes narrowed as I watched him carefully mark my answer on his paper before staring at me again. He was almost acting like he was a human lie detector, watching me for any change in respiratory rate or facial tics or increased perspiration. It was deeply unsettling, so I slouched back in my seat with a devil-may-care attitude and watched the weakening pulses of the cluster in the tank as I answered his absurd questions.

      “It’s the Lunar New Year, and you are chosen for a quest. Of the animals listed, whom do you chose to be your guide? The rabbit, the snake, or the baboon?”

      “Uhh … the rabbit?”

      Landon snorted, muttering, “Fool.”

      “I could do without the commentary,” I snapped. “Fairy farts, are they all gonna be like this?”

      “Don’t fight it. It only makes it worse.”

      “Said no sane person ever,” I grumbled.
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      Landon asked me a total of ten bizarre questions, ending with, “You’re on a deserted island, and a mermaid appears during a red tide with a seashell in one hand and a seahorse in the other. Do you a) accept the seashell, b) accept the seahorse, or c) kill the mermaid?”

      “ ‘B’, accept the seahorse.”

      Landon sat back in surprise. “Really? Why?”

      “Well, who cares about a seashell? I can cup water just fine with my hands. And kill the mermaid? Why on earth would I do that, especially when she’s offering help?”

      “You’re assuming these items will help you.”

      “Well, yeah, I can eat the seahorse.”

      “You could kill and eat the mermaid, too. More meat.”

      I leaned forward. “But what if the fish part of her is a puffer fish? They’re poisonous. You couldn’t possibly know what bits to chop up and eat unless you’re like a Michelin-star rated sushi chef. Plus, you must’ve heard the rumors about mermaids. You never know where they’ve been. Do we really know scurvy isn’t just some sexually transmitted siren disease?”

      Groaning, Landon rolled his eyes and plucked the rose-tinted glasses from his nose. He wiped them clean with his pocket square before returning them to their special gold case. Slipping the case into his pocket, he stood. He crumpled the test into a ball and tossed it into the little wire-mesh wastebasket. “Well, you’ve proved me wrong. We’re done here.”

      “What does that mean?” I didn’t move from my seat. I didn’t want to go quietly if I was just going to have to fight my way out. Especially if that threat to toss me to the kraken had been a real one. Besides, I’d been complacent enough.

      “Hands,” he said.

      “But I’ve been good!”

      “Have you? You won’t give me the artifact the minotaur used, you can’t keep your town from imploding, and you’ve been nothing but argumentative and hostile—”

      “Well, I didn’t expect to be whisked away to a not-so-secret base and interrogated today either, so cut me some slack.”

      Landon scowled. “It’s for the greater good. Now give me your hands.”

      I stood abruptly, knocking over my chair. Taking a quick step forward, I ran my hand up his lapel. If it’s one thing I learned about Mr. TDH, he was nervous around me. Maybe it was my relationship with Clyde. Maybe it was my wild brown curls and deep blue eyes. I’m not what you’d called beautiful, but I was no dumpster fire either. And if ramping up the feminine wiles – however awkwardly – got him off-balance, then mission accomplished.

      My fingers had grazed his goatee before he snatched my wrist with a glare.

      “You keep tying me up,” I said, leaning in closer, “and a girl could get the wrong idea.”

      “Stop it.” Cheeks aflame, he tried to step back and bumped into the table.

      I leaned a little closer, shifting to the left and giving my curls a little toss. “Seriously, what is that cologne? It’s absolutely intoxicating.”

      Landon clamped his hand on my shoulder, preparing to shove. “I said—”

      Faster than the strike of a snake, I shot my free hand under his jacket and yanked the knife from the small of his back. I knocked his hand off my shoulder with an inner forearm block and pressed the edge of the blade under that square jaw.

      His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed carefully.

      “Ah, so it is a tanto knife,” I exclaimed, digging it deeper into his chocolate-colored skin. “You seemed the type after that katana comment.”

      “Frances—”

      “That’s Doctor Church to you.”

      He leveled a hard brown eye at me. “Is it?”

      My expression soured. “Give me the transmitter, nice and slow.”

      Landon slipped his fingers into his pocket and slapped the cellphone-sized electronic menace with its red button of zappy pain into my hand.

      “And those special glasses, too,” I added.

      Anger flared in his brown eyes as I snatched the case from his hand and shoved it into my pocket. “You’re making a big mistake.”

      “No, you did, asshole,” I snarled. I took a breath to rein in my temper. Emotions made you sloppy. “The scent of a Panthera cat? A tiger? And that glowy cluster in that tank was a kraken as you so were quick to correct me. You think I’m such an amateur that I couldn’t tell a Alium kraki from a common cephalopod?” I dug the tanto knife a little deeper. “You gave that oni demon a kraken egg to distract Clyde, didn’t you?”

      The defiant clench of his jaw was all the answer I needed.

      “You knew kraken eggs were a demon’s kryptonite. You knew that he’d be rendered almost useless. Mason is in the hospital fighting for his life right now. What greater good does that serve? Why would you do that?” I shouted.

      “Because I didn’t think you were human!” he shouted back. “Why do you think I gave you that test?”

      Landon used my momentary shock to shove me back. I kept my grip on the tanto knife and lurched to the side, snatching up my backpack. I was already out the door when a stray bullet sprayed my hair with granite chips.

      Rule Four, people: Run. Always run. Especially if there are bullets involved.

      The lights above me were the motion activated kind, turning on as I sprinted under them and turning off once I left the vicinity.

      “Frances, wait—”

      “Not a chance, asshole,” I shouted over my shoulder. “You shot at me.”

      I shoved the tanto knife into a side pocket of my backpack and made sure to weave around so I didn’t present too much of an easy target. His footfalls echoed behind me, his longer legs making short work of the distance between us. The soft boom of lights turning on and off was like a whip at my heels. He was going to catch me on the stairs I knew to be on the other side of the door.

      I burst into that large room I’d only heard before.

      Command center was the only phrase I could think of, like the Hollywood rendering of a NASA bullpen. Open workstations laden with computers and other electronics occupied the recessed floor, each facing the wall where a screen with a world map dominated the entire expanse. A real-time satellite image of little ol’ Cornish Roost was on display like a scene from The Truman Show. Beside it was a topographical map of the entire area, complete with shimmering lines converging into a rat’s nest of energy somewhere in the western woods. Yet any time the satellite tried to zoom in on that cluster, the feed would short out, and they’d have to start from a wide view all over again.

      Some muscly desk jockey in a white button-down T-shirt and horn-rimmed glasses – like a Techy Ken doll – pointed at the screen with his pen. “As you can see, something has yanked all the ley-lines in the northern hemisphere—”

      The blinking ceiling lights behind me forced me to drown out his words and search for a way out.

      The room was at least three stories tall with a metal grate balcony where the second floor would be. Smaller rooms – the offices of the senior staff, I supposed – opened up to the balcony. Above, the ceiling was another screen, this one showing the positions of the planets and stars, or what remained of them after the constellations fell to Earth. Saturn was currently under observation, blown up to the size of a Cadillac Escalade, its rings glittering like fairy dust. On the far end of the room, embedded in the concrete wall, were the plexiglass containment cells of Other prisoners.

      My minotaur sat on his cot-bench, arms resting on his shaggy knees, his head lowered in defeat.

      “T,” I whispered.

      I couldn’t help him if I got caught too.

      I had just enough time to side-step out of the way as Landon charged into the room. His eyes were on the staircase, searching for me, so he didn’t expect the body-check from behind that sent him sprawling into the nearest computer station. As people shouted and swore, Landon the loudest of them all, I raced up the metal stairway.

      Thunk-thunk-thunk. Then “Ahhh!” as I turned around and ran away from the four suits charging down to intercept me. Behind me, Landon, Beefcake, and Chin were already in pursuit up the stairs.

      Trapped.

      A bead of cold sweat trickled down the ridges of my spine.

      I’d been trapped before, between a rock and well, another rock. Only it hadn’t been a pack of men chasing after me, it’d been a mountain lion.

      For just a second, I was thirteen again. I was in the middle of Yellowstone National Park, a precipice and a cloudless blue sky before me, the soft pad-pad-scrape of a cougar’s stalking paws on the stone behind me. It’d been a gaunt thing, too many unsuccessful hunts making it desperate. But I was desperate for life, too.

      So I did the only thing I could do.

      I jumped.

      My hand caught the railing as I vaulted over the side, swinging me down and underneath. My fingers braided into the metal grating, and then I was scurrying along in the darkness like a spider. I slipped under the balcony, out of the light of the computer monitors and screens, and flattened against a support bracket.

      These eighteen-inch-wide beams ran at a 45-degree angle under the entire balcony, channeling the weight of the walkway into the adjacent wall. They were like wide-spaced monkey bars on a slant and completely shrouded in shadow. They’d keep me hidden until I could work my way to the end and the door.

      Rule One, people, never let them know where you are.

      “Where is she?” Landon demanded, thundering down the steps.

      The other suits followed him, the vibrations of their stampeding feet rattling my teeth. They flooded into the maze of mainframe computer towers, searching with their flashlights.

      They’d all thought I’d dropped down to the floor after jumping off the balcony. None of them knew I could climb, and so none thought to look above their heads.

      “She’s not down here, sir,” Techy Ken with the horn-rimmed glasses said. “She didn’t take your invisibility cloak, did she?”

      “Shut up, Zielinski.”

      Do those really exist? Because that would be awesome.

      “Go back to your command center, Armchair Quarterback,” Chin snickered. “Let the field agents handle this.”

      Grumbling, the desk jockey dropped into his rolly chair and returned to his monitor.

      Panting, I looked right and left for a quick way out, knowing I had only seconds before—

      “She’s gotta be under the balcony!”

      Yup. Time to move.

      I eased myself back onto my feet, hand against the wall as I prepared to leap for the next support bracket.

      Fairy farts. They were spaced farther apart than I’d expected. Wiping the sweat away from my forehead with my sleeve, I shimmied up my beam, hoping the soles of my boots wouldn’t squeak against the metal. Reaching up, I gripped the grating above me and dangled fifteen feet off the floor as I used only my fingers to carry my body between the expanse until I could rest on the next bracket.

      It was a good plan, except my fingertips were exposed on the metal balcony above me, so any suit running by would crush them, and then I’d fall. I hissed as someone’s boot ripped the nail off my pinky finger. I had to be quicker than this, but GoneGodDamn if all those biscuits-and-gravy hadn’t made me a little sluggish. Guess I needed to drop another five pounds.

      That’s it. When I get back, it’s nothing but green smoothies for breakfast. And maybe toast. With butter and peach jam. Or Nutella.

      Flashlights cut through the darkness like welding torches, and I bit down a curse when a white beam lanced across my eyes.

      “Found her!” Zielinski crowed. “Armchair Quarterback my ass!”

      Son-of-a-biscuit. I took a second to wipe the blood from my oozing pinky finger on my jeans and then jumped off my bracket. My hands didn’t disappoint. They were as steady with a scalpel as they were strong at supporting my body weight.

      “… the hell? Is she climbing?” Beefcake exclaimed.

      My hand smacked against the bottom rung of the balcony railing, clenched, and I hoisted myself hand over hand, feet kicking the air until one boot hooked over the balcony lip and I could vault over the railing and onto the walkway.

      “I think I’m in love,” Zielinski sighed.

      “She’s like Spider-Man!”

      “Cut the fan-boy crap and get her,” Landon shouted.

      My feet hit the metal grating with a solid thump.

      As the suits trampled up the stairs, I bolted straight ahead for the hallway that would lead me to the room where Landon had examined my personal belongings. And then, freedom.

      I could see the silver doorknob glinting just a few yards ahead.

      Almost there.

      There was a crack of a firearm, the burn of a hornet sting in my right calf, and I crashed into the balcony railing. As I convulsed on the floor, electricity sparked up from my leg and turned the rest of my limbs into jelly. Landon holstered the gun at his ankle and trotted up the remaining steps.

      I managed to free the tanto knife from my backpack, but he nudged the knife from my spasming fingers and crouched by my leg, surprisingly gentle as he plucked the four-pronged dart out of my leg. He held it up to my eyes. “Taser bullets. I know how much you like that zing.”

      “Are you … kidding me?” I forced out behind clenched teeth.

      Landon pocketed the dart and held out his hand. “The glasses. And the transmitter.”

      I wedged a shaking hand into my pocket, pried the case open with my fingers and tightened them as much as I could around the golden frame.

      Landon nodded. “Good girl.”

      Thrusting my hand between the rungs in the balcony railing, I dangled the glasses over the bullpen with trembling fingers. “Who’s a good girl now?”

      “Don’t you dare drop those.”

      “Hey,” a voice called from below. “Are those the Eyes of Sia?”

      “Shut up, Zielinski,” Landon barked.

      “I’m gonna hold onto these,” I said, tightening my seizing fingers around the delicate lenses. “You zap me again, and I’ll crush them. Get me home, and I’ll give them back.”

      “I was going to take you home. That test proved you were human. You didn’t need to go through these theatrics.”

      “Yeah, I kinda did. I can’t trust you, Landon, no matter how good you smell.”

      Scowling, he backed away, giving me room to move so I wouldn’t damage the glasses. I pulled myself to my feet, leaning against the balcony railing for support, and clutching the glasses to my chest.

      “This … incident aside, the deal still stands,” he said. “You get Cornish Roost under control, and I go lenient on the minotaur. I want that talisman, too.”

      “So long as whatever back-alley deals you’ve made with everybody else don’t sabotage me first, right?”

      Landon huffed a sigh and gestured to the door behind me. “Shall we?”
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      Frowning, I rubbed my temples as a noise started to interfere with the incessant whap-whap-whap of the helicopter rotor blades. I hadn’t hit my head when Landon had tasered me, so I glanced out of the window, thinking it was wind inference. Nothing but a calm, beginning-of-winter-day with just a few puffy clouds in the sky looked back at me.

      My wrists weren’t zip-tied for this return trip – I still held those glasses, those Eyes of Sia, hostage, threatening to crush the rose-tinted lens if Landon got trigger happy with my tracking bracelet – so I tried to be as discrete as possible massaging the headache away. I’d proven to Landon I was human, and I wanted to give him no other reason to suspect me with my strange partnership with a voice suffering from multiple personality disorder.

      The noise grew louder, like I was nearing a buzzing beehive.

      What in the EmptyHell was that?

      
        
        … I’ve been around that track

        So it’s not just gonna happen like that

      

      

      Her voice was faint, and I found myself rubbing tiny circles into my temples with my fingertips as if I was fine-tuning a radio. The song came in stronger the closer we neared Cornish Roost.

      
        
        ‘Cause I ain’t no hollaback girl

        I ain’t no holla—

      

      

      Brittany? I whispered.

      Frances! the diva squealed. Burn it all, where have you been? I’ve been talking and singing nonstop for, like, hours, and if I had an actual throat it’d be sorer than—

      Gently! I mentally screeched. The gold frames creaked in my hand as my fingers involuntarily clenched.

      Across the helicopter, Landon sucked his breath in behind his teeth with a hiss.

      Sorry, sorry, sorry. I’ve just been, like, freaking out, because demon-boy can’t hear me. Not that he’d pay much attention because he’s having his own freak out sesh because, like, a whole bunch of shit is going down.

      Show me.

      The sepia lens snapped over my vision, and I saw as she would see from her urn. Gotta love that two-way vision.

      It looked like a hurricane had camped over Cornish Roost.

      And only Cornish Roost.

      Clyde cradled the urn in his arm like a football, and with his other hand he herded his chickens – no longer chicks but juvenile chickens – into my house. The fierce wind was making the task even harder, catching in their immature wings and spinning them about like tops. One was flattened against his leg, riding his foot as he blocked the worst of the wind so his little pecklings could scamper into my kitchen.

      The shutters banged against the windows, frightening the chickens into a huddle in the corner by the stove. Anything not heavy enough or tied down from my porch was whisked away, and the windchimes were clanging furiously as the wind pulled them almost vertically away from their hook.

      That’s strange, I told Brittany. We’re not getting any of that kind of weather here—

      “Oh, shit!” the pilot screeched over the intercom.

      The sepia lens disappeared, my panic destroying the connection when the helicopter flew into the town limits.

      Right into the hurricane.

      Though I was strapped in, I scrambled to hold onto anything I could find. Beefcake looked a little green at the sudden pitch to the right, and Chin tangled an arm into the cargo netting.

      Landon used the lurch to the left to launch across the cabin and scramble for the glasses.

      “Are you out of your GoneGodDamn mind?” I shouted above the wind.

      An alarm blared, and the pilot screamed in a staticky announcement to ‘brace ourselves’.

      I did what I was told and braced myself – and by myself, I mean my foot – against Landon’s chest and shoved him away. I put the glasses the only safe place I could find, on my face, before he came at me again. Everything was a rosy pink, putting a cheerful spin on an otherwise catastrophic situation.

      The helicopter continued to spin, pitching left and right, sometimes dropping a few feet only to surge upward a heartbeat later. I was on a Tilt-O-Whirl/Drop Tower combo that had Beefcake slinging vomit like a sprinkler, Chin shrieking like a banshee, and Landon tumbling by like a drunken gymnast.

      Metal groaned under the strain, and spider web-like cracks crept across the windows.

      “We’re all gonna die,” Chin screamed.

      “I don’t wanna die,” Beefcake wailed. “I’m thirty-five and still a virgin!”

      As I fended off Landon’s desperate grabs and gagged on the stench of partially digested breakfast and stomach acid, I gathered my wits long enough to shout, Sunny!

      I didn’t care who I got so long as someone responded.

      I got you, Frankilicous, Allie answered.

      A little help here!

      Um … you’re not gonna like it.

      I’ll like it better than crashing, that’s for sure!

      Okay, okay, okay. Allie sucked in a breath and let it out slow, like she was getting ready to meditate or unlock a chakra. Just like Clyde taught us. Frances, do I have your consent to—

      Son-of-a-biscuit, YES!

      Hey, I’m just trying to be polite and, you know, not fry your brain. But if you wanna be all screamy—

      Consent, consent, CONSENT!

      Like the flip of a switch, the easy-going attitude was replaced by the stern presence of a disciplining headmistress.

      You will know Youth by its Impatience, Charlotte admonished, and you, Frances, are old enough to—

      I gave myself a mental shake, spinning the wheel on the Other’s personalities until I found someone less preachy and more helpful.

      Valerie?

      Valerie is busy sharpening her metaphorical battle ax, Brittany said, filing her imaginary nails. So, like, can I take a message?

      I spun the personality wheel again, desperate to feel the thunderstorm, the one that I was actually a little afraid of. My blood hummed with a surge of raw energy as I brushed against her lightning essence.

      WOAH!

      The sepia lens snapped over my vision again, its focus flittering here and there like a buzzing bee as Valerie realized the massive pile of shit we were in.

      IF THIS WORKS, I WILL BE LEGEND!

      Under her direction, I unbuckled my seatbelt and flew across the cabin, landing in Landon’s lap like a stripper dropped from the sky. “Heya, stud.”

      He was too shocked to reply, much less shove me away, so I seized Beefcake by the suit, hooked my leg over Chin’s lap, grabbed the pilot’s shoulder, and shouted, Now!

      Fire bloomed in my blood, bubbling over like an erupting volcano, and I had a split second before I squeezed my eyes shut to see my hand – which was somehow shimmering pale green through the rose-tinted glasses – darken into that deep green of papyrus leaves.

      The thunderous boom of the psionic blast shattered the helicopter, encasing the four of us and the pilot in a forcefield. Shrapnel melted into slag on contact, burning jet fuel slid away like oil over water, and glass exploded into glitter.

      Below us, the trees and a weed-ridden field rapidly approached. I couldn’t feel the wind buffeting my face, but I knew it was there. That we were falling nine-point-eight meters per second per second without parachutes. That if we were falling over a deep body of water, we might’ve stood a chance, but not over frozen ground.

      Stupid detail-oriented brain.

      I clenched my eyes, burying my face into Landon’s neck. His arms tightened around my ribs, his head pressed into my shoulder as my brown curls whipped like ribbons around a maypole.

      Chin screamed some more as we plummeted the remaining fifty feet to the ground. The forcefield split with an ear-deafening crack upon impact, denting the froze ground into a concave crater. We landed in a heap, hard enough to get the breath knocked out of our lungs but light enough to walk away without any broken bones.

      AW HELLZ YEAH! Valerie whooped. DID YOU SEE THAT? I AM SUCH A BADASS! WOO!

      The heinous wind had vanished, the leaf and straw flotsam sprinkling down from the sky.

      I couldn’t explain it, but that hurricane had vanished just as suddenly as it had sprung up.

      An incomplete tribute. Freakish weather. And that tech Zielinski had mentioned screwy ley-lines.

      The Cerean nymph had warned of his god’s wrath. Was this just the beginning?

      Blinking the stars from my vision, I glanced around, confirming everyone was alive.

      The pilot was already sitting up, shucking his helmet with shaking fingers. Beefcake was vomiting again, and Chin was hyperventilating into an air sickness bag he’d snatched before the cabin had exploded.

      Landon eased onto his hands and knees with a groan, lifting his head from my chest with a groggy shake. His hand passed over his buzzed scalp, brushing away the grassy debris.

      “Hi,” I said brightly.

      Startled, his head shot up, a mixture of mortification and panic in his normally stern brown eyes.

      I gave him a little wave from my bed in the grass. “Thanks for showing a girl a great time.”

      My snark had the desired effect. He started to scramble off me when he changed his mind.

      Oh shit.

      He grabbed my failing arms and pinned them above my head. I tried to buck him off, but I was partially embedded into the ground. Wearing a self-satisfied smile, Landon carefully removed the rose-tinted glasses from my nose and slipped them onto his own face. I glared up into his penetrating gaze.

      “I told you I’d give those back,” I complained.

      “You can’t trust me, and I can’t trust you,” he said, slipping his hand into my pocket and withdrawing the glasses case and the transmitter. Keeping my hands pinned above my head, he stared down at me. “Care to explain what the hell just happened?”

      “You were there,” I growled. “What are you asking me for?”

      But mentally I was screaming, HONEYDEW!

      Because I had a suspicion about those glasses. Everything had been rosy until the Other had made itself known. Then my skin had lit up like a Christmas tree for those special glasses. Landon had already confessed he didn’t think I was human. Or had, but now didn’t, whatever. Something had changed his mind about me, and I was GoneGodDamned if I was going to do anything to screw that up. Besides, he already suspected I wasn’t who I said I was.

      Landon’s brown eyes squinted behind those rose-tinted lenses. “How did you know to get to our side of the helicopter before it blew?”

      “You’re acting as if I deliberately unbuckled myself,” I snorted. “In the middle of a helicopter crash? Are you crazy?”

      “I know what I saw.”

      “No, you don’t,” I said, wiggling as furiously as I could with one-hundred-ninety-pounds of Tall, Dark, and Handsome on top of me. “You were too busy tumbling ass over tea kettle because you were stupid enough to try to get your glasses back during a helicopter crash. Well, you got ‘em back now, so get. Off.”

      “What about the forcefield?” he pressed. “We should’ve died—”

      “Look, pal,” I barked. “That wind was anything but ordinary. Who’s to say it didn’t encase us in some sort of supportive wind tunnel or something?” Did he honestly think I was going to confess that the Other possessing me had created a forcefield? I’d be locked up next to Tiberius!

      Landon eyed me dubiously.

      “Do I look like a meteorologist to you?” I continued. “You’re the one with the magical artifacts collection. You searched me, remember? You think my Visa cards and fruit snacks could do something like that?”

      “You did this. I don’t know how, but you did it.”

      “If that’s true, then why are you bitching at me? I would’ve just saved your life!”

      “But the test … There has to be something I’m missing,” he muttered. “You had something in your backpack. Some sort of talisman maybe …”

      He was careful to roll away from me so I couldn’t punch him and started picking around the wreckage for my backpack.

      Quickly, I fought my way free of my Frances-shaped hole.

      No one paid me any mind as I struggled, each lost in his own troubles. The pilot was on his cellphone, requesting another bird, Landon was frantically searching for my backpack, and Chin was awkwardly patting Beefcake’s back.

      “I won’t say anything about you being a virgin if you don’t say anything about me screaming like a little sissy,” Chin said quietly.

      Beefcake groaned, his head still between his knees. “Deal.”

      Halfway out of my hole, there was a whoosh of air, a bunch of panicked cries, the sound of the pilot fainting, and a clawed hand yanked me out the rest of the way.

      “I heard your pulse spike, maggot.”

      My heart faltered at the sight of the urn nestled in the crook of the demon’s arm. I know I’d told him to protect it, but bringing it here was a mistake. Especially while Landon still wore those rose-tinted Eyes of Sia.

      Little red flames danced in his eye sockets as Clyde lifted my hair to look into my ears, wedged a talon between my lips to examine my mouth, and pinched my butt to see my physical reaction. I screeched and slapped him in the arm. He gave a sharp nod. “You are intact. It seems I have no reason to maim them unless you wish it. Indulge me, maggot, and wish it.”

      “I knew I’d die a virgin,” Beefcake sniffled.

      “Backpack,” I ordered frantically. “Now.”

      A nanosecond later, Clyde stopped directly in front of Landon, spines fully erect and lips peeled back from his needle-like teeth.

      Landon stumbled back with a shout as Chin screamed and Beefcake vomited over Chin’s shoes. With a despairing groan, the pilot fainted again.

      Clyde plucked my backpack from Landon’s hands and flashed back to me, pressing it into my hands like an obedient hound. “Now may I dismember them?”

      Landon pointed a finger at me. “I knew it.”

      I shoved my arms through the straps. “Not that I’m admitting anything, but you’re welcome. Asshole.”

      “Fine. Thanks. Whatever,” he said begrudgingly. “But I’ll get that artifact, one way or another. It’s too dangerous to be left out in the open, Frances.”

      “You can threaten me when we’re alone, but I wouldn’t advise it when he’s around.” I jerked my thumb over my shoulder at Clyde. The demon hissed right on cue.

      Landon swallowed, straightening his suit with a sharp tug. “This little incident aside, do we still have a deal?”

      Look who was being so complacent now? Huh, I should threaten him with a demon more often.

      “Yeah,” I said flatly. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have a town to save. Clyde, let’s go home.”

      “To the hovel!” The demon shoved the urn into my hands and hoisted me into his arms.

      “Hey,” Landon said, pointing at the urn. His eyes narrowed behind the rose-tinted glasses. “What’s that in your—”

      The men fell back in fear as Clyde lunged forward, Chin screaming for a third time.

      “May the fleas of a thousand camels infest your groins, and may your arms be too short to scratch,” the demon snarled. “Good-day, halfwits.”
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      Even though I could channel a super-healing Other with near-limitless energy, there’s something to be said about the wonders of good ol’ fashioned all-natural regenerative sleep.

      Except a common side effect is momentary memory loss, specifically of the previous day, until something jars your memory. So I was blissfully forgetful of yesterday’s interrogation and helicopter explosion until I caught sight of Clyde’s chickens.

      I raked my hands through my curls, tugging on my scalp, as six mature chickens scratched around a make-shift pen in the garage. In my absence, Clyde had rigged half the vehicle bay into a makeshift coop complete with wood shavings, two feeders, a waterer, and a heating lamp. Not that the birds needed it much now that they were fully feathered.

      I didn’t ask where he’d gotten the supplies, since the Visa cards had been with me all day yesterday, but I suspected Blanche.

      The chickens scattered at the sight of me, clustering around Clyde’s scaly legs. He waded through them carefully, ruffling their feathers with his six-inch talons as they chirped happily. After he checked on their food and water, he scooped up a particularly feisty hen and presented her to me as Madame Cluck.

      “That’s nice, Clyde,” I said, giving the bird a quick pat on the head and yanking my hand back before she could peck me, “but I seemed to have missed something while I was away. They were chicks yesterday morning.”

      “I have two theories,” he said, lifting a claw. “Either Chicken Master Billy Crane has bred a mutant strain, or, more likely, their unprecedented growth spurt is a result of nature being out of sync.”

      “Son-of-a-biscuit.”

      “Earthquakes, the inexplicable weather”—he pointed outside at the whiteout blizzard that had sprung up out of nowhere—“the chickens’ accelerated maturity. Even Miss Chumki said I was going to need both sunblock and an umbrella today. If that doesn’t tell you how bad things are, I don’t know what could.”

      “I don’t care what your astrologer said!”

      “The fact remains that the longer that boy remains unsacrificed, the more I fear will happen. I told you we were facing apocalyptic events.”

      I sliced my hand through the air. “We are not sacrificing Wyatt.”

      The boy had absorbed the energy – the tribute – meant for the Corn Festival, albeit accidentally. Sacrificing him to release the power to fulfill its original purpose was not only sensible and efficient, it was necessary.

      Yeah, over my GoneGodDamn dead body.

      The demon shrugged. “Human hands weren’t meant to touch the tribute, according to Crazy Carl. It would follow that if a human absorbed that amount of energy, he would not be able to contain it. An adult in prime physical health, perhaps, but certainly not a child.”

      “So you’re saying it’s leaking out of him, and these are the results?” I thrust my hand toward the window where the sun was shining brightly.

      “It’s possible. Or it could be something else entirely. Apocalyptic events can be infuriatingly cryptic. But in regards to the boy, it’s either leak or be blown apart, I would assume. That’s what usually happens in these situations.” The demon stroked Madame Cluck’s feathers as he thought. “There must be some stabilizing effect during this Saturnalia time period. Stabilizing being a relative word in this context.”

      “And the festival ends in three days,” I muttered, heading back into the house as the snowstorm took over again. I went into the living room to check the trail cameras – nothing but swirling snowflakes – and glared at the Antevortan Clock and its eleven-thirty. Flipping it the middle finger, I dropped onto the couch, more of the stuffing squishing out of the myriad holes. “I think Mr. TDH knows more than he’s letting on. They had real-time satellite images of Cornish Roost back at that command center or whatever you wanna call it, but an energy source kept shorting them out. Like it knew it was being watched and didn’t want to be seen.”

      “The Cerean nymph?”

      I nodded. “This is more serious than an interrupted Corn Festival. The World Army doesn’t wanna touch this mess, which just tells you how screwed we really are, and I can’t leave until we figure it out.” I pawed at my tracker bracelet and its flashing yellow light, wondering if I had the guts of Aron Ralston and could chop my hand off if necessary. “And, of course, there’s that”—I pointed to the Antevortan Clock—“which is something I could really live without right now. Not to mention I lost contact with Sunny—”

      “Let me interrupt your egocentric doomsday ramblings for just one nanosecond for clarity’s sake. You lost contact with Sunny?”

      I shut my eyes against the demonic spittle that rained against my face.

      Then I hastily wiped it off before it could dissolve my skin.

      Clyde’s talons started to catch in the weave of the area rug as he paced back and forth, yanking threads loose worse than the naughtiest cat. “When did you first lose contact? Was it immediate or gradual? For how long? And when you regained communications, was it—”

      “Will you calm down? If anyone gets to freak out, it’s me!”

      “You are defective, maggot. You can’t even stay possessed!”

      “Look. I got in the helicopter, we took off, we were in the air for like ten minutes before she was gone. It was like flipping a switch.”

      It’d been scary, too, but I didn’t want to dwell on that aspect. Yesterday had been a shit show on the emotional rollercoaster – losing Sunny, getting tested to see if I was human or not, surviving a helicopter explosion, to name the highlights – and I needed to keep my cool. Cool as a cucumber. Cukey-calm.

      Clyde’s talons drew phantom numbers in the air. After a quick calculation, he announced, “That puts you at a distance of about twenty miles. Twenty miles and you lose connection. How is that possible?”

      I threw up my hands. “You’re the possession expert! You tell me.”

      “I already postulated a theory. You’re defective.”

      “Okay, so clearly it’s something else we can add to the list to work on. But I don’t have time to deal with this right now,” I groaned. “The Cerean nymph has us on a pretty tight deadline, and I need to go to the clinic—”

      “You need to eat first, maggot,” Clyde said, pushing me back onto the ruined couch. “An empty stomach has lost many a war, and we can’t have that. This is not the Dark Ages – by the GoneGods, how I miss them – so you will sit there while I make you breakfast.”

      Memories of baked beans and Rice Crispies floating like flotsam from a shipwreck in a sea of milk set my stomach churning. “I think I’ll just have a sandwich, you know? Something simple like peanut butter or grilled cheese?”

      “And deprive your body of essential nutrients? I think not.” The demon flashed into the kitchen and a moment later handed me a plate with a peanut butter, baloney, and spinach sandwich drizzled with ketchup. “Blanche is tending to Reggie. Your rustic methods are healing him, slowly but steadily, and we were unable to find any other accelerated healing method in the books. Not much is known about Green Men. Eat. And then you and Sunny will practice more. And, by the way …”

      I squeaked as the demon flung his muscled arms around me. It was all I could do to keep ahold of the plate. “What the—”

      “I’m so proud of you,” Clyde cried. “Creating that forcefield – it was a forcefield, right? Though meteorites create similar craters, though I didn’t see any evidence of space rock or the resulting natural disaster of such an impact—”

      “Clyde,” I gasped, “I can’t breathe—”

      The demon shifted so his clawed hands weighed on my shoulders. “What method did you use? Aldie’s ‘Accept Yourself So You Can Be The Best Version Of You’ or ‘Self-Doubt Is For Losers, Self-Praise Is For Winners?’ ”

      “I, um, just asked for help—”

      Clyde clapped his gecko-like hands together. “Ah, the old ‘You’re No Longer Immortal So Ask For Help So You Don’t Die’ technique. Brilliant!”

      “Uh … sure. Yeah, that’s the one.”

      “Well done, maggot. I think you deserve another sandwich for that.”

      “No! I mean, I’m so full—”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. I can tell when your blood sugar is low. Just a moment.” He flashed to the kitchen, sending the curtains into another flapping frenzy, and returned a second later with a pickled herring, mustard, and pomegranate seed on toasted rye.

      “Thanks …”

      “Now if you would allow me, I shall eat as well, and you can regale me with tales of your victory.”

      Clyde devoured a rack of venison ribs – bones and all – as I picked through my sandwiches. They weren’t terrible, and when you haven’t eaten all day, almost anything tastes pretty good.

      At least you have tastebuds, Brittany sighed.

      You can taste the next one, I promised.

      Despite how much Clyde wanted to start training us in full-on possession, and Sunny’s overwhelming enthusiasm at the prospect – I can’t wait to feel the rain on my skin again, ya know? I WANT ONE OF THOSE PICKLED HERRING SANDWICHES! Think, like, we could kiss a boy or something? I would very much prefer if we could fly across the sky at sunset – I put my foot down and insisted we go to the clinic.

      “I don’t understand your hesitation in the matter, maggot,” Clyde complained as he folded himself into the passenger seat. “You did it once before, don’t you remember? When we were driving back from Kansas City after you had fled from the skinwalker like a coward? As you humans are so fond of saying, it’s just like riding a bicycle.”

      Oh c’mon, Frankilicious! Allie whined. We’ll use those safe words you came up with. Yellowstone for go, and honeydew for stop.

      “I know they signed a contract, but what about impulse control?” I asked. “What if they get so wrapped up in the, I don’t know, the novelty of it all, that they disobey? I can’t be shoved onto the back burner in my own mind, you know? I mean, they haven’t given me any reason to doubt, but come on. Their personalities? I’ve got a diva and a Viking battle-crazed berserker in there!”

      Clyde thought about it a long time as the truck rumbled down the road. “Disobedience results in death, maggot. But since this Other is an essence, for all we know, the possession is not permanent as it can be in demonic cases. There is a time limit, to be determined by the physical and mental prowess of the host. You would quite literally force them out by going into a coma.” The demon drummed his talons on top of the urn. “And then I would kill you for hurting my master.”

      Allie threw up her imaginary hands. Okay, okay, cool it with the death threats, C-dawg. I think I’ve already proven myself with the whole give-your-body-back thing with the skinwalker. Sheesh.

      You know you’re not, like, just a ride for me, don’t you, Frances? Brittany asked.

      I WOULD NEVER DISHONOR MYSELF AND TAKE WHAT IS NOT MINE! Valerie vowed.

      Your fear is noted, but completely unfounded, Charlotte said. The desire is to return to my own body, Frances. That was the deal. We work together so you may help me rediscover who – and what – I am. As much as I appreciate you, your body is just another prison for me.

      “Huh.”

      “What is it, maggot?”

      “I … I really think we’re beginning to trust each other.” It was such a simple thing to say, but it was really profound. Because it was true. Or at least, I really believed it.

      “I should think so, after you two created that forcefield and survived such a traumatic event,” Clyde sniffed. “Otherwise, I’d suspect you had a hyperactive case of pistanthrophobia.”
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      It seemed that whoever that little shit of a trickster god was whose influence had gotten me locked up in jail not too long ago decided we needed to encounter some rioting before we got to work.

      Though I was making waves in this town, I still tried to abide by my rules. Rule One: don’t let them know where you are. So that meant I took the long way to work, my truck rumbling into town to get the daily news from Crazy Carl – who was nowhere to be seen – breakfast at Jolene’s – though we skipped that this morning due to those lovely sandwiches – then taking the south exit out of the town square rotary to head to the clinic.

      Apparently, the news of last night’s street fight and this morning’s bipolar weather patterns had set the town into a panic worse than the one Doreen Collins had created with her inflammatory headlines. Where was that troublesome woman? I hadn’t seen her since her failure to win Johnny at the Bachelor Auction.

      Clyde transformed into a hedgehog and pressed his little pink paws and nose against the passenger window as we passed shouting townsfolk waving picket signs defaming Others. I rolled through town at a steady pace, ignoring the slaps against my truck, the rotting apples that exploded against my windshield like water balloons.

      The demon scuttled into his messenger bag with a squeak.

      But it wasn’t just apples. There was rotting produce everywhere, like some sort of blight had crept into the grocery stores overnight and had spent the evening hours festering.

      We’ll just add that to the growing list of “Apocalypse Now” symptoms.

      People ransacked stores while others raced to their cars with carriages full of non-perishables and toilet paper. Someone had even set the ruined Mercedes on fire and a few degenerates were actually standing as close as they dared with hotdogs on sticks.

      And through the thick of it, I saw the half dozen deputies in their tan shirts and puffy jackets running around trying to keep the peace.

      “We’re taking a little detour,” I announced, turning down a street that led farther into town.

      “Do we have to?” the demon wailed from his messenger bag.

      “You’ve been doing great, Clyde. Remember how you bluffed an oni demon?”

      “Yes, but that was one Other.”

      “Don’t you regress on me.” I gave the lump in the bag a chastising swat. “How’re you supposed to improve hiding away in there? You faced Others last night. Human people should be no problem for you.”

      “Person, yes, people not so much. Haven’t you ever seen a troop of army ants take down a scorpion?”

      “I dunno Clyde, I saw you take down that cynocephali pack nearly all by yourself. You sent them running.”

      The hedgehog’s ears twitched, his little face brightening. “You know what, you’re absolutely right!” He sauntered out of the messenger bag, climbed up to the passenger window, bracing his little back feet on the door handle, and shook a pink fist at the rioters. “That’s right, Cornish Roost, you don’t want to anger me! I am a ferocious beast, no matter my size, and I will not be intimida – eek!”

      His spines skewered the seat as he fell away from a rotten cucumber that had just detonated against the window. The demon flailed like a turtle on its back, spines sinking deeper into the upholstery.

      Chuckling, I plucked him free and turned into the sheriff’s station.

      “Hello?” I called, letting the door bang close behind me. “Johnny? Judy?”

      “Let me out!” a familiar voice shrilled. “You can’t keep me in here when I have a duty to report the news! You cannot infringe my second amendment rights!”

      I knew that voice.

      Creeping around the entryway, I stole a peek into the bullpen.

      The dispatch officer/sketch artist – whom I had deceived with a prank call about domestic violence not too long ago when I’d been trying to evade the law – rolled her chair to the doorway of her office and stuck her head out. “That’s the right to bear arms,” Judy told the prisoner dryly. “You’d think a reporter would know it was her first amendment right she thought we were infringing.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Doreen Collins shrilled. “You’re infringing all of them by keeping me locked up in here!”

      “Your rights end when you violate another’s,” Judy said, rolling herself back to her desk. “And giving false testimony that leads to the imprisonment of another is just that. Oh hey there, Frances.”

      Finally noticed, I gave Judy a little wave. There was no bad blood between us, despite my deception. She’d even come out of her office to help with the impromptu book party I’d hosted while imprisoned, not to mention drawing the sketch of the skinwalker that had exonerated both me and Tiberius.

      Doreen thrust a stubby finger at me through the iron bars. “You!”

      The journalist was a hot mess.

      She must’ve been arrested shortly after the Corn Festival for there were smudges of dirt from the earthquake on her skirt and cardigan. The hair spray had long since worn off, and her brown hair, normally expertly curled in that 50s fashion, hung in lank strands about her shoulders.

      I stared at her a minute, that minute stretching into an eternity across the bullpen of vacant desks as I remembered how she had taunted me when I’d been where she was now. Nothing stirred but the sounds of the coffee pot percolating another lackluster brew and the clicking of Judy’s nails against her keyboard.

      “Well?” Doreen demanded.

      “So what’s Doreen doing in the drunk tank?” I asked Judy.

      “I’m not drunk,” the journalist screamed.

      “You might as well be with all that caterwauling,” Judy shouted back.

      “I’m still hungry!”

      I took a seat in Judy’s office, my back to Doreen. “Johnny here?”

      The dispatcher sighed, pulling out a cellophane-wrapped muffin and a carton of orange juice from the fridge, presumably for Doreen. “Not yet. He normally doesn’t show before nine – he likes to check on the restaurant first, make sure the fauns haven’t set a grease fire by accident, you know? – but he always answers his phone. But nothing. And today of all days.” She shook her head.

      “I just wanted to volunteer my services as an on-call medic. If you need it. It looks pretty bad out there.”

      “Aren’t you just the sweetest? Thankfully it looks worse than it actually is. But let me get your number – hang it all.” Judy snatched up the blaring phone. “9-1-1, what is your emergency? Miss Opal, is that you again? I told you I alerted the fire department about your cat stuck in the tree but we’re a little busy right now … Yes, ma’am, I’ll ring them again, but they’re not going to take it kindly that this is the third time in fifteen minutes.” She hung up the phone with a sigh, then leaned over her desk, dropping her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “I’m not calling them again. Does that make me a bad person?”

      “Nope. The cat’s probably safer in the tree anyway.” I pointed to the shelf behind her. “And could I just have one of the radios? In case something happens to the cell towers.”

      “Jeepers, you think so?” Judy swirled around in her chair to pluck one of the back-up radios from its charging cradle.

      I hooked the radio onto my belt with a shrug. “You never know.”

      “Those babies have a long battery life and are all equipped with real time GPS. If those cell towers do go down, the landline transformers won’t be far behind, and that’s gonna be the only mode of communication in this entire town.”

      No outside communication? That wasn’t something I wanted to dwell on. What was next? The National Guard shutting down the town borders? I was already feeling claustrophobic as it was, so I changed the subject. “Hey, do y’all have any rock salt shotgun shells here that I could, uh, get on loan? You know Rural King’s gotta be sold out with all the shenanigans going on.” I gave the dispatcher my sweetest smile.

      “That ammo is for deputies only, and only the sheriff’s got the authority to make deputies …”  She chewed her bottom lip and then gave an exasperated sigh. “But since Johnny’s not here, and our town is going to hell in a handbasket, knock yourself out. Just sign it out in the log.”

      I’d been hoping she’d say yes, but I was surprised she actually did. Things must’ve been worse than I’d witnessed. But I wasn’t about to look this gift horse in the mouth, so I took the keys to the armory she’d given me and helped myself to a box of shells.

      When I returned the keys, Judy was on the phone again with another few blinking lights waiting impatiently on her phone base. The muffin and orange juice still sat on the edge of her desk, the carton weeping with condensation. I picked up the food and walked over to the jail cell.

      I didn’t say anything, but I looked Doreen straight in the eye as I placed the juice and the muffin in the gap between the bars. Her trembling lips tightened into a thin line as she glared at me.

      “I’m not eating this prepackaged filth,” she snapped.

      I just shrugged and turned around.

      The muffin hit my back with a crinkle of cellophane.

      Lightning crackled between my fingertips, but I clenched my fingers into fists, quenching the anger. Crouching, I picked the muffin up and returned to the bars.

      Something in my face made Doreen take a hasty step back, her hands flying to her pudgy throat.

      “I only made it through my brief stay here because I had the support of my friends,” I said quietly, replacing the muffin on the rung. “Looks like you’re going to be here a bit longer than me, and from the emptiness of this station, I’d say you’re running pretty low in the friend department. So I’d accept every kind gesture that came my way if I were you.”

      I didn’t care what she did with the muffin this time as I turned to leave. Some people couldn’t be reasoned with, but a small part of me smiled when I heard the plastic packaging rustling as she tore into it.

      There was a moment of silence, then she wailed, “Oh my GoneGods, mine are never this moist! How do they do that?”
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      Blanche flew out of the clinic like a hornet, lime green yarn trailing after her, before we’d even put the truck into park. She’d added lavender lipstick to her new beautification regimen. Coupled with her neon yellow fingernail polish and hot pink negligee, she looked like a failed applicant for an ‘80s centerfold photoshoot.

      “Crowns and cavities, they won’t leave,” the tooth fairy shouted, gesturing wildly with her knitting. “I even threatened them, and they still wouldn’t go. Me!”

      I fiddled with my bracelet. “Is it Landon?” I really didn’t have time to deal with him again so soon.

      “No! It’s the fauns!”

      “You threatened Johnny’s fauns and they didn’t leave? I bet they still pissed themselves,” I said, trying to make her feel better.

      Blanche pouted. “Only four outta five. And I don’t call that a win unless I get the whole set.”

      “Sorry they ruined your streak. What do they want?”

      “Help. And I’d give it to them if they’d show me the fear and respect I deserve! That fifth one’s so hopped up on honey I can smell his enamel disintegrating. When they fall out of his head, those teeth are mine, Frances. You hear me? But I’m not going to eat them, oh no, I’m going to sew them into my clothes like they’re GoneGodDamn rhinestones! That’ll show this town who’s boss alright. Right?”

      “Of course!”

      “Undoubtedly,” Clyde agreed hurriedly.

      The demon and I shared a look before following the muttering tooth fairy into the clinic.

      Inside the examination suite, the fauns were clustered around Reggie. Four of them regarded Blanche with wary but determined green eyes, while the fifth – Paul, still delirious on honey for his healing hoof – continued finger-painting designs on the Other’s skin.

      “Uh … hello, guys,” I said, giving them a little wave.

      “FRANCES!” the four cried, their little hooves clacking against the cement floor as they stampeded across the suite.

      Leonidas, always the dramatic one, threw his red arms around my legs and bawled into my jeans. David joined him, and Harold tried, but I nudged the lecherous faun away before he could hug me from behind. Brian, the stockiest one, lingered just out of reach, his head lowered and brown hair shading his face.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked gently. “Blanche said you needed help? Why aren’t you at work?”

      “We can’t go back there!” Leonidas wailed.

      For a second, I envisioned the jorogumo, the oni demon Hayate, and their posse infiltrating the peaceful orchards and terrorizing the fauns. It was the perfect place for food and shelter, with dozens of secluded nooks and crannies to hide. And Kita, the yellow garden spider-woman, would feel right at home among the apple trees. We hadn’t seen or heard hide or hair of them since that street fight two nights ago.

      I seized Leonidas’s shoulders. “Did the oni demon—”

      “We may be fauns, but we have rights,” Harold interrupted, waving his crutch.

      “Wait, what?”

      “He hit Brian, and he’s the obedient one!” David said, pointing to his kin.

      “Who hit him?”

      “Johnny did,” Leonidas said.

      “Johnny? Johnny Galastone. You’re kidding, right?” I sputtered in disbelief. “That man wouldn’t hurt a …” I was going to say fly, but then I remembered him pistol-whipping that oni demon until Hayate’s face has resembled a macerated strawberry.

      “Well, he hurt Brian,” Harold said sourly, crossing his arms over his brawny chest. “And OSHA says that’s a hostile work environment!”

      “Brian?” I asked softly.

      The stocky Faun raised his head, and a purple-colored hand-shaped welt covered the left side of his face. “C-can I have some honey? Paul won’t share his.”

      At the sound of his name, Paul clutched the bottle of honey to his chest and in his best Gollum expression hissed, “Mine!”

      I waded through the fauns until I could kneel in front of the stocky one. Brian let me gently probe his face, his green eyes wet with unshed tears. It almost looked like he’d been burned.

      “Hmm,” Clyde mused, peering over my shoulder, “the force required to leave a mark as large and colorful as that is considerable. Open-handed, so it was meant to shame as well as hurt.”

      Brian turned away, sniffling.

      “Shush, Clyde. Let’s put some ice on that, Brian. Blanche,” I called, “could you get another bottle of honey out of the pharmacy, please?”

      We had some ice wrapped in a towel and pressed against his cheek when Blanche returned with a twelve-ounce bottle of honey.

      “That’ll be fifty dollars,” the tooth fairy said, ripping off the protective seal. “And no returns since it’s already been opened.”

      “Blanche! It’s just honey.”

      “And business is down, in case you haven’t noticed. That Cerean nymph with his doom-and-gloom, not to mention this weather, has everyone hiding away. There’s hardly anything left from the Jin Chan frog—”

      “Where did all that money go, anyway? Our expenses aren’t that high and we make good on trade.” My eyes narrowed as the tooth fairy fussed with the hem of her lab coat. “Blanche, what did you spend it on?”

      “The Bachelor Auction,” she mumbled.

      “The what?”

      “I was afraid you were going to leave again, okay?” Blanche shouted.

      “These are some very interesting arcane symbols you’ve painted on the Green Man,” Clyde said loudly, herding the fauns back to the Other. “I would like to know more.”

      “You’d left once before without saying good-bye,” the tooth fairy shrilled, “and I thought the only way you’d stay again would be him. I know you like him, and Clyde’s told me all about your raging pheromones.”

      The demon transformed into a hedgehog under my glare and scurried under Reggie’s leafy hair to hide.

      “Crowns and cavities, you’re the only one who can help me figure out what’s wrong with me!” Blanche wailed. “I have hair now, I’m being nice, and I seem to have no impulse control in the cosmetic aisle! I thought you of all people would help me. I thought we were friends.”

      “We are friends, Blanche. It’s just—”

      “It’s just you’re selfish. You’re always looking out for yourself with no thought on how your actions affect others. And we all know you were going to run after the skinwalker!”

      My hands tightened into defensive fists as my blood hummed with energy.

      Um, Frankilicious? Allie piped up. You’re getting a bit worked up—

      “I can’t stay here,” I said hotly. “My face was on TV, and it’s not safe—”

      “For you.”

      My blood was roaring in my ears now, boiling over like lava out of a volcano. “For me or anyone who knows me!”

      “But who really knows you?” Blanche demanded. “By Apollonia’s Tongs, you’ve got an oni demon bound by a blood feud hunting you! That doesn’t just happen to normal people.”

      “Do I look normal to you?” I shouted.

      Lightning shot from my fists, crackling to the ceiling in a spiderweb of white light and scorching the floor.

      Blanche took cover under an exam table like it was a Faraday cage as the fauns huddled against the herb shelves, David screeching as his tail caught fire. Harold snuffed it out with a few whacks of his crutch and yanked his squealing kin back behind a 50-gallon drum of olive oil – not just for salad dressings – as the lightning tore through the suite and dissipated against the ceiling.

      There was a click, and my tracker bracelet fell to the floor in a melted heap.

      At least something was going right today.

      Panting, I unclenched my fists and shook the smoke from my fingers.

      Frankilicious, you okay? Allie whispered.

      Honeydew!

      “Looks like you’ve been keeping more than one secret,” Blanche muttered.

      She’d known about the voice, but not of its power. I’d kept that from her, too.

      My upper lip twitched, but I let the comment go. “I’m going to go deal with Johnny. Fauns, you’re welcome to stay here so long as you don’t make a mess.”

      “You mean any more than what that lightning just did?” Harold asked. “You zapped Reggie!”

      I just glowered at him.

      “You got it, Miss Frances,” Brian assured, cuffing his kin on the back of the head.

      “I’m coming with you, maggot.”

      “No, Clyde,” I said, but I was glaring at Blanche. “I need to be alone for a while. It’s what I’m actually good at.”
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      5221 Sycamore Drive was a quaint country cottage shaded by maple trees on one side and bordered by heirloom apple varieties on the other. Squirrels scampered everywhere, chittering in the trees and stealing seed from the bird feeders. Black-eyed Susans, miraculously in bloom, sprouted on either side of the stone walkway, cheerily guiding visitors to the front door. The porch, rickety but well swept, sported a little charcoal grill, a whicker rocking chair, and a pair of mud-splattered boots.

      I knocked on the door a few times, lowered my ear to listen, and knocked again when I heard nothing from inside.

      “Johnny?” I called, trying the doorknob.

      The door swung open.

      That was something I’d never understand about Midwesterners, at least the ones in this neck of the woods. Nobody believes in locks. I mean, every house comes equipped with them, obviously, but nobody seems to use them.

      Except for me.

      Clyde would say I have trust issues, and he’d be right, but isn’t that just common sense? Lock your door when you’re away and when you’re sleeping? Maybe the people out here are just nicer to each other? Maybe the idea of infringing on that famous Midwestern hospitality is so repulsive it keeps everybody in check? Though I bet it didn’t hurt that nearly everyone out here has known the proper handling of a firearm since they were twelve …

      “Johnny? I’m coming inside.” I wiped my boots on the bristly welcome mat and tiptoed over the threshold.

      Being so covetous of my own privacy, I was loath to invade his, though part of me – the pheromone part, as Clyde would say – was rampant with curiosity.

      Hardwood floors with cranberry-colored area rugs, a wood-burning stove in the corner of the living room, plenty of sunlight from all the windows, fresh-cut flowers in a vase beside a bowl of apples on the kitchen table, an enclosed porch on the south side of the house that had been converted into a greenhouse.

      Holding my breath, I stepped inside the botanical garden, squinting as my eyes adjusted to the lush greenery. There were plants from all over the globe carefully nestled away in here, as well as a small hydroponics system that was currently growing three varieties of lettuce while simultaneously providing an interactive aquatic habitat for a dozen goldfish.

      I wish I could’ve stayed longer – there was a collection of spiderflower and hoya blooms I wanted to explore more – but I was here to find Johnny, and unless he was hidden behind that dwarf pomegranate tree, he wasn’t in here.

      I carefully closed the glass door behind me and worked my way upstairs.

      “Johnny? It’s me, Frances. The fauns were worried about you …”

      My voice trailed off as I pushed open the door to the master bedroom.

      Whereas the rest of the small house was pristinely neat and pleasantly perfumed with flowers and ripening apples, this place was a wreck. The fermented stench of body odor and that antique-y smell of old books hit me like a sledgehammer to the face.

      Half-eaten plates of food, empty mugs and cider bottles, books, and loose sheafs of paper covered the desk and dresser, even parts of the floor, and frantically sketched drawings covered everything else.

      A hundred charcoal faces of the skinwalker stared at me.

      My breath died in my throat as those fierce eyes bored into me. I fought flashbacks of my own, the time when I was pinned down at the ranch with that skinless beast hovering over me, blasting me with his furnace-like heat; the hall-of-mirrors when he’d showcased the stolen faces of my friends.

      I darted down the hall to the bathroom, wrenched the faucet, and splashed cold water onto my face and neck. Cupping my hands, I sucked some of that cold water down, relaxing as it diffused the panicked heat from my body.

      And then, like the faintest whisper of wind against my skin, Sunny brushed my consciousness. I knew she must’ve felt my panic, the sudden spike in blood pressure, smelled the sweat that had sprung from every pore.

      I’m alright. Honeydew.

      The wisp vanished, as light as a dandelion seed on a summertime breeze.

      I didn’t want to deal with anyone else’s thoughts other than my own.

      “He’s dead,” I whispered to the water flooding the sink. I turned off the faucet and patted my face dry with a hand towel as I looked at myself in the mirror. Curly springs of brown hair, blue eyes, a haunted face. “He’s dead, Frances.”

      But he wasn’t dead to Johnny.
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      I returned to the bedroom, careful to keep my eyes averted from the drawings. It was then I noticed the window shades were drawn, only emitting slats of light, the dresser’s mirror was broken, and the bed had an occupant.

      “Johnny.”

      The sheriff of Cornish Roost twitched under a sweat-soaked sheet, dreaming fitfully. He’d kicked off the rest of the bedding into a tangled heap at the foot of the bed and now jerked as if plagued by an invisible swarm of flies.

      Normally I would’ve been thrilled to see him shirtless and sweaty, but this whole delirious thing wasn’t my cup of tea. The sheets were streaked with rosy pink, as if he’d been bleeding, but he wasn’t anymore. I vaguely remembered something about the jorogumo stabbing him through the shoulder with one of her barbed appendages, but there was no evidence of that now, not even a scar. Maybe it’d been like that time in the orchard when I thought he’d pierced a lung.

      Missed him by that much.

      “Johnny,” I repeated, more loudly now. I sat on the edge of the bed and hesitantly reached for him.

      I yanked my hand away from his scalding flesh with a hiss. The man definitely had a fever. Normally I’d let a fever run its course unless it got dangerously high, and we were there. And leaving him to marinate in his own sweat wasn’t going to do any one of us any favors. I had to cool him off.

      Tugging the sheet free from the mattress, I wrapped it tight around him and hauled him to his feet. He moaned once, conscious enough to lean against me and stumble into the adjoining master bathroom. I sat him down in the shower, leaned him against the wall, and set the faucet to lukewarm.

      Averting my eyes, I peeled the sheet from him like I was skinning an onion and bundled it into a damp wad of gag-worthy stank. I returned to the bed, yanking the rest of the blankets to throw into the washer – or burn outside – and jumped as something clattered to the floor.

      It was a dreamcatcher.

      Many people make the mistake of thinking dreamcatchers do just that, catch dreams. Or nightmares. But their original purpose was to provide protection, deflect bad luck or capture it so it couldn’t hurt anyone. They used to guard the cradles of children, and now this one guarded Johnny.

      It was old too, woven from willow bark and sinew, and adorned with black feathers. A lump of turquoise stared at me from the center, a little blue spider in its web.

      I recognized it, for the work of shamans has a similarity about it, no matter what tribe they’re from. My talisman with its tufts of coyote hair and bits of raven bone and silver and dandelion seeds had been fashioned with the same care. The same ritual.

      It felt warm to my hands, warmer than ambient temperature. It was working overtime.

      Tossing the dreamcatcher on the mattress, I started to snoop. Since this wasn’t your run-of-the-mill tourist junk, it meant Johnny was, or had been, on intimate terms with a shaman. And if he was anything like me, he’d have a way of contacting him or her.

      My mode of communication was a cellphone sealed in a bag of chips, but Johnny was far less paranoid, so I figured he’d keep his shaman’s number in his personal cellphone. I just had to find it in this mess.

      I riffled through his clothes in their heap on the floor, the papers, under the plates of half-eaten food, the stacks of books, the metal tin of charcoal pencils. I found his cellphone under his pillow of all places, and the trusting idiot didn’t even have it password protected. Again, what’s with these people and not using locks?

      But a scroll of his contact list and call history revealed nothing out of the ordinary.Bleh, back to the drawing board.

      I went through his drawers and closet, momentarily distracted by the scent of apples and woodsmoke on his fleece jacket that I had to indulge in a second sniff – no, I am not a pervert, get your mind out of the gutter – before I looked under the bed.

      Bingo.

      Unsheathing my machete, I stretched out on the hardwood floor and hooked the tip behind the dusty old box and drew it forth.

      It was old, as old as the dreamcatcher. I flipped the brass latch with a gentle finger, wrinkling my nose at the musty scent. Inside was a neatly folded buckskin jacket, which hadn’t been oiled in ages so it was nothing more than a leathery husk, and a journal, which was the source of the mustiness.

      With a fingernail, I lifted the cover, eyes widening at the date in faded ink: 1832.

      Talk about a family heirloom.

      There was a bang from the bathroom, followed by a curse, and I shoved the box off my lap to lurch to my feet.

      Johnny stumbled out of the bathroom, clutching a towel around his hips with one hand, using the other one to brace himself against the doorframe. His green eyes slowly focused on me. “F-Frances? What … what are you … doing here?”

      I caught him before he could fall, forcing myself to ignore the fact that his towel had slipped to the ground and he was completely naked and wet and sticking to me like a fly on a glue trap. Droplets of water dripped from the ends of his sun-kissed hair, splattering on my neck and sending shivers down my spine as they slid beneath my shirt collar.

      “Let’s, um, lean you up against here,” I said, propping him up against the wall. “And you hold this”—I hastily shoved the discarded towel into his hands—“while I go get another set of sheets.”

      I practically ransacked the hall closet, returning with a motley collection of bedding that I hurriedly spread over the mattress. Slinging Johnny’s arm over my shoulder, I guided him back to the bed without further towel droppage.

      I know you might chastise me for my prudishness, being a doctor, but a body is not just a body when that body is Johnny Galastone’s. Remember how I said he was a shoe-in for the Calvin Klein: Midwest Freedom campaign? Now that I’d accidentally gotten a good look at him without a shirt on, or pants, all I wanted to do was change my name to Jane so he could be my Tarzan. One word, people: wowzah.

      But I’m still a doctor, and a professional, so I shoved away the fantasies and got back to the task at hand. I held the dreamcatcher in front of the sheriff’s delirious face. “I know what this is.”

      “It’s just a … dreamcatcher,” he panted, sweat springing up from his chest and forehead again.

      “And my name’s Mickey Mouse. How do I get in touch with your shaman?”

      Johnny’s green eyes rolled in his head, focused one moment and hazy the next as the fever reclaimed him. “Dead,” he whispered.

      Fairy farts.

      Shamans differ from modern medical doctors by treating the spirit as well as the mind and body. It’s something I tried to incorporate in my own practice with Others, but I had to admit, I was mucking it up pretty bad lately, especially with Blanche. I was still an amateur at best. And from the hundreds of skinwalker drawings plastering this bedroom’s every surface, we were definitely in need of a shaman. A professional one.

      Hanging the dreamcatcher on the headboard – where it belonged – I shrugged my backpack onto the mattress and fished out the bag of RUFFLES chips. I dumped the cellphone into my hand, wiped the grease off on my jeans, and punched in a number.

      My shaman picked up on the third ring. “Hello, Frances.”

      His voice was as warm as the slabs of sunbaked sandstone where I’d first met him.

      “Heya, Tuvi.”

      “It’s nice to hear your voice. You sound … balanced. Or far more than when we first met.”

      I’d been a hot mess the first time we’d met, nearly driven out of my mind by the Other that had made me its host. Tuvi had been the one to listen to my desperate pleas for help that day nine months ago, taking me into the desert for a spirit walk that very night. It’d been a grueling experience, but I wouldn’t be alive without it. Or him. Or the coyotl.

      “I’m in a little bit of trouble,” I said, raking my hand through my curls.

      “Do you still have the charm the coyotl gave you?”

      I ran my thumb over the talisman’s tuft of coyote hair. The cluster of dandelion fluff still attached stirred like ruffled feathers. “Yeah, there’s one more day left. But I’m not in that kind of trouble. It’s not even me, but my friend.”

      “Friend?” Tuvi laughed in gentle amusement. “It must be serious then.”

      “He’s …” What was Johnny to me? Somehow, he was more than a friend, even though we didn’t know that much about each other, not really, and these past few weeks were the most we’d ever spent with each other. “He’s important.”

      An eagle cried over the receiver, and suddenly I saw the cloudless blue sky, the arches of sandstone, the brittle scrub as if I was standing there instead of in a bedroom in southern Indiana.

      “Go on,” Tuvi said.

      “He’s got a dreamcatcher here, with crow, maybe raven feathers, and it’s old. Like, really old.”

      “Turquoise?”

      “Yeah, in the middle.” I touched the gemstone in question with my fingertip. “He says his shaman is dead, Tuvi, and he’s sick. He’s feverish, sweating, alternatively red and pale, and he’s been acting irregularly ever since …”

      “Yes?”

      “Ever since we dealt with a skinwalker. There are all these drawings of it scattered over his room. I’m talking hundreds, Tuvi.”

      There was a sharp inhale on the other end of the line. I waited a few seconds more than I wanted before I pressed, “Tuvi?”

      “Let me speak with him.”

      “He’s barely coherent—”

      “Just put the phone to his ear, Frances. Please.”

      “Yes, Tuvi.”

      Biting my lower lip, I swept the wet hair behind Johnny’s ear so it wouldn’t muddle the shaman’s words. He’d started twitching again, so I cupped his cheek to steady his head as I pressed the phone to his opposite ear. “Go ahead, Tuvi,” I said loudly.

      There was a heartbeat of silence, and then Johnny’s eyes went wide. His hand cupped mine, keeping the phone in place as he sat up. Startled by his sudden change in demeanor, I tried to back away, but Johnny’s grip on my hand was iron. Yet after another second, he released me, eyes finally clearing and focusing on me. Seeing me.

      “He wants to talk to you,” Johnny said.

      “Yes?” I whispered into the phone, turning away from Johnny’s green stare.

      “He needs a spirit walk.”

      I shouldn’t have been surprised it was that bad, what with the crazy drawings and the mess of a madman up in this room, but it still sent a shiver down my spine. Confronting your inner demons – especially if they could talk back – was never an easy task.

      “Here? Now?” I asked. “It’s not even nighttime—”

      “Immediately. And since I cannot get to him, nor him to me, we must simulate it. You know what to do?”

      I nodded, though he couldn’t see me. “I remember.”

      “Good. Give me back to your friend and let me know when you’re ready.”

      Johnny readily accepted the phone, staring off into the distance as he listened to my shaman’s words.

      Slinging my backpack over my shoulder, I hustled out of the room, as eager to gather the ingredients for the spirit walk as I was to get away from his unnerving stare.
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      Flower petals, grasses gone to seed, the skin of paper birch. It almost didn’t matter what I gleaned from the forests and fields, so long as it had meaning. The symbol was what mattered: the dichotomy of life and death, yin and yang, whatever you wanted to call it. And anything that screamed Johnny to me. I even took one of those spiderflowers from his greenhouse. He had dozens of them, all carefully tended to, so they must’ve been important. I gathered it all, packing it tight and knotting white strands of dead Russian sage around the bundle.

      I went through his heirloom apple orchard, collecting dead branches and leaves, and piled them onto his porch. After I dumped the charcoal out of his little grill, I loaded it with the debris and brought it upstairs.

      Johnny didn’t protest as I set the grill up in the center of his bedroom, disappearing downstairs for a minute for a pan and a box of matches. I filled the pan with water from the sink, set it on the rack in the grill, and asked for the phone.

      “I’m ready,” I told Tuvi.

      “You still have your turquoise, correct?” the shaman asked.

      “This stone is the stone of life,” Tuvi said, placing a polished lump of turquoise in my hand. “It is the water, the sky, the very earth.”

      “I don’t believe in rocks,” I barked. “I need something for my head.”

      “You came out here for help. If you don’t want it, give it back.” The shaman held out his weathered hand.

      I hastily tucked the turquoise into my pocket. “It can’t hurt, can it?”

      Fishing the stone out from my backpack, I weighed it in my palm. I still didn’t believe in rocks, but I felt a sense of peace every time I looked at it. And maybe that was all it was good for, tricking my brain into a sense of security. “Yeah.”

      “Put it in the water. He needs it more than you.”

      I’d carried it for so long, knew every ridge of this gnarled lump. I was loath to let it go, but when I glanced at Johnny, I quickly tossed the stone into the water.

      Biting my lower lip, I handed the phone back to Johnny. He was still shivering with fever, bare-chested with the sheet piled around his hips. Sweat pooled in the dip of his collarbone and spilled down the ridges of his abdomen.

      He caught my hand as I turned back to the grill. “Don’t … don’t go.”

      “I have to.” I gently pried my hand away and guided his hand with the phone up to his ear. “Tuvi will help you, Johnny.”

      I lit the bundle of flowers and grasses and let the flame grow before I shoved it in between the grates onto the applewood. Shutting the lid, I made sure all the ports were open to let out the steam and smoke.

      Then I gave Johnny a reassuring nod and walked out, closing the door behind me.

      Like, I know you’ve said honeydew, like, a bazillion times, but burn it all, we need to talk, Brittany said, putting her imaginary foot down.

      YES! THE GIRLFRIEND CHAT! Valerie agreed.

      I sat down on the top of the steps at the end of the hallway, watching the closed door of Johnny’s bedroom. I didn’t want to go downstairs and leave him entirely, and I was far enough away that if he suddenly woke up out of whatever freaky trance he was in and opened the door, he wouldn’t see me talking to myself.

      About what? I sighed.

      Don’t do me like that, Allie said, giving me a mental slap. You know what. That skinwalker. Your boyfriend.

      Not my boyfriend, I said sourly.

      Your wannabe boyfriend then. He seems more affected by the skinwalker than you are. Or were. Even I wasn’t that freaked out.

      You’re an Other with no BAMF rating, I said dryly, thinking about what Clyde had said. And one-fourth of you is a damn Viking warrior. You don’t get afraid. Much.

      Allie shrugged. Either way, your boytoy has got some issues.

      Not my boytoy!

      But it was true. Johnny had some sort of PTSD from his encounter, though I couldn’t understand why. But I also hadn’t had the skinwalker whisper into my ear either. In the middle of the Corn Festival, Johnny had been frozen – entranced – as the skin of my old mentor Neil Talbert had whispered to him before I had tackled him away. Whatever he’d said had left a visceral impression.

      Something he’d have to sort out for himself.

      It could take a while – mine had taken something like twelve hours – and I needed him. I knew I could count on him to help me find Wyatt and stop the Cerean nymph. So if it meant sitting on this step and blowing through my stash of snacks, so be it.

      I put my earbuds in and scrolled through the songs on my iPod.

      Oh no, not this again, Charlotte lamented. If you want to drown me out and stew alone in your own thoughts, at least pick something other than that dreadful hippity-hop.

      What? You don’t like The Black-Eyed Peas?

      I LIKE THE “PUMP IT.” IT HAS GOOD BEATS! Valerie said.

      I chose 2CELLO’s cover of “Viva La Vida”. It wasn’t the harp, but it’d be something all five of us could enjoy. Leaning against the wall, I disappeared into the music and my memories.
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      A pair of russet fingers pried my eyelids apart, and a tongue clicked behind tobacco-stained teeth. “You’re in a bad way.”

      “Tell me something I don’t know,” I snapped, wiggling free and blinking away the tears. This desert sun was insufferable.

      Hooded brown eyes narrowed. “Your pain doesn’t give you a right to be rude.”

      I rubbed my eyes with the heels of my hands, then rubbed circles on my temples. “I’m sorry. Please. I’m desperate.”

      The shaman clicked his tongue again. “I will help you.”

      Mutterings sprang from the group of Hopi elders, but the shaman quieted them with a raised hand.

      “She has lightning in her eyes,” he said in his native tongue. “Thunder in her blood.”

      I didn’t understand what he’d said, but the voice had. I’d heard the words as plainly as if he’d spoken English and wouldn’t have known any different if it hadn’t been for the chime-like music to his words.

      We left for the wilderness immediately. I had to abandon everything but the clothes on my back, leaving everything in my car, even the urn. I checked on the Antevortan Clock – still steady at a four – and huffed a sigh. At least whatever was going to happen wasn’t going to have any adverse effects.

      In addition to being laden down with the heaviest pack of supplies I think a person has ever carried – including those who’ve hiked Everest or the Appalachian Trail – I was also given a basket. “What in the EmptyHell am I supposed to do with this?”

      “You will gather until sundown,” the shaman answered. “Then we will burn it.”

      I don’t think I’d ever sweated that much in my entire life.

      The sun was just a red line on the horizon when Tuvi held up his hand to stop. “This place will do.”

      I collapsed onto the rocky ground, too exhausted to cry out in surprise as a lizard darted out from a nearby bush. But I wasn’t done yet. The shaman made me collect wood and scrub brush for a fire and light it with flint and steel.

      “You can rest now,” he said when the fire threw splashes of red and orange light on the cinnamon-colored stones.

      Too wired for sleep, I slumped against a lump of sandstone and watched the stars come out. They appeared as quickly as the night leeched the day’s warmth from the desert, glittering against an indigo sky.

      Shivering, I inched closer to the fire, rubbing my hands against my arms. I’d been pouring sweat all day, and my damp clothes clung to me a like a second skin.

      Sweltering heat, intense cold, blinding sunlight, engulfing darkness. My body was struggling between this metronome of extremes.

      Tuvi pried a blanket out of the heavy pack I’d hoofed around all day, but he settled it over his own shoulders.

      Rude.

      Then he got a pot out and set it near the flames, adding half our remaining water to it along with the contents of a few plastic containers. Cubed squash, beans, a sachet of herbs and a generous amount of salt. He stirred the pot while he hummed a little tune, content to leave me shivering on the opposite side of the fire.

      The smell of food made my stomach twist and growl violently.

      I peered over the flames. “Is it—”

      “Not yet. Go get some more wood.”

      Grumbling, I did as I was told, smacking at the brush with a stick so any snakes or lizards could scurry away before I put my hands anywhere near the ground. I came back with an armful of deadwood and was sent off again. And again.

      The fifth time I returned, supper was waiting for me in a bowl with a big chunk of cornbread on top. I threw the wood on top of my pile and snatched up the spoon.

      “Careful, it’s—”

      “Hot!” I dribbled the soup back into my bowl, huffing the heat out of my mouth with shallow breaths.

      Tuvi smiled softly. “Exactly. Give it a minute.”

      “I don’t have a minute,” I groaned, clutching my head.

      “Does it hurt?”

      “It’s throbbing.”

      “That’s just dehydration. The soup will help.”

      The shaman was right on both accounts. I hadn’t heard the voice all afternoon, and the soup was probably the best thing I’d ever eaten. He let me have seconds, though he didn’t take any for himself, and poked at the fire while I devoured my soup.

      I set the bowl aside, wiping my mouth with my wrist. “So, when do we start?”

      “We already have.”

      I blinked. “What?”

      “The spirit is resilient, stubborn, set in its ways like an old mule. It will not bend until the mind and body are broken.” Tuvi gestured to the direction we’d come from. “So we broke down your body: gave you that heavy pack to carry, made you hot, cold, exhausted, hungry. We broke down your mind: made you too fatigued to think of anything other than walking and gathering.” Tuvi hefted the basket onto his lap and leaned it toward the fire so I could see the fruits of my labor. “And look what you’ve collected. These aren’t random things. With your mind and body out of the way, your spirit was free to choose what it wanted.”

      There were the fruits of pricky pear cacti, fragrant sagebrush and tufts of pronghorn fur, a variety of feathers and even a rattlesnake skin. And flowers. Hundreds if not thousands of yellow flowers.

      “So now, as the saying goes,” he continued, “you are an empty cup waiting to be filled.”

      “You bastard.”

      The shaman chuckled.

      “I’ve got blisters the size of silver dollars on my feet!”

      “They will heal.” Tuvi picked up one of those yellow flowers I’d gathered, twirling it between his fingers. “Interesting.”

      “What?” I demanded. I didn’t want to be interesting. I wanted to be healed.

      “This is a creosote flower.”

      “So?”

      “It’s a pyrophytic plant. Meaning it needs fire to germinate.” He pocketed the one flower and ran his hand over the remaining blooms in the basket. “Seems like your spirit is saying you need a little adversity to flourish.”

      “A little adversity?” I squeaked. I wanted to seize my spirit and beat the shit out of it. Running from the mob with a stolen voice in my head was not ‘a little’ adversity. It was a GoneGodDamn truckload of it!

      Tuvi dumped the contents of my basket into the fire, the flames leaping and snarling over the new fuel. “Now let us complete your journey.”
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      But in the end, it took more than a spirit walk to get the voice under control, or at least managed until I could discover a better fix. We’d discovered it didn’t want to hurt me, but that its power was enough to literally fry my brain if it wasn’t reined in. Tuvi had sent me on my way with the turquoise and the reservation’s entire supply of beta-blockers, promising to keep searching for an answer.

      As I sat on the top of the stairs, listening to Maxine Nightingale’s “Right Back Where We Started From” and watching the smoke and steam seep out from under Johnny’s bedroom door, I wondered if he was going to need more than a spirit walk, too.

      I don’t know how long I sat there, but it was long enough for me to feel hungry and dig a snack out from my backpack. I was halfway through the package of fruit snacks when the smoke permeating the hallway was sucked back under the bedroom door. Like someone had opened a window and a fierce wind had sucked it all out. Shoving the rest of the gummies into my mouth, I slung my backpack over my shoulder and dashed down the hall.

      As I threw open the door, the scent of applewood knocked me back into the hall.

      Coughing, I leaned against the wall as a memory – not mine – flickered across my mind.

      Johnny, his long hair tied into a ponytail at the base of his neck, wearing that buckskin jacket with a bag slung around his chest and a tame squirrel riding on his shoulder.

      The vision faded before I could glean any more details, and when I pushed myself away from the wall, I found the bedroom free of smoke. It should’ve been somewhere, as the windows weren’t open, but there was no trace of it.

      Spirit walks, am I right?

      The coals in the grill were cold, the water in the pan evaporated and my lump of turquoise – its color somehow muted now – in the center looking like a pitiful frog in an empty pond. I stowed it carefully away in my backpack.

      And there was Johnny, slumped against his pillow, my phone pinned to his stomach with a limp hand. His breathing was easier, his flesh cooler, his face untroubled by nightmares. His skin was still red, but the dark pink of a conch shell instead of the red of a forge like it had been.

      Gripping the phone with just thumb and forefinger, I slipped it free. “Tuvi? What the—”

      “He had a crisis of conscience, Frances,” the shaman said.

      “What in the EmptyHell does that mean?”

      “You must have heard the saying that every human is born with two wolves inside them. They are at constant war with each other, good and bad, moderation and indulgence, and the one you feed is the one that wins. For good or worse. Johnny has been fighting a long time, Frances, and his encounter with that skinwalker gave the opposition – his old self – more fuel.”

      “His old self?” I had a hard time reconciling that savage I saw a few nights ago with the sweet man I knew him to be. Or at least thought he was. “That sounds bad, Tuvi.”

      “He will be weak. It will take time for him to recover.”

      I raked my hand through my curls, yanking on my scalp. Time we don’t have.

      “Be patient with him, Frances. He’ll be alright. His heart is like yours.”

      I chewed on my bottom lip. “Okay.”

      “In the meantime, surround him with things that will make the transition easier. Things that remind him of who he is.”

      “Got it. Thanks, Tuvi. I mean it.”

      I could hear his smile. “I know. Be well, Frances.”

      “You, too.”

      I deleted the call history, turned off the phone, and replaced it in the chips bag. Slinging my backpack over my shoulder, I raided Johnny’s closet for his favorite fleece jacket. I took another whiff – so sue me – before bundling it by Johnny’s head, then went to the kitchen for the vase of yellow flowers and the bowl of apples to put on his nightstand.

      Rubbing my palms on my jeans, I stalled. I just felt like there was something I should say, even though he was asleep, but I couldn’t find the words. So I brushed the damp sun-kissed hair away from his forehead, whispered, “Good luck”, and took the grill with me as I left.

      Outside on the porch, I radioed the police station. “Hi, Judy, it’s Frances. Look, Johnny’s out of commission for the foreseeable future – what? Oh, I don’t know, stomach flu or something. So I don’t know if you need to get on the phone with the mayor – what?”

      “I said he’s gone,” Judy repeated patiently, though there was a nervous tremor in her voice. “He called the National Guard this morning, but they said they weren’t coming.”

      Landon. I bet that it’s-for-the-greater-good asshole had intercepted the call. They certainly had enough tech at that command outpost to do it. He’d rather have this little town implode than make national news.

      “After that, the mayor said he got a call about some family emergency way up there by Fort Wayne.”

      “Son-of-a-biscuit.”

      “That’s better than what I called him,” she said dryly.

      “So who’s in charge then?”

      “I’d say it was up to the town council, but since Jolene is the only one left and she’s busy with Mason in the hospital, things just seem to be running themselves.”

      “But the search for Wyatt is still on-going, right?”

      “I had the boys on it, but with the weather and the riots, they’ve had their hands full just trying to keep the peace. You know the liquor store got looted this morning, right?”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose and sucked in a sharp breath. “So what you’re really saying is that no one’s looking for Wyatt, no one’s combing the western woods for the Cerean nymph that put an apocalypse in motion, and no one’s coming to help.”

      “Sorry, Frances.”

      “Fine,” I said, hooking the radio back onto my belt. “I’ll just do it myself.”

      But it was going to have to wait until tomorrow. Apparently, I’d been at Johnny’s all afternoon, hence my need for snacks, and the sun was flirting with the horizon. Winter nights came quickly, and I wasn’t about to be caught outside with oni demons, jorogumos, cynocephali, and goodness knows whatever else lurking about.

      You’ll just do it yourself? What am I? Chopped liver? Allie demanded. Why you gotta do me like that, Frankilicious?

      Oh, pipe down, drama llama, I told her. We share a body, so we only count as one.

      And one wasn’t going to cut it.

      We needed a team.

      It was time to make amends and regroup.
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      When I returned to the clinic, laden with containers of frozen knock-off Chinese food that we could reheat in the microwave, I found the examination suite transformed into a forest glen.

      Someone had rigged the stock tank and the hose used to clean out the aquatic kennel into a makeshift water fountain, and someone else had stuck Reggie’s feet into it like he was getting primed for a pedicure.

      Then I realized he was hydrating. He was a woodland Other, duh-doy. They got their water from their roots. I wanted to smack myself for my idiocy, but it’d been a long day.

      Branches of sycamore and paper birch dangled from the rafters, imitating towering trees, and springy moss covered every square inch of the floor. A doe and her fawn – no doubt another rapid gestation/growth spurt like Clyde’s chickens – nosed around the bushes, stripping berries. There was even a pair of eastern mountain bluebirds warbling and flitting around, no doubt shitting on my computer and other important equipment.

      David lounged on the lip of the stock tank, dangling a hoof into the water and playing his panpipe; Leonidas braided flower garlands; Brian and Harold fussed over a mixing bowl, dozens of cans and a can opener at their hooves. Paul alternatively swigged from his honey bottle and continued his finger painting on Reggie’s skin. Blanche hovered by the Other’s head, his inhales and exhales alternatively lowering and raising her altitude while she added more rows onto her ugly lime green knitting.

      And there was Clyde, muscled arms crossed over his chest and sulking in the midst of this pastoral scene, garlands dangling from his horns and flowers decorating his quills. The fauns had even bedazzled his messenger bag. The demon huffed when the doe started nibbling at a garland.

      It wasn’t too different from what I’d done for Tiberius – luring him back to himself with the scent of human blood and the sounds of battle – but this was a bit extreme.

      “I thought I said no messes,” I said loudly from the door.

      “MAGGOT,” the demon cried, launching to his feet and startling the doe.

      “This isn’t a mess,” David corrected me. “This is art.”

      Clyde flashed in front of me, blasting my curls straight out behind my head. “Save me.”

      “I dunno, Clyde,” I said, unloading the sacks. “Those flowers are lookin’ pretty good on you.”

      “I told you yellow was your color,” Leonidas called.

      “You have no idea what it’s been like here. All the color and music and singing. Give me battle cries and death screams, anything but what I heard today.” The demon hunched over, covering his ears with his claws. “The horror!”

      “Huh. It mustn’t have been that bad. Blanche seems to be doing okay with it, and she prefers the sounds of drills and agonizing shrieks.”

      “That’s because she’s wearing ear plugs and took a Xanax!”

      “Then why didn’t you take one?” I popped the lids off the frozen containers and shoved them in the microwave.

      “I ate the rest of the bottle!”

      “Clyde! That had to be like ninety pills! And that’s a controlled substance. How am I going to justify that to the DEA?”

      He tucked his paws under his chin, clicking his talons. “I was desperate.” He shooed away the fawn that had come up to nibble on the nasturtium flowers in his quills. “Even the deer don’t fear me anymore! I can’t believe you left me with them. Worst. Master. Ever. Of all time.”

      “I’m going to ignore that comment.” I pulled out a five-pound pork butt from another sack and handed it to him. “Have something to eat. You’ll feel better.”

      Clyde held the lump of meat out to the fawn. “This could be you, you tender little morsel, if you don’t run along.”

      The fawn licked his talon and continued browsing through his quills for the tasty flowers.

      Grumbling, the demon turned around so the baby deer didn’t have to witness him devour his meal.

      I left the sounds of tearing flesh and joined the fauns at the wooden table I used to prepare herbal remedies. Brian was actually in the mixing bowl, stomping peas into mush like he was crushing grapes for wine, as Harold sloshed the next open can over his hooves.

      “Don’t worry, Miss Frances,” Brian said. “I washed my hooves thoroughly before I got in.”

      “So what’s this for?” I asked.

      “For Reggie, obviously,” Harold said, wrestling with the can opener. “He’s not just a green man, Doc, but the Green Man. The Jolly Green Giant.”

      I picked up one of the cans and pointed to the picture. “This guy?”

      “Who do you think inspired the mascot? Reggie’s been around here a long time, Doc.”

      “So why the peas?”

      “They’re his favorite food,” Brian said, stomping away. “We’re just mushing them down so he can eat them better.”

      “He’s eating?”

      “This is the third bowl we’ve made today.”

      “That little lightning temper tantrum you threw burned out a lot of infection,” Harold said. “Who knew? And since when could you do that? You’re not an Other.”

      “Maybe she has allergies?” Paul slurred.

      “You ever see a human with allergies sneeze out lightning bolts?” Harold demanded.

      “Then it must be a parasite,” the drunk faun said sagely.

      What did that goat-boy just call me? Brittany shrilled.

      “It’s complicated,” I answered firmly.

      Leonidas clapped his hands. “Now, now. We all agreed we wouldn’t press Miss Frances on that particular subject. She’s our friend. With or without allergies and parasites.”

      “I just thought it’d be nice to know what kinda woman Johnny was getting into bed with,” Harold grumbled. “For his sake. And ours.”

      Brian stopped squashing peas and smacked his kin on the back of the head. Then he gave me a I’ve-got-your-back thumbs up and continued his jig in the mixing bowl.

      Blanche zipped away as I came over to Reggie, content to remain passive aggressive. The Other cracked open an eye as I smoothed my hand over his leafy forehead, the light in its green depths clear and calm. “Hey, big guy. How’re you doing? I need to ask you some questions. Can you talk yet?”

      “Reggie doesn’t talk,” Paul giggled, smacking his honey-coated lips. “He never has.”

      “Then how am I supposed to communicate with him?”

      “He shows. Duhhh,” the faun slurred. “That’s how we knew he was hungry. Why do you think he only harvests plants? He feels what he touches. So he has to be picky.”

      That seemed a little redundant, but it was pointless to argue with a faun hopped-up on honey.

      “Is there anything you can show me about the Cerean nymph?” I asked the Other. “Where he might be keeping Wyatt? Please?”

      The Other groaned, closing his eye.

      “I wouldn’t take it personal,” the faun said, swirling some more of his pale pink paste onto the Other’s arm and doing a surprisingly good job considering how drugged he was. “He’s still pretty weak. Though with some food and water, he’ll be right as rain in no time.”

      “What’s that for?” I asked, jerking my chin at the designs.

      “Mushrooms. They soak up everything. Your pill bugs and celery are great, but nothing works like mushrooms. Still got a little heavy metal toxicity to get out.”

      “Good to know. Does the paste have to be applied in those swirls, or can it just be spackled on?”

      “It’s whatever you want, sugar. But it looks pretty this way. And then you scrape it off when it turns brown.”

      I cocked an eyebrow. “Sugar?”

      The faun winked at me. “You’re right, Harold. She is rather pretty.”

      “Right?” Harold called back. “You should get another abscess so you can see her again.”

      “Maybe I will!”

      “No, you will not,” Brian barked.

      “Besides, you know Johnny likes her,” Leonidas chided. “Like, like-likes her.”

      I felt another blush rising to my cheeks, but Brian saved me when he asked, “How did it go?”

      “He’s very sick,” I said quickly. “And delirious. I doubt he knew what he was doing when he … I’m sure he’s really sorry about it. Or will be if he remembers.”

      “But he’ll get better?”

      “Yeah. I really think he will.”

      “Well we’re not going back without a formal apology,” Harold declared, waving his crutch. “And worker’s comp!”

      I returned to the table where Brian and Harold were making pea porridge and pulled the gallon jar of dried lavender blossoms off the shelf. Sticking my hand inside, I rooted around until I found my notebook. I’d been stashing it here ever since I got out of jail, too nervous to keep it in my backpack.

      I flipped to the page titled “Reggie the Green Man” and added his identity as the Jolly Green Giant and his affinity for peas. That nugget of info about the mushrooms was written in my “General Knowledge” section, then the notebook was hidden away in the lavender.

      Couldn’t have Landon or some other greater-good governmental official stealing my hard-earned knowledge and abusing it. I’d seen way too many conspiracy movies to be that stupid.

      I fed the fauns when the microwave dinged and took a carton of beef and broccoli along with the last plastic bag over to Blanche. I waved my hand in front of her knitting when she ignored me, and when she finally looked up, she crossed her arms over her chest.

      But I’d remembered what Clyde had said. I tapped my ear, indicating I wanted her to remove her ear plugs.

      With a heavy sigh, she tossed them onto the desk. “Yes?”

      I pulled a compact of dark eye shadow from the plastic bag and held up my phone. “I’ve got YouTube and make-up. I figured we’d try that smokey eye look again while we ran your bloodwork?”

      It was the closest thing to an apology as I could manage. I wasn’t sorry for my guardedness, for my instinct to cut and run – it had kept me alive so far – but I was sorry I’d hurt her feelings.

      Blanche wet her lips. “And reattach my eyelash extensions or it’s no deal.”

      “You get the glue, and I’ll get the tutorial pulled up.”

      Between bites of beef and broccoli, we got one eye completely smoke-ified while the blood analyzer generated values of her liver, kidney, thyroid, and electrolyte levels.

      Blanche snatched the report the second it was done printing and thrust it into my face. I frowned at the results and let it drift onto the desk.

      “So?” the tooth fairy quipped.

      “It’s normal.”

      “What?”

      “I can run it again, but I don’t think we should. Not until this thing with the nymph gets settled. Nature’s been pretty screwy lately with its weather and flowers-blooming-in-the-middle-of-winter. Maybe it’s affecting you, too?”

      Blanche hissed and flitted back to her chair. “Crowns and cavities, I really thought—”

      She was interrupted by the telephone, whose relatively quiet ring silenced the entire suite. It was late, really late, and Judy knew I still had a radio.

      “Wishbone Clinic, you hurt ‘em, we heal ‘em,” Blanche barked in the receiver. “Do you have any idea what time it is? I should be getting my beauty sleep, you inconsiderate—” Her black pupil-less eyes widened into twin abysses. She held out the phone.

      For me.

      Frowning, I put the receiver to my ear. “This is Frances.”

      “Hello, Frances. It’s Tiberius.”
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      “T?”

      “In the flesh. Well, sort of.”

      I raked my finger through my hair. “Oh my GoneGods, T! Where are you? Did you escape? Are you—”

      The minotaur’s wry chuckle rumbled over the phone. “I’m not that lucky, Frances. I’m calling on their behalf.”

      I gritted my teeth. “And what do they want? Hi, Landon, by the way. I know you’re listening.”

      “He’s blowing you a kiss and asking for your number,” the minotaur said.

      “I bet he is. Asshole can’t take ‘no’ for an answer.”

      “I told him you’d say that, but here we are. How … How is Mindy doing?”

      Mindy. The bovine-headed ex-handmaiden of Hathor and Tiberius’s almost-girlfriend who’d gotten slashed up pretty bad by the skinwalker. I felt like an ass for not thinking about her more. “As far as I know she’s still in the hospital. Sorry, Big T. I’ll ask about her—”

      “I doubt we’ll get to speak again like this, but thanks.”

      “T, are you okay? I mean, relatively speaking?”

      “I get fed. I get sleep. Though not enough of both. Knee’s a bit creaky.”

      “You doing your exercises? Half squats and knee rolls?”

      Tiberius snorted. “You’ve seen my room. Does it look like I have the space for squats?”

      His plexiglass enclosure was something straight out of “The Silence of the Lambs” but smaller.

      “Do they at least let you watch TV?” I asked.

      “Unfortunately not, but I got a little entertainment the other day.”

      I bit back a smile. That’s my good minotaur. Finding the silver lining in a thunderstorm. “That so?”

      “Looks like you’re still a pretty good climber.”

      “I bet Landon had such a hard-on.”

      “Not as big as you human females seem to prefer.” The minotaur grunted suddenly and spat something from his mouth. “Landon just made a rather weak rebuttal.”

      “That ass—”

      “Get to the point,” Landon said in the background.

      “It’s business time, Frances. He saw Clyde holding the object I used to blow up the hall-of-mirrors—”

      Liar! “T, no—”

      “—and he knows Clyde won’t give it up without your express permission. He says it’s in our best interest to hand it over.”

      “You believe him?” I demanded.

      “No.”

      “Me neither.”

      “Forget about me, Frances,” Tiberius said quickly. “Don’t let him—”

      There was a crackle of electricity, a bellow from Tiberius, and the crash as the phone dropped to the floor. A scrape, a throat clearing, then Landon’s deep voice, “I don’t know how you got that bracelet off, but it doesn’t matter. I want that artifact.”

      “You only get one, Landon,” I snarled. “It’s that or the town. Which one’s more important to your narrative?”

      I could hear his teeth grind over the phone. “I still have the minotaur—”

      “T won’t let himself be used as leverage. Not anymore.”

      “But could you live with yourself, Frances? Could you abandon him to someone like me? The needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few, no matter who those few are.”

      “Did you just quote Star Trek to me, you asshole?”

      “Tick-tock, Frances. You only have two days left.”

      And the line went dead.
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      “Oh that is it.” I slammed the phone into its cradle. “Clyde—”

      But we weren’t going anywhere tonight. The Xanax had finally kicked in, and the demon was reclining on the moss, cackling and trying to catch imaginary fireflies. The fawn had nestled against his side, happy for the warmth, and the demon was absently scratching it behind the ears.

      I had half a mind to pluck the hose from the water fountain and splash him into alertness. Maybe order him into compliance. We were running out of time, and all I could think about was the Antevortan Clock’s hand ticking ever closer to the twelve.

      Bony fingers curled over my shoulder.

      “Blanche?”

      “Is Tiberius …?”

      I shook my head. “Landon’s not an idiot. T will be okay. For now.”

      “I know that look in your eye, Frances.” The tooth fairy squared her shoulders. “But there’s nothing more you can do tonight, other than have some more Chinese food and finish my make-up. You hear me? Don’t make me tie you down and get the drill out.” She shoved a second carton of Chinese food into my hand and adjusted the desk lamp to better illuminate her face.

      She was right, but that didn’t stop me from petulantly shoving a forkful of food into my mouth and grumbling, “Yes, Mom.”

      “Ugh,” the tooth fairy groaned. “Since when did I become so motherly? I swear I could vomit. Now hurry up. You need a good night’s sleep before another big, big day.”

      I just stared at her.

      Blanche screeched, pawing at her navy-blue hair and waking the sleeping fawn. “That’s it! I don’t care what’s happening to me, Frances. Just kill me now! I have a reputation in this town, and I’ll be GoneGodDamned if I am the one who sabotages it!”

      Big, ugly tears the same color and consistency as Elmer’s glue rolled down her cheeks.

      “No, no, no,” I said quickly, grabbing a paper towel and blotting just under her eyes. “You’ll ruin all my hard work. Now, quit it, Blanche. You are an Alium fatum knochen, a nightmare of the Schwarzwald formally known as She-Of-The-White-Death-Smile-Who-Preys-Upon-Unguarded-Mouths. You are intimidating, strong, and don’t take no shit from nobody.”

      “I am, aren’t I?” she sniffled.

      “You may be my assistant, but you are a boss, Blanche.”

      “GoneGodDamn straight!”

      I held up the compact. “Now, you want me to fix up your make-up so you can instill equal parts of terror and awe in anyone you meet?”

      The tooth fairy smoothed out her pink babydoll and straightened in her seat. “Yes, please. Make me … ferocious.”
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      I was dreaming, and I knew it.

      But I didn’t wake up.

      Instead, I moved through the forest as light as a waif, the leaves crunching soundlessly beneath my feet. The late afternoon sun slanted in yellow beams between the trees and made the shadows grow long.

      Except it wasn’t the sun.

      The planets hung low in the sky, closer than they had ever been before, and I could see with my naked eye Saturn looming as large as a Harvest Moon. Its rings churned around its girth, groaning and creaking like gears in an unseen mechanism.

      The yellow light was coming from the planet, beating down oppressively enough to wither the plant life.

      Under its watchful gaze, I climbed up and down hills, my feet confidently following a fern-strewn path invisible to my eyes. Nothing was familiar out here, the trees all the same old growth, the rocks growing out of the soil unremarkable in size and appearance.

      But I found the endpoint just the same, a place where the earth had caved in on itself. Covered in leaf litter, fallen logs, rocks that had only made it halfway down the slope of this conical landslide.

      A sinkhole.

      And on the opposite edge, a kernel-shaped stone monolith rose from the forest floor. Shrouded in moss and lichen, it hunched over the sinkhole like an old crone over a campfire. At its feet clustered the delicate pink bulbs of lady’s slippers.

      The place was wholly unremarkable, except for the flowers – a rarity even in its ideal habitat – and the green glow that emanated from the sinkhole.

      My vision suddenly plunged into those depths, focusing on a woman half absorbed into the roots and bedrock, a pile of kernels and acorns and wheat berries at her feet.

      Then a wind rose up, leaves springing into the air like starlings, buffeting against my hands as I shielded my face.

      “Maggot, wake up.” The demon nudged me in the shoulder, an ounce of pressure away from impaling me on his claws. “I can’t believe you let us sleep over here. Paul painted me with that mushroom paste, and now I look like a walking set piece from an amateur production of ‘A Midsummer Night’s Dream!’ ”

      I forced open an eye, blinking until he came into focus.

      “Though, interestingly, I must admit I don’t feel nearly as upset about it as I thought I would.”

      I rubbed my eyes and sat up, startled for a moment at the floor’s springy texture before I remembered it was covered in moss. At some point in the night I had laid down next to Reggie, his deep rumbling breaths like the wind sighing through the trees lulling me into sleep. I remembered being restless, disgruntled that I didn’t perform my usual nightly routine. Lock all the door and windows, make ice, check that GoneGodDamn Antevortan Clock.

      Unhooking the radio on my belt, I pressed the transmit button so the face would light up. “Clyde, it’s five in the morning,” I groaned.

      “As the saying goes, the vigilant battler beheads the most foes.”

      “That’s not how it goes, and is this why you woke me up? It’s not even dawn.”

      “Would I wake you if it wasn’t important?”

      “The last time you woke me up, it was because you were hungry. Then you detonated my grill’s propane tank.”

      “Nourishment is important. But that’s not the reason I woke you. The Green Man says it’s time to go.”

      “What? Now?” I scrambled to my feet. “How do you know?”

      “I’m a demon, maggot. I can read auras. It’s how I know who and who isn’t possessed. He says you two have … communicated, so hurry up.”

      The dream.

      At the Corn Festival, that hyper-enthusiastic announcer Kyle Corley had said that the Green Man used a coal from last year’s bonfire to light the new pyre. A coal he kept safe and hidden in the woods.

      But it wasn’t a coal at all. It was the tribute he’d collected into a seed or kernel or acorn, and the bonfire was the way he activated it.

      And what better place for the tribute – now in Wyatt’s body – to be held in reserve until the end of Saturnalia than that certain place where he – and the Cerean nymph before he’d gone nutso – had stored all the rest?

      I hurried to Reggie’s head, stumbling over sleeping fauns and my feet tangling in the garlands. Tripping, I pretty much body-slammed him in the face, and the Other fixed me with a green eye of incredulity.

      “S-sorry,” I said, pushing myself away and carefully rearranging his mussed-up leaf-hair. “And thanks. You focus on getting better, because I’m going to get Wyatt and you’re going to suck that tribute out of him and put it back in the kernel where it belongs, okay? But, just in case, can you start work on another one?”

      The Other nodded.

      “Good talk.” I gave him a pat on the shoulder. “Clyde, let’s go.”

      “And you’re not going anywhere without me, little lady.” Blanche zipped in front of the door, her wings an iridescent blur. “I’m not getting side-lined again. Uh-uh.”

      I pushed open the door, gesturing for her to go first. “Who else is going to beat that Cerean nymph into submission?”

      Blanche smiled her pit-bull grin, her jagged white teeth gleaming like chips of glass in the frail moonlight.

      “But you might want to change into something more suitable for a walk in the woods.”

      “Oh, Frances, I won’t be walking anywhere. I’m a damn fairy. I’ll be flying.”

      

      
        
        ⁂⁂⁂

      

      

      

      Back at the house, I took a few precious minutes to shower, eat, and pack. I didn’t know how long it was going to take to find that sinkhole, rescue Wyatt, and get this Cerean nymph to call off whatever apocalypse he had started. Not to mention the crazy weather we were having. We could be in for a heatwave or an Arctic blizzard for all I knew.

      Climbing rope, hat, gloves, an extra jacket, good sandwiches, water bottles, shotgun shells. I couldn’t think of anything else to bring, so I loaded it all into my backpack among the cell phones, snacks, and med-kit.

      I checked that my machete was loose in its sheath, the shotgun was loaded, and my back up knife was safely secured in the small of my back. Good to go.

      “Okay, guys, let’s move,” I called as I left my bedroom. “You all eat? Clyde, I need you to put the chickens out for the day. You can prop the garage door open so they can get back inside if they need—”

      “Maggot! Come here at once!”

      I hustled down the hallway and pushed open the door. “What’s going on?”

      Blanche was hovering in the middle of the garage, the hoodie I’d given her in the medical waste facility over her negligee and a pair of my socks over her thick feet, using both her hands to smother her laughter.

      Clyde had separated five of the chickens from the sixth, and this sixth one had its back against the nesting boxes. The demon pointed to the chickens gathered around his feet. “These chickens have done their duty, giving me eggs in exchange for feed, but this one”—he thrust a talon toward the offending sixth, who clucked nervously—“has not fulfilled her end of the bargain.”

      I peered around the demon’s muscled shoulder and rolled my eyes. “That’s because it’s a rooster, Clyde.”

      “A rooster?” The demon’s ember-like eyes ignited into red flames, and he snatched the offending chicken by its neck. “Why of all the nefarious, deceitful, quill-ripping, hedgehog-eating—”

      “Woah, easy Clyde!” I tried to snatch the chicken away, but the demon just held it higher out of reach. “You’ll strangle him!”

      “That is the point! Before he can grow big enough to terrorize anything! Tell me, does he also crow the time?”

      “Well, yeah—”

      “I KNEW IT!”

      I threw up my hands. “Clyde, what in the EmptyHell are you talking about?”

      “I had a bad experience,” the demon muttered. He thrust the chicken into my face. “You are sure this is a rooster? I’ve never seen one this … diminutive.”

      “You can tell by the brighter comb and those long tail feathers.”

      “And that makes a difference in egg laying how?”

      Blanche guffawed.

      “Are we seriously having this conversation right now?” I asked incredulously. “We have an apocalypse on our hands and a town ready to rip itself apart. Just let them go outside!”

      “I cannot in good conscience release them to partake in their daily exercise without knowing the cause of this defect. I might soon have a mutiny on my hands!”

      “Roosters are male chickens, Clyde. They don’t lay eggs. Only females do that.”

      The red flames in his ember-like eyes turned black. He thrust his lizard-like face to within inches of the rooster’s beak. “You! I fed you, ruffled your feathers, protected you. And you’ve done nothing but prey upon my trust. Betrayer!”

      “Clyde! You let that poor thing go right now,” I said, tugging on his arm. “Roosters serve an important role in a flock. They protect it—”

      “I do that—”

      “Fine. He’ll protect it when you’re not around, or at least raise an alarm that danger is near. And if you want more chickens, and thus more eggs, well, he needs to be around to make that happen.”

      “So I should not rip his head off.” The demon’s eyes returned to embers as he shifted his grip on the rooster to one that was more supportive and less hangman-like. “You, Betrayer, and I have a lot to discuss, but that will have to wait. In the meantime, prove your worth, and I’ll consider not killing you.”

      The rooster ran away from the demon the moment his spurred feet touched the ground, joining the hens outside to forage.

      I scrubbed my face with my hands. “Okay, good. So, can we go now?”
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      As the truck rumbled down the backroads to the western part of town, Creedence Clearwater Revival’s “Fortunate Son” blaring over the radio, I passed a hand over the warm urn beside me.

      Yellowstone, I said.

      Brittany breathed a sigh of relief. Like, finally. I thought you never wanted to talk to me again.

      I just needed a little time.

      I’d say. That was, like, the second time you’ve channeled my power in two days? What would the demon-boy say about your control? Not that I’m opposed to coming out and playing, especially when that hot sheriff’s around, but that much raw energy could fry your brain if I’m not the one harnessing it, you know?

      I cringed. Yeah … Could you not talk about Johnny that way? I had enough to occupy my thoughts without a particularly handsome sheriff distracting me.

      Why not? He’s hot, Brittany said.

      SUPERNOVAS HAVE NOTHING ON HIM, Valerie agreed.

      It’s distracting! I told them. Listen, we’re going into the western woods today—

      Duh. Like, I was there, Brittany said. I can’t help but eavesdrop.

      Son-of-a-biscuit, you really are like Alexis, aren’t you?

      Brittany flicked her imaginary hair over her shoulder. If you mean that in a good way where I’m ready to bring it on like a boss at a moment’s notice, then yes.

      Sure. I rolled my eyes. Anyway, I don’t know how far we’re going to have to go today, so I need to take the urn with me so we don’t lose connection like we did that one time.

      That would certainly be unfortunate, Charlotte said.

      Allie shivered. Talk about scary.

      It had been scary. I hadn’t realized how much I’d come to rely on the voice, even if it was just to know I wasn’t alone, until she was gone.

      Have you figured out why it’s growing hotter? I asked.

      I blame you, Allie said.

      ME?

      The more I’m around you, the more I remember. You … stabilize me. Maybe the more I become myself, the more the prison reacts?

      Damn. Do you think you could be more … vigilant in keeping it a cooler temperature so it doesn’t burn a hole in my backpack?

      Fo sho, Frankilicious. I guess I could work on it. But why don’t you just ask C-dawg to carry me in his pouch?

      HIS WHAT? I demanded.

      They’re like marsupials. Where do you think they keep their weapons? Oh my GoneGods, how did I know that? Frankilicious, I remembered—

      I slammed on the breaks.

      “Ow!” Clyde rubbed his forehead. “Maggot, why would—”

      “You have a pouch?” I (maybe) screamed.

      The demon clicked his talons together. “The discussion of which is impropriety at its finest. How did you even—”

      “I am your master! We will discuss it right now.” I pulled over to the side of the road and put the emergency lights on. “We’ve been running around with people chasing us, fighting us, all the while flashing that urn about – which is the very reason why I’m being hunted by the mob, by the way, and now the World Army – when you could have safely hidden it away? Are you kidding me?”

      “What other secrets are you hiding?” Blanche asked, two fingers walking up his arm to trace his jaw.

      “A demon’s pouch is private. Like a woman’s purse,” he sulked.

      I pointed a finger at him. “Clyde, so long as it doesn’t hurt you, I order you to store the urn in your pouch when we are in public.”

      “Magical items will burn much more time.”

      That gave me pause. I didn’t want any Other burning time for me if they didn’t have to. Time was so much more precious now that we lived in a GoneGod World. Or so that stupid Antevortan Clock kept saying. “How much?”

      “Not enough to disobey your order,” he admitted sulkily.

      “Then do it.”

      Grumbling, the demon slid a talon behind a nondescript scale on his abdomen and tugged. A kangaroo pouch appeared, and as tempted as we were to look inside, Blanche and I remained upright in our seats. “I need to make a little room,” the demon mumbled, digging around.

      He had Blanche hold a yard-long rack of frozen venison ribs, a carton of eggs, and several boxes of chalk.

      “Crowns and cavities, what else do you have in there?” the tooth fairy exclaimed.

      “And what’s with the chalk?” I asked.

      “My pouch, my business!” the demon snapped.

      After he resituated his items, he held out a gecko-like hand for the urn. Scowling, the demon dropped the urn inside the iridescent flap. The pouch smoothed with a touch, without even a bulge in his belly. “This exhibition is now closed, ladies,” he growled.

      You good, Sunny? I asked.

      I can tell you with absolute certainty I will relish this experience, Charlotte answered.

      “Outstanding. Thanks, Clyde.” I said it sincerely. I knew demons were rather secretive creatures, and I’d just forced him to reveal one of his.

      “You’re not welcome,” came a grumpy reply.

      “How about I make it up to you?”

      “I don’t see how that’s possible,” he said, crossing his arms over his chest and looking resolutely out the window.

      “I know where Landon keeps a tank of kraken eggs,” I sang.

      His head snapped in my direction. “You have my attention.”
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      Dawn was peeking through the trees when we parked in Emily Palmer’s auxiliary lot. Lucky for us, the roads through town had been quiet, the rioters taking the wee hours of the morning off to either sleep or regroup.

      I hoped our luck would hold for this little mission. It was definitely a gamble.

      With Reggie still sick and a magical battery substitute still not made, the nymph would be sacrificing Wyatt before we knew it. So, if all went according to plan, and with a lot of luck, we were basically going to find Wyatt, steal him back from the nymph, and let whatever machinations that little shit had put into place fizzle out.

      Besides, the gods were gone. They didn’t need a tribute any longer. This was all just a meaningless gesture that the delusional performed because they couldn’t cope with this new reality.

      Or so I hoped.

      Our breath formed crystalline fog, and steam rose from Clyde’s scales as we walked single file through the frost-covered yard to the wooden plank that served as a bridge over the frozen creek. I’d left a note under my windshield wiper explaining my truck’s presence for Emily to discover whenever she woke up or came home. She’d been spending a lot of time in the hospital when she wasn’t at work or hounding the police station for any word of her son. I hoped to have an answer, a physical one, later today.

      We meandered down Wyatt’s trail until we found the blackberry brambles. If they’d flowered and fruited during that growth surge yesterday, the birds had eaten them all. Today they were nothing but Nature’s home-grown purple barb wire. Nestled between two trees was his fort, just a handful of nails and a few pieces of plywood with a strip of corrugated metal for a roof, complete with an old mailbox.

      I remembered something about him saying he’d store secret messages in there, and when I opened the lid, there was something inside. I pulled off my glove and unfolded the paper.

      It was a colored pencil drawing of Reggie and Wyatt by a little waterfall. After carefully refolding the paper, I replaced it in the mailbox and closed the lid. “We’ll start with the waterfall.”

      “Did Reggie show you that?” Clyde asked.

      “No, but it’s someplace important to the kid, and to him. It’s as good a place to start as any.”

      Blanche nosed the air. “This way,” she said, pointing to the right. “I can smell running water.”

      We traipsed through the forest, following the frozen creek until we found its source at a wider stream. Water had cut narrow paths out here due to the red clay soil, making the banks overly slippery, steep, and basically impossible to get out of unless you were a deer and could leap eight feet straight in the air. I took the lead, one bud in my ear to drown out my thoughts with “Satisfaction” by The Rolling Stones, keeping the other ear alert for anything unusual.

      I could relate to Mick Jagger’s lament. It seemed like I couldn’t get any satisfaction either. No matter how hard I tried to leave this place, something kept dragging me back.

      Jolene did say something about how this place attracts Others, Allie said. And you do have an Other riding shotgun in your consciousness.

      So what you’re saying is this is all your fault, I said.

      I admit nothing.

      Uh-huh.

      The sound of running water grew stronger, and the banks of the stream we followed grew steeper. Underfoot, the ground started to soften as the sun climbed higher, and I was thankful – not for the first time – that I was a boot-wearing kinda gal.

      “Maggot,” the demon said quietly as we trudged up a steep slope, “I should take the lead.”

      “Why?” I said, slapping my butt. “How could you get tired of this view?”

      Clyde blinked his ember-like eyes, uncomprehending.

      “Never mind,” I sighed.

      “I only request the change in formation because I smell burnt sage.”

      “I smell it, too,” Blanche whispered.

      I paused the iPod and took out the ear bud, yanking my machete loose and nodding. The demon slunk ahead on all fours like a crocodile, barbed tail rasping against the leaf litter as he slithered up the hill.

      At the top, he shimmied up against a tree, tucking his tail around his legs like a cat, pausing for a few breaths before craning his lizard-like head around to catch a glimpse of the valley below. He straightened almost immediately, hiding behind the tree.

      “Well?” Blanche hissed.

      “Something’s down there,” he whispered back.

      “What is it?” I asked, stalking forward as quietly as I could.

      “I didn’t get a good look.”

      “Crowns and cavities, then look again!” Blanche hollered.

      The demon threw a talon to his lips. “Shh! Not so loud.”

      “Did you just ‘shh’ me?”

      I snatched Blanche’s arm and gave her a tug to keep her from throttling the demon.

      Clyde waved us to be quiet and stole another look. “It’s like a leaf pile with legs.”

      “Another Green Man?” I asked, slinking up into the shadow of the tree opposite Clyde’s.

      “Wait, there’s another one. Two of them! But the second one has four legs.”

      I snuck a quick peek. “I don’t see them.”

      “They were just … where did they go?”

      “You lost them?” Blanche squeaked. “They could be the nymph’s henchmen, and you lost them?”

      “I am a famil – I mean a battler – demon from Level Five,” Clyde said defensively. “Tracker demons were on Level Three! And what about you, Miss I-Can-Smell-Molecules?”

      “No one can track through a fog of burnt sage and you know it!”

      “Guys. Guys.” I snapped my fingers at them. “Shush!” Can you see them, Sunny?

      The sepia lens snapped over my vision, and my eyes darted around the valley quicker than a falcon’s, but they never settled on anything.

      Nothing out of the ordinary, Allie answered. Sorry.

      Thanks for looking.

      Do you want me to send up a flare? Draw them out? she asked.

      Nah. But stay on alert, okay? We’re doing this as a team, and I trust you to, you know, take over if you need to.

      She gave me the wagging pistol-fingers again. You got it.

      My vision cleared to my own technicolor viewing experience, and I waved Blanche and Clyde forward. “Let’s move on. The waterfall’s just down there.”

      We kept to the trees as we descended, taking a second here and there to look for Clyde’s walking leaf piles. But we didn’t see them again.

      “Ugh,” Blanche complained, pinching her nose. “It reeks down here.”

      “Smells like Thanksgiving turkey stuffing to me,” I said.

      “Humans are renowned for their ineffective olfactory senses, but this is obscene,” Clyde said. “How can you not be nauseated by this stench?”

      I just rolled my eyes and climbed down the rocks to the waterfall. It was a little thing, maybe twenty feet tall but as thin as my arm was thick. It poured over a forested ledge, screening a cave. I hopped from stone to stone to the cave, which really was just a shallow concave expanse of limestone, hoping to discover clues left by Wyatt or Reggie.

      Nada.

      But there was a recently stomped out campfire, a pile of ash in the center of the pit finer than the charcoal around it. A sage bundle.

      Machete still in hand, I exited the cave on the opposite side of the stream, following a wet trail of smudged prints.

      Snapping my fingers to get their attention, I gestured for Blanche and Clyde to join me. The tooth fairy flew over the stream soundlessly while the demon sloshed through the water as loudly as a breaching whale.

      “Maybe a little quieter next time?” I asked sourly as the demon bared his teeth in a sheepish smile and shook the water from his quills.

      “Come on,” Blanche said. “We don’t have all day.”

      Clyde flashed past us to the top of the hill, turned around, and placed his gecko hands on his hips. “Who’s waiting on whom now?”

      Then a walking leaf pile stepped out from behind a tree, jabbing the demon first in the back of the knee and then walloping him across the chest so the demon crashed onto his back.

      “Ow,” Clyde complained.

      “Not another step or the lizard gets it!” the leaf pile shouted.

      “Lizard?” the demon shrilled. “How dare you—”

      “You leave him alone, or I’ll make a pair of flutes out of your femurs,” Blanche shouted.

      “Carl?” I exclaimed.

      Crazy Carl swiped the hood back from his ghillie suit. “El Capitan? Is that you?”
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      Carl kept his lever-action rifle trained on the demon’s chest. “These folks with you, Capitan?”

      “Carl, you know that’s Blanche and that’s Clyde,” I said, hurrying up the hill.

      “Things been mighty topsy turvy lately. Can’t be too sure.” But he slung the rifle over his shoulder and let the demon scramble to his feet.

      Clyde brushed the debris from his scales and rubbed the sore spot on his chest, mumbling curses under his breath. “Aww, my Capriformer collectables!”

      Bending over, the demon collected his wayward items, blowing the debris off before nestling them carefully in his messenger bag. He’d become like me in that way, always carrying what was important in a pack on your back.

      As he collected and counted, Blanche picked the leaves off his horns.

      “So what’s the news, Carl?” I asked.

      “He’s coming,” was the answer, Carl pointing a camouflaged finger to the sky. “Will be here soon.”

      “Good. I’ve got some questions for him.” I tapped my machete against my thigh. “Well, more like demands. Like give me the boy.”

      “Oh!” he exclaimed, his bushy eyebrows rearing like warring caterpillars and his gray eyes brightening. “You’re out here hunting nymph, too?”

      “Wait, is that why we haven’t seen you? You’ve been out here hunting?”

      “Every day for the last thirty years. The dawn and dusk are when he comes out, see, when the light is weak and the shadows are long. Tricky bastard.” Carl winked and touched the side of his nose with a weathered finger. “But I’ve been burning sage—”

      “You don’t say?” Blanche sneered as Clyde sneezed, lighting the ground with twin miniature fireballs. He hastily stamped them out with his foot.

      “—just like him. Trained Penny to it. Here, girl.” He gave a low whistle, and his grizzled old hunting dog trotted from wherever she’d been hiding, wearing her own ghillie suit. “She’ll root him out, and then …” His eyes grew misty, his scruffy jaw clenching as he undoubtedly relived his kidnapping and narrowly-escaped sacrificial murder. “He’ll not do the same to the boy. Wyatt. He still has a chance. To not be like me.”

      I rested a tentative hand on Carl’s shoulder. He didn’t flinch or brush it off. “Who wouldn’t want to be a loyal friend like you?”

      Carl blew his nose into his sleeve and smiled. “Appreciate it, Capitan. But fraternization between officers and enlisted men isn’t allowed. You should know that.”

      I just rolled my eyes and hooked my thumbs into my backpack straps. “Well, Private, you’d best lead on.”

      “Lead on where?”

      “After the nymph, of course!” Blanche threw up her spindly arms, the hoodie swishing around her like a collapsing circus tent. “Crown and cavities, what do you think we’re doing here?”

      Carl looked genuinely surprised. “But you can’t come with me.”

      “Come again?” I sputtered.

      “You’re not dressed appropriately. I can excuse you, Capitan, for it’s clear to me you’ve been out of the field for quite a while, but these other two …”

      “And what, pray tell, does this nymph-hunting dress code entail?” Clyde demanded.

      “These.” Carl indicated his ghillie suit. “You go hunting nymph, you better be invisible.”

      “Seems fair,” the demon sniffed.

      “But that’s why we’re here,” I protested. “Reggie showed me this big stone, bigger than Clyde, covered in moss and on the rim of a sinkhole—”

      “No,” Carl whispered. “I’ll not go back there.”

      “But what if that’s where Wyatt—”

      “No, no, no, no!” He pounded his fists against his forehead. “Can’t find it. The trail moves. Only the guardian knows where the warden sleeps. He’s coming!” With a shriek, Carl sprinted down the hill, tripping over a root and sliding halfway until he found his footing and continued his mad dash, the echoes of his cries guttering out among the trees.

      “Carl,” I called. “Wait—”

      “Don’t bother,” Blanche said. “He wasn’t going to help us anyway.”

      “Son-of-a-biscuit.” I kicked a branch and sent it tumbling down the hill. “What are we gonna do now? Our only lead is treating us like the GoneGodDamn bubonic plague, and what in the EmptyHell was that about a trail that moves?”

      “He’s not called Crazy Carl for nothing, you know,” Blanche said.

      “Maggot, you said the Green Man showed you where we needed to go. Surely there must be some detail your woefully underutilized brain must have gleaned. A clue. For instance, what was the position of the sun?”

      “Uhh … it was the afternoon! I remember how the light looked orange and the dust motes glittered like flecks of gold—”

      “Now is not the time to wax poetic, maggot.”

      “You’re the one who asked for details!”

      “What else? Think!”

      “I can’t when you’re rushing me!” I squeezed my eyes shut, forcing myself to remember. “The sun was behind the stone, a little to the left. There were ferns on the path. I remember because they were the big hairy kind.”

      “Good, good. Go on.”

      Glimpses of pink. “And … And there were flowers.”

      Blanche blew a raspberry. “There are only a hundred flowers—”

      “No … lady’s slippers. A lot of them. Clustered around the stone.”

      I opened my eyes from the memory just in time to see that giant pit bull grin spread across Blanche’s face.

      “And guess who has a nose keener than a bloodhound’s?” the tooth fairy asked.

      “So we head west,” the demon announced. “And we follow the stream. Ferns need lots of water, and that’s where we’ll find them. Blanche, take the lead.”

      “Bet you won’t tire of this view,” she said, giving her hips a little swish.

      “I’m tired of it already.”

      “Hmph! See if I make you egg pudding,” the tooth fairy snapped, zipping down the hill in a blur of iridescent wings.

      “Clyde,” I groaned, “that wasn’t very nice.”

      “It’s the truth! How are you not bored with this unchanging visage of decomposing leaves, the same three species of trees, and the endless hills? Even the Black Plains of the fifth ring – and I mean a literal description; demons are prone to exaggerating a great many things, but never about landscaping – had some variety given the river of fire that cut through them. You never knew when a flare of lava would jettison free and incinerate some poor unsuspecting demon.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “She meant her, Clyde. She was the view.”

      Clyde blinked again. “I still don’t understand. Seriously, what is it with the female sex and their obsession with views?”
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      But of course it wasn’t going to be as easy as following some ferns and sniffing for some rare orchids. Crazy Carl had said that the trail moved, and for all we knew, he was right. We found the ferns easily enough, yet despite Blanche’s superhero-level sense of smell, she led us in a zig-zag pattern until we were all exhausted, frustrated, and depressed.

      I probably took it the hardest, barking for a halt and dropping onto a fallen log dejectedly. Hateful, I put my ear buds in and buried my head in my hands. Buckcherry’s “Crazy Bitch” blared at a soothing billion decibels.

      Yup, that was me. Crazy for getting roped into this mess. I had an oni demon on my tail demanding blood payment, a mafia wanting revenge for the death of their favored son and the theft of a priceless object, an apocalypse no one else seemed to want to take responsibility for stopping, friends’ lives hanging on the outcome, and oh yeah, an Other hitching a ride in my mind and body. My day was going super.

      I yanked a sandwich out of my backpack and chewed it crossly, chasing it with large angry swallows of water.

      The music changed to the peppy “High Hopes” by Panic! At the Disco, and I wanted to punch Fate in the gonads. Instead, I gnawed on a Twizzler and scrubbed my face with my hands. Nothing like the lyrics

      
        
        Burn your biographies

        Rewrite your history

        Light up your wildest dreams

      

      

      
        
        to get you off your ass and carpe diem like a boss. I turned down the volume, suddenly aware that Allie had been trying to get my attention.

      

      

      

      Um, hi, the Other said sheepishly.

      I took a calming breath. Yes, Allie?

      Look. Over there.

      The sepia lens snapped over my vision, and a thread of gold – magic – twisted a few dozen yards in front of me.

      But the moment I focused on it, the thread vanished. I launched to my feet, searching frantically, but the gold thread was gone.

      “GoneGodDamn it,” I swore. “Just when we needed to catch a break—”

      There it is again!

      The gold thread glittered, reappearing and disappearing like a snake slithering under forest debris.

      I started after it a second time, swearing again as it winked out of existence. Squeezing my eyes shut, I took another calming breath. This was the lead we needed – I hoped – and maybe my impatience for it was causing it to be finicky.

      Maybe it’s shy?

      The idea was ridiculous, but so was us traipsing around the western woods with a bloodthirsty nymph and no clue, so I approached it the way I would a wounded animal. Not straight on, which can be seen as aggressive, but from the side, using my peripheral vision to watch the ribbon of golden light twist and thrash.

      It remained steady, broken in some areas, but following a general course that meandered in a seemingly senseless path through the forest.

      What is it? I asked the voice.

      I think it’s a ley-line, Allie answered. They’re all over the place, but do you remember that glowing portion of the western woods we saw on the map in Landon’s base with all the threads coming out of it? I think this is one of those threads.

      And they all led to that cluster, that nexus.

      Exactly. Let’s give it a go. What else do we have to lose, Frankilicious?

      I groaned inwardly. That nickname, for starters.

      I don’t know. It’s what makes us, us.

      I rolled my eyes and grabbed my backpack. “Clyde, Blanche, Allie’s found us a trail. Come on.”

      So long as I kept the trail in my peripheral vision, it never disappeared. It still guided us all over the forest for the afternoon, and I was beginning to think we were never going to find this nexus point. The western woods weren’t that big, sizable for an afternoon hike, but small enough that you could walk its width in half a day, and we’d been out here since dawn.

      After we had backtracked over the same ground for the third time, I stopped, sagging against a tree and fishing another sandwich out of my backpack.

      “Maggot, I know your kind is prone to stress eating, but you should really be thinking about your triglycerides,” Clyde said gently.

      “It’s just ham and mustard!”

      “On white bread. Refined carbohydrates only lead to fat storage and then you’ve got thickening of your arterial walls and before you know it, you’re just one gasp away from a heart attack!”

      The tooth fairy scoffed. “I think we’ve got bigger things to worry about than a spike in her blood sugar when we can’t seem to find our way out of this GoneGod forsaken maze of a forest—”

      “Blanche, that’s it!” I choked on the last bite of sandwich, wheezing as Clyde pounded my on the back. I waved him off. “You’re a genius!”

      “I am?”

      I grabbed the tooth fairy’s bony hands and spun her about. “It’s a labyrinth. We were always doomed to fail following one path.”

      “Meaning?”

      I tapped my temple. “We’ll follow what I see plus what you smell. It’s like three-dimensional chess. We’ll get there in no time now!”

      “And then, the nymph,” Blanche said, rubbing her hands together. She looked at me doubtfully. “Will you be strong enough to confront him?”

      “I doubt it,” Clyde said.

      “Hey.” I whacked him in the arm. “You’re supposed to be on my side.”

      “You are my master; I have to be on your side.”

      “And why do I get the feeling you both are just gonna take to the sidelines the minute we find the nymph?”

      “Well, it is your quest,” Blanche pointed out.

      “Since when? I’m only doing this because no one else is!”

      Clyde placed a heavy hand on my shoulder. “We appreciate your sacrifice.”

      I shoved his hand away. “I’m not dead yet!”

      “And if we want to keep you that way, you must rest. So that is why I’m humbling myself and insisting you ride on my shoulders.”

      “What?”

      The demon sighed like the weight of the world was resting on his shoulders, not just future me. “I might need my hands for climbing, and you’re already tired, so if you … rode me, you could rest for our upcoming confrontation. I am trying to enable you to be victorious, maggot.”

      “Clyde, that’s very … sweet.”

      “Isn’t he?” Blanche agreed dreamily.

      “Demons aren’t sweet. We’re practical,” Clyde said crossly. “Now get on.”

      He crouched like a papa ready to give his child a piggy-back ride, and I climbed onto his shoulders, holding onto his spiraling horns. Blanche changed her altitude to match mine, and together we forged ahead, marrying what I saw with what she smelled.

      In just an hour, when the sun had dipped halfway down the western sky, we had reached the nexus.
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      We stopped just before the crest of the hill, dropping down to the forest floor so we wouldn’t be seen. I blinked away the sepia lens, the dozens of pulsing golden threads in this area making my head hurt. Next to me, Blanche wrinkled her nose.

      “What is it?” I asked softly, cracking open the double barrel of my shotgun to confirm it was loaded. Hey, it never hurts to double-check. Or triple-check.

      “All I’m smelling are flowers and forest rot. Not him. No trace of the boy, or the nymph,” she whispered back.

      “Could he be masking their scent?”

      She booped me on the nose with a bony finger. “There’s no sage here, silly head.”

      “Silly head?”

      The tooth fairy smothered a giggle – which in itself was a terrifying sound – and patted my head. “My nose doesn’t lie, sweetie.”

      “What in the EmptyHell has gotten into you?”

      I got another terrifying giggle in response, and then was distracted by Clyde’s talons in my hair. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m charming the snakes,” the demon replied, braiding my hair. “They’re a rascally bunch. They can only be tamed by weaving them together.”

      I smacked his claws away. “Did I blink and you two hold a kegger or something? You’re drunk!”

      “Alcohol cannot sway the children of Hell,” the demon said, going after my hair again.

      “Son-of-a-biscuit. Clyde, go take a look.”

      “Why me?” he protested.

      “Because you’re an eight-foot be-horned battler, that’s why.”

      “That’s just profiling,” he mumbled, but he slunk on his belly up the rise and lifted his lizard-like head on the end of his long neck like a periscope. Apparently, Blanche was right, for he stood up on his hind legs and waved us forward.

      Not that I wanted my demon to get hurt, but part of me had been hoping an exploding corncob or whatever agricultural product the nymph used as a weapon would’ve hit Clyde in the chest, sending him sprawling back to us in a dazed and smoking – yet very much alive – heap. Anything to prove Blanche wrong. That this day of mindless wandering hadn’t been for nothing.

      But no such luck.

      “Ooo!” the tooth fairy squealed. “Flowers!”

      “Race you,” the demon challenged.

      Are you drunk, too? I asked the voice.

      Sober as a cold turkey sandwich, Allie replied cheerfully. You can’t blame them though. They haven’t felt this much magic since the GrandExodus. I believe you humans call it a ‘high?’

      How long will it last?

      Sorry, Frankilicious. They’re gonna be useless.

      Fairy farts.

      Letting out a frustrated sigh, I trudged down the hill into the basin.

      The tooth fairy and the demon had already spread out, playing hide and seek but instinctually giving the sinkhole a wide berth. It was just like Reggie had shown me, but from my vantage point on the hill, I realized it was something more.

      It had been a henge.

      When the sinkhole had formed, the stones had toppled with the collapsing earth, all except the massive kernel-shaped one on the northwest side. Pink lady slippers had made a concentric ring with the stones, most of them destroyed after the collapse. The ones remaining clustered around the monolith like chicks under their mother hen’s feathers.

      This place is familiar, Allie said breathlessly. I … I …

      What is it? There was a note of concern in my voice, and I realized with a start that I’d never been worried about this unwanted passenger before.

      I know those flowers. I’ve seen them before. In someone’s hair.

      I let a minute tick by before asking, Do you remember anything else?

      No, she growled, frustrated.

      You let me know when you do. Whatever you remember will only help us free you.

      Okay.

      The view was all quite picturesque, and if the nymph hadn’t given me that you-have-four-days-until-I-kill-an-innocent-child deadline, I might’ve snapped a few photos. So I hurried the rest of the way down and hopped up onto one of the fallen henge stones, inching carefully along the lichen so I didn’t slip.

      Apparently, the demon’s protective instincts were still active despite the drunken haze. “That is not advisable, maggot.”

      “We did not come all this way for nothing,” I said, pulling the rope out of my backpack. “This is the place Jolene described. This is the place Reggie showed me. It has to be important, so I’m going down there. Wyatt could be hog-tied and gagged just a few feet below us for all we know.”

      “Crowns and cavities! I told you I would’ve smelled him,” Blanche sulked. Then her displeasure evaporated as she zipped after a butterfly.

      “Then allow me to be a little optimistic. Clyde? Clyde! Stop picking those at once!”

      The demon straightened from dropping lady slipper flowers into his bag. He waved two orchids that he’d skewered onto his talons at me. “But they’re soft and spongy like little pink marshmallows. And regard my talons! It looks like they’re wearing little booties! And Miss Chumki said I needed to find something pink—”

      “Stop. It,” I said, using my explicit order voice.

      Even drunk with magic, the demon straightened immediately.

      I threw him one end of the rope. “Tie it around that tree there. I’ll give you an egg.”

      “OOO! Eggs!” The demon’s eyes flared into yellow flames of excitement, and he quickly knotted the rope. “Yummy yummy yummy! When do I get my egg?”

      Obviously, he’d forgotten he had a pouch full of them. “When I come back up.”

      “Aww!”

      “Listen here, little lady,” the tooth fairy said, wagging her finger at me like she was an orchestral conductor strung out on crack. “I want to put this nymph down as much as you. I’m the only Other that gets to intimidate the people in this town, and I don’t like competition. But let’s be realistic here.” The finger wagging continued long after she had finished speaking.

      “You can’t see it, but that”—I pointed at the sinkhole opening—“is the crossroads of at least twenty ley-lines. It’s why you and Clyde are acting so squirrely.”

      “I am not ever to be referred to as a rodent again. Worst. Master. Ever. Of all time.”

      “Ugh! What I’m saying is that there might be a chance that such a heavily influence of magic might be confounding your senses.”

      “I doubt it,” the tooth fairy said, crossing her spindly arms over her chest. “Ooo! The butterfly’s back!”

      “Oh my GoneGods … Look, I’m – Clyde”—I snapped my fingers at him—“I’m going down into the hole. I tug on the rope twice, and you pull me back up, understand?”

      “You’re very bossy for a master, you know that?”

      I took a stomping step forward. “Don’t make me come over—”

      But my boot slipped on the lichen, and I crashed onto my back, sliding down the rock and shooting off the end. I hit the leaves with a grunt, my foot catching against a fallen log and launching me ass over teakettle, disappearing through the sinkhole like a fly down the drain.

      My hands grabbed at anything they touched, but the branches or the roots or whatever they were were slick with water or broke under my weight. I tumbled deeper, breathless as I bounced off rock and tree until Allie had created another forcefield around us.

      Our little bubble continued to ricochet off the cavern walls like a pinball, shattering on impact as we finally hit the ground.

      Frances! Frankilicious! Talk to me! Are you alright? Allie panicked.

      Groaning, I lifted my head from the damp floor and rubbed the welt on my forehead that was already the size of one of Clyde’s chicken eggs. I’ll live. Try to be a little faster on the forcefield making next time, okay?

      Sorry sorry sorry.

      I pushed myself into a sitting position and wiped the grit from my eyes. It was dark down here, the only light filtering down from the sinkhole opening and casting strange shadows. Water dripped against stone with little pat-pat-pats, and leaves continued to sprinkle down from our uncoordinated entry.

      Wincing, I got to my feet and limped to the light. I shaded my eyes against the falling leaves and called, “Clyde?”

      I expected to see a dark shape obscure the pinprick of light at the top of the sinkhole, but a greenish glow just a few feet in front of my face answered me instead. I recognized that color. It was the same as the light emanating from the tribute kernel.

      I yanked my machete free as I stumbled back, prepared to see the light illuminate the sharp angles of the nymph’s face. But another face appeared, half-sunken into the rock.

      It was a woman’s.

      The rest of her body was partially obscured by the earth as well, her hair mingling with tree roots, one thigh and knee emerging from the rock while the other just had the toes sticking out, one arm wrapped around a fallen log with her hand disappearing into the bark. It looked like she was being absorbed.

      The green light was emanating from her gem-like heart, the slow pulse sending ripples of green through her protruding parts. Her eyes were half-lidden, her face resigned, her attention inward if she had any consciousness at all. And scattered at her feet were the petrified remains of corn kernels and wheat berries.

      This was the place I’d seen in my dream. This was the place Jolene had spoken of, where she and the others had danced and paid tribute to …

      Selu.

      My blood pounded in my veins like thunder, my heart beating like a battle drum. Between one beat and the next my body was no longer mine. Allie had taken over, fear and disbelief wavering in our three-octave voice as she said, “Mother?”

      The woman’s eyes lifted, her forlorn expression melting away into one of relief. And joy. “Asta. I knew you’d find me, my little firebird.”

      I heard her voice deep in my bones, rattling my marrow. The thunder in my veins only pounded more fiercely. It was hope.

      The green light flared, and I fell back as my sight went white.
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      You know those cut scenes in movies where the protagonist falls unconscious then wakes up completely normal in a dream sequence? Yeah, this was like that. Except this wasn’t a dream. It was a memory. And so long as Allie was enthralled, so was I.

      It was nighttime, and the thing that captured my attention the most was the sheer number of stars. It was like someone had lit a thousand firecrackers and their cinders had caught in the fabric of the heavens, sizzling for eternity. The constellations were still up there, familiar shapes I thought I’d never see again.

      I found myself pressing against the stone railing of a limestone balcony, craning over the edge to marvel at this sight that so many of us had taken for granted. I’d used to watch these same stars while stretched out on a sleeping bag, a campfire crackling behind my head as my mother played on a flute she’d whittled at her last sweat lodge.

      But the stars weren’t for me. The memory tugged at me, plucking at my clothes like a toddler wanting my attention. I turned away from the sky just as a woman hurried past. At least ten feet tall, she wore a toga and golden sandals, a golden crown of wheat sheaves and corn in her yellow hair. At the back of her head, a freshly plucked lady slipper orchid was nestled among the sheaves.

      My feet took off after her, my own toga swishing about my legs. I followed her into the domus, smacking the dozens of trailing vines and flowers dripping over the entry out of my way. Inside was awash in golden light. Candles and fire bowls were nestled into every nook, positioned between every pillar, and a great bonfire was set in a recessed pit in the center of the room, its smoke wafting through the oculus in the ceiling.

      I stayed close to the woman with the crown and the lady slipper orchid, flattening against a pillar to stay out of the way as she directed the hundreds of staff with the efficiency of a seasoned general. They were preparing a feast that would put all the Thanksgiving tables in America combined to shame. I half-expected the legs of the table to groan under the weight of the food, but clearly they were used to such excess.

      Striped gourds the size of basketballs, pumpkins and squash larger than Shetland ponies, freshly baked bread loaves as long as my entire body. Fruits and nuts and roasted meat trimmed with spikes of rosemary, wheels of cheese larger than most monster truck tires, salads in bowls larger than jacuzzi tubs, and wine. So much wine.

      My stomach growled violently.

      “Where is the nectar?” the woman asked, suddenly panicked. “It must be right in the center.”

      “Right here, my queen.” A human servant – my height – placed a decanter the size of a guitar in the aforementioned place, the amber liquid within sloshing into a frenzy of bubbles.

      The queen breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank you, Fidel.” She clapped her hands, a gentle one-two of a high society woman who didn’t want to chip her nails. “Everyone, may I have your attention, please?”

      The servants ceased all activity, turning their enraptured gazes upon her.

      I craned around from my place by the pillar and got a good look at this queen. Sure, she was gorgeous, but I didn’t understand why everybody was looking at her like she was the lifeblood in their veins.

      She gave them a gentle smile. “You all have been doing wonderful work. Truly you have outdone yourselves this year. But don’t lose focus. I don’t need to remind you how your lives depend on this feast going well.”

      “Yes, Queen Opis!” the servants chanted.

      “Now, let us choose this year’s seed. Fidel?”

      The servant approached with a wide wicker basket and held it above his head so his queen wouldn’t have to stoop. The rest of the servants crowed around like children at their mother’s skirts, pressing forward eagerly.

      I hopped up and down in the back of the crowd, trying to get a better look, then finally climbed onto that massive feast table. Holding onto the curling vine of a pumpkin so I wouldn’t fall, I peered over the queen’s shoulder.

      A mound of seeds, each pulsing with a green light, waited for her inspection.

      My eyes went wide.

      It was the same light of the woman in the sinkhole, of the tribute Reggie had gathered.

      There were dozens of seed varieties – squash, acorns, wheat berries, corn kernels, many more I didn’t recognize – and Opis dug through them all, as selective as if she was picking out a prized pearl.

      “Ah, there you are,” the queen said, holding up a squash seed.

      It shown brighter than all the rest, a little green star in the palm of her hand. And it only grew in brightness as the remaining seeds donated their light to the seed. Then the wicker basket grew dark, the unselected seeds crumbling into compost.

      “Such a tiny thing,” she murmured, “yet it holds the power of creation. It is a key to a whole new world, if you only know how to unlock it.”

      It’s called water and sunlight, I thought snarkily. Boom. Just answered the mystery of the universe. You’re welcome.

      The seed disappeared into a fold in her toga right by her heart, and the queen turned to her servants, nodding encouragingly. “It’s perfect. I will be in the kitchens preparing His Majesty’s main course. Fidel, you will oversee the rest of the preparations in my stead.”

      The man with the wicker basket swelled with pride, bowing low.

      I followed Queen Opis to the kitchens – the cooks and their assistants immediately vacating into the adjoining kitchen – and sat on a stool as she bustled about. She didn’t put on an apron to protect her toga – which was made of pearlescent silk that glittered like starlight with every movement – but she did remove the countless gold bracelets and rings from her perfectly manicured fingers. After coiling a gold ribbon around her wavy locks to keep them out of the way, she hefted a basket the size of a refrigerator onto the table.

      I stood on my stool, hiking my own plain white toga above my knees so I wouldn’t trip, and peered over the basket’s edge. Just vegetables the length of my body or as fat around as truck tires. You know, the size grown in every goddess’s kitchen garden patch.

      The queen ran her hands appreciatively over each vegetable like they were family heirlooms, setting them out neatly in a row across the table, and then hurried about the kitchen, gathering the rest of her ingredients.

      I’d fallen asleep to enough cooking shows to figure out she was making a pie. Humming softly, her delicate fingers rubbed shortening into a mixture of flour and cornmeal to make a pastry crust, then she chopped all of these heirloom vegetables and sauteed them in a cast iron pan with plenty of herbs and olive oil. There was no meat.

      She spooned the filling into the pie crust – which was as wide as I was when I stretched out my arms – and dropped the glowing seed inside.

      The effect was like that of a water balloon exploding.

      The vegetables turned bright green, and the light from the filling pulsed like a beat of a heart. Like it was alive.

      Humming to herself, Opis crimped on the top crust and spent an inordinate amount of time decorating it with little pastry cut outs of all things harvest-like: sickles, corn stalks, pumpkins on the vine, apples, cornucopias, but no animals.

      So this was where veganism got its start, I mused.

      The queen paced in front of the brick oven like a worry-wort as her pie baked, alternatively stooping to peer inside and using a large wooden peel to rotate it so the crust wouldn’t burn. When she wasn’t doing that, she was dabbing the sweat from her brow with the back of her wrist and purging herself of all the nervous energy by shaking her fingers.

      “It’ll be fine,” she muttered over and over. “You’ve had thousands of years of success, why would this year be any different?” She paused in her pacing to pour herself a glass of something amber colored – it certainly wasn’t any wine I’d ever seen, but its scent was incredible, like honeysuckle nectar – and in a very unqueenly like manner, chugged it.

      “Take it easy, Queenie,” I muttered. She was making me nervous.

      Footsteps echoed in the stairwell, and a shadow flickered across the torchlit wall. Her servant, Fidel, ran into the kitchen from the banquet hall. Bracing his hands on his knees, he gasped for breath. Sweat glittered on his tan face and sparkled in his curly black hair. “Queen Opis! Mistress Lua is here.”

      I didn’t know who Mistress Lua was, but the queen certainly did.

      And she was pissed.

      Her face like a thunderstorm, the queen snatched a clay plate and threw it against the wall. The crockery didn’t just shatter, it exploded. Fidel shielded his face with his arms as I ducked behind the basket.

      There was a pregnant pause where nothing was heard except the cracking of the oven’s fire, and then calmly, as if she hadn’t just thrown a tantrum, the queen inserted the peel into the oven to rotate her pie.

      Fidel brushed the chips of plate out of his curly black hair. “My queen, I’ll clean this up right away.”

      “No, Fidel.” She bent and plucked a thumb-size wedge of pottery out of his beard. “It’s my mess. I’ll clean it up. Thank you for the news. Please, finish our preparations and convey to Mistress Lua that I am not quite done in the kitchen, but she is welcome to use it after—”

      “My queen,” the servant interrupted, “she does not wish to use it this year.”

      Queen Opis straightened in surprise. “What is the meaning of this?”

      “I will do my best to find out.” Fidel placed a hand over his heart, bowed, and raced back upstairs.

      I jumped as the queen snatched the basket. Hiking up her toga, the queen got down on her hands and knees – that beautiful fabric bedamned – and started collecting the broken pottery like a scullery maid. I tried to help, but my hand passed through the shards on the table like I was made of mist.

      Soft weeping competed with the roar of the oven, and the queen bent over her knees, slender fingers pressed against her eyes as she cried. Tears as large as marbles splattered against the stone floor.

      “Why can’t she just leave us alone?” the queen blubbered, wiping away her tears. She threw each piece of pottery into the basket like its very existence offended her on a visceral level. “He is my husband. I should not have to share—”

      “Talking to yourself again, dear?” a husky voice said from the doorway.

      I know I couldn’t be seen – or, at least, I was pretty sure I couldn’t be – but that didn’t stop me from diving across the table and hiding behind the rolling pin. If I laid on my stomach, it was just tall enough to conceal me. Peeking through the gap between the handle and the table, I watched as a ten-foot dominatrix sauntered into the kitchen.

      That just had to be Mistress Lua.

      “I am not your dear. I am a queen,” Queen Opis said, lurching regally to her feet. She didn’t even mask the fact that she’d been crying. She let the stains of her tears glisten on her cheeks like warpaint. “And you will address me as such.”

      “Yeah, Queenie!” I cheered. But in a whisper, of course. I wasn’t suicidal even if this only was a memory.

      “Formal titles aren’t really necessary with family, are they, sister?” the dominatrix drawled.

      I’m sure she wasn’t a real dominatrix, but she was certainly dressed like one. Or at least Battle Barbie. Black sandals studded with metal spikes with leather straps that crisscrossed all the way up to her knees, a black toga that fell to mid-thigh and clamped against her skin with a silver bodice, and matching silver gauntlets on her forearms. She even had a short sword dangling from her belt. Her hair, black as a starless night, was an unruly mane down to her buttocks.

      “You are not my sister, Lua,” the queen said.

      “But we share the same husband—”

      “He may bed you ten nights out of the year, but he is not your husband. You are merely a necessary annoyance.”

      Lua’s lip curled upward into a snarl, dark eyes snapping. “If you could satisfy both natures of our king, I wouldn’t be here.” She refilled Opis’s glass with that amber liquid and took a long swallow. “So really it’s your fault, Opis.”

      “You are like fresh bread, Lua,” she replied with an elegant flick of her hair. “Delectable on the tongue for an instant but wholly unsatisfying. I am the yam, nutritious and wholesome. That’s why I’m his wife, not you.”

      The dominatrix snorted and swirled the nectar in her cup. “Leave it to an agricultural goddess to refer to herself as a vegetable. Are you like that way in bed, too?”

      The glass shattered against the ground as Opis backhanded Lua. The queen tensed, arms hovering, ready to claw the dominatrix’s eyes out. “I am a queen. A goddess, sired by gods. Not the bastard spawn of a one-night stand with a nymph. Don’t forget it.”

      Anger flared in Battle Barbie’s face, but she let it go with a smirk as she wiped the blood from her mouth with her thumb. “Huh. I didn’t think you had any violence in you. Must be rubbing off on you, sis.”

      Lua backed away to the doorway before Opis could strike her again. “Enjoy playing Little Miss Homemaker. I’ll see you at dinner.”

      “And where is your offering to our king?” the queen demanded.

      Lua shrugged, an easy up-down of her shoulders that was both nonchalant and sensual at the same time. “It’s being prepared.” She sniffed loudly. “Looks like you need to be worried about your own tribute though.”

      Opis snatched up the peel to rescue her pie as Lua’s laughter disappeared up the stairs. I popped up from behind the rolling pin like a gopher from its hole and returned to my stool. With the pie out of the oven, the queen unbound her hair, replaced her jewelry, and carried her masterpiece up the stairs on a wide serving tray, me following at her heels.

      Lua slouched in the seat left of center, chopping tiny dents into the wooden table with her short sword and sipping nectar from Opis’s stolen cup. She smirked at Opis as the queen set the tray in front of the center seat. “That’s a little presumptuous, isn’t it?”

      “Not at all,” the queen sniffed. “He always picks my tribute, so I’m just facilitating his decision.”

      Lua snorted and returned to her cup.

      She didn’t get to take another swallow, for a trumpet announced the arrival of their esteemed guest. Lua launched to her feet, swiping her hair past her shoulders and plucking at her toga to lower the neckline.

      Opis tsked in disgust, but she tossed her head to settle her shiny yellow waves just the same. Clasping her hands in front of her, she waited, lips parted in anticipation, as their guest sauntered into the room.

      Fidel frantically signaled the musicians, and the songs of lyres and tambourines sprang into the night air. Youths danced around the bonfire, the boys waving sheaves of wheat while the girls scattered seeds and petals.

      Broad-chested, bronzed-skin, with hair and beard the color of cloud, the guest set his sickle down by the entryway and spread his arms wide with a laugh. His green eyes twinkled, his smile was easy, and if I didn’t know any better, this was what Father Christmas would’ve looked like if he’d committed himself to P90X. Accepting a cup of nectar from Fidel, he lifted it high to toast the giant women at the table. “Beloved Opis, Mistress Lua, a blessed harvest to you both. Ah, Opis, you’re wearing the crown I gave you.”

      Smiling warmly, Opis gestured to the head of the table. “Won’t you join us, Saturn?”

      I jumped in my shadow by the pillar. Saturn? You mean the planet?
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      The god sat at the seat of honor, pounding his palms against the table. “This last night of Saturnalia is always my favorite!” His fingernail rasped against the crimped edge of the vegetable pie, and he leaned in to take a whiff. “Ah, Opis. You always know how to please. A crust as golden as freshly ripening wheat, a filling of savory first-fruits. Truly this is your best bake yet.”

      Blushing from the compliment, Opis suppressed a smile and curtseyed.

      If there wasn’t a bed-robbing mistress standing just to the left of him, I would’ve thought Opis and Saturn’s marriage was flawless. The love between them was palpable, but not in that sappy sweet Lifetime movie way that always made you throw up a little in the back of your mouth.

      The twinkle in his eyes vanished when he turned toward Lua. “And where is your tribute, Mistress Lua? The table before your seat is empty.”

      So apparently whatever favoritism he showed her behind the bedroom door for ten nights out of the year did not extend to the dining hall. Unfazed, Battle Barbie lifted two muscled arms and clapped her hands. “I thought this year I’d put in a little more effort to show how much I adore his Highness.”

      At her signal, twelve gladiators in red loincloths marched into the hall to the sound of drums. The dancers around the bonfire scattered out of the way, the gladiators shoving those who didn’t move fast enough. Four of them bore a platter between them, balancing it on their shoulders much like a palanquin, muscles bulging under the weight of Lua’s tribute.

      “You made a pie?” Opis demanded. “But I’m the one who makes pies!”

      “Your pie sucks, you homewrecking ho!” I shouted.

      Lua inspected her fingernails. “I didn’t know you held the monopoly on pie making, sister.”

      “I-I don’t!” The queen’s cheeks turned red. “It’s just—”

      “Imitation is the highest form of flattery, my dear,” Saturn said.

      He extended his hand, waiting until Opis had taken it before bringing it to his lips for a kiss. The god guided his goddess into her seat, giving her hand a little squeeze before gesturing for the gladiators to approach. They nudged Opis’s pie off-center to make room for Lua’s offering. Its crust was definitely darker than Opis’s, borderline burnt, the gravy leaking from the vents a dark red.

      Saturn touched it with a tentative finger. “I must admit, Mistress Lua, you have put more thought into your tribute this year. Usually, it’s just a severed leg or head I get from you.”

      “But the choicest severed leg or head, my king. Only from the most distinguished of my fallen gladiators.”

      Opis snorted and poured herself a glass of nectar.

      Lua turned her glare from the queen to Saturn, her visage becoming deceptively coy. “But there’s more.”

      “What? A secret sauce?” the queen scoffed.

      Saturn fixed his queen with a stern look.

      I slunk deeper into the shadows as his eyes, normally green as Johnny Galastone’s, swirled with black. Like the blood of a cut wrist dripping into bathwater.

      The darkness vanished as quickly as it had appeared, and Saturn gestured for Lua to continue.

      “These twelve were the finest the colosseums had produced this year. They die at your pleasure.” Lua clapped her hands, and the gladiators drew their swords.

      They proceeded to slaughter each other, spraying blood over the floor and walls and pillars and even the staff like they were slinging paint. With each death, the victorious gladiator withdrew a fistful of powder from a pouch at his waist and flung it into the fire. The flames exploded with red light in response, sending a flurry of enraged firefly-like cinders swarming in the updraft.

      Lips pursed, Opis looked resolutely away from the carnage.

      But Saturn and Lua were loving it. Battle Barbie was shouting encouragement and hurling insults like peanut shells at a baseball game. That darkness had returned to Saturn’s eyes, his breath coming in short excited gasps as he watched the carnage in his honor.

      When there was only one left, Lua left her seat and slew him herself, claiming his sword and presenting it to the god. “The sword of your victor, my king.”

      “That was choice entertainment,” Saturn said, licking his lips. The darkness had almost consumed his irises, turning them more black than green. “Ask a boon, and see it carried out.”

      “Use this sword to consume your tribute.”

      Opis lurched to her feet. “No beast or blood may touch my tribute. That is the law.”

      “As I have yet to choose my favorite dish, that detail is irrelevant for now,” Saturn boomed. He closed his eyes and bent his nose over the pies, sniffing deeply. Lua watched hungrily while Opis dry-washed her hands. When his eyes opened, they had regained their green composure. “My queen … I accept your tribute.”

      Opis visibly relaxed, as did every member of her staff. Barely containing the joy in her voice, she called to the musicians, “Play on!”

      “It seems I have no need of this sword, Mistress Lua.” Saturn offered the sword by its blade. “Please accept it with my deepest apologies.”

      Lua accepted it graciously, not looking nearly as defeated as I thought she should.

      Saturn clapped his hands, the sound reverberating like thunder through the dining hall. The candles guttered against their wicks, and the smoke from the bonfire washed against the tiles before continuing its upward climb to the night sky. “Let this final feast of Saturnalia mark the end of one prosperous year and the beginning of another one just as fruitful. Friends, let us join in celebration!”

      Food was taken from the high table and distributed among the staff, all except the decanter of nectar and the tribute pies. The youths rejoined around the bonfire, guzzling wine and dancing … if you could call it that.

      More like the bump-and-grind precursor to a full-blown orgy. Seriously, have these people never heard of venereal diseases?

      But my attention strayed from the … merrymaking back to the head table. Opis placed a staying hand on Saturn’s shoulder as he reached for her pie. “Might we dispose of the gladiators before we begin a new year?”

      “An excellent idea, my love.” Saturn snapped his fingers. “Throw the gladiators into the fire pit!” He turned to Lua. “Let this be a burnt offering to you, Mistress Lua, to assuage any hard feelings.”

      Lua slid her hand down Saturn’s shoulder, almost to his pectoral for a not-so-discrete squeeze as she dragged her bottom lip between her teeth. “You honor me, my king.”

      Oh gag me a river.

      Grimacing, Fidel and a few others collected the fallen bits and pieces of the gladiators and hurled them, along with their swords, into the bonfire. The residual powder in their pouches turned the bonfire into the world’s largest firecracker, exploding with red light and cinders.

      Mesmerized by the frightening display, the music was replaced by gasps as the revelers shrank back in awe. Even the gods at the high table were transfixed by the sight, Opis horrified, Saturn surprised, and Lua—

      Lua used the distraction to shove her platter in front of the god, so when his stupefied hands lowered to grip his tribute, they closed around her pie instead of Opis’s.

      I rushed out from behind my pillar, waving my hands. “Hey! Hey! Hey!”

      But the god was too enthralled by the sight of the bonfire belching flames like a salamander with indigestion. He lifted the false tribute to his lips. The red light faded as his teeth sank through the crust, and a maroon gravy dribbled down his chin into his beard.

      Opis was the first to recover from the unexpected display, exchanging one horror for another. She screamed as the pie dropped from Saturn’s hands, bursting open like a rotten melon and scattering the table with the chopped meat of humans. Lua backed away as Saturn convulsed, white teeth flashing in a maniacal grin.

      Saturn gripped the edge of the table with white-knuckled fingers as he choked, his fluffy white hair beginning to blacken at the roots. The darkness spread until every thread had turned black as ink, and when he threw his head back with a gasp, his eyes were twin black orbs.

      “Darling,” Lua breathed.

      Saturn snatched his mistress, tangling one hand in her mane of black hair and yanking her head back while his other shoved under her toga to grope her breast. She curled around him as he bent to kiss her, the sound of their love-making like the growling of fighting dogs rather than pleasured moans.

      Lua finally shoved him away, slapping him hard across the cheek when he came after her again. His black eyes widened, his mouth twisting into an angry snarl, but she just flicked her hair back with a malicious giggle. “It’s good to have you back, Rabia.”

      Rabia? I melted further into the pillar’s shadow. That was Latin for ‘rage.’ It’s where the word ‘rabies’ came from. Oh … shit.

      Lua threaded her fingers into his black hair and gave it a tug so she could bite at his neck. “I told you I’d set you free.”

      “Yes,” he panted. “Yes.”

      “And darling, I have a present for you.” Lua gestured to the hundreds of horrified revelers. “Would you like to kill them with me?”

      Saturn-Rabia kissed his mistress, drawing blood from her lips or his, I couldn’t tell, but when they broke their embrace both of their teeth were stained red. “Absolutely.”

      The god launched over the table, seizing the nearest servant by the head and ripping it clean off her shoulders. He directed the arterial spray into his mouth, smearing the blood across his face like warpaint before he threw her body aside and sprinted for his sickle.

      Laughing, Lua drew her sword and hacked away at the screaming crowd.

      Behind them, Opis snatched her pie in one hand, hoisted her servant Fidel under her other arm, and ran for the veranda.

      I raced after them, wanting desperately to clamp my hands over my ears to drown out the screams and crunching bones. But I didn’t. If I didn’t have my ears, I couldn’t hear them coming, and I’d be snatched up and torn apart like the rest.

      Out on the veranda, Opis hurtled over the balcony railing and landed in the dew-soaked grass with a loud thump. Fidel spilled out of her grip, rolling to a stop against a marble plinth. The statue of the shepherd above him teetered, showering him with stony crumbs. Opis caught the statue before it could crush him, then disappeared behind its marble bulk.

      The memory pulled at me to hurry, but I took the stairs like a normal person, leaping over low hedges and flower beds until I finally doubled over beside the queen. Sagging into the grass, I fought to catch my breath.

      Gasping, Fidel rolled onto his hands and knees and crawled to his queen.

      “I apologize for the rough egress, Fidel,” she said, her fingers shaking as much as her voice as she hovered her hands above the pie. A green light began to glow from inside, the beams of light through the pastry’s steam vents striping across her face.

      “What is … going on … in there?” the servant panted.

      “My beloved has a dark side, a small yet potent spirit that is released during Saturnalia. Rabia. He is the blight to my husband’s blessing. But he only comes at night, after the gladiatorial fights. Lua tends to him until sun-up, when he is my Saturn once again.” Opis swallowed, sweat trickling down her temples. She hadn’t sweated one ounce while in front of that blistering hot oven, so I knew whatever she was doing now was strenuous. “This last night seals the fate of the new year, one of plenty or one of destruction, but my tribute, my influence, has always been the strongest. I don’t know what happened.”

      My head snapped off the grass. “The crazy bitch switched the pies!”

      “And now, I have no choice.” She cast a fearful glance at the veranda’s balcony, at the screams that continued to multiply. The entire pie was glowing green now, wisps of light soaking into her fingertips. “Rabia cannot be set loose upon the world.”

      The queen shook as the green energy absorbed into her skin, threading light through her skin like vines.

      There was a roar on the balcony behind her, and a shadow blocked the light from the domus. “Honeyyy?” the shadow called. “I want a divorce.”

      “My queen, please hurry,” Fidel whispered.

      “I need more time,” she whimpered under the strain.

      “Then you shall have it, my queen.” He jumped to his feet, pried the crook out of the statue shepherd’s grasp, snapped the hook off, and dashed across the lawn with a war cry.

      “Ah, if it isn’t my wife’s faithful little pet! Finally showing your teeth?”

      Fidel hurled the javelin-like shaft with a shout.

      Rabia caught it as easily as if he was plucking a toothpick from the air. He hoisted it up to his own shoulder for his own throw.

      Opis flung out her hand. “Fidel!”

      The shaft cut through the air like a lightning strike and buried itself into Fidel’s wooden chest.

      “No fair, Opis!” Rabia complained.

      Dark green leaves had replaced Fidel’s curly black hair and beard, and bark covered his body instead of skin. The Green Man plucked the javelin from his chest, watching in mute horror as yellow sap oozed out of the hole. It hardened into amber almost immediately, winking like a dollop of molten copper in the torchlight.

      “I’m sorry, Fidel,” Opis whispered.

      The last of the light vanished into her fingertips, and the queen hurled the pie away into the flowerbeds. It took an incredible amount of effort to shove herself to her feet, and that’s when I realized she was concentrating on restraining the light from pouring out of her pores.

      “Where are you, wife?” Rabia demanded, his footsteps thundering as he trotted down the stairs. He severed the blooms from a rose bush with a carefree swipe of his sickle. “You’re missing the celebration! It’s a dawn of a new era, where we will demand – no, seize – the devotion we deserve.”

      I scooted back until I was hidden under a hedge, shaking just as much as the ground with his every step.

      “Why are you even bothering with that cow?” Lua demanded, vaulting over the balcony railing much like Opis had done.

      “She is a goddess, is she not? She deserves the same adoration.”

      “But not as much as me,” Lua clarified. “I am your wife now.”

      “Yes, my little savage. You will be my consort, and together we will crush the human vermin beneath our heels. Mwahahahaha!”

      I would’ve laughed at his evil laugh if I hadn’t been so terrified.

      “Am I so easily forgotten, husband?” Opis demanded, stalking out from behind the statue. The Green Man’s trunk-like legs stomped to her side, planting himself beside her and balling his thick fingers into bulbous fists.

      “He’s not your husband anymore,” Lua snarled, hefting her blood-stained sword.

      “Then grant me one favor, and I will be gone,” Opis said. “I am still a daughter of Caelus and deserve that respect.”

      Rabia nodded. “One favor.”

      “Darling!” Lua protested.

      “If you cannot control yourself, then begone from my sight,” Rabia snarled. “She is a daughter of Caelus, and you only wish you were!”

      Screeching, Lua hacked at a hedge with her bloody sword until it was nothing more than floral confetti. Then she swiped her sweaty hair back over her shoulder and waved them on. “By all means, proceed.”

      “I want a kiss,” Opis said.

      “A kiss?” Lua screeched again.

      The queen planted her hands on her wide hips. “Since I was robbed of my husband, I request one parting remembrance of him. Can you be sweet just once, Rabia?”

      Rabia seized Opis, his fingers digging into her creamy white skin. “No. I can’t promise that.” He crushed his mouth against hers.

      Opis flung her arms around his neck, and the green light ruptured from her skin.

      With a war cry, Lua brandished her sword and took two flying strides before the Green Man’s bulbous fists knocked her back against the stairs.

      “You bitch.” Rabia shoved Opis away from him and stared at the green vines slithering over his body. “Stop this!”

      Opis sagged to the ground, a weak yet triumphant smile on her bruised lips. “It’s already done.”

      The vines constricted him, tightening mercilessly as he gasped for air. No matter how many times he yanked them off, they just kept coming, layering, squeezing. A wind sprang up, swirling around him as he fought the magical restraint, growing so strong it started to pluck petals from flowerheads and pebbles from the gravel paths.

      “You’ll never see light again, Rabia,” Opis panted. “Not while I have the strength to contain you.”

      “You’ll weaken,” Rabia screamed as the vines slithered up his neck. “Those fickle humans will fall away, their faith will disappear, and I will be released!”

      “I’m the goddess of the harvest. Of plenty. So long as the humans sow seeds, I will be remembered.”

      A vine clamped over his mouth before he could reply. He continued to thrash even as the wind peppered him with debris. It had grown stronger, whirling like a tornado, and ripping apart everything it touched. The shepherd statue disintegrated into dust, the hedges and grass into verdant glitter, the water from the fountains into mist, even the domus with its torches and candles and spoiled feast was torn apart and destroyed. Only their bodies and Lua remained behind, her body untouched as her armor dissolved into silver flecks.

      And through it all, Opis remained rooted to the ground, Fidel shielding her with his new body.

      And what was I doing? I’d clawed my way over to the goddess and was clutching her leg like a scared toddler and screaming my head off.

      The debris swirled and condensed, layer upon layer, until the green light had muddled into yellow from all the candleflames. The wind lifted the sphere from the ground, the gravity of its pull tugging at my clothes. If I hadn’t been holding onto the goddess for dear life, I’m pretty sure it would have dragged me away.

      “Let my Saturn’s love be the final nail in your coffin, Rabia.” Opis removed her crown of wheat sheaves and corn stalks, the wind plucking the lady slipper orchid from her billowing hair. She kissed the crown and hurled it at the sphere. The wind snatched it up, atomizing it, but instead of being absorbed, the glitter swirled into seven bright rings.

      With a flick of her hand, the queen sent the prison with its swirling rings hurling into the night sky.

      I slumped to the dirt as the wind faded, staring at the heaven’s new yellow addition.

      Fidel helped brush the debris from his mistress’s ruined toga. “Now what, my queen?” he asked, his new voice impossibly deep and booming.

      “Rabia will be drawn from my husband like poison from a wound. My beloved Saturn will return to me in time, but that prison will hold his darkness forev—” The goddess cut herself off, glaring at the yellow dot with its ring-like wards. “Rabia was right about one thing. Humans are fickle. There might be a time where they forget my name, no matter how many times I reinvent myself.” She straightened her clothes with a determined tug. “It’s time to make a weapon for the day his prison fails.”

      “What kind of weapon?”

      Opis traced a form in the bare earth with her finger, and little red flowers sprang from the dirt at her touch. Peering over her shoulder, I watched as a familiar creature took shape. “It will be forged in the heart of a star. Fire will be its blood and feathers, lightning its beak and talons, and its wings will command the thunder. It will be impervious to all attacks, even those by time. And it won’t be alone. It … she will have a brother.”

      “What will you call her?” the Green Man asked.

      The goddess straightened, brushing the dirt from her fingers. “She will go by many names. For now, she will be known as a phoenix.”
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      “Maggot.” A gecko-like hand patted my cheek. “Maggot.”

      Grunting, I twitched away from the hand.

      “My assessment of your bodily functions reveals nothing more than superficial damage, but talk to me, maggot!”

      “Clyde, calm down,” I groaned. Sunny? Are you there?

      The voice was present, but she didn’t reply. It was like I’d put a command into a computer and that little pop-up window with a loading status was the only response I was going to get.

      “Is she alive?” the tooth fairy called from above. “If she didn’t make it, I want her teeth! I never told her enough, but she had such a pretty smile.”

      “Back off, you teeth-thieving harpy,” I shouted.

      “Boss! Crown and cavities, you’re alive! I never doubted it for a minute!”

      I let Clyde pull me up into a sitting position. Moaning, I clutched my head. “This is bad. This is really bad.”

      The demon ran his talons over my scalp, gently probing for swelling. “I’m not detecting any abnormalities, but that’s not to say that the white-bread sandwich you ate earlier isn’t working on a nefarious molecular level.”

      “I mean the boy.” I drew my legs up to my chest and pounded my head against my knees. “The tribute … it’s nonnegotiable. We have to sacrifice Wyatt.”

      “But I thought you were adamant that we do not sacrifice the prepubescent meat sack.”

      “Who are we killing?” Blanche hollered from above. “Do I need to get my drill?”

      “I need you to accept a few things as fact very quickly or this is going to be a very long conversation.” I held out two fingers. “One: Saturn is a prison and its rings are the iron bars, and two: the tribute that Reggie gathers every year reinforces those prison bars.”

      It hadn’t been that hard to piece together. Not when the tribute the Green Man – aka Fidel, Opis’s faithful servant – gathered and the magic that had first imprisoned the evil version of Opis’s husband were the exact same color.

      Clyde sat back on his haunches. “Huh.”

      “Yeah.”

      “And who is the prisoner?”

      I shuddered. “Someone really bad. Which is why we really need that tribute. Or its substitute.” I rubbed my head again. “How long have I been down here?”

      “Seconds, maggot. I flashed down here almost immediately.” He flicked me in the forehead with a claw. “Next time, tie the rope around you before you fall down a thirty-foot hole. I wasted precious seconds hauling up an empty rope before I went in after you.”

      I massaged the spot on my forehead where he’d flicked me. “Are you sure? About the time?”

      “I will admit my circadian rhythm has been malfunctioning since we arrived, but I don’t think I’m that inebriated to lose hours of time. Now on your feet, maggot. I’m going to get you out of here. No doubt a more thorough examination will reveal head trauma.”

      No! Allie protested suddenly. She’d returned to my consciousness in a panic, her normally carefree attitude nowhere to be found. Where did she go? Mother!

      “There was a woman,” I told Clyde while simultaneously trying to calm the voice in my head. “A woman in the earth …” I scrambled to my feet and hurried to the rock where I’d seen her.

      But no matter how many roots I brushed aside, how much grime I smeared away, I couldn’t find her. Not even that pile of petrified corn kernels. Had I imagined her? The Gods were gone, after all. Was she just a memory, some shade of the real thing left over to carry out her mistress’s unfinished business?

      “Maybe it was over here …”

      The demon laughed. “Perhaps I’m not the only one who has imbibed excessively.”

      “I’m not drunk! And I don’t have head trauma. I think. I swear, she was right there.”

      The demon was still laughing.

      “GoneGodDamn it, help me look!”

      Clyde disappeared, the wind of his passage knocking me through a tangle of vines and into the cavern wall.

      Petrified corn cobs and acorns crunched underfoot.

      When Clyde had so clumsily descended into the cavern, he must’ve shaken lose enough bottled-up debris to screen the wall where we’d seen the woman. The goddess.

      There she is! Allie cried.

      I could barely make out a feminine shape in the wall, but the Other insisted it was there. However, I did find a dull gemstone embedded in the wall.

      Mother? Allie wailed. Mother?

      I don’t think she’s here, I said as gently as I could.

      Behind me, there was a whoosh of air, and Clyde appeared, wiping water from his scales. “Since when were we playing Hide-and-Seek? I found you, so I win. Also, there is nothing but a flooded tunnel over there.” He flashed away in a different direction, the vines swinging behind him.

      I think she was just some kind of memory trip-wire, I told Allie, ignoring the demon. You know, set in place to be discovered and then disappearing when its job was done? See? That gem that was her heart is cracked now. I traced my fingertip over the seam in the dull gemstone.

      But—

      Clyde reappeared with cobwebs clinging to his horns and quills. “No nymph or rock lady over there either. Just a few spiders. Ooo! Third tunnel.” The drunk demon came back coughing and kicking off leaves that had stuck to his feet. “Eew! Bat guano. Last tunnel.”

      I gave my curls a shake, forgetting the distraction. My hand was still on the gemstone. It must’ve been something like a Solomon Stone, infused with enough magic to stay on in low-power mode until it could be activated.

      I didn’t even remember what she looked like, Allie sniffled.

      Clyde returned just as suddenly as before, only this time, he scooped me into his arms. “Bear den! Run! Definitely run!”

      The demon launched into the air, needing only to worm us through a trickly little spot halfway up the sinkhole before he jumped again, landing outside the rim of the henge. He set me down gently, holding onto the monolith as he scraped the remaining bat guano out from between his toes.

      I tried to get Sunny’s attention again, but she refused to respond. Their moods weren’t sullen or depressed, just … contemplating. I couldn’t blame them. If I’d just learned my mother was a powerful agricultural goddess from millennium ago who had created me as a weapon to kill her ex-husband, I’d spend a lot of time mulling over that too.

      I’m here whenever you wanna talk, Sunny.

      A faint touch against my consciousness, like a cat leaning forward to give an affectionate head-butt, and then she went back to her mulling.

      I wrestled my canteen out of my backpack and washed the filth off my hands. “So … just a few seconds, huh?”

      Clyde looked up as I pointed to the western sky. The sun was teetering just above it, red and smoldering like a coal.

      Soon the stars would appear in the night sky, and I’m sure I’d never look at Saturn the same way again.

      The demon fell to his knees and balled his hands under his chin. “I am the worst familiar ever,” he wailed. “You could’ve had a brain bleed or bones sticking out of your body or gut-wrenching menstrual cramps, and you would’ve been helpless! You could’ve died, and then I’d never get on the leaderboard! No more masters for Clyde! No more—”

      “Wait, what are you talking about?”

      But the demon couldn’t hear me. He was too consumed in his blubbering, and hot lava tears streamed from his ember-like eyes. They sizzled as they hit the ground, igniting a host of miniature wildfires. One tear sizzled on the leaf of a lady slipper, and the bulbous flower deflated like a popped balloon.

      “Son-of-a-biscuit, Clyde! You’re going to burn down the forest!”

      Blanche chased after a firefly. “I’ll get the marshmallows!”

      “I’m just a worthless worm,” he bawled as the fires spread. “A lava slug!”

      “No, you’re not.” I grabbed his snout and shook some sense into him. “You’re just … drunk. Now help me put these out!”

      I stomped them out with my boot as the demon pounced on them like a kitten chasing a laser pointer. Eventually he started giggling, enjoying this exercise. He smothered the last one with his tail, grinding the barbs into the dirt.

      Hands on his hips, he surveyed the scorch marks. “Who knew emotions could be so destructive?”

      He had no idea.

      The lady slippers had all been burned.

      I ran my hands through my curls and tugged on my scalp. “GoneGodDamn it. Those flowers were the other half of the trail! How’re we ever supposed to find this place again?”

      “Can’t you just program the coordinates into one of your cellphones?”

      I pulled out a phone from my backpack and waved it in front of his face. “There’s no signal out here. No signal means no GPS.”

      “We could leave Blanche behind. She seems to be having fun.”

      “Whee!” The tooth fairy zipped by, chasing after another firefly.

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Blanche needs bone to survive, and I don’t have any I’m willing to part with, do you?”

      The demon clicked his talons together. “No.”

      “And I can’t leave you behind—”

      “Because we are bound!” the demon said, panicked.

      “Yup.” It was like talking to a toddler who’d had one too many RedBulls in his sippy cup. “Aaand you’d both be too drunk to be responsible enough not to wander off. Like you’re doing now!” I grabbed him by the horn and dragged him away from the sinkhole. “Blanche? We’re leaving! And put the firefly back.”

      “Aww!”

      “Ow, ow, ow,” the demon complained as I led him away like a goat.

      “You’ll get your head back when you’ve come to your senses. Blanche! I said release the firefly. We’re going. I swear to the GoneGods, it’s like herding cats.” I grabbed Blanche’s sleeve and tugged her along like it was a leash.

      “I am not a feline, maggot.”

      “Me neither,” Blanche pouted. “I once dated a leonid – the knife-bearer of the Egyptian god Maahes – and let me tell you, there was fur everywhere.”

      “Are Others always this stupid around magic sources?” I asked.

      “Not always,” the tooth fairy giggled. “But this one’s a doozy!”

      I rolled my eyes and headed east. We either would wind up by Wyatt’s fort or the cornfield north of his house. Either way, we were leaving this forest behind us.

      But I wasn’t without a plan. I yanked my machete out, and every few trees, I cut a large notch into each side. We’d find our way back one way or another.

      It was difficult, marking the trail and wrangling two Others with the short-term memories of goldfish. I didn’t want to let them go, lest they migrate back to the sinkhole like moths to a flame, but I’d developed a powerful need to use the restroom. Chugging water and slamming sandwiches all day would do that to you. So I tied Blanche’s sleeve around Clyde’s arm and shoved his horn into a knoll so they wouldn’t wander and disappeared behind a tree. When I emerged, I just sighed in defeat.

      Blanche had her skinny legs wrapped around the demon’s neck and her too-long sleeves tangled in his horns as she smothered him with kisses. He was kissing her back – however that worked – the seams between the scales on his chest and abdomen glowing red.

      “Do I need to get the hose?” I demanded.

      Clyde’s head popped up like a periscope. “Maggot! It’s not what it looks li—”

      “Shh.” Blanche flapped a sleeve at me. “It’s going so well.”

      “Uh-huh.” I snagged her sleeve, plucked her off the demon, grabbed the demon’s hand, and pulled them after me. “I go to the bathroom for one second …”

      “Hey, are the trees supposed to be doing that?” the demon asked.

      “No, no, no!” I released them and ran over to the bark that was slowly healing itself. I retraced my path a few yards to the cedar tree with the twin trunks that I knew I’d marked and found its shaggy red bark whole and unmarred. “GoneGodDamn these ley-lines.”

      Mumbling curses under my breath, we continued east, my machete in its sheath. This ground was so impregnated by years of Corn Festival tributes that the residual traces had been drawn up by the trees. Eventually the effects of the ley-line nexus began to fade, but there was no point in marking a trail now. I released Blanche and Clyde when they sobered, shoulders slumped and head bowed.

      “Something vexes you, maggot,” Clyde said.

      “No kidding.” I scrubbed my face with my hands as we exited the tree-line for a field of shorn corn stalks. I turned south without missing a step and continued to trudge.

      “I apologize, for it seems my memory of the last few hours is a bit hazy—”

      “Really?” Blanche asked. “Because I remember everything. Every. Thing.”

      Frowning, the demon ignored the tooth fairy and continued, “Were we successful? Did we find the sinkhole? Did we slay the nymph?”

      I whirled on him. “We found the sinkhole but the nymph wasn’t there and neither was Wyatt and you two got drunk as skunks and then your GoneGodDamn lava tears destroyed the other half of the trail, so unless you know someone who can find and follow a magical path that constantly moves … shit!”

      “That’s why I don’t walk,” Blanche sniffed. “You never know what you’re going to step in.”

      I waved at her to be quiet. “No. I just figured out a way to free Tiberius.”

      “And?” the tooth fairy demanded. “Crowns and cavities, little lady, don’t leave us in suspense!”

      “Don’t you see? He was the minotaur that guarded the labyrinth to Tartarus, a maze that constantly changed. And he could always find the way through. He can get us back to the sinkhole!”

      The demon lifted a claw. “I only see one problem with that.”

      “He’s in prison.”

      “Exactly. And Landon Falls is a dick,” Clyde said bluntly. “Please excuse the vulgar expression. How will you ever convince him to release the minotaur?”

      A mischievous smile spread across my face. “Yeah, I’ve got an idea about that too. C’mon. We need to get back to the clinic.”

      “Excellent idea,” the demon nodded. “But before we go, might I ask another question?”

      “Fire away.”

      “By the fiery underlord’s pitchfork, why am I covered in lavender lipstick?”

      I pointed at the tooth fairy. She answered the demon by batting her eyelash extensions at him.

      “Did we …?” Shuddering, the demon hid his face in his talons. “I-I need a minute.”

      Blanche traced her finger down one of his horns, whispering, “I’ll cherish this memory forever.”
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      I brushed aside the tendrils of wisteria the fauns had draped over my workstation and picked up the phone. I didn’t have Landon’s number, but I just knew this line had to be tapped.

      “Hi there, I’d like to talk to Mr. Tall, Dark, and Handsome,” I said sweetly into the dial tone. “You know, that pompous ass who keeps whining about the ‘greater good’ and tases girls because he never got enough attention growing up? Thinks he’s some badass because he likes katanas? No? I’m sure you know who I’m talking about. Has a goatee to hide his double chin and wears suits that are one size too small so his muscles look bigger? Smells like a can of AXE body spray exploded and likes to wear leopard print thongs—”

      The line picked up. “Are you kidding me?”

      “Oh. Hey, Landon.” I smiled sadistically. “So, I’ve got a bit of a proposition for you.”

      “Does it include the artifact?”

      “Yeesh, going right for the throat, aren’t you?”

      “If I’m not getting the artifact—”

      “It’s all about you, isn’t it?” I wanted to throw the phone across the room, but knowing my shitty luck, the cord would just sling the receiver back into my head like a boomerang. “Why don’t you just shut up and listen for a hot second, okay?”

      A long pause. “Go on.”

      “I saw Cornish Roost on your display screen. I know you were trying to find that energy source in the western woods. Well, I found it.”

      His answer was quick. “I don’t believe you.”

      “You need to work on your trust issues. It’s a cluster of ley-lines, Landon. Your analyst or whatever – the guy who looks like a Techy Ken doll – can confirm it. That’s why it shorts out your satellite feed. Aaand due to some unforeseen complications, I won’t be able to find it again. Not without help.”

      “I have a team standing by.”

      “Tiberius’s help.”

      Landon blew a raspberry. “How very convenient.”

      “Now you listen to me, asshole,” I snapped into the phone. “I can help this town, I really can. And I know you want me to. The town doesn’t implode, and the world doesn’t get to find out about what happened here because when the dust settles, you get to come in on your fancy new helicopter like a white knight and control the shit out of this narrative.”

      “Go on,” he said dryly.

      “But I need your help to do it. I know where the nymph is going to be tomorrow night, but I need Tiberius to help get me there. Reggie’s already hard at work on another magical battery to substitute for Wyatt,” I lied, “but he doesn’t have enough time to gather enough energy.” He certainly wouldn’t, not at this rate of him slurping mashed peas with his big feet still in my stock tank. “So … what do you think about bringing your artifact collection to my clinic so he can drain off the excess magic?”

      I could hear his eyes bulge out of his head. “You want me to take our most potent artifacts and put them in one single unsecure location?”

      “Uh … yeah.”

      “Have you lost your GoneGodDamn mind?”

      “Listen here, bucko—”

      “Bucko?”

      “—the nymph needs a tribute, and you’ve complained how dangerous some of those artifacts are. So why don’t we have ourselves a big win-win and render them inert or at least less dangerous, save an innocent boy, stop an apocalypse, and hoodwink a country?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Unless you have a better idea about where we could find enough residual magic.”

      “I might.”

      I blinked in surprise. “Really?”

      “I’ll be there, Frances, with Tiberius and—”

      “Excellent. The sooner the better—”

      “—and no, I’m not going to arrive early so you two can plan an escape.”

      Damn it. “Am I that transparent?”

      “Good-night, Frances.”
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      “I need you to drive us home,” I told Clyde as we headed for the truck.

      There must’ve been something in my tone because he didn’t complain. He didn’t even call me the worst master ever. I settled his barbed tail over my lap so it wouldn’t be in the way of the pedals and leaned my head back.

      Sunny? C’mon, we should talk, I urged.

      Her voice was quiet. I’m here.

      Allie. Her sunshine personality was marred by rainclouds. So you’re a phoenix, huh? I guess that would explain my recent addiction to iced drinks.

      She called me Asta. She said the name slowly, like she was tasting something unfamiliar.

      W-would you like me to call you that?

      The personality shook her imaginary head. The name’s familiar, but it’s not mine, you know? At least, not right now.

      Got it. I nodded. So … your mom’s a Roman goddess hiding out as a Native American corn deity. That’s … cool.

      Allie shrugged. I guess so.

      Hey, I thought you’d be more excited about this. We finally found out where you came from. What you are. And you’re acting like someone just kicked your puppy.

      I’m a god-killer, Frances, Allie barked. Should I be excited about that?

      Woah now. I’m just saying it’s nice to know. That your past isn’t a mystery anymore.

      I WISH IT WAS! Valerie boomed.

      “I’m detecting abnormal heart palpitations and irregular levels of perspiration,” Clyde said. “Are you two alright, maggot?”

      Can you, like, for one second put yourself into my shoes? Brittany snapped. My mother made me a watchdog. Someone to wait until that psycho doppelgänger weirdo broke out of prison and then kill him. As IF.

      I doubt your under-evolved human mind could comprehend the strain of the knowledge that you were born to destroy, Charlotte sniffed.

      So you had a crappy mother, I shouted. Mine wasn’t a saint either! Instead of a happy homelife, she dragged me across the country, never setting down roots, never having any friends for more than a few months before we were up and chasing my father’s tour bus. When girls my age were playing with My Little Ponies, I was learning how to start a cookfire with wet logs. Instead of going to homecoming dances, I learned how to free-climb so I could get away from GoneGodDamn mountain lions!

      “My pouch is getting uncomfortably warm …” Clyde informed.

      At least you have memories of your mother, Allie fired back. I have nothing. Just fragments. I can’t tell if she reared me or just spawned me and left me to discover my nature by myself. For all I know, she abandoned me. You heard what the skinwalker said—

      He put the cray-cray in crazy-ass bitch, I said firmly. Don’t you dare listen to him!

      I abandoned him, my brother, Allie snapped. I abandoned this world. But why? Was I focused on the task I was created for? Or was I seeking my mother? Or was I so tired of a predestined future I ran way? I don’t even know! And I won’t ever know because I’m stuck in this GoneGodDamn in-between existence, trapped in a walking corpse—

      Hey! I am not a corpse! I fumed.

      Time cannot ravage me! Yet I feel its pressure like a crucible the more I spend locked away. Allie clutched her imaginary head. I can feel you dying—

      That GoneGodDamn Antevortan Clock has enough to say on the time of my death, and I don’t need your peanut gallery input, I said sharply. Humans die. It’s what being mortal’s all about. We are flowers: we grow, we blossom, we wilt, and we die. And the best part is that we don’t know when our last moment is. So stop trying to predict mine!

      I am not a flower! Allie shouted. I am FIRE!

      “AHH!” Clyde bellowed in pain, yanking on the steering wheel.

      He bucked in the driver’s seat, his foot jamming on the accelerator as his pouch ejected the smoking urn. It hit the windshield and started to melt a hole through the glass before the demon jammed on the breaks and launched the urn into my lap.

      I snatched it off my legs before it could burn through my jeans, howling as the pearlescent surface burned my fingers. Then something in my mind popped, like a string pulled so taut it snapped, and the urn began to cool.

      “By the fiery underlord’s pitchfork, I should’ve insisted you include me in the ‘do not harm’ clause of the Frances-and-Four-Personalities-Other Oath.” Clyde rubbed his abdomen with a grimace. “That hurt like I’d just been struck with a solar flare!”

      “You’re not wrong there. While you and Blanche were having magic-happy time, I found out she’s a phoenix.” I shook the urn angrily, steam still rising from my fingertips. “You hurt my demon and me, you—”

      “A phoenix?” the demon exclaimed. “But that’s … Oath or no oath, how has she not liquified your insides yet?”

      “I must be special,” I muttered. My glare reflected in the urn’s pearlescent surface. Inside my mind, the phoenix personalities were swirling with a mixture of guilt, defensiveness, and anger. As I opened my mouth to continue my tirade, the demon cut me off.

      “This is unprecedented,” Clyde rambled on, excited. “Phoenixes don’t even rate on the BAMF scale! Their power and life span are limitless, or at least they used to be before the gods left. Interestingly enough, they only have one weakness, and it’s only exposed when they’re at their strongest. Their hearts. They’re said to shine like stars when exposed, but good luck getting to them through all those flames.”

      Exposed heart, huh? I knew all about those. It’s what had gotten me in trouble with Anthony Cardinelli. It’s what was making life troublesome in Cornish Roost. It’s why I had Rule Two.

      “Badass Other or not,” I growled, lifting the urn to eye-level as if I could see the ashes and the little coal inside. “You don’t get to play the victim card with me.”

      You are a phoenix, I shouted at the four personalities. The most powerful force of the ancient world. And no BAMF rating! You don’t like your destiny? Then change it. You get that option. You have the chance of another life, one that you make, which is something other people would kill for. So why don’t you make them jealous and make it fantastic instead of being a whiny bitch?

      A whiny bitch? Brittany demanded. Did you just call me the ‘b’ word?

      GoneGodDamn straight. You’re gonna get your body back one day, with or without me. How much of that time are you gonna waste pitying yourself in the meantime? Would a fire do that? No, because it’s a GoneGodDamn fire. It does what it wants whenever it wants because it’s a badass. Burns shit it doesn’t like.

      Valerie shook her imaginary battle ax. BURN THE SHIT! BURN IT ALL!

      It is life, it is heat, it is passion!

      It is the spark in the soul that remains after death, Charlotte declared.

      I nodded. And it doesn’t have time for wimps.

      Or bitches, Brittany said with an imaginary hair toss.

      Abso-fucking-lutely. I folded my arms around the ambient temperature urn and rubbed my palms. The searing sensation was gone, my skin unblistered. I pulled my iPod out of my pocket as Clyde turned onto our street, inserted the ear buds, and selected “Watching The Wheat” by John Thomas. “Now why don’t we just take a minute to breathe,” I murmured, “and then we’ll come up with a game plan. And another one to fix my windshield.”

      But this is, like, harp music, Brittany said. I thought you didn’t like it.

      Yeah, but you do.

      Thank you, Frances, Charlotte said.

      “Maggot, we don’t have a minute,” Clyde exclaimed.

      “Son-of-a-biscuit, what now?” I peered through the frost crystals on the window, searching for any sign of the oni demon Hayate or his spider-geisha girlfriend Kita or the Egyptian cynocephali pack. “What, Clyde? What’s—”

      “My pecklings!” The demon threw the truck into park and launched out of the driver seat.
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      I peered through the urn-shaped hole in the windshield, squinting at the harsh glare of the motion-activated floodlight. It was twilight, the sky still streaked with stripes of teal and purple, and my eyes had a hard time adjusting to the sudden brilliance. There was a flutter of black-and-white feathers, a flash of iridescent hide, and the demon roared.

      The squawking hens sprinted for Clyde as the rooster flared his feathers at the coyote, slashing with his spurs. The coyote had already torn a mouthful of fluff from the rooster’s tail, but Betrayer was adamant about protecting his hens. He swiped at the coyote’s snapping jaws one more time before the demon brushed him aside.

      Black flames danced from the demon’s eye sockets as he snatched the coyote by the tail. Before it could clamp its jaws around Clyde’s forearm, the demon seized its neck with his other hand and ripped the animal apart.

      I think I screamed. I’d seen nature at its ugliest before, but I could still be shocked by it.

      Clyde flung both halves of the beast into the field, bellowing into the night. The winter wheat flattened at his roar, the trees at the forest’s edge trembling from the blast. In the distance, I heard the yips and mournful howls of the coyote’s pack as they disappeared into the woods.

      The black flames of rage dissipated into smoldering coals as Clyde scooped the rooster into his arms. After a careful inspection of its wings, he ruffled the panting bird’s neck feathers. “I might have been wrong about you. You have done well, Betrayer. You may live.” The demon wrenched open the truck door, plucked the urn from my shocked hands, and deposited the rooster into my lap. “I insist your use your medicus training and inspect Betrayer at once. He has fought admirably this night. My – our – pecklings are safe.”

      The rooster was fine, if a bit tired, and his feathers would regrow in time. I handed Betrayer back to the demon for another feather ruffle. Then Clyde whistled for his hens, and the lot of them followed him into the garage. He counted them as they went in, shutting the door firmly before waiting by the back door. “Maggot? Are you coming inside the hovel?”

      I approached the porch cautiously. “Clyde, you just … tore a coyote in half. Literally.”

      “Yes. And?”

      “I don’t know whether to be proud or frightened.”

      The demon shrugged.

      “I think I’m going to go with proud so I don’t have nightmares tonight.” I opened the door and gestured him inside. The demon went straight for the kitchen sink to wash his claws. “You’re really coming along as a battler, Clyde.”

      The demon’s posture straightened, proud. “I do believe you’re right, maggot.”

      “You’re still going to go out there and clean that up before bed, though.”

      “But I already washed – fiiine. May I at least position the body at the edge of the property as a warning to other poachers?”

      I grimaced. “Is that really necessary? I think you made your point.”

      Clyde fixed me with a severe look. “And I think you underestimate my fondness for eggs.”
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      One of the perks about living in the country is that you’re removed from everybody else. Late night parties with bonfires and music are never an issue, no one pitches a fit when your rooster crows, and if you want to strut down your driveway to get the newspaper in your underwear, you go on right ahead. Your closest neighbor is at least a mile away – three, in my case – so you are the king or queen of your own land.

      But that means your closest neighbor is at least a mile away. Which means if you need help, good luck. It also means news travels slowly, which is why I had no idea the town had been surrounded until I got to the clinic.

      “What do you mean ‘blockaded?’ ” I demanded.

      “All the roads leading out of town are closed,” Brian elaborated. “Big black SUVS and barriers and people with guns.”

      “What else would you call it?” Harold said.

      Growling, I picked up the phone. “Good morning, this is Frances Church, and I’d very much like to speak to Landon Falls. If he doesn’t pick up in the next thirty seconds, I’m going to tell whoever’s listening every embarrassing detail about how he pissed himself during a heli—”

      “I’m here.”

      “You should really just give me your phone number so I don’t have to keep talking into a dial tone.”

      “I like it better this way,” he said smugly.

      “That’s not at all autocratic. So what’s with the whole not letting anybody leave thing?”

      “I’m sure you’ve noticed things have been rather unusual in sleepy little Cornish Roost lately. People are panicking. Can’t have them getting out and spreading that panic elsewhere, can we? It’s for the greater good.”

      “Come over here and say that to my face,” I snapped.

      “I’ll be by later with the crates, Frances. Talk to you then.”

      The line went dead, and the dial tone went dee-dee-dee in my ear.

      I slammed the phone back into its cradle and stormed over to the aquatic kennel. Twisting the faucet wide open, the pipes groaned to pull up water.

      Nothing.

      Guess this was another symptom of the corn goddess’s wrath.

      It’d been the same at my house. I had electricity, so the well pump was working, but there was no water. I’d had Clyde do a property sweep, and the creeks that normally trickled through my land had been drier than desert sand. And on the way to the clinic – having taken the shorter route instead of the longer one given the fastly approaching deadline of our impending doom – I’d watched the trees shed their remaining leaves en masse, coating the brittle grass in a shroud of brown. Nothing but bare branches clawed at a cloudless sky.

      I raked a hand through my curls. “So we’re out of water, the roads have all been blocked, and where in the EmptyHell is Blanche?”

      “She went into town after Jemima phoned in about the blockade,” Leonidas said, balancing on a ladder with his little cloven feet as he pulled the branches out of the rafters. “Said something about fighting the vultures for supplies.”

      “She’ll win, too,” I muttered. Then I gestured to the stock tank. Only an inch of water remained. “And where is Reggie?”

      The woodland Other was nowhere to be found.

      David stopped sweeping the moss into a pile, Brian drummed his fingers against the ladder, Leonidas busied himself freeing a branch, Paul swigged from his honey bottle, and Harold threaded a garland between his hands over and over until the flowers fell out. None of them would look me in the eye.

      “Well?” I demanded.

      “We haven’t seen him,” Brian said quietly.

      “He’s the size of a tree! How could you miss him?”

      Harold shrugged. “He must’ve slipped out in the middle of the night when we were sleeping. We all thought he’d gone to find you.”

      “Son-of-a-biscuit.”

      The metal door banged as I shoved it open, storming out of the clinic. Tonight was the last night of Saturnalia, and this was the last thing I needed. I yanked the radio from my belt to tell Judy to put out an APB on the Other, but the transmitter just clicked. I tried the frequency knob and the power switch, but the radio was dead.

      Leaning against my truck, I banged my forehead against the door. Not hard, mind you, I’m not stupid, but damn if I wasn’t depressed. “’Cause I ain’t no hollaback girl,” I murmured, my breath fogging up the glass. “Alright, Clyde, back into the truck.”

      The ride into town was a nightmare. I guess people had tried to leave town and were turned away – some by force – and instead of calmly collecting what supplies still remained on the shelves and returning home – they decided to clog the streets searching for winding backroads that had been overlooked. So I did what any other impatient law-abiding citizen would do: I laid on the horn, jumped the curb, and drove down the sidewalk.

      This time Clyde didn’t transform into a hedgehog, but instead bared his needle-like teeth at anyone who approached. We made it to the sheriff’s office in record time, turning the corner and parking in the employees only lot. Meh, they could leave me a ticket.

      “Protect the truck, Clyde,” I instructed. “Feel free to be as intimidating as you want, but no maiming.”

      The demon hopped into the bed of the truck and cracked his knuckles. A few passersby gawked on the sidewalk until he flared his quills and spouted orange flame from his eye sockets. “That’s right, you hairless apes, you’re looking at the one and only master of maliciousness, the eater of souls, he who bears the magma of the river Phlegethon in his belly! Keep loitering, and I will burn—”

      But the people just shrieked and sprinted down the sidewalk.

      “Like that?” he said, swishing his tail like an overeager puppy.

      I gave him two thumbs up and headed into the building.

      “Ju-dy,” I called the second I was in the door. “I need a new radio. This one’s dead.”

      Doreen was no longer in the jail cell – probably because they didn’t want to waste the water on her – so the office was rather quiet except for the mad ringing of the phones.

      Judy waved me on ahead as she frantically typed into the computer as a voice screamed over her headset. “I know, Miss Pauline, but we can’t stage a coup against the National Guard. They’re keeping us quarantined for a reason. You should go to the shelter or go on home. Yes, I know there’s no water. You never heard of fruit juice or pop?”

      I replaced the dead radio on its charger and helped myself to another as the dispatch officer jammed her manicured finger angrily into the end call button. That same French nail stabbed at another line, and Judy barked, “Is this an emergency or could you hold for a hot second? Your cat’s in a tree again, Miss Opal? Please enjoy this hold music.”

      I dropped into the seat opposite her. “Good morning.”

      Judy’s eyes bulged out of her head. “Oh you have no idea … well, maybe you do. Any luck with Wyatt?”

      I shook my head. “Not as much as I’d hoped. Listen, I need you to keep your ear to the ground about Reggie. He’s missing, and I need him. Would you let me know if you hear anything?”

      Judy placed another line on hold without even answering it. “Sure will.”

      “Thanks.” I stood, fishing a bottle of water out of my backpack from yesterday. Right now, it was worth more than gold. I set it on her desk.

      The dispatch officer did her best not to look frantic as she unscrewed the lid and slammed back a hefty swallow. “Thanks, Frances. Oh, before you go, some fella in a suit was in here earlier looking for you. Tall, dark, and handsome, if I do say so myself.”

      I sighed. Landon. “You tell him where I was?”

      “Oh no,” she said with a wink, “I was mighty unhelpful. He even threatened me with a formal complaint. As if that scared me. Tried to make off with one of our radios, but I set him straight.”

      I smiled, standing. “Thanks again, Judy. I’ll have the radio on me all day. You let me know about Reggie.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Judy settled her headset and punched a button on her phone base. “Cornish Roost sheriff station – oh, hi, Miss Opal …”

      As she mimed shooting herself in the head, I made a show of gingerly backing out of her office. And tripped over a foot that hadn’t been there a second ago.

      A pair of strong hands caught me before I fell, and the gentle scent of apples and woodsmoke released a flock of butterflies into my stomach. A familiar face smiled softly. “Johnny?”

      “Busy day at the office, huh?” His green eyes twinkled. “You an emergency deputy now?”
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      I knotted my hands into the lapels of his fleece jacket and yanked him against me.

      The sheriff grunted as I knocked the wind out of his lungs.

      But I just pressed my face into his jacket, breathing in that wonderful smell, and letting go of all the stress that had been smothering me alive with one shuddering breath. He was back, his tan skin void of rash or fever, his kind eyes clear and free of pain. This was the Johnny I’d met in the Powell Waste Co.’s lot, the Johnny who’d fought for Tiberius. For me.

      Then I remembered that the sheriff had his own mountain of shit to wade through and pushed him away. He didn’t need any more from me.

      “No,” he whispered, his arms tightening around me. “I need this, too.”

      I let out another shuddering breath and leaned against him. Forget Rules Two and Three.

      When his hand moved from my back and tentatively slid into my hair, I cleared my throat and gently stepped away from him. No matter how much I wanted to stay there until the nymph had released Armageddon, I had a little boy depending on me.

      I smeared the wet from my eyes and attached the radio to my belt, staring at the tiled floor. “So … how are you?”

      “Better. Thanks to you.”

      I glanced into his face. “You remember?”

      Johnny nodded. “Enough.” He raked a hand through his sun-kissed hair. “Where are the fauns? I went by the Tavern this morning, but …”

      “They’re at my place. The clinic, I mean. They were helping me take care of Reggie.”

      The red flush of shame stained his cheeks. “And Brian?”

      “He’s healing really well.”

      “A-are you headed back there? Can I come with you?”

      I bit my lower lip. “As callous as this sounds, I don’t think you should. You’ve been out for a little while, and this town could really use its sheriff.”

      Johnny nodded and hitched up his jeans. “What I miss?”

      “Here’s the CliffsNotes version: Saturnalia ends tonight, I found where the nymph is going to sacrifice Wyatt, Landon is bringing Tiberius here—”

      “Good gravy! How—"

      “No interruptions. The town’s been put under some sort of house arrest, the people are panicked because there is no water, and Reggie, who’s supposed to be making another tribute in exchange for Wyatt’s life, has gone missing. I came here to get another radio, and now I’m going to go look for him.”

      “Assets?”

      “Clyde, Blanche, the fauns, my machete and shotgun, this station, and you. The other deputies have been spread all over town trying to keep the peace.”

      Johnny squared his shoulders. “Alright. I’ll get another radio and keep in contact with you. You take the south side of town, and I’ll take the north. We’ll find Reggie.”

      “Okay. Guess I’ll see you when I see you.”

      Johnny grabbed my hand as I brushed past. “Wait.”

      His lips were as light as the touch of a butterfly’s wing against my cheek, but it sent lightning thundering into my toes.

      The station’s door almost tore from its hinges as a black shadow blurred into the bullpen.“Maggot,” Clyde exclaimed, “I felt your heartrate spike. Are you – Oh. It’s you.” The demon snatched my arm and hustled me down the hallway, glaring over his shoulder at the sheriff. “Keep your pheromones to yourself, peon!”
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      I rubbed the spot on my cheek where Johnny had kissed me, my fingertips as light as his lips had been.

      “Are you going to drive, or would you prefer me to do that so you can gaze out the window and daydream about the exact color and style of your wedding dress?” Clyde asked sourly.

      Flushing, I stopped touching my cheek and yanked my machete out of its sheath. “Don’t make me use this.”

      “And don’t make me laugh,” the demon sniffed. “My scales are impervious to steel.”

      “Were. They were impervious.” I wagged the blade at him. “You’re mortal now, remember? What would Aldie’s ‘How To Make Friends And Stop Alienating People: You’re Mortal Now, So Don’t Screw It Up’ have to say about this?”

      “As impressed as I am at your knowledge of Aldie’s backlist, the question stands. Are you driving or am I, maggot?”

      “Gimme a sec. We don’t have time to waste by driving around aimlessly. Watch my back, okay?” I closed my eyes. Allie?

      The fire in my blood simmered, letting me know the Other was there, but she didn’t answer.

      Allie? C’mon. You can’t possibly be still mad. I stuck my hand into my backpack and felt the urn. It was cool. As in below ambient temperature. It hadn’t been that way in weeks. Sunny? Answer me!

      The urn flared with heat like I’d turned on the burner of a gas stove.

      That Pop-Rocks fizzle tickled my brain. Like, what’s with all the shouting?

      I didn’t have time for the diva. I spun wheel of personalities and called, Allie? Allie!

      SHOW ME YOUR ENEMIES! I’M READY!

      Son-of-a-biscuit, I didn’t need the Viking warrior either. I spun it again and cursed as that demure warmth of fine sherry flooded my consciousness.

      Fairy farts, where in the EmtpyHell is Allie?

      My wisdom should be more than sufficient, Charlotte drawled.

      There was a conspicuous absence in the fire that simmered in my blood. I’d gotten pretty good at recognizing the individual essences that created this Other’s consciousness, and the dominant personality, the one that was neither immature or impulsive or jaded, was gone. That piece of perfectly tempered sunshine had disappeared.

      “Maggot?”

      I opened my eyes and found Clyde searching my face.

      “Your aura …”

      “Yes? Where’s Allie?”

      “I saw the lemon one, the yellow, the amber, but the gold one …” He shook his head. “She’s gone.”

      “That’s impossible.”

      The demon shrugged. “Well, she was the one who burned you when you were having the argument earlier.”

      “So?”

      “She signed the contract. That she would rather die than hurt you.”

      I jumped, seized one of the demon’s spiral horns, and yanked his head down to my level. “Are you saying she’s dead?”

      Clyde winced. “That is the consequence of breaking an oath. That or purgatory.”

      My grip on his horn turned slack, and he rubbed his long neck as he straightened. I slumped against the truck, covering my face with my hands and stifling a sob. “Yeah, Clyde,” I sniffled. “I think you’d better drive.”
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      I stared miserably out the window, watching the fields of cornstalk stubs pass by without actually seeing them. Slumping against the passenger door, I let the glass cool my forehead.

      Allie was gone. This phoenix wasn’t just a sum of her personalities. Each one was unique. Each one counted. Each one lent a specific color to my aura. And Allie’s was gone.

      Brittany, Charlotte, and Valerie all took turns trying to see through my eyes and search for the Green Man, but the sepia lens kept winking in and out. I made them stop after a colossal headache had developed from their efforts.

      That headache only reached exponential pain when Clyde jammed on the breaks. Despite my seatbelt, my head jerked away from the passenger window and smashed back into it, the glass fracturing into a translucent spider-web. It would’ve cut my head had it not been for the phoenix simmering away in my blood.

      “Clyde,” I shouted, teetering on the edge of despair, “my poor truck doesn’t need any more busted windows! What in the EmptyHell—”

      But his long neck slithered out of the window. “I smell burned sage.”

      I forgot about my headache and scrambled out of the car. I climbed onto the roof and scanned the fields. “Which direction?”

      “That one.” Clyde pointed to the southeast. “It was just a hint – there it is again!”

      “I see him! Over there, in the soybean field.”

      It wasn’t uncommon in the Midwest to harvest crops late to allow them adequate time to dry out. Sometimes a belated autumn rainstorm soaked everything, delaying a harvest well into the beginning of winter. But this field had obviously been forgotten, and the Green Man was capitalizing on all the unharvested energy.

      Crazy Carl and Penny, free of their ghillie suits and stinking of sage, followed after the Other as he loped through the field. The soybean pods turned black and crumbled away in his wake, another tribute glowing green in his fist.

      I yanked the radio from my belt. “Johnny, I found Reggie. We’re good.”

      “Roger that,” his voice crackled over receiver. “Heading back to the station now.”

      “Carl,” I shouted, waving my hands. “Over here!”

      I clambered down the truck and ran into the field, meeting the old man and his old dog halfway.

      “El Capitan!” he hailed. “You look winded.”

      Panting, I hung my throbbing head between my knees. Dehydration certainly didn’t help. “Where … where have you been?”

      “Finding tribute.”

      I just rolled my eyes. You don’t say.

      “Penny couldn’t find that corn-poppin’ bastard,” the vagabond continued. “He’s gone. Hidden. He will not reappear until tonight. So we’re helping Reggie help the boy.”

      “And how’s that going?”

      The Green Man loped back and forth across the field in a grid-like pattern, leaving no soybean un-tributized. He seemed pale but determined, the lack of water no doubt taking a heavier toll on him than other Others.

      “There’s no water,” Carl said with a sigh. “Water is life. We’ll gather what we can before he comes.”

      “How fast can Reggie gather?”

      He shrugged. “Depends on the purity of the source. The less refinement it takes, the easier it is.”

      “Okay. I need him at the clinic before sundown then. Landon is bringing another source to supplement what he gathers.”

      Carl’s busy eyebrows knitted together. “You can’t trust suits, El Capitan.”

      “Don’t I know it.” I forced myself upright and saluted the vagabond. “Carry on, Private.”

      “Aye, aye!” He whistled for Penny, and they trotted off after the Other. “Sir Reginald, over here! You missed a spot!”

      Most people wouldn’t trust the town’s crazy person with anything important, but Crazy Carl knew what was at stake. He’d seen it. And besides that old hound dog Penny, Wyatt meant the world to him. He’d have Reggie back to the clinic in time.

      “So now what, maggot?” The truck groaned as the demon wedged himself back into the driver’s seat. “We have five-hours-forty-two minutes until sundown. All seems well in hand until then.”

      “Now we go see if FatBoy Burgers is still in business. The Antevortan Clock says my time is close, and if this is my last night, then I’m going to get me a GutBuster Deluxe. And,” I said forcefully as the demon opened his mouth to protest, “I don’t want to hear a damn thing about my triglycerides.”
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      I stuffed the last cheese fry into my mouth with a contented sigh.

      In a rare moment of sanity, the rioters knew better than to attack the only fast-food restaurant in town, and business had been booming for the little greasy spoon. Granted, most of their sales today had come from the FatBoy Chug, a 64oz cup of reinforced plastic filled to the bubbly brim with the customer’s choice of pop, so the voice over the drive-in radio seemed overly excited to actually cook something for me.

      They wouldn’t sell me raw hamburger patties – something about FDA regulations – so Clyde just sullenly watched me from the corner of one ember-like eye as I dove into this colossus of meat and grease crowned with ketchup and a thick fried onion ring.

      “I can hear your arterial walls thickening from over here,” the demon drawled.

      “Then don’t listen.” I wrapped the uneaten portion back in its waxed paper and sucked on the straw of my Dr. Pepper. “Oh, that was delicious.”

      “At least you’ll die happy.”

      “Yup.” I folded my hands over my stuffed stomach and leaned my head back. I might’ve just blown my diet, but sometimes a girl’s just gotta indulge. Especially if this was your last night on earth. “I would’ve preferred calamari with spicy marinara and a slice of limoncello cheesecake, but that was pretty good.”

      “I’ll mourn for your tastebuds.”

      Ignoring his snark, I pointed to the southeast. “To the hovel, Clyde! It is shower and naptime!”

      “Of all the masters in the world, I got stuck with you.”

      “Lucky, right?”

      “I’m beside myself with glee,” the demon drawled in his posh British accent.

      My eyelids drooped, and I smiled sleepily. “Knew it.”

      Now I know what you’re thinking. How could I sleep at a time like this? You try eating half a GutBuster Deluxe and a double portion of cheese fries – which you have to eat fresh because they never reheat well – all while being physically and emotionally drained dealing with an impending apocalypse and not slip into a food coma. Tough, right?

      As it would happen, I never got my nap. Because Clyde jammed on the breaks again. The spray of gravel peppered the truck like hail.

      “Once, just once, could you ease down—”

      “I hope you enjoyed your meal because you’re about to lose it.” Clyde pointed with a talon to the figures gathered in my driveway.

      I peeked through the urn-shaped hole in the windshield – which I obviously had yet to fix – and felt my stomach twist.

      Hayate the oni demon with his blood feud, Kita the jorogumo with her insatiable appetite for handsome men, what remained of the Egyptian cynocephali pack that had attacked us outside the diner, plus a slew of Others I didn’t recognize, had taken up residence in my house. Yeah, I meant what I said. In my house.

      Presumptuous bastards.

      The geisha Kita rose gracefully from my rocking chair and a scarred guivre – I guess we hadn’t killed all those winged-serpent bastards in that fight at the Taylor Ranch – spilled out of the hammock. A salamander slithered out of the chimenea, and a jackal-headed cynocephalus gave a high-pitch yip of an alert.

      Hayate tapped his kanabō against his miraculously healed leg and glared at me with blue eyes that bulged out of his miraculously healed face. Either he’d burned some time to look that handsome again, or there was something about all these ley-lines knotted in the area.

      I yanked the radio from my belt and jammed my thumb into the transmitter button. “Johnny, the Others who attacked Mason are at my house.”

      His voice crackled over the radio. “I’m coming. What’s your address?”

      Fairy farts. That’s Rule One, people. Never let them know where you are.

      Of course, the downside is, if you ever need help, they never know where you are to come help you. “It’s 1351 Old—”

      “I’m going to turn around now,” Clyde announced, yanking the steering wheel to the left.

      “No!” I grabbed the steering wheel. “The Antevortan Clock is in there!”

      “So leave it,” the demon said. “It’s done nothing but heighten your anxiety and with you devouring fatty red meat like a Neanderthal at the first sign of frost, you don’t need some clock to tell you how short your lifespan is going to be!”

      He was right, but I couldn’t leave it alone. I had to know. Any decision I made affected the Clock’s hand. I had to make sure I wasn’t advancing it any faster than necessary. “We are getting that clock. And who knows? Maybe we can reason with them.”

      “Because that worked out so well the first time.” But he shucked his bag and followed me out of the truck, hunching over so he could stay in my shadow.

      “I need you to be brave,” I whispered.

      “I’m working on it,” he hissed back. “Don’t you see how many there are? We should run.”

      Rule Four: run. Always run.

      But I couldn’t this time.

      I pulled my machete out of its sheath and hefted the shotgun. “So, Hayate, how’d you find me?”

      “You reek of my brother’s scent,” the oni boomed. “It was not hard to follow.”

      Son-of-a-biscuit. The tusk in my backpack. GoneGodDamn these Others and their incredible sense of smell. I guess I should amend Rule One to include ‘and don’t have anything they can track you with.’

      “I thought I made it clear that I didn’t kill your brother,” I said.

      “Then why do you carry his tusk with you like a trophy?”

      “It reminds me of who I don’t want to be.”

      Kita snorted. “Sentiment will get you nowhere.”

      “Ah, Kita, you’re looking remarkably lovely. Get a new mask? Grow back a limb?”

      The jorogumo narrowed her pretty honey-colored eyes. “No thanks to those men. But yes, something about this place agrees with me.”

      The nexus. All those ley-lines had to be supercharging this little town. How else did you explain the number of Others that had taken up residence in this little piece of backwater, USA? Or the trees around the sinkhole that could heal themselves?

      I gestured to my house with the machete. “Well, this is my place, and I’d really like to take a shower, so if you could just run along …”

      She laughed, that beautiful sound of water trickling over smooth river stones. “Oh we’re not going anywhere. Hayate has come to claim your blood.”

      “Try it.” Clyde snarled, lunging forward.

      “Ah, the battler,” the oni boomed. “I have a surprise for you.”

      Clyde threw his talons up to shield his eyes. “You cannot beguile me with salty eggy deliciousness. Not again!”

      The oni smiled, adding a new level of grotesqueness to his already pretty-hard-on-the-eyes face. “No, a different surprise. Someone from home.”
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      The demon peeked out from between his claws as the screen door of my house banged against the siding. Out sauntered another demon, the quintessential one from fairytales complete with matte black skin, bat wings, and a spade-tipped tail. He carried the largest dip pen I’d ever seen, the kind that was just a handle of cherrywood with a brass nib screwed on the end, only I’m pretty sure his was made out of bone.

      Despite being only two-feet tall, he strutted down the driveway with all the swagger of a multi-platinum hip-hop artist, using his dip pen like it was some sort of pimp cane. His little three-toed feet crunched along the gravel until he was just in front of the towering eight-foot be-horned battler. And then, with no provocation, he jabbed Clyde in the calf with the brass nib of his pen.

      My demon hopped back with a cry, rubbing the sore spot on his leg.

      “Well, well,” this other demon said, circling around my sniveling battler like he was a cat playing with a mouse, “if it isn’t my buddy Mal—”

      “Titivillus, you know better than to speak my name aloud,” Clyde barked. “Unlike you, I am an Unknown. I am called Clyde here.”

      The other demon shrugged. “Meh, those were the old rules.” He jabbed Clyde again, this time in the toe, making the battler jump. “When I found out you had taken another master, I just had to see for myself.” He regarded me with eyes that had the glossy sheen and slitted pupils of a crocodile’s. “I’m not that impressed.”

      My fingers twitched. “Go ahead, shortie. Underestimate me. That’ll be fun.”

      “I wwwouldn’t,” the guivre hissed from the porch, shaking its head.

      Titivillus shrugged. “Then you must be stupider than you look, binding the likes of him. He’s nothing but an overgrown iguana.”

      “He’s a battler. And you’re what, a scribe?” I scoffed. “You jot down little messages for your fiery underlord?”

      “He is Titivillus,” Clyde whispered quickly, “one of the Known. Like Apep.”

      “That winged cat is not like Apep.”

      “He is the plague of writers, of speechmakers, the folly of kings. His influence has started wars, maggot.”

      Titivillus puffed out his chest, twirling his dip pen like it was a bo staff. “That’s me, the Master of Miscommunication. Though I think I should hand that title over to you, Clyde. Since when are you a battler? Is that how you managed to bind another master after that epic fail with Julius Caesar? Because she thinks you can fight?”

      Clyde hunched, clicking his talons nervously under his chin. “I am a Level Five demon.”

      “Is that what you’ve been telling people?” Titvillus wrapped his little arms around his slender body and laughed. “C’mon, Clyde, tell us your rank on the leaderboard.”

      The demon’s head sank even lower as he mumbled an answer.

      Titivillus poked him in the tail. “Oh come on, where’s that boastful loquaciousness you’re known for?”

      “I didn’t have a rank,” Clyde said quietly.

      “That’s right, you didn’t,” Titivillus crowed, jabbing again with his pen. “Because you were the scorekeeper for the demons who could actually fight!”

      Well that would explain all the chalk he had in his pouch …

      “I was a caddie—”

      “Only a failed familiar from Level Four would think a demotion to a menial job on a lower level was a promotion,” Titivillus jeered.

      Sniffling, Clyde hung his head.

      So that’d been Hayate’s plan all along. Use this little shit of a cat-bat hybrid to defame my demon and destroy his mojo. Unlike most demons (I assumed), Clyde was a lot more susceptible to emotional manipulation. And from what I’d gleaned from the subtext of this conversation, Clyde had been a very poor excuse for a demon with the reputation to match. He wouldn’t be able to fight with his bravado gone.

      I had to find a way to bolster his confidence.

      I knew the gradations of Hell as ‘rings’ or ‘circles’ thanks to Dante Alighieri’s “Inferno”, but apparently to the demons who’d once lived there, they were ‘levels.’ Whatever. Either way, the lower you went, the worse it got for the souls in “Inferno”. From what I understood from this little exchange, the demons had a reverse pyramid hierarchy. Level 1 was the top-most level and populated by the least-impressive demons, whereas I assumed Level 9 was from where the fiery underlord himself ruled. Or had ruled.

      “And what level were you?” I demanded.

      “I’m a Known demon,” Titivillus said, giving his wings a little self-satisfied stretch. “We’re in a different class all together. We’re famous enough for our true names to be known to mortals. And powerful enough that even if you tried to command us by name, we would be immune to all but the orders of the most learned sorcerers.”

      “And Hell spat your ass out just the same. Guess your fiery underlord didn’t care about levels or classes, and neither do I.” I leaned down and poked this little asshole in his chest. “And just so you know, Clyde is an excellent familiar. He completes every task I set for him promptly and thoroughly.”

      Clyde lifted his head, little yellow flames kindling in his eye sockets.

      “He has defended me in battle at least twice now, and has dispatched other enemies with the same efficiency, so he’s shaping up to be a pretty good battler, too. And that’s all in the last two weeks. What have you done, Peewee?” I snatched his oversized pen, braced my foot against his chest, and shoved him off.

      The little demon hopped like a mad frog, clawing the air for the pen I dangled just out of reach. “Hey! Give that back!”

      “You muck around with a few love letters? Give a couple of kids at the spelling bee a little dyslexia? Watch out world, Titivillus is comin’ for ya!”

      “What have you been up to, Titivillus?” Kita wanted to know.

      “A demon’s business is his own!” he snapped.

      “Then you can mind your own and politely piss off. I don’t care who Clyde was in Hell. He is my demon, and I’ll not hear you bully him again. Or poke him.” I grabbed the pen in two hands and strained to snap it.

      “Ha,” Titivillus gloated. “No human can break my pen! It’s made from a stone of the Lethe river bed—”

      A little help here, Sunny?

      BREAK IT ALL! Valerie thundered.

      My fingertips warmed, and I snapped the pen as easily as if it were a match stick. I threw the pieces at the little demon’s feet. “Told you not to underestimate me.”

      Titivillus snatched up his broken pen and clutched it to his chest. His crocodile-like eyes widened in fear. “W-what are you? That’s not normal.”

      “Yeah, I’m getting that a lot lately. Now run along, shrimpie, before I set my battler on you.”

      Clyde’s quills flared right on cue, his lips peeling back from his needle-like teeth.

      Titivillus shrieked and took to the sky, flying like a bat out of Hell back into my house.

      “Well, that was a great idea,” Kita sighed, rolling her eyes. “Hayate, you said he could do it. I don’t want to fight a battler, and you don’t have any more kraken eggs. Let’s just go.”

      “No.” The oni sliced the air with his hand. “I must have satisfaction.” He turned back to me, tapping his kanabō against the driveway. It pounded the gravel into dust, not unlike what he planned to do with my skull. “You have defended your compatriot most honorably, but even the honorable can do unforgiveable things. Had you slain Goro in a fair fight, I would not be here. But you chose deception—”

      “And you’re choosing ignorance,” I fired back. “Seriously, clean out your ears. I didn’t kill your brother! He was already dead on the table, he just didn’t know it yet. Dr. Neil Talbert killed him, under the direction of the Cardinelli Family. I put Goro out of his misery. Gave him a dose of morphine he would never wake up from. And then I kept his tusk to remind me of that horror he experienced, and how I would never be that naïve again.”

      I could see my words were having some kind of effect on him, the truth cutting through the bloodlust, but he shook his head before they could take root. “Enough of your lies! Now we will end this in single combat.”

      “I don’t think so.” Clyde stepped in front of me, his barbed tail lashing angrily.

      I jumped back a few steps to get out of the way of his tail. His shook visibly, his hide rippling between black and iridescent, but I was so proud that he was choosing to be bold. Now all he needed to learn was spatial awareness.

      “If you want to get to my maggot, you’ll have to go through me.”

      “So be it!” Eyes wide and bulging, the oni demon swung his kanabō over his head and sucked in a huge breath. His war-cry fizzled on his fat lips as the screen door banged against the siding once again.

      “Hey, Hayate,” a cynocephalus barked as he hefted a roasting pan with his oven-mitted paws. He even had Clyde’s apron tied around his hairy waist. “Chicken’s ready. I marinated this one in soy sauce … Oh. Hey, are you guys fighting?”

      “I’m surrounded by idiots,” Kita muttered.

      “Did you want help?” the jackal-man asked, setting the pan on the railing and shucking the oven mitts. “I can get the pack—”

      “The … chicken … is ready?” Clyde ground out.

      “Yeah. What else were we going to eat while we waited for you to show up?”

      Striped quills snapped upright as the seams between the scales on his stomach turned molten. “MY … PECKLINGS!”
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      I dived behind the truck as black flames sprouted from the Clyde’s eye sockets. He threw his head forward with a roar, blasting the oni onto his back and exploding every western-facing window of my house.

      Kita swept her long kimono sleeves over her head to protect her face from the glass. The guivre got knocked back through a window, and the salamander smashed into my metal chimenea, scattering hot coals across the porch.

      Hayate shored up against the porch steps with a grinding thud and had barely enough time to scramble out of the way before my demon was upon him. Kita dove over the railing as Clyde snatched the offending cynocephalus by the throat. Between one blink and the next, the demon had snapped the jackal’s neck, throwing him over his shoulder like he was discarding a melon rind. Then he charged into the house.

      I wasn’t about to let such a grand distraction go to waste, so I ran for the garage. Well, more like I jogged briskly. I still had that stomach full of GutBuster Deluxe and cheese fries, remember?

      But I hustled as fast as I could laden down with a machete, a backpack, a heavy gut, and a heavier shotgun. The garage shared a wall with the living room, and if I could just get inside, I could snatch up the Antevortan Clock and run out the front door before circling back around.

      A screaming flash of silk barreled into me, knocking me into the flowerbed. We tussled through the dead irises, Kita finally digging her knee into my chest and tacking me to the ground like a display butterfly with her four barbed appendages.

      “Hayate,” she screeched. “I’ve got her!”

      But that tussle hadn’t done me any favors, and neither was the jorogumo sitting on my stomach. I retched, spewing partially digested fast food all over Kita’s kimono.

      The Other reared back with a screech, flicking my vomit from her previously-pristine clothes with a swipe of her manicured nails. “This is silk from the Edo period! It. Is. Priceless.”

      “You missed a spot,” I groaned, slapping my vomit-covered hand across her face.

      The jorogumo shrieked, her red lips splitting so I could see her mandibles. Still queasy, I could barely fight back as she pinned me down with one hand on my throat and the other flattening my machete arm into the mulch.

      A little help here, Sunny?

      Brittany rubbed her hands together. Like, okay, um, power boost?

      Strength rippled down my left arm, and I wrenched the shotgun upright.

      Kita screamed as the double-barrel blast of rock salt blew off her right ear and turned that beautiful honey-colored eye into marmalade. I clobbered her over the head with the shotgun, gasping as she rolled off of me.

      Nice job, Brittany.

      She flicked her hair over her shoulder with a smirk. Like, all you need is confidence, and then you’re one fierce boss, am I right?

      Totally.

      I used the machete to force myself upright and staggered to the garage. I threw open the door, ignored the sight of chicken blood on the cement floor, and shouldered open the door into the house. Clyde was already inside, flashing from room to room and extracting his revenge on the chicken killers. I flattened against the laundry room wall as a cynocephalus sprinted for the garage, only for a taloned hand to snatch him by the skull and drag him back into the kitchen.

      “I only had a mouthful,” the jackal-headed Other whined.

      “Then I’ll have the same!”

      There was a gurgling sound as Clyde undoubtedly sank his teeth into the Other’s throat.

      I kept my eyes blind to everything else but the Clock, but I heard everything. Crunching bone, weeping, the hyperventilating gasps of the dying, tearing flesh.

      Threading the empty shotgun through the backpack straps, I tucked the Antevortan Clock under my arm like a football and bolted for the front door.

      I was leaping off the front porch, aiming for the woods, when something snatched me by the hair. A scream tore from my throat as a handful of curls tore free from my scalp.

      “Break my pen will you?” Titivillus snarled, flogging me in the face with my own hair. It stung like a whip, lashing tears from my eyes. “That pen was an antique!”

      I slashed with my machete, but the flighty bastard just hovered out of reach. His little fingers plucked and yanked until my scalp was on fire.

      Allow me, Charlotte drawled. She flung up an imaginary hand. Begone, pest.

      The muted psionic blast flattened Titivillus against the roof, and he slid down the shingles with a groan, landing in a crumpled heap in the lilac bush.

      I didn’t turn around, I just ran. I disappeared into the woods, groaning inwardly as I heard the yips and howls of the remaining cynocephali in hot pursuit.

      “No breaks,” I muttered, weaving through the trees. “No breaks for Frances.”

      I stumbled forward as I felt a woosh of air behind my back. Teeth snapped and nails swiped, and I rolled to the ground as the cynocephalus leapt over me. He sprang back onto his feet as spry as a tumbling gymnast, snarling. I kept one eye on his slavering jaws and looked for another way out.

      The cynocephalus howled as I hesitated, and three others joined him.

      Fairy farts.

      They didn’t attack, content to keep me contained until the oni could take his revenge. No matter how many times I slashed with my machete, I couldn’t make a hole in their circle. And no matter how many times they nipped at me and swiped with their nails, they couldn’t break my skin. So we waited, me frustrated, them determinedly patient, for the oni to arrive.

      We gotta get out of here. I held my breath, seeking the thunderstorm that rippled through the fire in my blood. Valerie. I need you. But try to keep it—

      LET’S GET READY TO RUMBLE!

      The sepia lens snapped over my vision, and the Other took over.

      The machete dropped from my fingers. The Antevortan Clock fell into the leaf litter as my hands slapped over my head.

      A thunderous blast ballooned from where I stood, exploding trees into splinters and flinging the jackal-men into the kindling.

      But the Other wasn’t done. As my hands peeled away from each other, blue crackles of lightning flashed between my fingertips. My hair whipped around my head in a frenzy, but the sepia lens saw through it all.

      Valerie slammed my hand against the ground, the lightning rippling away like a tidal wave. It caught in the chaff like a spark among tinder, and a wall of fire incinerated the forest.

      The sepia lens flickered out, and I lifted a hand to shield my eyes from the heat.

      —under control, I finished slowly.

      WANT SOME? GET SOME! Valerie thrust her imaginary battle ax into the air. WOO!

      Uh, thanks Valerie … “Oh my GoneGods, I miss Allie.”
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      Retrieving the unharmed Antevortan Clock and my machete, I quickly jogged through the smoldering coals so the soles of my boots wouldn’t melt and stamped the smoke from them when I got back to the lawn.

      The truck was only a hundred yards away, and I was halfway to it when Clyde was thrown through the kitchen wall. The oni demon charged through the opening, tearing through the drywall with his horns and swinging his spiked club. Kita in her spider form scurried after him, the now conscious Titivillus, the salamander, and the winged-serpent guivre in her wake.

      I shoved the Clock and my backpack into the truck as the five of them pig-piled on top of the battler. Titivillus yanked the quills out of his hide, the guivre sank its fangs into his arm, and the salamander coiled around Clyde’s leg, its freezing skin sucking the fire from the demon’s belly.

      My demon roared, not in fury, but in pain.

      Hayate’s bashed his kanabō across Clyde’s jaw, snapping his head back on that long neck as Kita sprayed him with her spinnerets, coating him in a sticky white web and gluing him to the spot.

      I shucked the rest of my gear into the truck except my machete and snatched up the greasy paper bag from the dashboard as Clyde became a punching bag. With his fire out, he had no rage, no defense against the five Others that mercilessly beat him. Purple blood oozed like huckleberry syrup and sizzled into the grass.

      The only silver lining in this situation – you know, where my battler was being beaten to death – was nobody was looking at me. Maybe they thought the cynocephali had caught me. Maybe they thought with Clyde out of the way, I would be easier to dispose of.

      But I’d told them not to underestimate me.

      I sprinted up behind Kita, using her massive spider bulk to hide my approach, and dove like a baseball player sliding into home base under her legs.

      I overshot my objective by a hair, plunging my machete into the ground to sling shot back around. Using their split second of surprise at my abrupt appearance, I yanked Clyde’s mouth open, shoved the other half of my burger into his throat, and ordered, “Eat.”

      I rolled away as he swallowed, severing the barb off Kita’s front leg as she struck after me.

      “Again?” the jorogumo shrilled.

      “What have you done?” the oni demanded.

      “GutBuster Deluxe, bitches!” I flung over my shoulder as I dashed for the truck.

      “Run!” Titivillus screeched.

      “You’re not going anywhere.” Kita snatched the little demon by his tail.

      His little bat wings strained. “Let me go! You have no idea—”

      “Ohh,” Clyde groaned. “I don’t feel so good …”

      A flatulent blast tore through the web at his hind end, and a cloud of plague flies swarmed into the sky, blotting out the sun.

      Titivillus sank his little pointed teeth into Kita’s appendage until the jorogumo let him go with a hiss. His bat wings beat the air furiously, but the plague flies had him. They had all of them.

      The Others shrieked as the flies bit and chewed and stung.

      Clyde farted again, a molten fireball melting the web and releasing another swarm of plague flies. The demon staggered away on all fours, talons sinking into the ground to steady himself, pausing every few feet to moan and pass another ball of fiery gas.

      “Take that,” he said weakly, smacking the most recent fireball with his barbed tail and showering the guivre with molten fire.

      I started up the truck, kicking out the windshield so I could finally see – guess that wasn’t getting fixed after all – and stomped on the gas. Clyde had crawled far enough away from the swarm so I didn’t have to get too close and used the last of his energy to climb into the truck bed.

      His barbed tail dangled over the tailgate as he continued to toot little fireballs as I swung the truck around. In my rearview mirror, the Others thrashed and roared, smacking at the flies that slowly gnawed them apart.

      Hayate smeared the black cloud away from his face, pointing with his kanabō and shouting, “Don’t let them get away!”

      I just flipped him the middle finger and checked on my demon.

      The purple blood had stopped flowing, and whatever remained on his scales ate through the metal in the truck bed like acid.

      As I drove like a madwoman, I wormed my hand through the rear window and patted his horn. “Clyde, how you doin’, buddy?”

      “You made me eat cooked meat,” he groaned. “Worst. Master. Ever. Of all time.”
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      “Make I hole,” I shouted, backing my truck into the clinic’s loading bay.

      The fauns paired up on each leg and heaved or hoed according to Paul’s honey-slurred commands, Carl and Penny helping by yanking on the demon’s tail. But it was Reggie who rescued the demon from the well-meaning but ill-effective tugging, cradling Clyde in his arms like he was a fainted damsel in distress and carrying him to one of the reinforced exam tables.

      “Darling,” Blanche cried, abandoning her knitting and hovering above Clyde’s head. “Did you lose any teeth? You tell me who did this, and I’ll make sure there’s not a bone left in their bodies come nightfall!”

      “It was Hayate and Kita, but I don’t think they’re going to have bodies left for you to pluck bones out of,” I said. Of course, that hadn’t stopped me from driving up and down a few side streets to make sure we weren’t being followed. Yanking my backpack and the Antevortan Clock from the truck, I dumped my gear onto a nearby table before I pressed two fingers into his jugular for his pulse. “Clyde, tell me what you need. I-I’ve never treated a demon before.”

      “Never make me eat cooked meat again,” the demon moaned.

      “What about your cuts? Did they break anything?” I riffled through his messenger bag, shoving aside the milky quartz paperweight and the wilting lady slipper flowers. “Do you have something in here than can help you?”

      “I need heat. A kiln, preferably.”

      “Does this look like a pottery shop to you?” I was being bitchy because I was scared. Raking my hands through my hair, I yanked on my scalp. “’Cause I ain’t no holla – wait, how ‘bout the furnace?”

      Reggie obligingly slung the demon into his arms and laid him as close as he could to the furnace without singing his leafy hair. The demon inched the rest of the way, humming with relief. Already the cuts closest to the extreme heat started to close.

      “Okay, so while Clyde cooks, I need a stat report,” I said, shedding my jacket. “Where are we with everything?”

      Carl glanced at the Green Man and chewed his bottom lip. Penny whined. “We didn’t get much, Capitan.”

      Reggie grunted, and Leonidas scurried up beside him. The Other nodded, and the faun placed his hand on Reggie’s bark-like skin.

      “Reggie’s saying they got just shy of half,” Leonidas reported flatly. When he took his hand away, his voice jumped up an octave. “By Dionysus’s Hangover, what are we gonna do, Frances?”

      I wiggled out of the leather strap that kept the machete sheath against my back. The knife I kept in the small of my back was next. “I am going to go take a shower. The rest of you, clear a space in here. Landon’s coming with Tiberius and a bunch of crates, and I want Reggie harvesting ASAP.”

      I disappeared into the bathroom and remembered only after I’d shucked my vomit-soaked shirt and bra into the shower stall that we had no water. But there was no way in EmptyHell I was going to put those fermenting clothes back on, so I pinned up my hair and slung a towel over my chest and marched back into the examination suite with a bucket.

      There was still some water left in Reggie’s stock tank, and I didn’t need much. I’d happily smell like pine needles and sycamore sap over regurgitated cheese fries.

      Leonidas giggled at the sight of my bare shoulders while David punched him in the arm for being rude. Brian averted his eyes and Harold openly ogled. Paul, still high on his honey, wolf-whistled.

      I just rolled my eyes. I’d come to think of them as a passel of loveable yet annoying little brothers, and it was going to take a lot more than a few whistles and a slurred “take it off!” to get me to blush.

      That’s what Johnny Galastone was for.

      He barged into the examination suite in a panic, yelling, “Where is she? I mean, what’s her address? Fool woman has her place unlisted – oh!”

      His green eyes widened, dropping from my face to linger on my exposed collarbone. I felt my skin start to flush.

      “Way to be late, lawman,” Blanche said, snatching up her knitting and flitting back over to Clyde.

      “And what’s this about you calling me a ‘fool woman?’ ” I asked tartly to mask the tingle in my spine.

      A blush crept into his cheeks. “I’m sorry, I just … you’re okay, right? I mean you look okay.”

      I raised my eyebrows.

      “I mean you look fine. Physically.” He raked a hand through his sun-kissed hair. “Oh good gravy …”

      His gaze dropped to my collarbone again. Not that I blamed him. Years of free climbing and machete hacking had made my suprasternal notch and the surrounding muscles quite the specimen if I did say so myself.

      “Well … I should really go clean off. I’m sure I smell pretty terrible.”

      “You never do.”

      I could tell the words had just slipped past his lips without his permission by the way he snatched the bucket from my hand with a quick, “Let me get that.”

      He fled to the stock tank while I stood clutching my towel to my chest. Harold sniggered before Brian cuffed him over the head.

      After an inordinate amount of time spent picking out the floating leaves, Johnny returned with the bucket. “I tried to get out all the debris.”

      I bit back a smile. “I noticed.”

      “D-did you need any help?”

      My head cocked to the side, a curl slipping loose from the knot and brushing against my shoulder. “You mean like scrubbing my back?”

      “I meant carrying – oh good gravy, here.” He thrust the bucket into my hand.

      “Thanks, stud!” Harold called on my behalf. Brian tackled him behind the drum of olive oil.

      “Ignore him,” I said. “But thanks. For the water, and … for coming.”

      His green eyes softened. “Always.”

      “I can smell your pheromones from over here, peon,” Clyde called from under the furnace.

      Mortified, the sheriff turned redder than a summer strawberry.

      “Yours too, maggot.”

      “Shut up, Clyde,” I almost squealed.

      “Is that an official order?”

      It was my turn to flee. I slammed the bathroom door behind me, cranked up the volume of my iPod, and sponged the stink from my skin. I took a little more time than necessary – okay, a lot more – waiting for the flush to dissipate from my cheeks while KISS’s “I Was Made For Lovin’ You” drowned out everything else.

      I felt the door rattling in the jam rather than hearing the fist banging against it just as I pulled a fresh scrub top over my head. With an irritated huff, I killed the music. “Yes?”

      “F-Frances?” the tooth fairy called. “I’ve got your spare clothes.”

      You can’t really call yourself a medicus until you’ve been peed on by a tanuki, troweled the snot off a basilisk – they sneeze from their pores, fyi – and flossed the remains out from between the fangs of chupacabra all in the same day. That said, you learn to keep no less than three changes of clothes with you at all times.

      Blanche knew that.

      She also never spoke with a tremor in her voice.

      I cracked open the door, and the tooth fairy shoved a bundle of scrubs through the gap. My back up knife spilled out of the navy-blue fabric as the bundle hit the floor.

      “Not good,” I muttered, wedging the sheath in the small of my back and smoothing my shirt over it.

      “Crowns and cavities, are you decent yet?” AKA Did you find the knife?

      I checked that the knife was loose in its sheath and yanked open the door. “I know we’re on a tight schedule but could a girl just get one minute—”

      The fauns clustered together behind Johnny, who was panting and wiping the blood from his lip with his wrist. Crazy Carl sat on the floor, where he’d obviously been shoved, grumbling and holding Penny back by the collar. Glaring, Reggie hunched in the center of the suite, smoke wafting from scorch marks on his bark-like skin.

      And demon Clyde was nowhere to be seen, though I did catch a glimpse of a hedgehog disappearing behind the rear leg of the furnace.

      I’d obviously missed a fight during my little sponge bath, and the World Army had won.

      Dozens of agents in black tactical gear leveled their M4 carbines at my friends, and half a dozen held crackling cattle prods uncomfortably close to Reggie’s foliage.

      As they stood in their little clusters, more World Army funneled in and out of my clinic via the loading bay door, stacking crate after wooden crate in a loose crescent around Reggie.

      And standing calmly amidst this sea of activity, rose-tinted glasses perched on his nose, was Landon. Cotton white gloves covered his hands as he held the urn aloft into the light, his lips parted in awe.

      “Incredible,” he breathed.
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      PUT ME DOWN! Valerie shouted.

      Um, like, I don’t have a fear of heights or anything, but I’m not a Fabergé egg, Brittany said sourly.

      I would be far more comfortable on the table and not in the hands of a covetous lunatic, Charlotte added.

      “I know they say possession’s nine-tenths of the law, but this is that one-tenth,” I barked. “Put her down, Landon.”

      Landon smoothed a cotton glove over the flawless black surface, unable to tear his gaze away from the pearlescent sheen.

      I recognized the look. Don Dante Cardinelli had worn the same expression, and I had to admit, I’d obsessed over the urn for the first few days since I’d taken possession of it. The draw had lessened the more I’d been exposed, especially after the introduction of beta-blockers, but even now I couldn’t stand to be without it for more than a day.

      “Landon,” I repeated.

      That seemed to startle him, but he didn’t put the urn down. “You called it a ‘her.’ ”

      “Her, it, him, whatever. It doesn’t belong to you.”

      Landon raised a skeptical eyebrow and cradled the urn in the crook of his elbow like a football. The he gestured to the crates. “An alternate magical energy source, as we discussed.”

      The agents started busting open the crates with crowbars, carefully extracting glass jars from the chopped paper packing. Four of the agents broke off and retrieved the stock tank, dumping the water out by the floor drain before positioning it in front of Reggie. As the rest of the agents continued to unload, the four whipped out their knives, broke the wax seals on the jars, and started pouring the contents into the stock tank.

      “Unusual way to transport magical items,” I said, frowning. “That sand some sort of dampener?”

      Some of it was granular like fine sea salt, some of it as powdery as confectionary sugar. But it was all dark maroon, specks glittering like crushed garnet as it fell into the tank.

      Landon shrugged.

      I didn’t like his evasiveness. “I don’t see Tiberius,” I growled. “This all means nothing if I can’t find my way back.”

      “Yeah, about that …” Landon snapped his fingers.

      Metal clinked and hooves clopped as Beefcake and Chin escorted a shackled Tiberius into the suite. Chains with links as thick as my wrist bound him wrist to wrist and connected to a bar between his ankles. A silver collar with a flashing yellow light – a larger version of my zappy tracking bracelet – clung to his neck.

      “T,” I gasped.

      His shaggy fur was dull and so unkempt it’d begun twisting itself into dreadlocks. It was hard to say if he’d dropped more weight since I’d seen him in my cell, but up close, his hide hung from his bones.

      Landon jerked his chin, and Beefcake unlocked the minotaur’s shackles. The chains clattered against the cement, echoing loudly in the suddenly quiet clinic. The collar stayed exactly where it was.

      Blanche’s black eyes bulged out of her head as her wings buzzed in an iridescent blur. The fauns peeked out from behind Johnny’s legs, mortified, and the sheriff’s usually kind face was marred by a glower.

      Now freed, I expected the minotaur to take a few stumbling steps toward me, toward his friends, but he stayed where he was, looking glumly at the floor.

      “Tiberius?” I ventured.

      He lifted his head, his liquid brown eyes glistening. “Oh, Frances, you should’ve left me behind.”

      I swallowed nervously. “What are you talking about?”

      “It turns out you’re not needed to stop this little … inconvenience,” Landon announced. He gestured to the minotaur. “As you so aptly pointed out, Tiberius here can follow any magical trail to its endpoint, even one that shifts. He is also an Other, meaning he can carry this tribute you keep talking about. He gets to the nexus, trades one magical battery for another, saves the boy, stops the apocalypse, and we can all go home in time for a nightcap.”

      “So you’re sidelining me?” I snarled. “After you abandoned this town and held my friend hostage so I would do your dirty work for you? I don’t think so. I’m seeing this through—”

      “You’re not being sidelined. Not exactly. You have a different task.”

      “You’re not my boss, Landon. I don’t have to take orders from you.”

      He shrugged. “You don’t really have a choice. I had to pay for all this somehow.”

      “Pay?”

      Frowning, I stalked over to the crates and shoved chopped paper aside until my hands grazed against a glass jar. Red wax sealed the lid, dripping down the edges of the jar like clutching fingers. Brushing the paper aside, my heart thudded to a stop as a cardinal-in-flight stared up at me.

      It was just like the bird branded on my wrist.

      Tilting the jar, the desiccated crumbs of illegally harvested organs shifted inside like the grains of an hourglass. They clinked against the lid like rain pattering against a window, trapped with nowhere to go. Just like me.

      My time was up.

      The Family had finally found me.

      I turned slowly to the sound of stilettos sauntering into the suite.

      Michaela Cardinelli, elegant as always from her immaculately coiffed hair to her patent leather heels, halted beside Landon and clasped her hands demurely in front of her. A new silk scarf accented her neck, the ends draping over one shoulder like wings at rest. It was cardinal red, the color reserved for the head of the Family. The Donna now, instead of the Don. Rubies dangled from her ears, the same earrings I’d seen her wearing that night, blinding me with flecks of light.

      Maybe it was that momentary blindness that left me dazed and frozen. Maybe it was the memory of that horrible night that rooted me to the spot. Dante Cardinelli branding me with an iron, the voice seizing control of my body, the house burning, the psionic blast shattering windows and ripping up floorboards, the Don’s favorite son being impaled through the heart.

      Whatever it was, I didn’t fight when Rico seized my shoulder and shoved me roughly into a chair.

      He’d always been the more unrefined of the two sons.

      Seizing my chin, Rico leaned in close, his lips brushing against my ear as he hissed, “Why don’t you take a seat? You must be tired from all that running, Frances Church. Or should I say, Dr. Frances Austin.”
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      I hadn’t heard my real named uttered in a very long time.

      It had belonged to a naïve medicus too ambitious to realize the truth of her employment at that Other clinic. Too blind to see that it was just a front for harvesting organs for the highest bidder.

      I had some meager solace knowing that all of my surgeries had been ethical … it’s just the parts that I’d removed weren’t disposed of properly. Except for that last one, of course.

      But even that knowledge wasn’t enough to absolve me of my sins. I’d still played a part in that industry, just a little cog in a much grander scheme, but a cog nonetheless. And one the Cardinelli Family had sought to exploit.

      They hadn’t expected my heart to outweigh my ambition.

      Frances Austin.

      I doubted that name belonged to me anymore.

      Rico Cardinelli pulled a black zip-tie from his pocket and forced my hands into my lap. His dark eyes gleamed with sadistic pleasure as he forced one loop over my wrist, jamming one of my fingers in the process.

      “What in the EmptyHell do you think you’re doing?” Landon barked.

      I looked up into his stern face with bewildered hope.

      “You don’t tie her hands in front of her,” he said. “Have you seen what she can do with a machete?” He pushed Rico aside, set the urn in my lap, and yanked my arms behind my back. Settling my hands by my waistband, he yanked the zip-ties tight with two sharp pulls. “Wouldn’t want her to get her hands on that or any other knife, would we?”

      I knew Landon had been up to something. He’d given that kraken egg to Hayate – the oni demon who’d been set on my trail by a woman (hello, Michaela Cardinelli) – in an attempt to distract Clyde in a bizarre test to force me to either reveal myself as non-human or reveal the identity of the magical artifact that was responsible for destroying the hall-of-mirrors at the Corn Festival. We’d had our share of animosity, but I’d never thought he’d go so far as to sell me out to the Family.

      That sweet-smelling sadistic bastard!

      I kicked him in the shin when he came back around to retrieve the urn.

      Jaw clenched, he ignored the pain and pointed a finger into my face. I contemplated biting it. “This is not personal, Frances. This is for—”

      “I swear if you say this is for the greater good I’m going to—”

      “You’ll what?” Rico snarled.

      Landon cleared his throat loudly, and Rico muttered something in Italian before backing off. “It is, actually. And don’t act like this is all my decision. You chose not to sacrifice the boy.”

      “How can you say that?” I demanded. “He’s just a kid!”

      “If you’d just let the nymph have his sacrifice instead of bartering for an exchange, none of you would be in this mess. This town wouldn’t be a magnet for every natural disaster, you never would’ve attracted this much attention, and the World Army wouldn’t have had to intervene. You made this my problem, Frances. You don’t get to judge how I clean it up.”

      “The deal was for magical artifacts. You can’t use this.” I jerked my chin at the desiccated remains of a thousand Others. “Reggie feels what he touches. He’ll go insane.”

      Landon shrugged. “Look on the bright side. The town is saved, your minotaur goes free – I already have a statement prepared that he died while helping us on this mission – the Cardinelli Family gets to tie up loose ends, and I get to keep the urn. A lot of people come out winners in this scenario—”

      “Except me!”

      “Wait.” Rico whipped around to his mother. “You’re letting him keep the urn? After all we’ve been—”

      “This is about reputation,” Michaela said sharply. “The urn is a small price to pay.”

      “But Father—”

      Michaela slapped him, the diamond ring on her finger slicing his lip. Then the anger melted away from her face, and she plucked the pocket square from his suit. She blotted the blood from her son’s lip, replaced the square, and straightened his lapels with a sharp tug. “I am the head of this family now, and you will not interrupt again. Capisce?”

      Rico nodded sullenly.

      “You know you’re signing my death warrant,” I growled at Landon.

      He shook his head, almost sadly. “I told you from the start, I’m not above sacrificing one or two people, even one entire backwater town for the sake of the world. If it means anything, I am sorry it’s you.”

      “Not nearly sorry enough.”

      Landon sighed, rolling his shoulders. He turned to his agents, snapping his fingers again. “Can we get this magic harvesting show on the road? We have a deadline to meet.”

      But Reggie wouldn’t touch the stuff. His green eyes were angry slits, one hand clutching the new tribute acorn to his chest, the other one balled into a fist and rooted to the floor.

      As one, the six agents surrounding him thrust their cattle prods into his bark-like skin. The Other bellowed, his voice rattling the ceiling lights.

      “Hey,” Johnny shouted. “You don’t have to do that!”

      Faster than the eye could blink, the sheriff barreled into the closest agent and claimed the M4 carbine for himself. Instead of firing, he used it like a baseball bat, whacking knees and jabbing groins and smacking heads. He got his hands on one of the cattle prods, sticking it into anyone’s neck that was stupid enough to get close to him.

      With an exasperated sigh, Rico pulled a sleek chrome-and-pearl pistol from his shoulder holster and shot the sheriff in the chest.

      “You idiot,” Landon cried.

      Rico holstered the pistol and straightened his suit. “Meh, what’s the big deal? He’ll be fine. I got him in the shoulder.”

      Johnny groaned, clutching at the red-soaked coat above his heart.

      “Johnny!” I launched out of my chair. “Let me—”

      Rico caught me by the curls and threw me back into my seat. “Not a chance, Francesca.”

      The fire in my blood boiled. My fingertips warmed, and the plastic zip-tie started to melt.

      No, I told Sunny. It hurt so much to say it.

      Burn it all, why not? Brittany pouted.

      Now is not the right time, Brittany.

      IT IS ALWAYS THE RIGHT TIME TO DEFEAT ENEMIES, Valerie boomed.

      Not at the expense of our friends!

      You would keep us vulnerable for the sake of your friends? Charlotte asked.

      Brittany is too inconsistent, Charlotte is too reserved, and Valerie is too explosive. You need to work together, or we’re going to get either a puff of smoke or a nuclear explosion. Neither of which would help us. And they’re your friends, too, by the way, I growled. Their support of me with my ‘condition’ directly translates to supporting you.

      The fire in my blood returned to a simmer as Sunny considered.

      “Aw, shit. He needs a GoneGodDamn hospital.” Landon stood from inspecting Johnny and glared at Michaela. “That was entirely unnecessary. Leash your dog, would you?”

      “I’ll thank you not to refer to my son as an animal,” Michaela said crispy, “or I’ll reconsider the terms of the deal.”

      Landon snorted.

      “You aim for the path of least resistance, Mr. Falls, whereas I’ll burn this town to the ground if I have to.”

      He seemed to reconsider as he regarded the bodyguards flanking Donna Cardinelli. They were brutes, armed to the teeth in firearms and other weaponry, and if he refused, there would be a bloodbath neither side could walk away from victorious.

      “Fine. Can we proceed here?”

      “No!” Crazy Carl jumped to his feet and tried to shove his way to Reggie. “The tribute must be pure!”

      An agent punched Carl in the stomach, then rammed the butt of his carbine into Penny’s skull for trying to bite him. Weeping, Carl pulled his dazed dog into his lap and lifted a hand above his head, pleading for mercy.

      “That was a little rough, Bob.” Landon pushed the agent out of the way and handed Carl his pocket square. The vagabond quickly pressed it against the cut on Penny’s head, stroking her gray-streaked hide with shaking fingers. “That’s what the Other’s for. He’s a walking refinery. Proceed.”

      The cattle prods zapped Reggie again, and this time he was too tired to do more than whine. He was still weak from the poisoning he’d endured, from the day’s harvesting, from his previous encounters with the prods. His fist lifted from the floor, uncurling into trembling fingers, and disappeared beneath the red sand.

      Grunting, the Green Man shuddered as the sand turned black under his touch. The tribute clutched to his chest started to glow with that familiar green light. The agents with the cattle prods kept the crackling tongs within easy poking range of the Other’s bark-like skin as the rest of them broke open the last of the jars and fed them into the tank.

      Thick resinous tears oozed down the Other’s cheeks like yellow sap, hardening in the ridges of his skin and plastering in his leafy beard. He panted through his clenched teeth, the sound like the rustling and snapping of bare branches in a strong winter wind.

      His job wasn’t difficult, in fact the source he was refining was already so pure it took little effort at all, it’s just that he was reliving the flesh memories of every Other the Cardinellis had slain. That’s what Paul had meant by “he feels what he touches”. Every creature from every pantheon from mermaids to djinn. He felt their confusion, their fear, their pain.

      And when he looked at me, I knew it to be true. I knew he saw my face in one particular memory. The young oni demon. He’d felt hope at my appearance, belief that someone could see the horror of his situation and help him, and then despair as I’d grabbed his tusks and kept him restrained until the morphine had kicked in.

      The Green Man bellowed once more, not in pain, but at me.

      “Reggie, you stop shouting at her this instant,” Leonidas said, stomping his little cloven hoof.

      Harold shook his crutch. “Yeah, the Doc was only trying to help the boy. She didn’t know it was going to be like this!”

      “Help?” Rico laughed. “Who do you think helped us extract all these organs? Do we look like medicus to you? What did you think she was doing up in Chicago?”

      “Being a doctor?” David answered. “R-right?”

      “She was a butcher! If I wanted to sell powdered pegasus hoof so a businessman could up his game in the bedroom, she’d ask ‘one hoof or four’?”

      I glared up at him. That wasn’t true, and he knew it. “I was never like that,” I spat. “I didn’t know—”

      I cut myself off. There was no point defending my naïveté. Ignorance was never an excuse. And from the look on everyone’s faces, I’m not sure many of them would’ve believed me.

      The loner who had mysteriously showed up in town three months ago. Who had set up a word-of-mouth clinic registered in someone else’s name with one hell of an appointment process. Who paid for everything in cash, had little to no friends, and was insanely good at her job.

      Every eye that looked at me was a nail driven into my coffin.

      Brian, Paul, Leonidas, Harold, David. Crazy Carl. Tiberius. Johnny. Blanche.

      Even the agents from the World Army looked at me in disgust.

      But the one Other who knew the truth of my secret, the one who had chosen me for my heart, enveloped me in warmth.

      It was a hug. Or something akin to one.

      Sunny’s fire in my blood trickled into every nerve, as comforting as a mug of hot cocoa after a day spent in the snow.

      It’s what gave me the strength to grit my teeth instead of sob.

      “No,” Blanche said, shaking her head violently. One of her eyelash extensions flew off her face, sticking to an agent’s tactical goggles like a fly to a windshield. “No. Frances is good. She never would have … She is a good per—”

      “Good?” Rico sniggered. “Hell, she was one of the best.”

      Unable to endure their stares, I looked at my feet, tears dripping off my chin.

      Rico smoothed my hair away from my forehead, sliding his hand under my chin to lift my face. “You’re helping save this town, and they’re gonna hate you for it.”
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      I didn’t have to look at the Antevortan Clock to know the hand must be hovering just millimeters before the twelve.

      My fate was evident in the supreme confidence of Michaela Cardinelli’s face. She was a cat, one of those elegant Siamese ones that at first glance seems all show and no substance before she eviscerates a mouse as calmly as if she was lapping up a bowl of cream. She knew what was going to happen to me even if I didn’t.

      “It was an accident,” I said quickly. “I didn’t mean—”

      Rico rammed his fist into my stomach.

      I sputtered out of shock, but in truth I’d barely felt it. Sunny’s presence kept me unharmed, but I wasn’t sure Clyde knew that.

      The hedgehog galloped out from under the furnace, scrambled up my leg onto my knee, raised a little pink paw, and snarled.

      “A room full of Others, and you only have this little pest to come to your defense?” Rico gloated. “Pathetic.”

      Clyde bit him on the finger.

      “Ow! Why you little shit.”

      The hedgehog rolled away in a spiky ball as Rico lunged, jabbing Rico in the hand with his quills before hiding underneath my chair.

      As the Family’s last heir scrambled on all fours, scuffing up his Armani suit in his rage-fueled quest for revenge against the hedgehog, Michaela cleared her throat. “I will have you removed if you continue to embarrass yourself, Ricardo. It is an animal. Leave it alone.”

      Swearing, Rico straightened and smacked the dust from his knees. Clyde remained under my chair, hissing like an enraged tea kettle.

      “Go set up the camera.” Michaela turned to me with a little smile. It wasn’t friendly. “Italian men can be more passionate in their emotions than women. So let us talk, woman to woman.”

      “I didn’t mean to kill your husband,” I said quickly. “Or your son.”

      She held up her hand of perfectly painted red nails. “I know this. I know that Antoni and you were … friendly. And that my husband could be domineering. Their deaths are not why I am here.”

      Michaela stepped forward, untying the cardinal red scarf at her neck and dragging the silk through her fingers. I instinctively leaned back in my chair as she stalked forward.

      “I’m here because of the Cardinelli’s reputation. You were given respect, status, influence, the mark of our family.” She ripped the leather cuff from my wrist and dug her red fingernails into the partial cardinal-in-flight like she was going to tear it off my flesh. “And in one night, you destroyed us. You made us look weak, Ms. Austin. It’s taken us nine months to find you, and in that time, we have lost our reputation. What stability in our product line can we assure our buyers if we cannot keep a stable house?”

      She shoved the silk scarf into my mouth and clamped her hand over my lips so I couldn’t spit it out. Her brown eyes blazed as she glared into my blue ones. Despite the presence of Sunny just on the verge of my consciousness, despite the presence of Clyde underneath my seat, fear rippled into my stomach. I’d never stared into the eyes of someone who truly hated me before.

      “The only reason why we made this deal is because our inventory is no longer potent enough to satisfy our clientele. As long as you live,” she whispered, “we are a bad investment. So we will show our buyers exactly how we deal with traitors. Rico? She’s all yours. Make it messy, will you, dear?”

      Rico’s punches fell in time with the blinking red light of the video camera, but I didn’t really feel them. Even if Sunny hadn’t been infusing my body with super strength, I doubt I would’ve felt them that much anyway. I was too heartsick over the disbelief in my friends’ eyes. The disgust. The betrayal. What were a few broken bones and bruises that would heal in time compared to the relationships I’d just destroyed?

      But maybe there was a glimmer of hope after all.

      “Stop it,” Tiberius rumbled, stepping forward. “Whatever she’s done to you … She doesn’t deserve this!”

      The flashing collar around his neck gave him a reprimanding zap, and the minotaur retreated with a groan.

      “Yeah,” Paul the faun piped up. He probably wouldn’t have if he wasn’t half-drunk on honey, but I was glad he did. “We know her as Frances Church! She treated my hoof.” He stuck the once-abscessed hoof out for all to see and teetered so violently David had to steady him. “A bad person wouldn’t do that.”

      Harold waved his crutch. “She splinted my ankle!”

      “She gave my pet mouse some cold medicine,” Leonidas added. “He died two days later, but that was because a cat caught him. So it still counts!”

      Brian swept the brown hair away from his face and thrust his chin out for all to see. “And she treated the burn on my face.”

      The World Army agents corralling the Others started to get nervous. Fauns had horns and hooves – great for ramming and kicking – and if Tiberius decided to dip into a reserve of strength, he could easily break through their lines before the zap-happy collar around his neck could incapacitate him. Not to mention Blanche could rip teeth out of heads faster than you could blink.

      But she was rather tied up pressing a wad of gauze against the bullet hole in Johnny’s chest.

      Thank the GoneGods he was still alive. I didn’t think I could live with myself if he’d died because of me. He was too good, too kind, and I should’ve been better at avoiding him. For his own sake. This GoneGod world ate people like him for breakfast, and I’d led its top predator – power-hungry humans – right to him.

      The agents stepped aside as Donna Cardinelli marched across the clinic, her stiletto heels echoing like gunshots against the cement. The Others shrank away from the fury in her face. Without warning, she backhanded Brian across his wounded cheek and sent him sprawling into the arms of his kin.

      “Frances Austin is not a saint. She is a murderer,” Michaela snapped, “not to mention a thief and a liar. She never told you what she stole, did she? That urn contains the ashes of the creature that was going to give my family eternal life!”

      “Really?” Landon said, regarding the black pearl-like urn in his hands with renewed wonder.

      “But the secret on how to harness her power died with my husband, so the point is rather moot now. And what is taking so long?” Michaela demanded, wiping her hand with a handkerchief some thug had hastily given her. “She should be weakening. Ricardo! Are you holding back because she’s a woman?”

      Panting, Rico wiped the blood from his knuckles with his pocket square. “Of course not, Mamma.”

      “Tst. You were always jealous of Antoni. You can’t keep her as a pet.” She retrieved the Antevortan Clock from the table where I’d left it. “Her time still wavers before midnight.”

      “So it should be any minute now.”

      I grunted as Rico punched me across the jaw. I could still feel some of it, the pain radiating from my chin like a second pulse.

      But I had to take the abuse. Firstly, because I deserved it, no matter what my friends said. And secondly, Reggie wasn’t done harvesting from the red sand. The more the flesh memories compounded, the more he slowed. The World Army had to use the cattle prods more liberally now, otherwise the Other would never glean enough energy in time. That tribute needed to glow like star before it was ready.

      And I couldn’t summon Sunny’s assistance, nor Clyde’s either, until Reggie was done. A distraction now would only jeopardize his work and jeopardize Wyatt’s life. The Green Man lifted his head, lowing like a distressed steer, his green eyes boring into mine for a second time. They pleaded with me, just like Goro’s did, begging me to put him out of his misery.

      “Oh by the GoneGods,” Michaela huffed. “Leonardo, show my son how it’s done.”

      Quite literally the biggest man I’ve ever seen, even bigger than Beefcake, cracked his knuckles and stepped forward. He slipped a brass bar over his fingers and curled them into a fist.

      “Ah! There we go,” Donna Cardinelli exclaimed. “I just saw the needle jump. Looks like we’re back on track. Oh, Leonardo? Be a dear and get all that hair out of her face. I want the camera to capture every glorious moment.”

      As Leonardo yanked my curls into a knot, Rico took a step back with a gasp.

      “Oh, what is it—” Donna Cardinelli’s eyes went wide.

      “There’s no blood. She’s not even bruised,” Rico whispered.

      Michaela stepped forward and slapped me, the diamond grating against my skin. From the look in their eyes, I couldn’t tell if my skin hadn’t been cut at all, or if whatever cut the diamond had made was healing instantaneously on its own. I didn’t know how it worked myself. I just knew that so long as Sunny’s presence was “on” in my consciousness, I was pretty much invincible.

      I spat out the scarf. “Ow,” I said flatly.

      “By the GoneGods, she’s bonded with it,” Michaela whispered. Frantic, the Donna pressed her thumb against the owl’s horn, hard enough for blood to dribble down the caramel-colored wood and paint the pomegranates crimson. The Antevortan Clock whirled, its hand coming to rest at the eleven-forty-five mark. “What is this?” she demanded. “Is it broken?”

      As if answering her, the loading bay doors burst open.
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      Half-chewed flesh sagging from their faces, Hayate and Kita marched into the clinic. It was clear they’d burned a little time to heal the worst parts of themselves from the plague fly attack. Kita was missing an eye and part of her nose, and her beautiful white-and-yellow kimono was ruined with vomit and blood. The oni demon looked even more grotesque than before with a missing bottom lip that made him constantly drool down his chest. A crust of salvia was already forming in the waistband of his tiger pelt.

      The cynocephali pack and the rest of the Others from my house were either dead or had fled, but Hayate and Kita rounded out their numbers with the goblin posse from before. The green-skinned pests yipped and squealed at the sight of all the shiny surgical instruments and World Army issued weaponry like a pack of gleeful chihuahuas.

      “How did you find this place?” Blanche demanded. “I had us removed from the yellow pages a week ago!”

      “It wasn’t hard to follow the trail of molten asphalt,” Kita sneered.

      Under my chair, the hedgehog chittered nervously.

      “Enough. Where is the whore?” the oni demon boomed. “Where is my brother’s betrayer?”

      “I couldn’t have planned this more perfectly myself,” Michaela gloated.

      She lifted her hand, and the Cardinelli Family took a collective step back, leaving me exposed in my seat.

      “There,” the jorogumo shrieked, pointing a nub of an index finger at me.

      “Just what in the EmptyHell are you doing here?” Landon demanded.

      “Our quarrel is not with you, Landon Falls, or whatever you’re doing to that tree Other. I have come for the whore betrayer.” He tapped his kanabō against his other palm like it was a meat tenderizer.

      Donna Cardinelli eagerly patted the shoulder of the thug operating the video camera. “Zoom in on the oni. Our investors are going to love this.”

      Kita whipped a pair of tanto knives from her sleeves and bared her pointy teeth at anyone who didn’t move out of their way fast enough. The goblin horde dispersed like a green tidal wave, their little nails clicking as they climbed up the shelves, and started hording anything shiny. Which meant the bone saw, the chef’s knife, the scalpels, plus every individually packaged 3cc syringe with 25-guage needle …

      Landon cast me a worried look, widening his brown eyes pointedly, as if he expected me to do something about this nine-hundred-pound bull of an oni demon charging my way.

      Of course I wasn’t going to let myself get squished into human jelly, but as it turned out, I didn’t have to.

      Reggie snatched the oni demon as he thundered past, spraying black sand everywhere. Hayate bellowed, swinging with his kanabō, but the Green Man just clamped the spiked club between his square teeth like it was a toothpick and plucked it from the oni’s grasp.

      “You will not take away my victory,” Hayate shouted, pounding his fists into Reggie’s fingers like he was a gorilla throwing a temper tantrum.

      But the Other just tightened his grip, and between one heartbeat and the next, the oni demon’s blue eyes bulged even wider.

      “G-Goro … I feel … everything.” Hayate began to bawl.

      “What are you doing to him?” Kita shouted, stabbing at Reggie’s wrist with her tanto knives. She sputtered as flecks of bark rained onto her face, shrieking when one lodged itself into her still-healing eye socket.

      Reggie carefully set the distressed oni demon on the floor, groaning as he replaced his hand into the tank. He shuddered, his leaves shivering in an unseen breeze, and the acorn glowed like a tiny sun.

      Sunny! I said hurriedly. The tribute is done. It’s time to get you back.

      The Viking answered my call. FLAME—

      Not yet, Valerie! I need all of you on this, I said. A controlled burn, okay?

      I think we, like, can handle that, Brittany said brightly. Right, girls?

      I am a mature woman, Charlotte drawled. But I share this can-do sentiment.

      Um, I think we need, like, a ‘go’ word. You know, something to focus on?

      YOU MEAN A BATTLE CRY? Valerie asked excitedly.

      If we simply must choose a word to rally behind, then might I suggest something with a little class? Charlotte said. Perhaps, flambé?

      Hayate scraped himself off the ground, ignoring Kita’s attempts to comfort him. He picked up his kanabō with shaking fingers and leveled it at Michaela Cardinelli. “You. You told me it was the girl. But it is the flying redbird that haunts my brother’s memory.” With a black nail, he pointed to the cardinal-in-flight sigil stamped into the wax of a discarded lid. “Your redbird.”

      Michaela took a tentative step back.

      “I warned you what would happen,” the oni said.

      Kita put her knives away, smiling a set of pointy white teeth. “Now you belong to me.”

      Her kimono melted away as her twelve-foot spider form erupted from the silk.

      I launched out of my chair. FLAMBÉ!

      The next few things happened very quickly: Landon screeched as the urn scorched his hands; Clyde the hedgehog sprang out from under my chair and transformed into Clyde the demon in mid-leap, catching the urn and sealing it away in his pouch; I tore free of the partially-melted zip-ties and psionic blasted Leonardo and his brass knuckles the EmptyHell away from me; Hayate and Kita and their goblin horde – those not overly distracted by shiny things – swarmed the Cardinelli group; Tiberius pried the tribute out of Reggie’s hand and charged for the loading bay doors; and the Green Man went on a rampage against the World Army agents for forcing him to harvest magic from the remains of murdered Others.

      I shoved agents and thugs and goblins out of my way, zapping them with lightning from my fingers if necessary, scooped up mine and my demon’s bags, snatched my weapons, and sprinted for the truck. The poor, partially-dissolved-from-acidic-demon-blood vehicle started up on the first try and squeaked when Clyde jumped into the bed.

      “El Capitan!” Carl yanked open the passenger seat door and lifted Penny inside, scrambling in after the old hound dog.

      “Tiberius,” Clyde called. “As members of the Brotherhood of the—”

      “Don’t you dare finish that sentence,” the minotaur ordered.

      “Come with us.”

      Tiberius eyed me with a hard brown eye. “You trust her? There was truth in the woman’s words about what Frances had done.”

      I tried not to cry as I shifted the truck into drive. My leg trembled as my foot fought to stay pressed against the brake. All I wanted to do was slam on the accelerator and disappear into obscurity.

      “Without reservation,” Clyde answered. “She is my maggot.”

      The suspension groaned as the minotaur hoisted himself into the truck bed.

      A navy-blue blur latched onto the roof. “Crowns and cavities, you’re not leaving me behind to clean up that mess. Now let’s get out of here!”
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      The drive to the cornfield north of the Palmer house was abysmally quiet. I’m sure the Others in the truck bed were talking quietly among themselves, but inside the cab the only sound came from the panting old hound dog with a serious case of halitosis.

      After I called 911 to send a medic to my clinic, I tried filling the silence with the radio, but I wasn’t interested in the likes of “Shake it Off” and “Single Ladies”. Plus, with me and Sunny being on good terms and all, the need for music to drown out her voice wasn’t really necessary anymore. It was habit now, and since I couldn’t find anything on the radio I liked, I resorted to trying the different channels on my police radio, hoping one of them would be Johnny’s voice or someone with some information about him.

      It was pretty callous of me to just leave him there, but I couldn’t think of any scenario where I could’ve grabbed him and made it out. He also had a bullet lodged in his chest, and we couldn’t afford any dead weight. So, I’d left him. I’d used the excuse of my Rules. They kept me safe. They kept me alert. They kept me moving. And they made little catastrophes like my ruined friendships. If I hadn’t been so secretive, so intent on looking out for Number One, all of this could’ve been avoided.

      I dug around in my backpack until I found my beta blockers, running my finger along the ridges of the cap and wondering if I popped a few extra I wouldn’t care as much as I did. But in the end, I’m not a sissy, so I threw the pills back into the bag with an irritated huff.

      Moonlit cornstalk stubs crunched under the tires as I turned off the road into the field. The poor truck slogged through the field as best it could while bearing such a heavy load, and halfway across, the engine guttered out. Steam rose from the hood, crystallizing in the cold air.

      Clyde was the first one out of the truck.

      Sighing, I shoved open the door. I strapped on my machete, shrugged into my jacket, and settled my backpack on my shoulders. After loading the shotgun with rock salt, I put another two shells in my pocket. “Guess we’re walking from here.”

      Blanche crossed her spindly arms over her chest. “We?”

      The minotaur snorted. “Frances, you lied to us.”

      My blood started to boil, and it had nothing to do with the phoenix. “I didn’t tell you about my past. That’s not lying.”

      “You killed Others. Harvested them for the magic they possessed—”

      “I didn’t do that! Well, not intentionally, at least. Not all of my surgeries were like that. Just the one … And how was I supposed to know they weren’t incinerating whatever I removed as protocol dictated? I was a surgeon, a doctor, not a damn janitor!”

      “That was the Cardinelli Family,” Blanche shrilled. “Every Other knows about them!”

      “Do I look like an Other to you?” I fired back. I raked my hand through my curls, yanking on my scalp. I understood they wanted answers, but we didn’t have time for this. “Look, Saturnalia ends at midnight, so that means we only have a couple of hours. I’m not going to waste them bickering with you about my mistakes. So just give me the tribute—”

      Tiberius clutched it to his shaggy chest. “You cannot touch it.”

      “Then I will carry it,” Clyde said, thrusting his gecko-like hand forward. “The maggot and I will go—”

      “Darling, don’t you want to know why—”

      “She gave me a home,” the demon roared, black flames dancing in his eye sockets. “That is all I need to know! I was lost after Hell spat me out. Masterless. Yes, I might have tricked her into our bond – my apologies, maggot – but she has done nothing but accept me when my own kind would not.”

      To my surprise, Charlotte came to my defense. That deliciously warm feeling of cream sherry trickling into my stomach flooded into every cell, and my voice spoke with that distinct three-octave tone.

      “Name one among you who hasn’t committed an atrocity. You, minotaur, murdered thousands in your labyrinth. You, fairy, claimed tooth and bone without consent from hundreds of travelers through the Schwarzwald. And I, while adrift in confusion and despair, like a parasite seized her mind and body just so I could be free again. Whereas she, without malicious intent, was accomplice to only one perfidious event and has spent the rest of her life trying to atone for it.

      “She has fought for you. Bled for you. Risked her own safety that you may in turn be safe. She took this quest – an outsider in your town – when none of you would step forward. She called you her friends. But you are not. You are hypocrites. So begone. We do not need you.”

      If there had been crickets chirping, they would’ve fallen silent. As it was, not even the seemingly-incessant wind stirred the field.

      Crazy Carl shrugged. “No captain’s record is flawless. Tally-ho!” The vagabond clicked his tongue at Penny, and the two of them started marching for the forest.

      Blanche and Tiberius didn’t budge. The tooth fairy’s eyes were wide, shiny black orbs, and the minotaur’s jaw hung open like he was in the middle of chewing cud.

      “Crowns and cavities, what was that?” Blanche shrilled. “Your voice went all musical—”

      “More like who was that?” the minotaur said. “More secrets! Frances—”

      I threw up my hands. “Okay, okay, okay. I’m going to need you two to accept a few things as truth very quickly. Blanche, you know that voice who talks to me? It’s actually four voices, and they all belong to a phoenix suffering from multiple personality disorder who possessed me and force me to steal it away from the Cardinelli Family. I’m her host, and sometimes I can access her power, and sometimes she acts through me. Okay? Oh yeah, and she was created to kill Rabia who’s like the evil side of Saturn. Saturn the god, not the planet. Although interestingly, Rabia’s locked away in Saturn. The planet, I mean. And it’s not even a planet. It’s a prison. But that’s all, I swear!”

      “That’s. All?” Blanche demanded.

      “I-I may have forgotten one or two nonessential details—”

      “You’re the host of a phoenix?” Tiberius looked me up and down. “But you’re so … puny.”

      “That’s what I said,” Clyde cried.

      The minotaur rounded on the demon. “You knew this, and you didn’t tell me? We are brothers—”

      “And she is my maggot! That puts me between a river of lava and a wildfire, doesn’t it?”

      “Frances, this is … Mastodon molar-sized huge,” the tooth fairy said. “Why would you keep this from me?”

      “Because Rule Two,” I muttered. “Fewer ties make it easier to leave.”

      Blanche crossed her spindly arms over her chest, glaring at me.

      “Look,” I sighed, “we need to cooperate. Blanche, as feisty as you are, you might not be enough against the Cerean nymph, and T, you’re in no condition to fight. The phoenix and I are having our own difficulties, and Clyde is not confident as a battler. We took down the skinwalker together. We need to do the same here.”

      The minotaur and the tooth fairy shared a look.

      “And then I’m gone,” I said. “I’ll be out of your lives, and you’ll never have to see me again. This can all be a bad memory if you want.”

      “So you’re just going to run away from us again?” the tooth fairy snapped.

      “I don’t want to hurt anyone anymore!” I cried. “I’m just … better off alone.”

      Maybe my mother’s vagabond ways really were the better choice for me. A rolling stone collected no moss. No ties or friendships or roots that could be torn away by your own folly or someone else’s.

      Clyde hunched, little blue flames – a color I’d never seen before – simmering in his ember-like eyes. They looked … wet. Somehow. He took my hand, his talons surprisingly gentle. “But you are my maggot.” Then he twisted our hands, the partial cardinal-in-flight brand on my wrist and the identical one he had given himself shining in the moonlight. “We are clutch mates.”

      I yanked my hand away. “You should’ve never done that.”

      “But we are bound!”

      “And now you don’t have to be.”

      “That’s not how it works,” the demon seethed, angry red flames replacing the blue ones in his eyes. “Those who share the same sigil do not just abandon each other. Even when all seems lost.”

      I just sighed. “Clyde—”

      “I will not go! Not unless you order me to.” He crossed his arms over his chest like a pouting child and looked resolutely away.

      He was making this whole cutting-ties thing rather difficult. I didn’t want to linger in a town that now knew all my dirty laundry – emotional scarring I hadn’t even begun to air out yet – and I couldn’t stand the thought that the friends I’d made thought I was a monster.

      And yet, it was a relief to know one of them was determined to stick with me.

      Besides us, Charlotte sniffed.

      I looked at the group. “I’m not who you think I am. I came to this town to hide. But I should’ve come here to start over. I didn’t give you, or me, a fair chance. And my … cowardice is why we’re here. Tonight.”

      “The phoenix is why we’re here,” Clyde said quietly, rubbing the brand on his wrist. “She’s the reason for all of this. She’s the reason I …”

      “It was drawn here, just like we were,” Tiberius muttered. “Just like all the Others.” He squared his emaciated shoulders. “I am a good minotaur. But I wasn’t always. You helped me. It would be unforgivable if I did not extend to you the same courtesy.”

      “Sometimes I couldn’t tell if you cared,” Blanche mumbled. She fussed with the rolled-up sleeves of the hoodie I’d given her all those months ago. “Guess I should’ve known.” Then she punched me in the shoulder. It hit like a fastball, or it would have if the phoenix wasn’t in my blood. “That’s for keeping me in the dark!”

      “At least you let me keep all my teeth in my head,” I said, smiling shakily.

      “Don’t tempt me.”

      The minotaur pounded his hairy fist into his palm. “We do this. Together. And then tomorrow … we will see.”

      It was the most I could’ve hoped for.

      Instead of moving in the direction Carl and Penny had gone, the four of us just stood in a loose circle, unsure of what do to next.

      “So … should we, like, hug or something?” Blanche wanted to know.

      Snorting, Tiberius trudged toward the woods.

      Yeah, I wasn’t really in a hugging mood either. I’d much rather repress my emotions and address them thirty years down the road with a bottle of rum like any civilized adult. They got in the way of doing things, and I had a Cerean nymph to deal with.

      Shrugging her bony shoulders, the tooth fairy buzzed after the minotaur.

      “Yeah!” Clyde called after them. “Physical embraces are for … What do you call them, maggot?”

      “Uh … sissies?”

      “Correct. Physical embraces are for sissies.” He sniffled, wiping his snout. “I much prefer the platonic pat anyway.”

      That I could do. It kept my own vulnerability safely locked away but allowed me to extend a one-way empathetic gesture.

      I reached up and gave his scaly shoulder a there-there pat.

      “Thank you, maggot.” Then he squared his broad shoulders and thrust a talon into my face. “And don’t you dare threaten to abandon me again, is that clear?”

      “I never would have if you hadn’t tricked me into becoming your master.” I lifted an eyebrow. “Care to explain?”

      The demon swallowed nervously. “A-after my rather public failure with Caesar, I was given a mark that kept other mortals from summoning me. An anchor, if you will. Having familiars fail their masters as spectacularly as I did doesn’t make us look very good as a whole. But a familiar without a master is not worth anything, so I was demoted to caddie – and then scorekeeper – on Level Five. I could’ve been a battler, if anyone had bothered to train me …” He gave me a sideways glance. “Then the gods left, I was spat out here, and I was so … alone. I-I was drawn to this place, and then I found you and thought I could get a second chance.”

      “What was so special about me?”

      “You were being possessed. Or … something. Which made you different. And it was a symbiotic relationship, which made me think if you could allow one demon into your life, why not another?”

      I had a lot of demons in my life, most of my own making. I glanced at the demoted familiar as we trudged across the moonlit corn field. It was nice to know at least one of them was on my side.
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      “This maze is incredible,” the minotaur said, brushing his free hand against the frost-covered ground.

      I knew I’d been right about him. The corn maze we’d done his physical therapy in had been child’s play, designed to strengthen his knee, not hone his mind. This was the challenge he’d been waiting for. This maze with its constantly moving paths, minus the fiery sand and the roars of the imprisoned Titans, reminded him of home.

      With my sepia-tinted vision, compliments of Brittany this time, I watched from the corner of my eye as the golden thread rippled under his touch. “They’re ley-lines. Do you see them like I do? They look like lines of gold glitter.”

      Tiberius shook his head. “I see their effects. It’s like a game trail with false spurs.”

      “We only found the nexus the first time because Blanche could smell the lady slippers and I could see the lines, but Clyde had a little … emotional meltdown and killed the flowers.”

      “Emotional meltdown? Ha!” the minotaur laughed. “Wouldn’t be the first time.”

      “As a member of the Brotherhood, you are not allowed to speak of that,” the demon shrilled. “You promised!”

      “What is this Brotherhood?” Blanche demanded.

      “It was formed after the maggot ordered me to hide Tiberius. That is all you need know,” Clyde sniffed.

      “Speak a little louder, would ya?” Crazy Carl whispered loudly. “Any sniper woulda shot your ass by now.” He gestured for me to lean in close. “I don’t know what kind of company you’re running, El Capitan, but they’re not real good at focusing on the objective.”

      “I concur, Private.” I straightened, giving my backpack a little tug. “So? Can you follow it?”

      “A minotaur can see the path through any labyrinth,” Tiberius huffed. “This way.”

      And as far as I could tell, he was right. I couldn’t tell from the flickering ley-lines that we were heading in the right direction, but I started to recognize the shift in terrain. And, of course, there were all the nature-was-out-of-whack signs that let us know we were nearing the nexus.

      Wild daffodils sprouted, bloomed, and wilted in a matter of minutes, the air was balmy one minute and then pelting us with acorn-sized hail the next, all the north-facing halves of trees were dead while their south-facing halves were in full springtime bloom, pollen choked the humid air.

      But we weren’t alone. The western woods were crawling with Others, each attracted to the wild magic like a pirate to a fresh keg of blackstrap rum. There was a harpy, a chimera, and even Jemima the Mau and Denis the Troll had emerged from their hiding places to prowl among the trees. We side-stepped a pack of wassailing leprechauns, avoided the amorous embraces of yakshini, and gave a pair of head-butting jackalopes a wide berth.

      We were only chased twice, once by the harpy and the second by the quetzalcoatlita who’d lost the Bachelor Auction to Blanche. I could still hear her turquoise feathers slithering against the leaves as she chased after us, simultaneously professing her undying love for Clyde while threatening to crush Blanche’s body into pulp.

      It’d taken Penny clamping her grizzled jaws onto Blanche’s hem and Crazy Carl grabbing her hood to keep the tooth fairy from ripping the quetzalcoatlita’s feathers out. I’d had my hands full keeping Clyde on task – having to promise him a five-gallon bucket of egg pudding – and swearing by all the GoneGods to Tiberius that I would get buy out the ice cream parlor’s entire stock of praline pecan butter-ripple so long as he kept moving.

      We were covered in sweat, coated in yellow pollen, panting for breath all the while shielding our heads from an impromptu hail-storm when we belly-crawled up the rise overlooking the sinkhole.

      That’s when things got really weird.

      The little valley was alive with pink lady slippers, and instead of moonlight that filtered through the barren branches, it was sunlight. Well, an artificial version thereof, I guess.

      Emanating from the ground was a yellow-green light, like sunlight seen through a canopy of spring leaves, illuminating the forest within the fallen henge. It cut through the gloom of night like it was a rift to another world caught in the thralls of midday.

      The Cerean nymph was naked except for his skirt of braided grass, frolicking between the stones with a cornstalk in one hand and a golden sickle in the other. His dance was raw, primitive, heavy on the feet-stopping and cornstalk waving. Bronze skin flashed in the strange light like a winking penny as his limbs jerked on a hidden puppet-master’s strings. His breath came in short ha-ha-has like he was an overenthusiastic tae kwon do student at his first belt testing.

      Lashed to the only upright stone of the henge, the massive kernel-shaped one, was Wyatt.

      Fully alert, the boy’s eyes were wide as he watched his kidnapper dance and twirl in maniac circles around the sinkhole. His shirt had been torn at the collar, and all sorts of designs had been swirled onto his face and chest. Nothing less than a pyre had been built at his feet, a cruder version of the beautiful arbors Reggie had made for the Corn Festival. A torch wedged upright in a stump crackled in anticipation.

      Clyde giggled. “He looks funny. All red and flickering.”

      I grabbed his horn and pulled his head down so he wouldn’t give away our position. “What are you talking about, red? He’s tan.”

      “Dances funny too.”

      “Like a scarecrow caught in a tornado,” Tiberius whispered, snorting gleefully.

      “Wee!” Clyde twirled his talon in the air.

      I yanked on his horn again.

      “Are there any butterflies?” Blanche wanted to know.

      I rolled my eyes and looked at Carl, hoping to find an ally to share in my exasperation, but the vagabond was pale as the moonlight. The leaves rustled under his trembling fingers, as he stared, unblinking, at the dancing nymph.

      Son-of-a-biscuit.

      “Carl—”

      “It’s that corn-poppin’ bastard, Capitan,” the vagabond seethed.

      I reached in front of Tiberius and grabbed Carl’s arm. “The boy comes first. Carl”—I yanked on his sleeve—“are you listening to me?”

      “I hear you, Capitan.”

      WHAT IS THE PLAN? Valerie wanted to know. DO WE FLAMBÉ?

      “The plan is … we have no plan.” I released Carl’s sleeve and the demon’s horn. “I’m just going to go down there and hope the nymph keeps his word.”

      THAT SOUNDS LIKE A VERY BAD PLAN.

      “I’m sure it will be.”
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      I pushed myself upright and cupped my hands over my mouth. “Hey, Lord of the Flies.”

      “Frances!” Wyatt cried.

      The Cerean nymph stumbled in his dance by the stone. As if exhausted, he doubled over to grip his knees, his golden eyes widening with panic. “No. Ru—”

      “Believe it, Riverdance.”

      He jerked upright, suddenly smug. “I see you survived my god’s wrath.”

      “Yeah, and it wasn’t easy.” I gestured for Tiberius to stand up. “We have another tribute.”

      “Show me.”

      The minotaur carefully uncurled his fingers. Squinting, I turned away from the brightness.

      Golden eyebrows arched greedily. “That’s more than what was originally offered.”

      “No one’s ever accused me of doing anything half-assed. So why don’t you release the boy, and we’ll hand it over.”

      The nymph twirled his sickle as he thought it over. Shiing shiiing shiiing. He shrugged. “Okay.”

      I blinked, startled. “Really?”

      The nymph cut Wyatt’s bonds and caught the boy before he sagged forward. Keeping a firm grip on the nape of Wyatt’s neck, the nymph inspected the tip of his sickle. “I’m older than you can imagine. I’d know a double-cross when I saw one. You, despite being a human, are being sincere.”

      Clyde pinched my pant leg between two claws and tugged. “He looks funny.”

      “Haven’t got all night,” the nymph promptly crossly, pointing to the stars. “Saturnalia ends at midnight, and I’ve got a god to appease. Offer your tribute, or see the earth rip apart.”

      “Let Wyatt go, you corn-poppin’ bastard,” Crazy Carl shouted, surging to his feet.

      “Ah, yes. The one who got away.” He waved his sickle at the vagabond. “Nice to see you again after all these years, Carlton.”

      Yelling, Carl seized my jacket, yanked my machete out of its sheath, and charged down the hill. The nymph threw Wyatt to the ground and hefted his sickle. And I did the only thing I could think of.

      “Blanche! Carl’s got a loose tooth!”

      “He does?” she squealed in delight.

      Carl hit the ground as the tooth fairy rammed into him. They tumbled in the leaves, Carl smacking the tooth fairy’s fingers away as they tried to wrench open his mouth while she insisted, “Let me see! Let me see!”

      Despite Carl’s commands, Penny, who knew Blanche to be a friend, just sat nearby and whined.

      Clyde, Tiberius, and I made our way down to the sinkhole much more warily, as wary as two Others drunk on wild magic and a human desperately trying to keep them from wandering off could. Clyde kept trying to slither away, eyes riveted on the nymph, so I had to hold him by the horn to keep him close, and Tiberius had started to hum Stevie Wonder’s “Superstition” for no apparent reason.

      The nymph yanked Wyatt upright and draped a lazy arm around the boy’s shoulders. He pointed with the sickle to the pyre. “Light it. Throw in the tribute, and if it’s enough, I give you the boy. If it’s not … well, my god must be appeased.”

      “Don’t you mean goddess?” I asked, eyes narrowed.

      The nymph shrugged his wiry shoulders with a robotic jerk. “They were all gods before you humans felt the need to refer to them by gender.”

      Something was off. I couldn’t put my finger on it, and without Reggie here to guide us in the ritual, I had to go with my gut.

      “How will we know if the ritual worked?” I asked.

      The Cerean nymph sighed impatiently. “The fire will glow green, and the sinkhole will accept your tribute. Nature will right itself, the ley-lines will untangle, and you can go about your mundane life like nothing happened.”

      I remembered the acorns and corn kernels at the feet of the woman half-absorbed into the earth. The memory of the phoenix’s mother, the goddess Opis, quietly in stasis until someone had discovered her. Staring at the mouth of the sinkhole, I imagined I could see her now, pulsing with a weak green light as her power faded.

      “Don’t trust him, Capitan!” Carl urged, grunting as he wrestled the incessant tooth fairy away from his mouth.

      “You got a better plan, Carl?” I demanded. “Some detail I’m missing? Because now’s the time.”

      Carl pinned the tooth fairy onto her back and weighed her down with his knee. “I … You just can’t trust him. He is not her servant.”

      “Not good enough.” I turned back to the smug nymph. “If this works, you leave.”

      He arched a golden eyebrow. “Excuse me?”

      “You’ve terrorized this town, trying to sacrifice two people, and have abandoned your duties. Reggie can do this without you. Seems like he’s been doing it for a long time now.”

      “You’ve been talking to an acolyte,” he growled.

      “Oh yeah. She’s been real chatty, too.”

      Rage twisted the nymph’s child-like face into a frightening mask. “Who are you to make such a demand?”

      Sunny? Care to explain?

      The sepia lens snapped over my vision, and my skin turned into shimmering gold. Lightning crackled from my fingertips and eyes, and the ground trembled beneath my feet. I’m not sure what the others saw, but Clyde and Tiberius both scuttled away from me, and the nymph shrank back. Wyatt just looked at me in awe like I was a character from his superhero comics.

      “And there’s more where that came from,” Brittany assured in my three-octave voice.

      The nymph looked like he was about to bow when he thought better of it and jerked upright. “Fine. Agreed.”

      Yanking the boy along with him, he snatched the torch and threw it onto the pyre. The dried grasses caught immediately, and a ripple of yellow flames encircled the pyre. The logs snapped and sizzled, and a blaze taller than Clyde clawed toward the empty heavens.

      “At your leisure,” the nymph snapped.

      I ignored him and shifted my gaze between the sinkhole and the fire. “We have enough. It’ll glow green,” I murmured, reassuring myself. “Go ahead, T.”

      The minotaur stepped up to the lip of the basin, the acorn shining in his palm.

      “No, no, no,” Clyde whispered, tugging on my sleeve. “Red.”

      “I need you to focus, Clyde.”

      He thrust a talon at the nymph. “Red. On the inside.”

      “On the inside?” Hadn’t Clyde said something about that a few days ago when we’d been fleeing to Portland? True possessions appear red. It’s like marking territory … “Tiberius, wait!”

      But the minotaur had already thrown the tribute into the fire, waving sadly with a slurred, “Bye-bye.”

      The light within the seed exploded.

      Mesmerized, I watched it become alive in the heat, pulsing like a beating heart. With each pulse the fire grew brighter, hotter, until it was like staring into the heart of a forge. The pyre collapsed, burning logs and sparking coals tumbling down the sinkhole in a whoosh of yellow cinders.

      The light flickered and dimmed the more the fire fell and seemed to gutter out completely when it hit the bottom. There was a pregnant pause where I leaned over to see better, heart in my throat, then a pillar of rippling green light shot into the sky.

      I hit the ground hard, blasted onto my back, and stared as the light lanced the star-studded fabric of the heavens like a spear. I’d never seen anything so green before, so infused with life. Not even the oldest forest clad in its springtime finest could rival the vibrancy of this light.

      A gentle breeze lifted, the refreshing kind like the first sigh of spring after a long winter, and nature began to relax. As the ley-lines untangled, the air returned to its wintery chill, and the wildflowers wilted and regressed into hibernation. I watched the fragmented and glittering lines fuse and vanish, no longer needed now that the tribute had been paid. In my backpack, a voice crackled over the police radio.

      But I was a medicus, and my life revolved around details. I snapped out of my awe, and while the Others were enthralled by the light, I shoved myself to my feet.

      “Wyatt comes with me,” I shouted.

      The nymph passed a slender hand over Wyatt’s head, then knotted his fingers in the boy’s hair. “Yeah. I lied.”

      He yanked the boy’s head back and slashed down with his sickle.
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      “Machete Man, go!” Clyde shouted like he was throwing a Pokémon ball, flashing over to Carl and depositing him right in front of the Cerean nymph.

      Let’s hear it for quick thinking.

      I mean, the demon could’ve totally saved us some time by flashing behind the nymph and ripping his head off, but Clyde was still slap-happy drunk with that pillar of green light in the air. Not to mention he was still a bit inexperienced as a battler, and Carl definitely had an axe to grind with this particular nymph.

      Screaming, Carl caught the nymph’s sickle in its downward arc with my machete. Seizing the nymph’s wrist, he tried to wrestle the sickle away from him, but the nymph was stronger than he looked. Penny locked onto the nymph’s lean leg like a hyena, digging her claws into the ground and yanking. Screeching, the nymph struggled to keep hold of the boy and defend himself from the two-pronged attack.

      Without thinking, I tapped into the fire simmering in my blood and sprinted around the henge. Blue sparks chased after me like fireflies.

      “Ooo, lightning powers. That’s badass,” the minotaur said, clapping appreciatively.

      “Do you need back up?” Clyde called. “I already gave you Machete Man, so you should be good.” The demon tittered. “Machete Man. Much better name than Carl, don’t you think?”

      “Carl. Who names someone who battles nymphs ‘Carl’?” Tiberius giggled. “That’s like calling me Albert. Who’d be afraid of a minotaur named Albert?”

      “Right?” Clyde snickered. “Or Frances. Frances don’t get possessed by phoenixes. Though it does have some nice alliteration to it—”

      “Will somebody help me up?” Blanche shrilled. “That GoneGodDamn bastard pinned my wings down!”

      “Com-ing,” Tiberius sang.

      I was on the other end of the sinkhole in seconds.

      Yeah, girl! Brittany cheered.

      BATTLE!

      As proud as I am, just be mindful not to overexert yourself, Charlotte cautioned.

      Lightning crackled in a ball over my fist as I punched the nymph in the neck. He shrieked, his nerves going numb, and Wyatt tumbled away from him.

      “NO,” the nymph roared.

      I snatched up the boy – who clung to me like a barnacle – and hollered, “Clyde! I need y—”

      The demon appeared before I could finish my sentence and gave me a sassy salute.

      Son-of-a-biscuit. He was still drunk as a skunk, not that I expected him to be sober after those Frances-and-Carl-make-for-lame-hero-names discussion. I’d just hoped for a break, but you know how my luck was. I’d have to make sure to be very specific.

      “Take the boy.”

      He wrinkled his lip in displeasure. “Ah, the prepubescent meat sack.” He held out his arms with a sigh. “Come on.”

      “Get as far away as you can, then—”

      The demon vanished.

      “—bring him to his moth—”

      Something inside me snapped. Gasping, I doubled over into the leaves. No fire simmered in my blood, no feather-light consciousness rode backseat in my mind.

      The phoenix was gone.

      Clyde, and the urn in his pouch, had gone outside the twenty-mile radius.

      I was alone. I was just … me.
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      I fought down the panic. I’d been without her before, granted that was just with Landon and not with a homicidal nymph, but I was the girl who escaped mountain lions. What was one nymph?

      Apparently, a lot.

      Penny whined, her side filleted open, as the machete and the sickle clanged like mismatched cymbals. The Cerean nymph was only a few inches taller than Wyatt, so he either aimed at Carl’s knees or sprang up like an enraged jackrabbit to slash at Carl’s face.

      But Carl wasn’t discouraged by the nymph’s quickness. He had thirty years of repressed trauma and wrath to unload, and his daily hunts for the nymph had kept him strong.

      I dodged out of the way as the slashing blades moved in my direction, scrambling up the monolith as the sickle carved away the moss where my foot had been. Crouching, I unthreaded the shotgun from my backpack straps and pulled back on the hammers until they clicked into place.

      “You took my life,” Carl shouted.

      “You weren’t using it,” the nymph sneered. “And Nature abhors waste.”

      Carl shoved the sickle away and pivoted into the nymph, trying to knock him on his back. But the Other just side-stepped, shifting his weight and rotating his sickle to slice upward into Carl’s spine. The machete swiped it aside, and Carl seized the nymph’s wrist, yanking him in for a headbutt.

      Dazed, the nymph stumbled back a step.

      I fired, the rock salt shredding that flawless bronze skin.

      Stunned, the Cerean nymph pressed a hand against his ragged flesh, staring at the blood that coated his fingers like fresh paint. His skin healed almost as fast as it had been torn, but apparently the sting still lingered because his head snapped in my direction. Eyes bulging, he hefted his sickle and sprinted toward me with a screech.

      Swearing, I cracked open the shotgun to reload.

      Carl chased after him, hacking with the machete. “I’ll not let you hurt another person again!”

      “You’ll not be doing anything again!” the nymph raged.

      The nymph rolled sideways, dodging the downswing of the machete, and spun on his knees, slicing Carl across the hamstring. The vagabond went down with a cry, clutching the back of his thigh. From behind, the sickle hooked the machete and yanked Carl’s wrist behind his neck. As the nymph hefted the sickle for the killing blow, a hot shotgun casing pelted him in the head.

      The brass cap sizzled against his ear, and when the nymph’s face jerked up, he caught another one in the nose. “Ow.”

      I leveled the reloaded shotgun at his face. “Let him go.”

      “What was your name again, human?”

      “Frances. Church.”

      “I’ll remember it.”

      The rock salt sprayed him in the face just as he sliced Carl’s throat.

      Red scattered across the leaves and dappled the lady slippers.

      “No!” I scrambled down the monolith.

      Blood stained the teeth of his maniacal smile as the nymph kicked the vagabond’s body into the sinkhole. He threw the injured dog in after him, and together Penny and Carl bounced between the fallen henges, smearing everything crimson as they tumbled toward the hole. Dog and master disappeared into the ground, their limp bodies ricocheting off stone and branch until they hit the bedrock with a faraway thud.

      The mouth of the sinkhole opened like a hellish maw, and the green light of the tribute turned the dark red of clotted blood.

      The nymph sank to his knees, his eyes bulging from the shreds of his face, and lifted his hands to the sky. “It is done!”
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      I would’ve used my shotgun like a baseball bat if the Cerean nymph wasn’t already convulsing. It was like shivering gone haywire. Or epilepsy. Or … possession.

      Whatever it was that had seized the nymph was suddenly gone, and the Other slumped face first into the ground. If he groaned or said anything, I didn’t hear it, for another wind had sprung up, this one the fierce kind that heralds a hurricane.

      I fought against the gale and snatched my machete from the rim of the sinkhole before it could be sucked in. When I turned back for the nymph, he was gone.

      I spun in a circle, looking this way and that, but I couldn’t see anything past the buffeting leaves. They whipped at my face, as did my curls, and the return to the wintery temperatures made it unbearably cold. Zipping up my jacket, I lowered my head into the wind and trudged back to where I’d left Tiberius and Blanche.

      The dark red light lengthened shadows and blurred outlines, so I stumbled and tripped far more than I would’ve liked. I thrust my hand straight out and called my friends’ names, hoping their Other hearing would lead them to me.

      Suddenly my fingers disappeared into wool-like fur, and I pulled my hair out of my face. “Tiberius,” I shouted above the wind, “where’s Blanche? We’ve got to get—”

      His fingers clamped over my throat, the rest of my words turning into a squeak. Then he lifted me off the ground by my neck and drew me in close to his face. His liquid brown eyes were dark, and his angry snorts turned into ugly red mist.

      Dropping my machete, I tore at his shaggy hand with my fingers. “T … you’re crushing … me.”

      “You deserve a slow death for all those Others you killed,” the minotaur rumbled.

      My eyes bulged. “But … I thought—”

      His dark eyes glinted, bright with rage. “That I could forgive you? You’re a liar. A deceiver. A—”

      He roared as I kicked him in the groin. I wasn’t subtle about it either. It didn’t matter that he was my friend. He was a ten-foot minotaur a second away from snapping my neck or suffocating me or biting my head off. And the unspoken Rule was that you always looked out for Number One.

      But minotaurs are tough, so my kick only made him clench. His grip on my throat never slackened, so I did something I knew I’d regret later. I stomped him in the side of his injured knee.

      Bellowing, Tiberius fell to the ground. I rolled away from him, hacking, desperate to breathe. Coughing, I stumbled forward and snatched my machete before he could get his hands on it and ran.

      I don’t know what in the EmptyHell had gotten into him, but I’m sure it had something to do with the dark red light. The sinkhole was still generating it, pumping that angry blaze high into the heavens.

      Scrambling up the hill took some time when every breath ripped through my bruised throat. It also didn’t help that halfway up, something snatched my leg and yanked me down. My feet slipped in the leaves, and I tumbled back the way I had climbed, groaning when I shored up against a fallen log.

      Blanche pounced, her iridescent wings tucked under her hoodie so she wouldn’t blow away. “I knew you weren’t my friend! I was just a convenience for you!” she screamed, slapping me hard across the face. “I was always around when you needed me, but you think I’m a freak, just like everybody else! Well then I’ll be a freak!”

      She jammed her fingers into my mouth, searching for a tooth.

      I bit down like I was snapping a carrot, but a tooth fairy’s skin is tough. Her flawless black eyes sparkled with maniacal fury as she dug in deeper.

      Gagging, I snatched her hood and yanked it over her head.

      The tooth fairy yanked her hands back to free her face, but I’d already grabbed her hem. I shoved her back as I jerked the hoodie up over her shoulders. Her exposed wings caught in the hurricane wind, and she was whisked away like a dandelion seed.

      I gasped for air and rolled over onto my hands and knees. Most of the leaves had been plucked from the ground by now, swirling like an angry swarm of plague flies up in the trees, so I was able to see a clear way out. Using the exposed tree roots, I climbed up the hill without looking back.

      Once out of the sinkhole’s valley, the wind lessened, but the red light remained. It seemed to have colored even the moon, and a sickly light shaded the forest. I didn’t have Sunny or Tiberius to tell me which was to go, so I just picked a direction. I knew from maps of the area that I’d hit a field or a road sooner than later, and then I’d be able to work my way back to … where?

      Where could I go? My house’s location was blown, not to mention the house was destroyed, my clinic might still be swarming with World Army, and from the news crackling over the radio in my backpack, every Other in town was on a rage-fueled warpath. Not that these woods were much better.

      The Others we’d seen earlier, each attracted to the siren call of the nexus, were brawling instead of carousing. Seriously, it was like a gladiator free-for-all. The Beast of Dean I’d treated for dermatitis was charging the chimera. Denis the Troll was in a clubbing match with an ogre. The harpy battled a tengu kite in the trees, their talons ripping feathers and bark alike.

      I did my best to stay out of the way, to stay inconspicuous – a variant of Rule One – because, let’s face it, I had a huge pile of shit to deal with.

      1: Sunny was gone, leaving me entirely too vulnerable in this forest full of rage-fueled Others, not to mention leaving this weird ache in my chest.

      2: One of my friends was dead, and the others wanted to either kill or maim me.

      3: The tribute offering had been a massive cock-up with repercussions I didn’t even want to begin thinking about.

      4: Hayate and Kita had attacked the Cardinelli Family, but had they been successful? Was I truly free of the Chicago mob?

      So obviously I was a little distracted with all that rattling around in my head while I was trying to find my way out of this forsaken forest that I didn’t notice I’d stumbled in on a band of fighting leprechauns.

      They took one look at me – a human whose species historically captured them for their gold – and decided I was to be held responsible for all the atrocities against their race.

      So, after I got chased by the pack of said leprechauns, I narrowly missed the bite of the quetzalcoatlita before I got her to knot herself around a tree, and presently I found myself hacking away at an angry dryad with my machete when the report of a pistol left my ears ringing.

      The dryad crumbled to the ground in a heap of leaves as I spun, searching for my savior.

      Rico pistol-whipped me across the face, dropping me to my knees.

      “Ah, she bleeds now.” He rubbed his thumb over my split lip.

      I slumped onto my hands, my head spinning. “H-how did you …”

      He seized my chin in his hand, jerking my face upward. “You want to stay off the radar, you don’t take a police radio with built-in GPS.”

      Smiling, he released my chin with a little shove.

      Then his foot cracked me in the back of the head, and my world turned black.
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      I was either at an underground rave party or in the trunk of a limousine. It was cramped, stuffy, and smelled weird. There were lights, too, teal and purple and flashing, and the sounds were a mixture of muffled voices and throbbing bass.

      But that just could’ve been my pounding headache from where Rico had kicked me in the head.

      I’ve heard about people holding grudges to the extreme, but you really couldn’t blame me for toppling your Other organ-trafficking regime when it meant saving my life and preventing an apocalypse. To hold onto that was more than a little petty, but in hindsight, petty was Rico Cardinelli’s middle name.

      Blinking rapidly, my eyes adjusted to the low light.

      Yep, I was in the trunk of a limo.

      GoneGodDamn Rule Six.

      The limo was the fancy kind – not your average nondescript vehicle for transporting bodies to dump into the Great Lakes – because even the trunk was plush-carpeted and had those micro-LED rope lights embedded along its seams. They alternated between teal, purple, and green, giving a spooky-underwater-sci-fi-movie vibe to my trapped compartment that I didn’t really care for.

      Most people make the mistake of panicking when they’re in a confined space, and yep, I joined them.

      My hands and feet instinctively splayed like I was a finalist at a snow angel competition. I pounded against anything I could. Thump. Thump. Thump-thump-thump-thump—

      A trunk-access porthole opened from somewhere on my left, and I scrambled for it. I couldn’t possibly fit through it, but it was a window into a wider world with fresh(er) air.

      There was more of that teal and purple light, still lending that trapped-in-an-underwater-facility-with-mutated-sea-creatures-slithering-about vibe, but there was space. Lots of space. And the sound of clinking crystal.

      A glass of ice cubes floating in bourbon clutched in a white-knuckled hand shifted across the porthole, and Rico bent over to glare at me.

      He looked a little worse for wear, his Armani suit stained and speckled with forest debris. His oiled black locks were a bit disheveled, and he had a deep slash on one chiseled cheek that was doing its best to clot. Beside him on the plush leather seat, the Antevortan Clock read an ominous eleven-fifty-five.

      “Stop. Moving. Stronza,” he barked. “You’ve been enough trouble already.”

      “Let me out,” I shrilled, kicking and thrashing. “I’ll pee on everything! And I’m one of those health nuts that drinks two gallons a day, so I’m fully loaded!”

      Rico pointed a threatening finger. “You keep that bladder shut, Francesca. You can lose it on camera.” Snickering, he took a sip of his drink. “I still need to finish your video for my investors.”

      Yeah … that little cinematic treasure that was going to prove that the Cardinellis could handle turmoil within their ranks … by killing me.

      It was then I realized Rico was alone in the limousine. Well, not exactly alone-alone – there were a couple of thugs in there with him – but there was a prominent member of the Cardinelli family that was distinctly missing.

      “Where’s your mother, Rico?” I asked quietly.

      He chugged the rest of his bourbon and threw the glass at the porthole. I shielded my face from the crystal shards and booze-soaked ice cubes, yelping as the limo swerved.

      Rico cursed out the driver in angry Italian, and the partition lowered so the driver could scream back at him.

      “Listen here, ya spaghetti-slurpin’ asshole,” the driver hollered with a thick Chicago accent. “I was hired to drive, not play Frogger with a road fulla bat-shit crazy Othas! There’s gonna be some evasive maneuvers, capisce?”

      Rico shrieked something, snatching his chrome-and-pearl pistol from his shoulder holster. One of the thugs lurched forward, grabbing Rico’s wrist and redirecting the barrel toward the window so he couldn’t cap the driver.

      Straining, the thug pried the gun out of Rico’s hand. “We need him, boss!”

      Rico merely yanked the thug’s own sidearm from its hip holster and shot him in the chest.

      The report left my ears ringing, but the trunk had deadened most of the sound.

      The leather creaked as the dead thug slumped against the seat, his grip on Rico’s wrist going slack. The last heir of the Cardinelli family ripped away from him.

      The two remaining thugs threw their hands up in the universal sign of surrender.

      “I’ll decide what we need,” Rico screeched at the dead body. “And you will address me by my title, which is don!”

      Guess that meant Michaela Cardinelli didn’t survive her encounter with the oni demon and the jorogumo.

      Rico waved his gun at the two remaining thugs. “Either of you got a problem with that?”

      They shook their heads quickly.

      “Good.” Rico shoved open the limo door, snatched the dead thug by the collar, and rolled him into oncoming traffic. “Now somebody get me a towel. And as for you,” he said, pointing a bloodstained finger at me, “I don’t want to hear another word come out of your mouth unless it’s a prayer. Because divine intervention is the only thing that can help you now.”

      Laughing, he slammed the porthole shut.

      I felt my anxiety spike, dangerous as a crazed German Shepherd.

      I had two choices then: get bit and lose myself to hysteria or put a muzzle on it and get a grip.

      So I slung a catch-pole around that dog’s neck, pinned it against the wall, and jammed a sedative in its ass.

      “Okay, okay, okay,” I whispered, feeling around the trunk. “What are your assets?”

      Nothing.

      No Clyde, no Sunny, no nobody. My backpack was gone, as were my machete and backup knife. And who knew where in the EmptyHell Cesare’s shotgun had gone to.

      As for the trunk, there was no luggage, no med-kit, no emergency roadside supplies. It was bare, but there was enough room to scooch into one corner and wiggle the floor mat up.

      Hello spare tire and car jack kit with detachable metal lever!

      I smoothed the floor mat back in place and clutched the lever against my chest with both hands. Now I had two weapons, the lever and the thing that had gotten me into this whole mess.

      My heart.

      This stupid thing had declared war on the Chicago mob when it had bonded me to the essence of a phoenix. This stupid thing had volunteered me to stop an apocalypse. And this stupid thing, when it hammered too loud for too long, summoned demons.

      I couldn’t count on divine intervention in this GoneGodWorld, but I certainly could count on some demonic interference.

      I just hoped that lovable idiot was within range.

      Closing my eyes, I gripped the car jack lever and let the panic take me.

      With or without the demon, when the limo finally stopped, I would come out swinging.
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      Clyde hit the limo like a wrecking ball.

      I knew it was him and not some gale-force wind or a charging rhinoceros because a fiery presence flooded my consciousness. No longer separated by that twenty-mile radius, a thunderstorm rippled lightning down every nerve.

      BATTLE! Valerie boomed.

      Her strength locked my hands and feet into position, preventing me from tumbling around in the trunk as the limo spun sideways, caught on the guardrail, and somersaulted into a ravine.

      The cacophony of breaking branches and screeching metal and popping tires drowned out anything else. I clenched my teeth, bracing hard, wishing for the inevitable jerk that signified we’d finally stopped.

      The micro-LED lights seemed to short out halfway through our descent, but I wasn’t really using my eyes anyway. They were squeezed shut, blinding myself to this nightmare.

      I got the wind knocked out of me as the limo finally collided with a tree it couldn’t bulldoze. There was a pause of delicious stillness, then the limo slid slowly trunk-first until gravel grated us to a halt.

      I waited with bated breath, the fire in my blood still fusing me to four points of the trunk, hoping I wouldn’t bust open the door to find us dangling precariously over a cliff.

      Instead, ten six-inch talons pierced the metal and ripped the trunk door from its hinges.

      A lizard-like face with red flames snapping from the eye sockets peered inside. “Maggot!”

      Before I could respond, the demon lifted me from the trunk, set me on the ground, and proceeded to inspect me in that way of his that included poking and prodding and examining my mouth and nostrils. None too delicately, I might add.

      We were at the bottom of the ravine, the moonlight glittering on the thin stream that ran through the gravel bed. The stream the demon had set me down in. Its cold water would’ve frozen my blood, not just my butt, had it not been for the phoenix keeping me toasty warm.

      “Where’s Wyatt?” I groaned, scooching out of the water. I might be indifferent to the cold, but I still didn’t like getting wet.

      “The prepubescent meat sack is with his shove-happy mother,” he said, combing through my hair for cuts. “The ungrateful wretch practically threw me aside – me, a battler demon – to get at him. I tried to assure her that I was not going to eat him, despite being such a tender morsel, but that only seemed to induce more hysterics.”

      I finally swatted his gecko-like fingers away. “That’s enough. We’re not safe here.”

      “And who’s fault is that?” The demon planted his hands on his hips. “I told you that nymph looked funny, but did you listen to me? Nooo—”

      “You were barely coherent! That stupid nexus of ley lines had you drunk as a skunk—”

      “—you did what you humans always do – which is ignore prudent advice – and then you wonder why your triglycerides are still high and every Other in this town is in a rage-fueled rampage!”

      I could only guess it had to do with the blood-contaminated tribute we’d offered to the agricultural goddess. “So why aren’t you?” I asked. “I mean, why aren’t you enraged?”

      “Because of our bond, maggot.” He shoved his branded skin under my nose. “My need to protect and serve outweighs my desire to tear you apart.”

      Nothing like an eight-foot be-horned battler demon from the Fifth Ring of Hell admitting he’s resisting the instinct to kill you. “Uh … yay?”

      The demon flapped his talons. “Do not be worried, maggot. I have the urge under control. Mostly.”

      And what about you, Sunny? I asked nervously. Are you … in control?

      Like, it’s the same difference with demon-boy. We made a promise, Brittany replied. But I’m totally unaffected, you know? Guess it’s because, like, I’m not totally myself yet?

      Whereas we are in complete control of our faculties, the other Others are not so long as the red light is present, Charlotte added. Please remind the hell-spawn that I am unable to protect you when he leaves the communication radius. You only remain invincible when I am within proximity and we are connected, and with these blood-lusty Others gallivanting about, your chances at staying alive are minimal if you order him away again.

      Understood.

      Which meant we had to get the EmptyHell out of here. The sinkhole was still pumping red light into the sky, and since I knew nothing about sacrifices or tributes other than what I had learned over the past few days, I didn’t know when it was going to stop.

      “Time to go,” I announced. “You didn’t see my backpack at all, did you?”

      “I must admit I was a bit preoccupied with your safety, not the whereabouts of your satchel,” the demon snapped.

      “Then help me look for it,” I snapped back. “It’s the only thing that’s going to get us through the next few days.” Besides having a meager number of rations – AKA Cheetos and Twizzlers – it also had the bulk of my savings and the coyotl talisman, which still had one day left of anonymity.

      “Fiiine,” the demon sulked.

      Clyde lumbered to the passenger door of the limousine, sank his claws into the dented metal, and ripped the door from its hinges.

      The report of a chrome-and-pearl pistol greeted him.
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      Seething, Clyde pressed a gecko-like finger against the bullet graze on his left cheek. “How dare you discharge your weapon at me. Don’t you know who I am? I am the sire of hurricanes, the manifestation of nightmares, the—” The demon dodged another bullet, angry red flames snapping from his eye sockets. “Oh, the very cheek!”

      His long neck struck like a cobra, disappearing into the limo one moment and reappearing the next with the chrome-and-pearl pistol – along with the hand that had fired it – in his needle-like teeth. Clyde tossed it aside, the freshly severed hand slinging blood in a wet red arc, before he pried Rico Cardinelli from the limo like a snail from its shell.

      The last surviving heir of the Cardinelli family screamed obscenities in Italian, kicking and flailing like a child who didn’t want to go down for naptime.

      “Just one more kill and I’ll be out of the qualifiers,” Clyde said, grinning his giant mouthful of teeth. “Did you know it takes ten to even make it to the leaderboard?”

      The man screeched, the scent of urea muddying the pure winter air as hot urine soaked through his Armani dress slacks.

      I’d been afraid of Rico once, but now he just looked pathetic. I didn’t pity him, per se – the man and his family had destroyed my life – but I didn’t necessarily want to see him torn apart by a demon. Clyde might not want to rip me limb from limb, but that didn’t extend to any other creature so long as that red light pumped into the sky.

      “Clyde,” I said quietly, “put him down.”

      “Aww!” The demon dumped Rico unceremoniously onto the ground.

      “Now go get the Antevortan Clock and see if my backpack is in there.”

      “Yes, maggot,” he grumbled, slithering into the backseat.

      I kept my gaze fixed on Rico, blue electricity crackling at my fingertips in case he tried anything. His dark eyes glittered with hate, but it was the hate of shame and defeat. Shaking, he untied his tie and wrapped it around his bloody stump to stop the bleeding.

      I didn’t help him.

      The limo rocked back and forth as Clyde rooted around. His lizard-like head popped out of the door a moment later, my backpack dangling from his teeth. The Antevortan Clock he clutched carefully to his chest with one hand, using the other to clamber back out into the night.

      “Two other dead men in there,” the demon said. “Do I get to count those?”

      “I think the collision did that.”

      “Ah ha, but who instigated the collision?” the demon said proudly. “That would be me. Which means I’m on the leaderboard!”

      “Congratulations,” I said dryly. “I’m very proud.”

      “I didn’t see your machete,” Clyde said, holding open my backpack so I could stuff the Antevortan Clock inside.

      Yeah, that chipped, battered, and impaled blade was probably lost in the woods forever. Poor thing needed a rest.

      And so did I.

      I settled the backpack straps over my shoulders. “Alright, let’s get out of here.”

      “What about that one?” Clyde pointed to Rico with a claw.

      “We’ll let the authorities find him. He needs to pay for all the Others he’s killed.”

      “A couple thousand dollars in fines means nothing to me,” Rico gloated. “Others don’t have the same rights, remember?”

      It was true. Murder a Class A Sentient Other, like an elf – which really only differed from humans in the shape of their ears – and you were only looking at a fine. No jail time. No ostracizing from society.

      Rico would just rebuild and start harvesting Others all over again for their magic-laced organs to sell as the latest in aphrodisiacs and cancer treatments.

      Turning around, I started to climb out of the ravine.

      “Clyde,” I called over my shoulder, “I want you to find a creative way to punish Rico for all the Others he’s helped kill. For all the body parts he’s pandered. For all the lives he’s destroyed. Can you do that for me?”

      “With pleasure!”

      “You can’t do that,” Rico shrilled. “I’m a human! They’ll hunt you down for this, Francesca! You’ll never be safe!”

      “Only if they find your body,” I muttered.
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      With Sunny fueling my steps, I made short work of that ravine. I didn’t get tired, I didn’t get scraped up climbing over all those exposed roots and half-hidden rocks, I didn’t even feel the cold of the winter air with her boiling my blood.

      So, like, what’s the plan? Brittany wanted to know.

      “The plan is we get out of here,” I said. I had to say it out loud to drown out all the shrieks and screams coming from below. Clyde was certainly being … overzealous in his task.

      Um … and go where, exactly?

      That was an excellent question, one I had been mulling over before Rico had kicked me in the head. The skinwalker was dead, my problem with the Cardinelli family was soon to be resolved thanks to Clyde, we’d rescued Wyatt from the Cerean nymph, so it looked like I could finally be free again.

      Well, mostly free. I still had to figure out how to release this phoenix, and then there was that horrible red light pumping out of a sinkhole from a ruined Corn Festival tribute.

      “GoneGodDamn it,” I muttered. It seemed like my freedom would have to wait. “We’re going back to the truck.”

      WHAT FOR? Valerie wanted to know.

      Yeah, um, I thought it wasn’t working? Brittany said.

      “It’s not, but all of my gear is still in there.” I hadn’t gotten around to unloading it after my return to Cornish Roost to face the skinwalker. “We get my stuff, and then we go … to Johnny’s.”

      Surely the kind-hearted sheriff would let me crash on his couch. Then again, I’d seen the look on his face when the Cardinellis had revealed my sordid past, and I had left him with a bullet in his chest. But in my defense, I was rushing off to stop an apocalypse.

      If I was lucky, maybe he wouldn’t even be at his house. Maybe he’d be at the hospital for a few days, and I could crash at his place under the radar and no one would notice.

      That sounded like a good plan. Or at the least the start of one.

      The sepia lens snapped over my eyes, and the phoenix’s enhanced vision let me see in the dark as I walked down the road. My boots hadn’t clunked against the pavement for more than a few steps before Clyde flashed to my side.

      He shook his hide, water slinging from his quills and horns.

      I wrinkled my nose, dancing away. “Why are you wet?”

      “Couldn’t very well have evidence clinging to me, could I? We do have cops in this town.”

      “Fair enough. And you, uh, got something dangling from your teeth. Just there.”

      “My apologies.” There was a squelching noise as the demon sucked out whatever had been trapped between his teeth. “Better?”

      “Yeah.” I climbed into his arms. “To the truck!”
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      A few seconds later, we were back in the shorn cornfield north of Wyatt’s house, and I was retching into the weeds.

      The demon embellished the truth on a lot of things, but he hadn’t been exaggerating when he’d said he could run faster than thought. It set a tornado loose in my stomach every time, but on the plus side, we got to wherever we needed to go in the blink of an eye.

      And to add another check mark in the win column, the red light was finally gone. The sky was clear, its stars all a-twinkle like we hadn’t just offered a contaminated magical tribute to the essence of some GoneGod.

      I spat the filth from my mouth. “Ugh, I don’t think I’m ever going to get used to that.”

      “How could you?” the demon sniffed. “Your musculoskeletal system is not reinforced with natural carbon fiber. Why do you think I have to hold your head? It’s so your neck doesn’t snap.”

      The Homo sapiens species is rather frail, Charlotte agreed. It would explain why you can’t channel my power for prolonged periods of time, dear.

      She said ‘dear’ the same way a Southerner says ‘bless your heart.’ There was nothing endearing or blessing about it.

      “Okay, okay, okay,” I snapped. “Thank you both for making me feel entirely inadequate. Let’s just get my stuff and go to Johnny’s, okay? Besides, I don’t see either of you evolved creatures suggesting a better plan. Y’all chose me, so either you’re both defective, or I’m a pretty badass human. How ‘bout a little respect?”

      “How amusing. I’m a battler demon from Level Five, and you’re treating me like a servant. Is that respect?” Clyde pulled my duffle bags from the truck bed and slung them over his shoulder.

      “I didn’t write the rules for the master-familiar contract,” I retorted, prying my wallet with my ID and some extra cash from the slit in the passenger seat. “You can blame your fiery underlord or those sorcerous wackos from the Renaissance or whatever for that cock-up.”

      The demon snorted. “Humans have been summoning us since before your Dark Ages, maggot. Or have you forgotten I was the personal familiar of Julius Caesar? You think it was a rat that caused the Black Plague? Don’t make me laugh.”

      “You can regale me with an updated history lesson when we’re not out in the open.” I pointed at the clear sky. “The red light might be gone, but we have no idea what it affected.”

      Don’t we? Brittany asked quietly. Or, like, have you forgotten what we saw in the sinkhole?

      What Allie and I had seen in the sinkhole. How could I forget? It’s what had sparked the argument between Allie and me which had resulted in Allie going AWOL. I didn’t know if she was dead or just dormant, and I had no idea if I’d ever ‘hear’ from her again.

      So yeah, I remembered what I’d seen in that sinkhole. We’d relived a goddess’s memory of how she imprisoned the evil doppelganger half of her husband in what we humans have mistaken for a planet for centuries.

      Saturn – the prison planet – glittered like a yellow diamond in the sky. And if I didn’t know any better, it looked like it was getting bigger.

      I tore my eyes from the sky. We don’t know anything for sure, I stressed. Let’s not panic.

      “Maggot, I hate to interrupt your conversation with … who’s the diva again? Brittany? But—”

      Did you just call me a diva, demon-boy? the phoenix shrilled.

      Son-of-a-biscuit, not so loud! And if the shoe fits …

      “—we have another problem,” the demon finished.

      I followed his claw to the south, to the green light flashing intermittently from a doublewide trailer.

      And to all the Others converging onto the source.

      There were dozens, maybe even a hundred, of Others traipsing through the woods with one goal in mind.

      Wyatt.

      I felt my heart thud into my toes. “What the … ?”

      “We traded a magical tribute,” the demon said. “The original one within the boy remains.”

      Fairy farts. “It’s a GoneGodDamn signal flare.”

      Clyde nudged my arm. “I told you we should just sacrifice the boy. Now every Other will be hunting him down. Can you imagine what someone could do with all that raw magic?”

      I chewed my bottom lip. “Son-of-a-biscuit.”
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      I hurled the last of the bile out of my stomach into the hedges as Clyde flashed up the porch steps and punched his fist through the front door of Wyatt’s trailer. I’m pretty sure the demon had meant to merely knock, but we had only minutes before the rest of the Others arrived, and I’m sure he was feeling the stress of the situation.

      The demon extracted his fist and pressed an ember-like eye against the hole. “Prepubescent meat sack! Are you in there?”

      “Just go in, Clyde,” I urged, stumbling up the steps.

      “That would be rude, maggot.” He returned to the hole and bellowed, “Can we come in?”

      “You’re not eating my son!” Emily Palmer screamed from inside.

      I shoved Clyde aside and shouldered open the door.

      Wyatt’s mother shrieked and snatched up her son’s little league baseball bat. “You!”

      “Hi, Emily.” I skirted around her to the kitchen so I could rinse out my mouth. It truly tasted terrible. “We have a little bit of a situation.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Clyde lumbered into the house, slung my duffle bags into a heap by the television, trudged down the hall, and threw open the door to Wyatt’s bedroom. “This situation.”

      Wyatt was asleep – though it totally could’ve been a magic-induced coma – on his bed, tendrils of green light wafting from his skin like steam. The wisps flashed brightly like startled fish, illuminating the room emerald green before going dormant again. And every flash was a siren’s call that could be seen from the room’s windows.

      Guess it was too late for Rule One. They already knew where we were.

      I didn’t blame Emily. There was no way she could’ve seen it with the door shut while she was watching what looked like The Bachelor from the living room and drinking what smelled like Irish coffee. If I’d had my kid kidnapped by a homicidal nymph and missing for four days only to have him returned to me by a demon, I’d be desperate to unwind, too.

      “Oh my GoneGods, Wyatt!”

      I grabbed Emily before she could rush to her son’s bedside. She looked like she was going to claw her way out of my grip. “No,” I insisted. “Don’t touch him.”

      “Listen to the maggot, Shover of Men. Magic and humans don’t normally mix. Prolonged exposure to a concentrated source such as this would affect you much like ionizing radiation.” Clyde inhaled deeply, humming with pleasure. “But to Others … Oh my. It’s … intoxicating.”

      The red seams in his ember-like eyes flared into yellow flames with excitement.

      “Aaand you’re done,” I said. “Clyde. Front door guard duty. Now.”

      “Aww!” But the demon flashed away to carry out my explicit command. I knew he was there when he exclaimed, “Ooo! Looks like Veronica’s still in the running. You go, girl!”

      Magic-drunk demons, whaddya gonna do?

      The sepia lens shuttered over my eyes, and the boy lit up like a match-stick in the phoenix’s vision.

      WOAH! Valerie exclaimed.

      Yeah …

      Emily finally relaxed, her doe-eyes widening as the tendrils of light continued to flash between brilliant emerald and muted green. I let her go.

      She wiped a tear from her cheek. “What is that?”

      “Leftovers from that botched Corn Festival,” I muttered. “It’s what’s attracting all those Others.”

      Emily flew to the window. “There are Others out there?”

      I didn’t need to join her at the window to confirm that the Others were converging steadily through the moonlit forest. We’d passed them on the way when Clyde had flashed us over here. “Yes, and they’re coming for your son.”

      “But I just got him back!”

      “What do you think I’m here for? To get him somewhere safe. Now get away from the window.”

      “What can you do?” she asked. “You’re just a veterinarian.”

      I was a medicus, actually, the badass version of a veterinarian that treated mythical creatures, and I was the host of one of the most powerful Others this world had ever seen.

      I know Emily hadn’t meant it meanly, but I’d had enough of people judging me or second-guessing my motives. “For starters, I got my demon to return your boy to you after I saved him when no one else would,” I barked. “And I’m pretty much the only human on the planet who can safely touch him right now.”

      “H-how—”

      My hands tightened into fists. “It’s. Complicated.”

      “But that’s my son,” she whispered. “And I barely know you.”

      That was my fault, of course. Rule Two: don’t get attached. I took a deep breath.

      “But your son does,” I said softly. “I’ve fed him, bought him school supplies, and GoneGodDamn it, I’ve even clothed him. Can’t you see I’d never hurt him?”

      Sniffling, she nodded and wiped her nose. “Please … be careful.”

      Then she backed away and gave me some room.

      I approached Wyatt carefully, afraid to disturb him. I’d seen too many movies of child prodigies throwing temper tantrums that destroyed buildings. Having the phoenix simmering in my blood would certainly mitigate any explosive response. Or radioactive ones.

      I hoped.

      Gently, I touched the boy’s hand.

      The fire in my blood purred in response.

      Not you, too, I groaned.

      Like, you know how you get all warm and gooey around Johnny? Brittany asked. Especially when he’s wearing the fleece jacket that smells of woodsmoke and apples?

      My cheeks flushed. I don’t know that I do that.

      Whatever. It’s like that. Times, like, a billion.

      Gross. You’re aroused right now?

      I’m coming … alive.

      Yeah … this is super uncomfortable now.

      Don’t judge me! I’m attracted to life. And this boy is it.

      We’re still gonna stop talking about it now. I wiggled my hands under Wyatt’s shoulder and legs and lifted the sleeping/comatose boy from his bed. The little wisps of light seemed to have no effect on me, and it was easy enough to ignore the pleasured humming of the phoenix in my head.

      “Get his coat,” I told Emily. “We’re leaving.”

      “Where can we go?” she asked, hurrying to the closet. “The sheriff’s station?”

      Even that reinforced building couldn’t hold back the tide of Others that was approaching. We had to get away. As in, miles. Until we could figure out how to contain this.

      “Sure,” I lied. “Can we take your car?”

      Emily bustled down the hall. “I’ll grab my keys. And Frances?”

      “Yes?” I sighed.

      “Thanks.”

      “You can thank me later. We need to go.”

      “We should’ve done that five minutes ago,” Clyde said, peering through the hole in the front door. “They’re already here.”
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      Fairy farts.

      “Can we fight our way out?” I asked the demon.

      “Fight?” Emily shrilled. “All I have is a baseball bat!”

      “You could make a Molotov cocktail with that Jameson Irish Whiskey you have under your kitchen sink,” Clyde said, his attention still on what approached beyond the door. “You’re not completely weaponless, Shover of Men.”

      Flushing, Emily hurried into the kitchen.

      “Not that a Molotov would do us any good,” the demon drawled. “There’s an ogre out there, a manticore, a chimera, a peryton, and those are just the big ones. Oh, look! There’s Tiberius! I can see that flashing yellow collar around his neck. Poor fellow is so far back in the pack. He looks terrible with that limp.”

      I didn’t want to fight Tiberius again. For starters, he was my friend, and second, an enraged minotaur was one thing, but a power-hungry minotaur was something completely different. An angry one you could reason with, but one consumed by the lust for magic … good luck.

      Something thudded against the back of the doublewide. Another something joined it, and soon the pounding of countless hands, paws, hooves, and dare I say even flippers made the trailer shiver.

      “Okay,” I said. “Change of plans. We’re not fighting. We’re running. Clyde, you’re gonna get us out of here.”

      Let’s hear it for Rule Five! Plan B for the win!

      “Excuse me?” the demon said. “You’re not possibly be suggesting that I carry three humans and run, are you?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m suggesting.”

      “I don’t have enough arms!”

      “I carry Wyatt, you carry me, and Emily will ride on your shoulders.”

      “I will need my horns to plow a path. The Shover of Men will be knocked off.”

      “Then Emily will ride piggyback style. Simple.”

      “But he’s got quills on his back,” Emily protested.

      “Yeah!” the demon agreed.

      I ignored them both. “That’s what comforters are for. Where’s your linen closet?”
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      “Worst. Master. Of all time,” the demon sulked. “I look ridiculous.”

      He looked like a hedgehog that had rolled around in a bag of mini marshmallows. Pillows stuck to his quills, hiding their sharp points.

      “I dunno, I think you look pretty dashing,” I said. “Now hurry up. Others are trying to break in, remember?”

      The trailer positively shook under the assault. I’d already had to throw the Jameson Molotov cocktail out the front door to keep those magic-hungry bastards at bay. Not that I blamed them, really. They were intoxicated by the magic, and we all know people act stupid when they’re drunk.

      Clyde sank into a hunch, and Emily tied Wyatt’s Superman comforter around his neck like a cape. The thick polyester fill did a pretty decent job smoothing down over the pillows, adding an extra buffer against his quills accidentally impaling Emily.

      She used the couch as a mounting block, carefully hooking her legs over Clyde’s elbows and nearly strangling him with her arms around his long neck. She wore her thickest peacoat for protection, her hat scrunched down over her forehead to protect her eyes and ears. Oven mitts covered her hand and forearms.

      Groaning, Clyde cradled me and Wyatt in his arms. “You all need to go on dietary restrictions. Ready?”

      Sunny? I need you to focus and not get all gooey about the magic boy I’m carrying.

      I WILL DO MY JOB CREDIBLY.

      Valerie. Just the Viking I needed for this job. I could count on the warrior to stay focused during a battle.

      YOU MIGHT JUST NEED TO REMIND ME WHAT THAT IS FROM TIME TO TIME.

      I just rolled my eyes. “Alright, Clyde. Pretend you’re running toward a nice juicy kraken egg far, far away from here.”

      He blinked his ember-like eyes at me, not understanding.

      “That means go, Clyde, and don’t let anything stop you.”

      “Ah!”

      The demon kicked open the door and barreled into the night.
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      Horns lowered and elbows flared, Clyde resembled a linebacker from Team Inferno as he dashed through the forest. His barbed tail took care of anyone quick enough to grab him, swinging like a medieval morning star into faces or ribs or other tender appendages.

      It was like a mashup game of American football and MMA cage fighting with a 100-yard dash thrown in.

      Weighed down by two-and-a-half humans, the demon could only run at a fraction of his usual pace. Which meant I got to take in the scenery – a blur of nighttime mist, barren trees, and a motley assortment of Others – as he flashed by at a slow sixty-miles-per-hour.

      The coat I had thrown over Wyatt didn’t do as great of a job of concealing the wisps of green light as I had hoped. It only invigorated the Others closest to us to redouble their efforts, but the tendrils of light that Clyde inhaled during his mad dash healed him instantaneously of any wounds they inflicted on him.

      And Valerie was doing a great job zapping anyone else with bolts of electricity, sending Others somersaulting through the air with miniature psionic blasts, and setting more than one on fire with little golden flames.

      I was about to praise her for her remarkable restraint when I realized it was only because she was heavily distracted by the magical boy I held in my arms. I guess the magic leaking out of him was far more potent than the tangled ley-lines had been.

      HOW IS MY WIDDLE SOLARFLARE DOING? ARE THE BIG BAD OTHERS SCARING YOU? AUNTIE VALERIE WILL BURN THEM ALL TO ASH FOR HER WIDDLE SOLARFLARE, WON’T SHE? YES, SHE WILL—

      Valerie! I admonished. Focus!

      She blasted a trio of elves back into a cloud of pixies without so much as a glance in their direction. AWW, I’LL BE BACK FOR YOU, WIDDLE SOLARFLARE.

      Ogre, Valerie! Ogre incoming!

      She actually looked this time, a bolt of blue lightning exploding the club in his fist and a zap of gold flames igniting his pants on fire. He abandoned his sprint, sliding on his backside instead to douse the flames.

      Clyde leapt over him as nimbly as a gazelle, whumping the ogre in the stomach with his tail for good measure.

      He dodged the swipe of the peryton’s antlers – a half-stag, half-bird Other with a nasty disposition – jumped over an entire army of gnomes, and snapped a dryad’s bow with his jaws.

      We were almost clear of the trees, almost back in that forsaken cornfield where there would be room to actually put some distance between us and our pursuers, when Emily shrieked.

      “Only Frances and I get to ride Clyde, you hussy!” a familiar voice shrilled.

      Emily yelped, her hands around Clyde’s neck torn apart as someone jerked her back.

      “The Shover of Men is slipping,” the demon announced to no one in particular.

      I lunged, squishing Wyatt into Clyde’s chest, and snatched Emily’s flailing hand.

      An angry blue dart in a hot pink babydoll was doing her best to yank Emily off, grabbing coat, hat, hair, whatever she could. The hoodie she’d been wearing a few hours ago to conceal the brightness of her lingerie was nowhere to be seen.

      “Shover of Men? You gave her a pet name? I don’t even have a pet name! How could you?” Blanche shrilled again. Her dragonfly wings buzzed louder than chainsaws as she fought to keep up with Clyde.

      But the demon wasn’t listening. He was too busy enjoying the contact high from Wyatt squished against his scales.

      “Ooo!” the demon purred, shivering. “It’s better than the bubbling lava pits back home. I’ve never felt this way before.”

      “Keep running, Clyde,” I commanded, still trying to keep Emily from being plucked away by the angry tooth fairy.

      “What does this human wench give you that I can’t?” Blanche demanded.

      “It’s … incredible.” Even Clyde’s voice quivered with pleasure.

      I pulled Wyatt away from his scales. “Blanche, it’s not what you think,” I insisted. “Now let Emily go!”

      “Yeah! Let me go!” Emily wailed, smacking wildly with her free hand.

      “Stop defending him, boss,” the tooth fairy screeched. “This is between him, me, and this no-good man-stealing strumpet! Crowns and cavities, where’s my drill when I need it?”

      “And I said Let. Me. GO!” Emily pinched an eyelash extension and ripped.

      Screaming, Blanche covered her eye with her bony fingers and disappeared into the pursuing tide of Others.

      With the love-spurned tooth fairy no longer slowing us down, we broke through the last of the trees and into the cornfield. The contact high had increased the demon’s stamina, and he easily pulled away from the pack. His broad feet smashed the cornstalks into powder as he flashed across the field.

      “Now what?” Emily shouted.

      I wasn’t really sure. To be honest, I hadn’t thought we’d actually get this far.

      And it looked like we weren’t going to get much farther because Clyde began to slow.

      “Clyde, what are you—”

      The demon ground to a halt, half a dozen yards from a hulking figure that blocked his path. A ten-foot tall Other with thick shoulders, a shaggy hide, hooved feet, and one horn snapped off.

      “Give me the boy,” Tiberius demanded.
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      The wounded minotaur stood with his weight shifted onto his good leg, the yellow light of his tracker collar flashing in its orbit around his neck like a comet.

      Clyde took a tentative step forward. “Tiberius?”

      “Give me the boy, Frances,” the minotaur repeated.

      “Don’t you dare!” Emily shrilled.

      “Keep going, Clyde,” I urged. I wiggled in a giddy-up fashion in his arms. “Why are you stopping?”

      “Tiberius is a member of the Brotherhood,” the demon protested. “Perhaps we should hear him out?”

      I still didn’t understand this brotherhood of theirs – created not too long ago when I’d ordered Clyde to hide Tiberius from the town’s law enforcement during that whole skinwalker debacle – but it had definitely forged a deep bond between the two Others.

      I cast a quick glance over Clyde’s shoulder. The Others hadn’t broken from the tree line just yet, but they would in a matter of minutes. But I could take a minute, for my friend.

      My grip tightened around the boy I held in my arms. The green wisps of magic illuminated the freckles on his face, cast strange highlights in his hair. He looked like he was deep in a pleasant sleep, not cursed in a magical coma. Which is what I was pretty convinced was happening right now. Unlike Others, humans weren’t built for harnessing magic.

      Except me.

      And I only think I was able to do it because it was a phoenix I was bonded with. A phoenix who could rejuvenate itself. And me. Had it been any other mythical creature, I might’ve been torn apart by now. But my body certainly couldn’t handle its power for extended periods of time, breaking down with its headaches and brain aneurysms faster than even the phoenix could mend it.

      We were strong when we were together, up until a point. And then sometimes it was safer when we were apart. We couldn’t kill each other then. Just another reason to figure out how to sever our bond and make her corporeal again.

      Stay alert, Sunny, I told the voice. I’m going to have a little chat with Tiberius.

      I may have overindulged, but I assure you, I’m in complete control of my faculties, dear, Charlotte slurred. Steady on.

      I didn’t know if that last part was directed at me or to her, but I didn’t have any time to waste figuring that out.

      “Why should I give him to you, T?” I asked the minotaur.

      The Other took a lumbering step forward, straining to keep as much weight off his injured knee as possible. Though crazy with lust for the magic I held in my arms, he was still smart enough to know he was too disadvantaged to compete with the Others that had swarmed the house. So he’d stayed on the fringes of the crowd, letting the rest of the rabble slow us down so he could have us all to himself.

      “You want him to heal your knee?” I pressed. “To restore your ruined horn? That’s pretty selfish, Tiberius.”

      “I want him for Mindy,” the minotaur answered quietly.

      GoneGodDamn Rule Two. Don’t let anybody get too close. That rule was in place for a reason, so I wouldn’t make friends who’d then inevitably prey upon my GoneGodDamn bleeding heart.

      “She’s still in the hospital after the skinwalker attacked her,” Tiberius continued earnestly. “She’s already burned up so much time just trying to stay alive …”

      Burning time. It’s how Others used magic. And Mindy, a bovine-headed ex-handmaiden of Hathor, had burned at least a few years of her life to keep herself from bleeding out on the pavement after the skinwalker had attacked her.

      The skinwalker I had unwittingly lured into town.

      I glanced down at Wyatt.

      All the boy needed to do was touch her, and a few seconds of contact would heal her completely. It had been healing Clyde from the wounds he’d sustained in our mad dash through the gauntlet of Others for the last ten minutes.

      Healing Mindy was a noble cause, and I was in the position to do it.

      And why not? I asked myself. It’s just a little detour—

      But where will it end? Charlotte hiccupped.

      Even drunk, the phoenix had a point. I couldn’t just pick and choose who I give this excess magic to. Did I even have the right? Reggie – the Green Man who just so happened to be the servant of one of the most powerful agricultural goddesses this world had ever seen – had been the one to collect all this energy and refine it into magic. It was his responsibility, I guess, but he was nowhere to be found, and so the executive decision had been left to me.

      I just wished there was some way to distribute it equally. The longer it stayed concentrated in this boy, who couldn’t protect it the way the Green Man had, the more it would draw attention from good and bad Others alike.

      Emily must’ve sensed my hesitation for she clambered down from Clyde’s back, shucking her oven mitts. “Don’t you even think about it, Frances,” she warned.

      “Shover of Men! How dare you dismount me in the middle of a chase,” Clyde admonished. “Remount this instant! But if you insist on abandoning us at this most inopportune time, then I must insist you remove these infernal bed linens. They are absolutely ruining my aerodynamicity.”

      “Get back on the demon, Emily,” I ordered.

      Emily tried to grab her boy out of my arms, but Clyde merely lifted the two of us above his head like a playground bully with someone else’s toy. “You promised me you’d take Wyatt somewhere safe,” she said, yanking on Clyde’s arms. The demon didn’t budge. “Instead, you’re just gonna use him to help your friends? How does that make you any different from the Others hunting him down?”

      It didn’t. Not really.

      Even though I wasn’t a danger – I wasn’t enthralled by the magic leaking out of him after all – I would be taking him to an undefendable position to heal an Other that was healing just fine by herself, albeit very slowly.

      “Choose, maggot,” the demon said. “Our harriers have emerged!”

      The ground trembled as the Others broke free of the forest and thundered across the field. The ogre even bellowed, brandishing a tree trunk as his new make-shift club.

      I wrapped my arms around Wyatt. “I’m sorry, T. My first priority is the boy.”

      The minotaur snorted. “If you won’t give him to me to help Mindy, then I will take him.”

      Tiberius charged, the lust for the magic outweighing the pain in his leg.

      Emily dove out of the way as Clyde pivoted, shielding me and Wyatt against his chest as the quills along his spine flared. His tail smacked Tiberius across his shaggy hindquarters as he stampeded past, crackling like a wet towel in a boy’s locker room.

      “OW!” the minotaur shouted, clutching his butt. “You hit me, Clyde!”

      “Well, you charged me!” the demon snapped. “What was I supposed to do?”

      “But we are of the Brotherhood,” Tiberius protested, circling. “We shouldn’t fight one another.”

      “Then stop your attack.” Clyde inched around, edging toward Emily who was scooting away from the circling Others on all fours like a crab.

      “But Mindy—”

      “My maggot has spoken!” Angry red flames sprouted from the demon’s ember-like eyes. “The boy is not for you!”

      Tiberius lunged, not for Wyatt, but for his mother.

      Emily shrieked as a hand the size of a baseball mitt seized the front of her jacket and hoisted her into the air. Legs kicking three feet off the ground, she scratched at the back of his hand, but the wool proved impervious to her manicured nails.

      She shook in his grip, not because she was scared, but because of the vibrations from the ground as the fast-approaching Others pounded the cornfield into compost. And to make matters worse, a horrible wind had sprung up, tossing debris into the air like a ticker tape parade. We were lucky to see three feet in front of our noses.

      “Ugh! Shover of Men, what did I say about dismounting in the middle of a chase?” the demon complained. “What is it about humans and ignoring prudent advice? First you, maggot, with your triglycerides, then this—”

      “The boy, or I’ll take his mother,” the minotaur interrupted crossly. “I only want to borrow him, Frances.”

      “Taking hostages? This is not you, T,” I shouted angrily. “You are a good minotaur, remember? What would Mindy think of you threatening a little boy and his mother on her behalf? She’d be disgusted, that’s what!”

      But as it turned out, I didn’t need to try to persuade Tiberius for two reasons.

      One: Emily had managed to undo all the buttons on her peacoat, and since Tiberius had grabbed her by her clothes and not her actual body, she was able to squirm free of her coat and drop down into the dirt.

      And two: the collar around Tiberius’s neck with its flashing yellow light suddenly turned blue, and an electric charge tasered him like he’d been caught in a lightning storm.

      The minotaur howled, flesh sizzling, and slumped face-first onto the frosty ground.

      Unfortunately for Emily, when she had fallen free of her coat, her ankles had buckled, slamming her into the minotaur’s shaggy legs. So she got just as much of the electrical sting as the minotaur, and now lay half-pinned under Tiberius’s bulk.

      I wiggled out of Clyde’s arms.

      “Maggot! Come back this instant!”

      “Get her up,” I shouted above the wind. It was buffeting now, trying to flatten me against the ground. “If we leave her, someone else might try to use her as leverage.”

      “And the prepubescent meat sack would try to rescue her,” the demon growled. “Ugh. Humans and your familial ties.”

      He lumbered over to the minotaur, grabbed him by a meaty shoulder and a shaggy flank, and rolled him off of Emily.

      Blood trickled out of the corner of her mouth from where she’d bitten her tongue, and she was as limp as a ragdoll when Clyde hoisted her into his arms.

      “Get her coat, too,” I said. “We can’t have her freezing to death.”

      Clyde tossed the coat haphazardly onto the woman in his arms. “What now? I can’t carry all three of you like this. My arms aren’t big enough.”

      I chewed my lip, my eyes darting back and forth through the screen of swirling debris. Sunny, a little help here?

      Like, sorry, Brittany said sheepishly. That boy is just so yummy!

      The sepia lens shuttled over my eyes, and my vision sharpened. I could see through the whirling leaves and corn husks that the Others were almost upon us. Just a minute away, if that. They had slowed, the wind and its debris impairing their senses just as it had ours.

      But the wind was dying down now, oddly gusting at eye level, and the Others were picking up speed. But it wasn’t the thunder of their hooves and paws and feet I was hearing now.

      It was the whap-whap-whap of rotor blades.
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      Landon Falls jumped out of the helicopter the moment it landed, stuffing a transmitter into his swirling suit jacket.

      Four other agents followed him, Beefcake and Chin among them, their tactical armor a little worse for wear after their tumble with the Green Man.

      “You’re a little late to the party,” I barked.

      “Of course, you’d be here in the middle of this mess,” Landon said loudly over the rotor wash. “What the hell did you do?”

      “You act like everything is my fault!”

      “It usually is!” He peered at the bundle I was carrying. “What is th—”

      “No touchy! And how did you find us?”

      “I came for the minotaur. And for the urn. And to save your butt, apparently.”

      “Seriously? After all that’s happened, you’re still gonna try to take the urn and imprison my – you know what? Forget it. We’ve got bigger problems.” Ducking my head, I hurried past him to the helicopter. “Clyde! Bring Emily!”

      Surprised, Landon chased after me. “Hey! This bird can’t take the extra weight—”

      Ignoring him, I settled Wyatt on the seat and strapped him in, smacking Landon’s hand away. I shifted Wyatt’s coat, revealing the tendrils of green light that wafted from his body. When Landon’s eyes bulged out of his head, I stuffed the coat back into place.

      The boy secure, I jumped out of the helicopter.

      And landed right on my ass.

      Clutching my head, I let Landon haul me upright. Since when did I get dizzy?

      Clyde shouldered Landon out of the way, jostling me back to the ground, and deposited Emily on the opposite side of the cabin. His six-inch talons made a mess of the seatbelt, so in the end, he just tied a knot around her waist and gave her a good-luck pat on the head.

      Landon wrenched me upright a second time, his hands pinching my shoulders. “What in the EmptyHell is going on here?”

      I wrested away from him, stumbling. “The short version is Wyatt is leaking magic, raw magic, and it’s attracting every Other in town like a GoneGodDamn beacon.” I pointed to the Others barreling towards us. “What would happen if, I don’t know, a notoriously bad Other like an ogre or a chimera got a power boost?”

      “We call that ‘leveling up’ in Hell,” Clyde interjected. “It’s when you’ve amassed enough ExP – that’s experience points – to increase your BAMF rating. Your stamina and knowledge increase, and there are often physical changes as well. I knew a demon once whose hide had become the equivalent of plate armor after leveling up. Though I can’t tell you his name – that’s against demonic code – he was from Clutch Kappa and wasn’t very particularly nice to me.”

      Landon just stared at him, one eye twitching in mental overload.

      “In this GoneGodWorld, however,” Clyde continued to ramble, “leveling up is still possible for some Others. But it takes an incredible amount of time. Much less, if they get their hands on the prepubescent meat sack.”

      I shook my head, trying to clear my vision. All I wanted to do was lie down and sleep, and this educational lecture wasn’t helping. “The point is, don’t touch. Clyde said it’s really potent, like radiation poisoning or something.”

      Landon snapped his fingers. “We have an Ipy sarcophagus at the base, a sort of hyperbaric recompression chamber, but for magic.” He pursed his lips, and an ear-splitting whistle got his agents’ attention. “Leave the minotaur! Everybody back in the chopper!”

      But the Others had finally reached us.

      Beefcake shouted as a Pope Lick Monster butted him in the stomach with his ram horns. The notorious half-man half-sheep Other – a staple of Louisvillian folklore – circled around for another shot, its cloven feet digging into hard earth. Beefcake grabbed the creature by the horns, swinging him into a clot of charging jackalopes like a bowling ball.

      Screeching, Chin smacked away the tentacles of a cecaelia, but with eight of them, the octopus version of a mermaid was quickly overpowering him. Until Chin managed to extract his cattle prod and ram it into the gelatinous mound that would’ve been her ass if she’d been a full woman. Squealing, her inky black tentacles writhed like a nest of enraged pit vipers.

      Landon fired the taser bullets he was so fond off, zapping a dryad and the cloud of pixies unconscious, and just pissing off the ogre. He drew his katana and jumped, flashing across the moonlit night as if he was the hero of a John Woo movie, and sheared the antlers off the peryton.

      After Clyde had shed the last of his pillows – having slung them at a charging pint-sized army of gnomes – and had used the Superman comforter to blind the ogre, we took up defensive positions around the helicopter, the demon swinging with his tail, and me with my fists. Until Landon tossed me his tanto knife.

      Like I needed it with a phoenix infusing my blood with invincible fire.

      Except I couldn’t use her power. One, because I was so tired I could barely stand, and two, there were humans around. The World Army would snatch me up and treat me like some science experiment, and then I could kiss my hard-earned freedom goodbye. I hadn’t just survived the downfall of the Cardinelli Family to go on the run again, this time from a governmental agency. It was exhausting always looking over your shoulder.

      But from the looks of it, that might be a future I didn’t have to worry about. Because the World Army agents were outnumbered ten-to-one, if not more, and they were only armed with taser weapons.

      There were too many of them, and the Others in the rear of the horde had decided to circle around, going for the helicopter, and the magical boy inside, directly.

      But the pilot was either crazy-smart or just crazy-scared and started to take off.

      Scrambling into the cabin, Landon stuck his head out and whistled that ear-splitting whistle again. “We are leaving,” he hollered. “Get your asses back here!”

      He thrust his hand out to me, his brown eyes panicked and pleading, but before I could even think about taking it, the tentacle of the cecaelia knocked me aside. Guess Chin should’ve set his taser to well-done instead of rare.

      “Frances!” Landon shouted.

      I hit the ground hard, rolling to a stop a dozen yards away with a groan.

      Oh, come on, Brittany drawled. You’re not even bruised.

      I can still feel some pain, you know, I growled. And why am I so GoneGodDamn tired? Aren’t you supposed to invigorate me or something?

      You held onto that boy for quite a long time, dear, Charlotte said. Apparently, I could not mitigate all of his effects.

      “Maggot!” Clyde abandoned his position, whooshed right in front of me, and yanked me off the ground.

      He encircled me with his arms, shielding me as the Others swarmed past. But they left us alone. We weren’t their target.

      The helicopter was.

      A troupe of sprites snatched the skid, dangling from it and each other like the plastic pieces from the Barrel of Monkeys children game, except there was nothing childish about them. They each had pointed teeth and nails that dug into the metal as they scrambled toward the cabin door.

      The harpy and the tengu kite it had been fighting not an hour ago in the forest had apparently joined forces and were leading an aerial assault. Landon smacked at their taloned feet with the butt of his gun, yelping as the harpy raked through his suit jacket and made fleshy ribbons of his forearm.

      “Clyde, get the agents back on the helicopter. Now!” I ordered.

      The demon flashed away, plucking Beefcake away from an elf he’d just put into a headlock and flinging him into the cabin, followed by the other two agents, extracting Chin from the amorous embrace of a succubus last. It was like watching a black pinball ding-ding-dinging through bumpers on a high-scoring streak.

      Lastly, he barreled through the net of sprites, plucking them from the skids like a chimp at a termite mound. But instead of eating them, he tossed each of them over his shoulder in such rapid succession their curses blurred into one continuous high-pitched squeal.

      He’d just plucked the last one free when the Pope Lick Monster snatched the opposite skid and swung his cloven feet right into Clyde’s face.

      “Clyde!” Fire hummed in my blood as I raced across the field.

      The battler demon fell like a stone, the direct hit stunning him stiff like a basilisk’s stare.

      The helicopter dipped at a dangerous angle as the Pope Lick Monster scrambled to heave himself upright onto the skid.

      Blood dripping down his hand, Landon fired his last taser bullet into the sheep-man’s face.

      But that crackle of electricity wasn’t the thing that had made him release his grip.

      It was the lightning bolt I’d shot into his leg. Nobody hurt my demon.

      OOO! ZINGER! Valerie shouted.

      But it was all I had left. Head throbbing, I stumbled back as the sheep-man convulsed to the ground, shielding my eyes from the downwash as the helicopter straightened.

      “Somebody get me a rope,” Landon hollered as the helicopter climbed. “Hold on, Frances, just—”

      “Go!” I shouted, waving him on. I was too weak to climb anyway. “They don’t want us. Just go! I know where to find you, remember?”

      He nodded once, a sharp up-down of his chiseled chin. He yanked the cabin door closed, and the helicopter banked, retreating into the moonlit sky.
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      I slapped at the demon’s cheeks. “Wake. Up.”

      Clyde’s ember-like eyes rolled around like marbles in his head, orange flames of annoyance flaring to life. His talons nudged a spot on his jaw. “I think that ovine bastard loosened a tooth!”

      “On the list of things to worry about, I’d say that was right at the bottom.” I tugged on his arm. “We’re not safe here, remember?”

      The demon sprang to his feet, searching in all directions. “Did they get away?”

      “Yeah. But now we have them to contend with.” I pointed to the milling rabble of Others. “They could be angry with our interference.”

      Some shook their heads as if coming out of a daze; others trailed half-heartedly in the direction the helicopter had gone; still others bickered amongst themselves, renewing old rivalries or just simply taking out their frustrations on each other. Like the displaced aggression you’d see in dogs.

      The demon instinctually flared his quills and talons, his barbed tail lashing the shorn cornstalks.

      “Let’s just try to walk away,” I whispered. “Nice and easy. We’ll come back for my stuff later.”

      As we backed away, my jelly legs tripped over an elf lying face-down between the rows of cropped cornstalks. The Other sprang to life like a wind-up toy, clods of dirt dripping from his face as he frantically searched here and there.

      “Where is it? Where did it go?” he shrieked.

      “Shh,” I soothed, trying to use my best bedside manner voice when in reality I just wanted to strangle him so he’d be quiet. “Just calm down.”

      “Calm down? Calm down? How can you say such a thing?” He stumbled away from me, frantic. “I haven’t felt an energy like that even when I lived in the heart of the Enchanted Forest. Where did it go?”

      “Yeah,” a naiad wanted to know. “Last thing I remember was you”—she pointed a finger at me—“a human, preventing us from getting at it. Since when do humans have a say in magical matters?”

      I lifted my hands as I backed away, the phoenix fire rising in my blood defensively. “Now hang on—”

      “A magical source comes around like this once in, oh wait, never, and you’re gonna deny us? Who gave you the right?”

      “The next thing you know, humans are going to require permits for us to fly around in their cities!” the harpy shrilled.

      “You’re not martyrs,” I fired back. “You don’t care about the boy, only the magic inside him. I was protecting him because you lot get too stupid around magic caches to act sensibly. You would’ve torn him apart!”

      The naiad picked the filth out from under her fingernails. “I don’t disagree with any particular point.”

      “You think I wouldn’t give it to you if I could?” I shouted. “I’m a medicus for GoneGod’s sake. My job is to help you.”

      Mutters of agreement rippled through the crowd. There were dozens here that I’d helped over the last nine months: trolls and giants, naiads and Beasts of Dean, even a seven-headed hydra with irritable bowel syndrome.

      “She’s right,” a familiar voice declared.

      A blue dart zipped above the crowd, covering one eye with her bony hand.

      “Blanche,” Clyde cried.

      She gave him a flirty wag of her fingers before turning her wrath on the Others. “You all know me,” the tooth fairy bellowed. “And y’all have at least heard of Frances Church. You think someone like me would work with her if she didn’t have our best interests at heart? She still has all of her teeth in her head, which should be proof enough!”

      Grumbling rumbled through the Others.

      “Now go on home before I start a scavenger hunt to see how many different species’ bones I can collect.”

      Once the Others started to disperse, she zipped over to us.

      “Let me see your eye,” I said gently.

      Slowly, Blanche lowered her hand.

      Yeesh, Emily had really done a number on Blanche’s eyelid when she’d torn off the extension. We should add Ripper of Eyelids to her Shover of Men title.

      I smiled sympathetically. “Nothing a little calcium won’t heal. We’ll pack it with an eggshell poultice.”

      “That and a tooth ripped from that wench’s head. See how she likes it,” the tooth fairy muttered. She snapped her fingers at the Others that were still milling about in the field. “Crowns and cavities, what did I say? Scatter, or I’m getting the pliers!”

      Reminded again of their fate if they didn’t skedaddle, the Others picked up their pace until only a cluster remained, rigid as if rooted to the ground.

      It was the manticore, a drow with long, fine white hair, and the succubus that had molested Chin.

      The drow had some sort of glasses perched on top of his head – welding goggles? – and amused himself by twirling a foot-long dagger between palm and opposite forefinger. He looked rather bored, a too-big black scarf draped around his neck with one hip thrust out to the side like he was posing at a photo shoot for Goth Weekly, while his companions gave us their undivided attention.

      The succubus, dressed in wispy rags of green gauze, stood as motionless as a Buckingham Palace guard.

      Blanche was getting angry now. Everyone in town feared her – if they knew what was good for them – despite her affinity for the ‘80s make-up color palette and hot pink negligee. So either this cluster was from out of town, they wanted to make a deal, or they were just plain stupid.

      Or it could just be pesky Rule Six rearing its ugly head again.

      The manticore took a stalking step forward, shaking his mane. Even in the moonlight, his leonine pelt shone like cinnabar. His scorpion tail thrashed against the shorn cornstalks, rattling them like wooden wind chimes.

      I snatched Blanche’s hem before she could buzz over there and give them a piece of her mind. It took almost the last of my strength to hold her back.

      Manticores were said to be unbeatable. At least, that was the legend before the gods had left. And seeing this man-lion-scorpion creature the size of well, a lion, up close, I’d rather not get in a tussle with it if we didn’t have to. Especially since I was at the end of the line with my channeling-a-phoenix endurance.

      Plus, there was something off about him. He kept shaking his mane as if trying to rid himself of an invisible fly.

      “Maggot,” Clyde hissed suddenly, pushing me behind him. “He’s red.”

      Somehow, I didn’t think he was commenting on the color of the manticore’s fur.

      “On the inside,” the demon elaborated.

      “You mean possessed?” I whispered.

      The demon nodded, not once taking his eyes off the Other.

      “We really need to work on a code word or something,” I hissed.

      “Code Red it is.”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      The manticore reared onto his hind feet, baring his rows of sharp teeth into a hideous snarl. “Frances. Church.”

      My hands tightened into fists as I stood my ground. “Do I know you?”

      “I am Hunger, the First of His Heralds,” the manticore roared. “I will reap this earth and leave famine in my wake. No green thing shall grow, no egg shall hatch, and the fish will retreat into the deep. Unless you, Frances Church, give me what you have stolen.”

      Son-of-a-biscuit.

      Guess they were here for me after all.
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      I’ve only ever stolen one thing in my adult life – packs of gum and penny candy when you’re seven and stupid don’t count – and I wasn’t about to give it to this asshole.

      I glanced at my demon.

      The urn, and the phoenix’s ashes, were safely concealed in his pouch. They’d have to get through both of us to get at the phoenix, and though Clyde was a bit of a wimp, he was excellent at running away.

      And, after all, that was Rule Four.

      I liked our chances.

      Apparently, Clyde didn’t, for he was muttering the Other’s fighting statistics under his breath. “Manticore. BAMF-73. Persian. Sever the tail to deter.”

      “Easy, Clyde.” I released the tooth fairy and crossed my arms over my chest, cool as a cucumber. Cukey calm. “So, I get why he’s here”—I pointed to the manticore—“he thinks I stole something, but what are you two doing here?”

      “She is Jendayi, and I am Bellamy, sha,” the drow said in a thick Cajun accent. “And we are ‘ere for you.”

      “I’m not your sha.” It was a Cajun riff on the French word cher, meaning ‘love’ or ‘dear’, and I’d heard it slung around dozens of times that one Spring Break I’d spent in New Orleans. “And what’d I do to you?”

      “Nothing. We are ‘is trackers. ‘Is … ‘unters.”

      “A half-lion needs a hunter?” I sneered. “That’s ironic.”

      “And pathetic,” Blanche added.

      The drow shook his head, his fine white hair swishing against his dark shoulders. A smile as sharp as a crescent moon crept across his face. “Not ‘is.” He pointed to the sky. “‘Is.”

      I didn’t look, but I had a sneaky suspicion he was pointing to a particularly yellow star. A planet, actually.

      I pushed away the sinking feeling in my stomach and gestured to the succubus who had yet to blink. “She ever talk?”

      The drow flashed me a white smile. “Just pillow talk.”

      “Okaaay… ignoring the creepy sidekicks for just a sec, I’m not a thief, Mr. Manticore, and I certainly can’t hand over something if I don’t know what it is.”

      “His daughter,” the Other growled.

      I tossed my hands into the air. “Well, I certainly haven’t kidnapped anyone, so I guess you’re shit out of luck. You must be confusing me with somebody else—”

      “There is no confusion,” the manticore roared.

      I stumbled back a step.

      Something had changed in his voice. Just like my voice adopted a three-octave bell-like quality when the phoenix spoke through me, the manticore’s voice had become the discord of clashing cymbals.

      “She is in your blood, Frances Church, and I will drain her like poison from a wound,” the Other raged. “Give me the phoenix!”

      Rabia.

      I was talking to Rabia.
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      Like, hold the phone, Brittany scoffed. This dude thinks he’s my father? As if!

      Just because he was married to our mother does not make him our father. What would that human Maury have to say about this? Charlotte demanded.

      I DEMAND A DNA TEST, Valerie boomed.

      I tried to bluff. “I’m human,” I scoffed. “Phoenixes are Others. I couldn’t possibly—”

      “You are human,” the possessed manticore snarled.

      I fought to keep my hands at my sides instead of covering my ears. The discord of his voice rattled even the marrow in my bones.

      “A vain, prideful human who revealed herself to me at the sinkhole. I told you I’d remember your name.”

      Well … shit.

      “And I will take what is mine.”

      The manticore lunged.

      But it was a feint.

      It was the drow who knocked me on my back, moving as fast as a shadow across the field, sliding that milky-white dagger under my chin almost sensuously.

      Clyde had leapt at the manticore – hoping to protect me by intercepting him – and red flames flared from his ember-like eyes at the deception. The manticore seized, Rabia’s influence retreating but leaving his rage behind. Baring all three rows of teeth, the manticore met the demon with a roar.

      From the corner of my eye, I saw the succubus throw herself at the tooth fairy.

      The drow stroked the dagger’s edge against my skin, gently as if he was shaving hair from a frog. “No fire? Pity. I brought my sunglasses for nothing den. Eh la bas!” He waved to the manticore and the succubus. “She is weak! Finish dem off. Your friends cannot help you now, sha.”

      I glared at the drow as he smiled down at me, saw my pissed-off reflection in his welding goggles. He smiled like a creature who got a thrill from killing things, and I certainly wasn’t going to be his next victim. I’d taken on nagas, skinwalkers, even minotaurs. One dark elf was nothing to me.

      I had half a mind to psionic blast him into next Tuesday, but I couldn’t without facing another brain aneurysm. And with Clyde currently occupied in dodging a scorpion stinger the size of a bayonet and leonine paws larger than serving platters, I had no one to drain the blood from my brain if another vessel popped.

      Death would be certain.

      The drow was right. I was weaker without the phoenix, but I wasn’t powerless.

      Bellamy pressed the dagger a little harder against my throat as I squirmed, trying to snatch my machete. But the hilt wasn’t hidden in my hair. Belatedly, I remembered it was lost in the woods somewhere. Landon’s tanto knife was gone too, knocked out of my weakened grip when the cecaelia’s tentacle had socked me across the stomach.

      If I got out of this mess, I’d have to get another blade. I didn’t like just having my wits and my fists in a fight, though Daddy had always told me that’s all I really needed. I liked something sharp to keep things a little farther away.

      “I like it when dere is a fight, but you mustn’t move, sha,” the drow cautioned. “You die, and you take de firebird with you. You two must be parted … lentement. Slowly.”

      I scowled as Bellamy licked his thin lips, savoring the idea. If he bent a little lower, I could get in a kidney shot, and I knew from experience they were always a winner. His purple eyes glimmered with delight that quickly turned to alarm when a taloned paw clamped onto his head.

      Clyde threw the drow aside, but the dark elf merely landed on his feet like a cat and slid to a halt.

      “Très bon!” the drow exclaimed, drawing a knife from the sheathes on his vest. “You will be a challenge. And ‘ere I was, thinking dat you were a familiar from Level Four.”

      “Try a battler from Level Five, you pointy-eared, cobweb-eating spider bait,” Clyde snarled.

      Bellamy gasped in outrage.

      “I am the minister of maladies,” Clyde continued, “the collector of sorrows, the one who takes a bite out of every chocolate in the box—”

      “Now’s not really the time for that,” I hollered. “Clyde, we need to get out of—”

      I rolled away as the scorpion stinger punched a hole into the frozen ground. Scuttling away like a crab, I dodged another strike before Clyde tackled the manticore, thick arms wrapping around that maned neck in a headlock.

      I had to find a weapon, some way to help. The drow was ignoring me now – I wasn’t much of a threat without the phoenix – and instead harried the demon on a second front. Blanche was still tied up with the succubus, pulling her hair out, I think, so I yanked off my backpack to see what I could find inside.

      Just the usual snacks, burner cellphones, prepaid VISA cards, the coyotl’s talisman, the Antevortan Clock – still at eleven-fifty-five. Well, screw you, too! – extra rock salt shotgun shells for a shotgun that I no longer had, my med-kit …

      After a frantic surroundings check – yep, they were still fighting without me – I extracted a scalpel and went after the gunpowder in the shotgun shells.

      Sure, I should’ve just run away – hello, Rule Four – but I was exhausted. I would be easy pickings if I ran off by myself and the manticore and his cronies defeated my friends. So my only chance was to stay and fight with the hope of defeating Rabia’s herald before he could unleash a statewide, if not nationwide, famine.

      Just a minute or so later – punctuated by screams of varying pitches and Bellamy calling Clyde a couyon – I had a rudimentary stick of dynamite fashioned from a syringe, the gunpowder, bandaging tape, and gauze.

      Clyde was riding the manticore backward, struggling to keep a grip on that vicious tail as the half-lion tried to buck him off, all the while dodging swipes from the drow’s milky-white dagger, when I lit the gauze fuse.

      “Fire in the hole, assholes!” I shouted as I threw the makeshift stick of dynamite.

      All veterinarians have to take at least a semester of chemistry, if not two, plus biochemistry to get their degrees. And mythical creatures being what they were, a medicus had to brush up on everything because you never knew if the Other you were treating had hemoglobin-rich blood in their veins or pressurized acid. Yeah, those folks who’d created the Alien franchise hadn’t been that far off …

      Buuut clearly, I didn’t remember all I’d learned in Chem 101 because my syringe-dynamite was a dud.

      The fighting halted as the syringe bounced off the manticore’s shoulder onto the ground, the fuse guttering in the weeds.

      Clyde had the manticore’s tail pinned in the crook of his elbow, the talons of his opposite hand poised to rip off the stinger; the manticore had all three rows of his teeth bared to clamp onto Clyde’s forearm so he couldn’t rip off the aforementioned stinger; Bellamy the drow was caught in a half-crouch, ready to jump up and grab Clyde by the horns to wrangle him off the manticore; Blanche and Jendayi were entangled in the succubus’s wispy clothes, ensnaring the tooth fairy in a bed of kelp-like gauze ribbons that held her at bay as she tried to pull a canine tooth of vampiric proportions out of Jendayi’s head.

      The five of them stared as the yellow flame snuffed out with a hiss, then glanced at me – rather patronizingly, in my opinion – before returning their attention to my rudimentary dynamite stick.

      Then the night exploded.
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      Well, exploded might be a bit of an overstatement, but it turns out my syringe-dynamite wasn’t a dud.

      Ruptured might’ve been a better descriptor, for the syringe broke apart and spewed flames into the sky.

      They were rather short-lived, but the effect was perfect.

      These night-loving creatures – the succubus and the drow – screamed and turned away to shield their eyes, and the flames leapt high enough to set the manticore’s mane on fire.

      In that split second of distraction, the demon sprang off the thrashing manticore’s back and flashed over to me as I was hastily shoving the rest of my med-kit into my backpack. Clyde snatched up my backpack in one hand, hoisted me under his other arm like a sack of potatoes, and swiveled his long head over his shoulder.

      “Blanche,” he bellowed. “Come on!”

      “Not without my – ah ha! Got it, you snaggle-toothed hussy.” Blanche lifted a bloody canine tooth to the sky as the succubus howled. “I’m com—Darling! Watch out!”

      The chainsaw-like buzzing of her wings ceased as the tooth fairy screamed. They flared out, reaching for four different points, each one sparkling iridescent in the moonlight. I’d never seen her wings so still before, still enough to see how delicately veined they were.

      A needle the width of my thumb sprouted from her sternum, oozing black from the tip.

      She’d flown between us and the manticore, taking the strike that had been meant for the back of Clyde’s neck.

      Blanche crumpled to the ground as the manticore plucked his stinger free, a little moan compressing from her chest like an escaping soul. The tooth she had claimed from the succubus’s head rolled out of her limp hand, disappearing into the weeds like a forgotten keepsake.

      I struggled against the demon. “Blanche!”

      Clyde’s arm tightened around me so hard I squeaked. Black flames erupted from his eye sockets.

      Even so, I was jostled out of his grip when the rage-fueled manticore leapt over the tooth fairy’s body and pinned Clyde to the ground. Clyde clamped a hand around the manticore’s singed mane, talons digging through the fur into his neck to keep those three rows of snapping teeth away from his face.

      “I am Hunger,” the manticore seethed. “I will never be satisfied until my task is – ack!”

      Clyde rammed his elbow into the manticore’s jaw as he tossed me my backpack. “Surely your satchel has something else that can help us!” The demon braced his feet against the leonine belly and heaved the manticore over his head. “Perhaps something longer-lasting this time? Chop chop, maggot! They’re coming!”

      The succubus and the drow were indeed headed our way, staggering around like drunks from my rustic flash grenade. Bellamy slashed around with his twin silver throwing knives, and Jendayi crawled around on her hands and feet across the field like a spider, stumbling over Blanche’s unmoving body.

      Even though I knew it was pointless, I ripped open the backpack.

      But there was nothing in this cursed backpack or satchel or sack or pouch—

      I braced myself for the inevitable headache. Sunny.

      Her presence whispered in the back of my mind, as light as a feather’s touch. She knew I was already at the end of my limits.

      I fumbled around in the backpack until my fingers closed around a tuft of fur and bone. And dandelion seeds. I’d watched the coyotl fashion this himself, months ago in the desert, when I’d faced another threat I’d been forced to run from.

      Psionic blast on my signal, I said.

      BUT YOUR BRAIN, Valerie protested.

      Don’t argue with me, I barked, my head throbbing. Blinking, I forced the black spots from my eyes as Clyde got kicked in the stomach. Purple blood dribbled from the corner of his mouth. My friend is dead, and my demon is getting his ass kicked. He’s at the end of his rope, I have no energy left, and then they’ll have you. We … We’re stronger apart.

      Dear, I really must protest—

      Shut it, Charlotte. Ready? On flambé.

      Like … if you say so, Frances, Brittany said softly.

      I did my best to channel my own inner Viking, and, with a rather pathetic war cry, I barreled into the manticore’s shoulder.

      Just like my syringe-dynamite, what I lacked in strength, I made up for in surprise.

      The manticore swiveled his head in my direction, shocked I would be so brazen as to attack him directly. If anything, I should’ve been running away from him, considering he had confessed he was going to extract the phoenix from me even if it cost me my life.

      But no, I had gone for Rule Five (always have a Plan B) instead of running away like trusty Rule Four had always told me to do.

      That blip in his concentration was enough for Clyde to spring to his feet and whip his barbed tail into the manticore’s cinnabar hide like a wrecking ball.

      The Other crashed into the succubus and the drow, the three of them sprawling among the shorn cornstalks.

      I knew our victory would be short-lived, so I snatched the demon by one of his horns and yanked his head down to eye level.

      “Ow!” the demon exclaimed. “Maggot, we should be running away!”

      “You’re going to do exactly that.” I squashed the coyotl talisman into his gecko-like fingers.

      He dangled it between two talons. “Ugh. What is this desiccated scrap of roadkill?”

      “Listen to me,” I ordered. The demon straightened, his attention riveted on me even as the manticore righted himself. “They don’t want me. They want the urn. It is now your peckling, Clyde, your egg. You need to keep it safe.”

      His ember-like eyes narrowed. “Maggot, why are you telling me things I already know?”

      I wet my lips as the manticore shook his mane and dug his nails into the frozen ground. Like a track runner, he was preparing to sprint.

      “Because I won’t be there to remind you. I’m too weak to channel the phoenix, and if we’re together when … She would die. And you won’t leave me.” I sucked in a shaky breath. “Unless I order you to.”

      The demon seized my arm. “Maggot! We are bound! We share the same sigil, you cannot—”

      “I’ll find you. Somehow.” I cupped his hand with the coyotl talisman, lifting it to his lips as the manticore charged. Their sight returned, the drow and the succubus joined him. The dandelion seeds waved as the nighttime air trembled with their stampede. “Just make a wish, Clyde. And run.”

      The demon blinked. “I’m afraid I’m not as fluent in human idioms as I should be—”

      “Just blow on the GoneGodDamn seeds, Clyde!”

      As Clyde’s cheeks deflated like twin balloons, the dandelion seeds took to the sky, and with them, the last twenty-four hours of anonymity of the coyotl’s talisman.

      I dropped to the ground, throwing my arms over my head. Sucking in one last breath, I clamped my eyes shut and shouted, “FLAMBÉ!”

      The thunderous blast tore through the cornfield, flattening everything in sight.

      At least I didn’t need to worry about breaking my nose or landing in an undignified heap as I lost consciousness.

      I was already on the ground, one foot in the grave.
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      Beep. Beep. Beep.

      My eyelids fluttered, then clamped shut against the harsh fluorescent light.

      It was a familiar sound, but not one I’d heard in almost ten months. Not since a young oni demon had been strapped down to a surgical table with yellow ratchet straps.

      It was the beeping of an electrocardiogram.

      I was in a hospital.

      I jerked upright, ripping at the leads.

      My name is Frances Austin. I’m twenty-eight-years-old. I have brown hair and blue eyes. I’m a medicus. I like blackberry pie, and I like to climb.

      The Family is hunting me.

      I am not safe.

      The echocardiogram’s beeping spiked from a demure rhythm to the alarm of a winning slot machine as my pulse skyrocketed.

      The thin hospital sheets tangled in my legs as I fought to get out of the bed. The cold floor numbed my feet, matching the chill that wafted in between the ties in my gown. Clenching my teeth, I pulled the IV needle out of my arm and flung the tubing away from me like it was a venomous snake.

      Hospital gown flapping, I dashed across the room and shoved the chair under the doorknob so the nurses couldn’t come in. I braced the bedside table against it just to be sure.

      I had to think, and I couldn’t do that if they were gonna pump me full of sedatives.

      The date. What was the date? Somehow I didn’t know.

      I snatched up the chart at the end of my bed.

      I was in the Cornish Roost Hospital, admitted late last night or super early this morning, however you wanted to look at it.

      What was I doing in the hospital?

      I’d probably be able to think more clearly if a cold draft wasn’t wafting up my hospital gown. Finding my clothes on the chair I’d wedged under the door, I dressed quickly. My backpack was on the table, and after a cursory examination, I found nothing missing.

      I think.

      Prepaid Visa cards, cellphones – one sealed away in a bag of chips – med-kit, snacks …

      I lifted the lump of turquoise into the light, running my thumb over its curves. I’d gotten this from a shaman out west, but it seemed incomplete. Like it was half of a whole. But my memory couldn’t conjure an image of its missing sibling, so I shoved the thought away.

      Or I tried to.

      I had bigger things to worry about than a missing souvenir, but its absence gnawed at me. This backpack was the sum of my life, kept portable so I could flee at any given moment. If a piece was missing, it was probably important, so why couldn’t I remember what it was?

      Sucking in a deep breath, I stole a look at the Antevortan Clock.

      “What in the EmptyHell?” I hauled my backpack to the window to get a better look at the clockface. The morning cut through the blinds in beams of blinding white sunlight. “Four?”

      It hadn’t been a four in months, not since …

      I raked a hand through my curls, trying to remember. Something had happened. Something had changed in my circumstances weeks ago, and the Clock had jumped forward as a result.

      But what had it been?

      There’d been the skinwalker and the Cerean nymph, but there was something else. Someone else, and fairy farts, I couldn’t remember.

      There were a lot of holes in my memory – a frightening amount – and I needed a safe place to think. And a hospital certainly wasn’t a safe place. It was full of needles and sedatives and chemicals that made you compliant. Not to mention it put you in the system, which is how someone would eventually track you down and shank you in the kidneys.

      But there was no time to dillydally because the doorknob to my room was twisting. That echocardiogram’s damned beeping had finally ratted me out.

      I smacked at the blinds and felt my stomach drop to my toes at how high my room was. Third floor, at least.

      Not impossible, but I was still pretty weak.

      And I didn’t have a choice.

      I slung the backpack over my shoulders as someone threw their shoulder into the door, ripped off the blinds as the chair and table tumbled aside, shoved open the window as the door swung wide, and was out on the ledge before the door banged against the wall.

      “Hey!” a voice shouted.

      The hospital was one of those old brownstones, and I clung to the pitted bricks and coarse mortar like a gecko. The wind whipped at my hair and plucked at my clothes, but it wasn’t anything I hadn’t dealt with before as a teenager in Yellowstone.

      “’Cause I ain’t no hollaback girl,” I muttered, looking down at the yellowed grass of the lawn and the boxwood hedges that promised to catch me – and none too lightly – if I fell. “But I am one crazy bi—”

      The word died on my tongue. Someone didn’t like the ‘b’ word, but I couldn’t remember if that was me or someone else.

      I’d inched across the ledge – just wide enough for my toes – to the gap of the next window when a familiar face stuck his face out of the window I had just vacated.

      Chocolate-colored skin, stern brown eyes, chiseled jaw, trim goatee, close-cropped hair. Wearing a tactical suit.

      “You,” I sputtered.

      “Get back here,” Landon shouted.

      I’d already inched past the second window and had reached an inverted 90-degree bend in the building. Perfect for bracing. I slammed one foot against the brick wall and eased myself down to the second story using nothing more than a few pressure points.

      “Why?” I called from my new perch on the second-story windowsill. “So you can detain me some more?” I glanced through the window at the bewildered family visiting their ill relative and shook my head, mouthing, Not you.

      Below me there was a scraggly-looking magnolia tree that looked like it would tear me up something fierce if I used it to break my fall, so I continued across the minuscule ledge to find another way to get down.

      Landon’s tie whipped around his neck as he leaned further out of the window. “Are you out of your mind? You’d rather risk your life scaling a GoneGodDamn building instead of answering a few simple questions?”

      “Because our last multiple-choice quiz went sooo well!”

      This World Army agent had practically kidnapped me, interrogating me at a not-so-secret base on the south side of Indianapolis. There’d been a few (outrageous) questions, a few (snarky) answers, a couple of (taser) bullets fired, a handful of (curse) words exchanged, the culmination of it all being me twitching on a balcony of metal grating after being tasered. And on the ride home, our helicopter had exploded.

      Fun times.

      Sign me up for a second time never.

      I released my hold on the ledge. I didn’t push away from the wall, I merely let go and let gravity do the rest. My hands caught the bricks my feet had been perched on seconds ago, and I swung myself into another window bay. The receptionist across the lobby screamed.

      I hopped down the remaining foot or so into the grass and dusted the mortar crumbles from my palms. I gave Landon a salute that turned into a middle-finger flick-off and hurtled over the boxwood hedge.

      “Fine,” he yelled. Somewhat petulantly, in my opinion. “Then the tooth fairy will remain in my custody.”

      Son-of-a-biscuit.

      Blanche.

      Glowering, I turned around.

      Smirking, Landon yanked his head back inside, knowing I’d take the bait.

      I stomped back the way I had come, jumped the hedge again, and banged my hand against the lobby window. “Can you buzz me in?” I shouted at the receptionist.
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      My memory of last night was a bit hazy, coming in patchy like the image on an old television screen, but seeing Blanche with a big wad of gauze taped to her chest focused the static snow real quick.

      My feud with the Cardinelli Family was over … though I couldn’t remember how Rico had been eliminated.

      I’d say that I was finally safe … except for Rabia.

      Some part of his spirit, his essence, his influence, his whatever, had possessed a manticore and had driven it to attack me. But why? I wasn’t anyone special.

      Insert another hole in my memory.

      Frowning, I rubbed my head as I flopped down into the chair beside the tooth fairy’s bed.

      On the opposite wall, dangling from the ceiling, the television streamed the latest news.

      “ … meteorologist specialists are claiming last night’s phenomenon was nothing more than an aurora borealis,” an overenthusiastic news anchor said. Frowning, I squinted at the image of a man not much older than me. “They’re unusual this far south, but don’t you worry, Cornish Roost. Kyle Corley will keep you posted on the particulars of this evolving story, especially where you can see the next one!”

      Ah, yes. That chipper announcer from the Corn Festival who’d ratted me out for threatening a skinwalker with a machete.

      Ignoring his next segment about some bullshit explanation to the strange weather the town had been experiencing, I risked a glance at the tooth fairy.

      Blanche had taken the manticore’s strike that had been meant for me – or was it me and someone else? – whatever, and was now in the hospital with a hole in her chest. Her iridescent dragonfly wings were carefully folded under her back, a shimmer rippling along their length with each of her shallow breaths. Her skin seemed paler under these fluorescent lights, something closer to lapis than navy blue.

      She looked odd in the child’s size hospital gown … I wasn’t used to seeing her in anything other than her hot pink babydoll and lab coat. The fabric hung from her bony frame, and with a start, I realized her potbelly had shrunk to nearly half its size.

      Were they not feeding her enough?

      I ignored Landon as he closed the door behind us and snatched up Blanche’s chart.

      Idiots. The doctors here treated humans, not Others, and had no idea that common antibiotics and pain killers would have no effect on this particular Alium fatum knochen. The tooth fairy should be screaming her head off in pain right now, but she wasn’t.

      And that frightened me.

      “So, about last night,” Landon began.

      “Zip it,” I said, rummaging around in my med-kit. “Can I use your stun-gun for a minute?”

      He placed his hands on his hips. “Out of the question.”

      “Then how am I supposed to crush these up?” I showed him the calcium supplements in my palm.

      Sighing as if he bore the weight of the world on his shoulders, Landon swiped the pills and ground them into sand-like grains with little jabs of his sidearm. I swept the dust into my palm, peeled back the gauze on Blanche’s chest, and sprinkled it on top of the sutures. It wouldn’t do anything for the pain, but it would give her body a healing boost.

      I washed my hands in the sink. “So, what do I need to do to get you to leave me and Blanche alone?”

      Mr. Tall, Dark, and Handsome ran a hand over his cropped hair as he paced. His leather shoes scraped against the tiled floor with little shuff-shuff-shuffs. “How … how much of last night do you remember?”

      Ho-ly shit. He was having memory troubles too?

      That could mean only one thing.

      Magic.

      But that was in short supply in this GoneGodWorld, so whoever had used a memory charm had to have been desperate.

      My hand tightened into a fist as I began to recall last night’s events. “It’s a little hazy, but I do remember one thing pretty vividly.”

      He looked up from his pacing, hopeful. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.” I launched across the room and body-slammed him into the opposite wall. The demure pictures of pastoral picnics hung there to keep the patients calm rattled in their frames. I ripped the cables out of the TV, shorting out Kyle Corley’s update about the next aurora borealis, and wrapped them under Landon’s chin. “You sold me to the Cardinelli Family, you sonofabitch!”

      “Hey!” Landon rammed my elbow with an open-palm strike and shoved me as I stumbled away. Sucking in a deep breath, he yanked the cables away from his throat. “Didn’t I say you’d regret it if I had to interfere? And didn’t I also tie your hands behind your back right next to the knife I know you keep in your waistband? I was trying to help you!”

      “How was I supposed to know that?” I feinted with my left and slapped him across the face with my right. “Usually when you tie me up, you’re not helping me!”

      “I tie you up because you’re a stubborn. Hostile. Insufferable. Vigilan – ahh!”

      I seized Landon by the tie and took him to the ground. I was tiring, and I needed to put him in a choke hold fast. So then I could – yep, you guessed it – employ good ol’ Rule Four. Run away.

      But with Blanche this time.

      We froze mid-grapple as the door banged open.

      “What’s all this commotion?” A hefty nurse bustled in, her pudgy face red with alarm. “Is Miss Blanche – oh!” Planting her fists on her ample hips, she scowled down at us. “I know tragedy can make you want to feel alive, but this is a hospital, not a five-cent motel! Have you no shame?”

      Landon and I glanced at each other.

      I was on my back, one hand tugging him close by his tie, one leg slung over his shoulder (getting ready to yank him into a triangle hold), while Landon hovered on his hands and knees above me, one hand clamped onto my belt and the other braced against my shoulder (to keep me from putting him into the aforementioned triangle hold).

      I guess it wasn’t much of a stretch for a third party to assume we were getting ready to rip each other’s clothes off instead of us being in the middle of a scuffle. We were both sweating, panting, our eyes blazing with passion. The passion to subdue each other, not shove our tongues down each other’s throats.

      “Besides, she’s not dead!” The nurse gestured to the unconscious tooth fairy. “And what would Miss Blanche think if she woke up to you lovebirds fornicating on her tile floor?”

      She’d probably watch, actually … I blinked. “Fornicating?”

      “L-lovebirds?” Landon sputtered.

      “And what did you do to the TV?” the nurse demanded.

      I glanced at the dangling cables. “Um … erotic asphyxiation?”

      Landon whipped his head in my direction, eyes bulging out of his head. “What?”

      “Turns out he likes it better when I use the tie for that kinda thing,” I whispered to the nurse.

      She rolled her eyes. “Are you two gonna behave, or am I going to have to call security?”

      “GET OUT!” Landon shouted.

      She smacked her lips as she closed the door. “Security it is.”

      Landon sprang after her, locking the door from further interruptions. I jumped up, not stupid enough to let this opportunity with his back to me slip by, and rammed him in the kidney.

      “Ow!”

      Whirling around, he blocked my follow-up punch, seized my wrist, and planted his foot into my gut. A second later, I was no longer upright but falling into the chair beside Blanche’s bed. The leather seat exhaled a loud whump as I landed.

      I blinked sluggishly as my vision swam. Taking my time climbing down a building – coupled with adrenaline – was one thing, but fighting in close quarters after free-climbing a building was another.

      GoneGodDamn whatever had happened to me in that field last night. My head was ringing, throbbing, and it made me slow. If I’d been at the top of my game, Landon would be writhing on the floor after a double kidney shot and squealing after a swift kick to the groin. Choke hold to follow.

      Landon clamped a hand onto each armrest, caging me. “Erotic asphyxiation? Are you kidding me?”

      “Who knew you were so kinky?”

      He huffed out an irritated sigh. “Picking up where we left off, I came back for you last night! You’re not dead in a field because I took you to the hospital!”

      I wasn’t about to back down, but I couldn’t continue to fight, either. So I did the only thing I could, which was to make Landon supremely uncomfortable.

      I lunged forward.

      The distance between us evaporated, and I was so close I could feel the heat from his skin. Little specks of sweat glistened on his upper lip, glittered in his goatee.

      His mouth parted in surprise, and the scent of peppermint filled the air between us.

      “Did you want a thank-you kiss?” I whispered. “Or did you want me to tug on your tie some more?”

      Landon reared back as expected, cheeks flushed.

      Inhaling a deep breath of fresh air, I folded my hands in my lap and fixed him with a half-satisfied, half-sadistic smile.

      Scowling, his brown eyes narrowed as he smoothed his tie. Yeah, Mr. Tall, Dark, and Handsome knew he’d been played and was feeling kinda sour about it.

      Then don’t make it so easy, I thought.

      For some reason, I expected a reply, a second voice confirming my sentiment, maybe even a snarky remark about his cologne or choice of mouthwash.

      But no other voice answered me.

      Frowning, I rubbed my forehead. I had to get to the bottom of this memory loss, and with Landon suffering from the same spell – or aftereffect – maybe we could piece the jigsaw that was last night into a complete picture.

      Together.

      I shuddered. Ugh, working with Landon. He wasn’t a bad guy – not in the literal sense – but our individual agendas didn’t always align, and that was problematic for both of us. Or maybe just me. He had the resources of the World Army at his disposal, whereas I just had my wits, my knack for climbing, and my Rules.

      I glanced at Blanche.

      And maybe a friend or two.

      Taking a deep breath, I lifted my backpack onto my knees and rifled around. I withdrew a pair of foil packages. “You want the peanut-butter-filled pretzels or the Jalapeno Cheetos?”

      Landon eyed me warily. “What?”

      “They’re truce snacks, okay? We stop fighting, and we eat. My blood sugar is low, and I can hear your stomach growling from over here.”

      He pressed a hand against his flat abdomen as if that would shush it.

      “Which one do you want?” I gave each back a teasing shake.

      Swallowing, Landon pulled over another chair and sat. “I’ll take the peanut butter pretzels. Please.”

      I tossed him the package and ripped open the Cheetos. “Alright. Now what in the EmptyHell happened last night?”
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      Landon crunched on a peanut butter pretzel, mashing each one into a paste before swallowing as I practically inhaled my Cheetos. Damn, I was starving. I glanced at the phone on the bedside table. Maybe I could get Jolene’s Country Kitchen to deliver the breakfast special—

      He cleared his throat. “So … what do you remember? Besides the Cardinelli Family?”

      I ticked the events off with my orange-dusted fingers. “After you sold me to the Cardinelli Family – thanks again for that, by the way – we escaped to trade the new tribute for Wyatt.” I lurched forward. “Oh my GoneGods, how is he?”

      Landon held up his hand. “Relax. He’s stable in the Ipy sarcophagus. It’s shielding him from being detected by outside sources and stabilizing him so he doesn’t … you know …”

      Explode, I thought, suddenly not hungry anymore. The word you’re looking for here is ‘explode’.

      He cleared his throat. “I have his vitals on my phone at all times.” He showed me.

      I was tempted to snatch the phone, but I knew he’d never release it into the custody of my orange fingers. Being a veterinarian-turned-medicus, I didn’t know too much about human vitals, but everything was in the green, and green was good.

      A sigh of relief escaped me as I leaned back in my chair. “Thanks.”

      “Don’t thank me yet. The sarcophagus is keeping him stable, for now. But we have no way of knowing for how long.”

      “What do you mean? You’re like a magical artifacts curator or something.” My voice rose an octave higher. “Are you telling me you’re using an artifact without knowing how to actually use it? What in the EmptyHell, Landon? You’re playing with a little boy’s life!”

      “Hey! I’m saving that little boy’s life right now with the tools at my disposal, okay? We know the gist of employing magical artifacts – we’re not idiots. They’re imbued with significance, but figuring out what that is can be tricky, so sometimes they don’t work properly. Or how we think they should work. It’s like using a hoe instead of a rake. Both are gardening tools, and both of them can collect leaves and break up soil, but they’re not going to do the best job if you use a hoe to rake and a rake to till.”

      I sucked the orange dust from my fingers. “Do much gardening, do you, Landon?”

      “My camellias have won the grand prize for the last five years, so what?” he sniffed.

      “Moving on …” I bit my lip as a particular event resurfaced. “Carl, Penny …”

      “The homeless guy and his dog?”

      Crazy Carl wasn’t just some homeless guy. He’d used to be Carlton Meyer before the Cerean nymph had kidnapped him and tried to sacrifice him to his god thirty years ago. He’d gone a bit nutty – as his name would suggest – but he’d been harmless and deeply compassionate. He and his grizzled old hound had attacked the nymph when he’d tried to kill Wyatt, sacrificing themselves so the boy could live.

      “The nymph … He killed them and pushed them into the sinkhole.” I smeared the tears from my cheeks. “Tiberius had offered the tribute, and it had been accepted, but when the bodies were shoved in …”

      “We saw it from the clinic,” Landon said quietly. “The light, I mean. We’d been forced outside by then to get away from that woodland Other. We saw a red flare, like the lance of a spotlight, erupt into the sky. After that, well …”

      He rubbed his chin, and as the skin slid and stretched along his jawbone, I saw that it was faintly purple. Someone had given him a bruise. Someone other than me.

      “What happened?” I demanded.

      “The Others went nuts,” he said flatly. “Absolutely enraged. Even your pal, the sheriff, though I’m pretty sure he was just seizing the opportunity for revenge.”

      “You let him get shot,” I said just as flatly. “I’d be a bit touchy, too.”

      He glared at me, but he let the comment slide. The Cardinelli Family had been like a rabid dog on a catch-pole: easy enough to handle and direct away from yourself … until the dog broke the GoneGodDamn pole. Landon had no one to blame but himself for how the night had turned out.

      “Anyway,” Landon continued. “The Others were on a rage-fueled warpath while that red light was in the sky. We barely made it out of there.”

      “It was the same in the woods,” I said. “Blanche attacked me, and so did Tiberius. Where is he, by the way?”

      Tiberius the minotaur had been one of my first clients after I’d found refuge in the middle-of-nowhere Cornish Roost, Indiana. Like any typical minotaur released from his labyrinth after the GrandExodus, he’d been loud, angry, and more likely to rip your head off than talk to you. Couple that charming disposition with a busted ACL, and you had a shaggy, ten-foot ticking time bomb. But after months of physical therapy, his knee had healed, his attitude had tempered, and we’d actually become friends.

      And it was because of my feud with a skinwalker that he’d been incarcerated by the World Army.

      But they’d let him out – on a day pass – to help me deal with the Cerean nymph, and the last thing I remembered was him falling into a heap in the cornfield after the tracking collar around his neck had tasered him unconscious.

      “I had Bravo Team return him to base,” Landon replied. “After we came back for you.”

      I remembered that part. After getting Wyatt and Emily out of their house and through a swarm of magic-hunting Others, Landon had taken them away on his helicopter. But he couldn’t take me, or Tiberius, or …

      Fairy farts.

      Another hole in my memory.

      But I did remember the fight with the succubus, the drow, and the manticore.

      And Rabia.

      He’d accused me of stealing … what, exactly?

      I rubbed my forehead again as if that would jog something loose. “So … you came back for me?”

      Landon nodded. “After we were clear of the mob, I made the chopper land, and I took a team back for you and the minotaur. I … couldn’t leave you there.”

      “Aww, that’s so sweet.”

      “It’s not like that,” he snapped, cheeks flushing again. “I had this … need. Like you were important. Or had something important. I can’t remember.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Way to make a girl feel special, Landon.”

      “I would’ve come back anyway, Frances. I’m not a monster, and despite our … animosity, it doesn’t have anything to do with you as a person. You just get in my way a lot. Exacerbate trouble.”

      “The feeling’s mutual.”

      “Anyway, our field medic treated you until we could get you to the hospital.”

      I scuffed my boot on the floor, not looking at him. “Thanks.”

      “Wanna fill me in on what happened? There were Others there, two unconscious and the third, a manticore, impaled on his own stinger. It looked like they were on the perimeter of a blast radius.”

      Two unconscious. The drow and the succubus. His hunters. “What’d you do with the Others?”

      Landon shrugged. “I left a tactical team behind to find out what had happened when they came around. They have the same memory loss we do, and the evidence didn’t point to them as the originators of the blast, so I released them this morning.”

      I erupted from my chair. “You released them?”

      Landon stood, shifting so he blocked the door. “However, the evidence did point to you. You were at the center of the blast. And you still haven’t surrendered the minotaur’s artifact. You know, the one he used to blow up the hall-of-mirrors at the Corn Festival.”

      Turns out my memory was a little hazy on that event as well, but I knew that building blowing up had nothing to do with Tiberius and everything to do with me. But I didn’t know how I’d done it.

      I looked frantically at the bedside clock then beyond Landon’s shoulder at the door. It’d been an hour since my escape, an hour for the drow and the succubus to regroup and find me.

      For him. For Rabia.

      I nearly jumped out of my skin as someone pounded on the door.

      Eye twitching, Landon unlocked it and nearly ripped it from its hinges. “Yes?”

      The hefty nurse from earlier was there, a burly security guard behind her. “Now see here, young man—”

      Landon thrust his badge into her face. “World Army, and these two are under my jurisdiction. I’m interrogating this hostile female human, and the Other is next when she wakes. Don’t bother us again unless you want to be charged with obstructing an investigation. Am I clear?”

      “He likes to role play,” I whispered loudly.

      Glaring at me the entire time, Landon slammed the door shut, relocked it, and radioed Beefcake and Chin to stand guard in the hallway.

      I’ll admit it. I’m glad the virgin bodybuilder and sissy-screamer were still alive.

      Landon smoothed his tie and fixed me with a no-nonsense look. “I believe we were discussing the minotaur’s artifact.”

      I had to wrap this up so I could get Blanche and myself out of here. It wasn’t safe, not with Rabia’s henchmen on the loose. But I wasn’t in any condition to fight again, so it was time for Rule Five. And Plan B, in this case, was complacency with a side of my awkward brand of feminine wiles. “Sure, Landon. It’s at my house. Let’s release Blanche into my care, and we can go get it—”

      Landon slapped my hand away from the tooth fairy’s IV catheter. “How stupid do you think I am?”

      I lifted a pair of demure blue eyes. “I don’t know what—”

      “Uh-uh.” He shook his head warningly. “No tricks, Frances. In the entire time we’ve known each other, you’ve never given up anything without a fight, and now you’re just going to give me the artifact? Bullshit.”

      I gave my curls a little toss. “Maybe I’m tired of you hounding me.”

      His brown eyes tracked my hair for a long moment before he scowled. “Not a chance. The second I mentioned the Others, you got squirrelly. What is it?”

      I bit my lip, debating how much to tell him. I didn’t even understand it fully myself, my memory being as holey as Swiss cheese right now.

      Apparently, I’d been too quiet for too long, and sighing, Landon pulled out his phone again. He pulled up a picture. “Recognize this?”

      My hand went to the partial brand of the cardinal-in-flight on my wrist, rubbing at the phantom pain. The picture on Landon’s phone was a tattoo on dark skin, but whether it was the drow’s or the succubus’s, I couldn’t tell. But I recognized the symbol.

      It was a black sickle.

      The Cerean nymph had had a sickle.

      The Cerean nymph had also been possessed by Rabia, tainting the tribute meant for Selu with blood.

      I shook my head slowly. “I mean, I know what it is, but I don’t know what it means.”

      “This mark was on both of the Others,” he said. “One of our data analysts—”

      “Zielinski?” The muscly tech in his white, button-down T-shirt and black tie with horn-rimmed glasses – basically Techy Ken – sprang into my mind. “That analyst? How’s he doing?”

      “He’s your number one fanboy. Can I continue here?”

      I shrugged, looking at the sickle, but I could feel his gaze boring into me.

      “Zielinski found an obscure reference to the Furia, a cult of the Roman god Rabia.”

      I flinched. “Yeah … he’s the one after me.”

      Landon threw up his hands. “EmptyHell, Frances! Can you stay out of trouble for like one second?”

      Nope. Because then that would negate Rule Six. “Apparently not.”

      “And why did you say ‘he’ and not ‘they’ just then?”

      “They both are. The Others and Rabia. I have something they want. Or I did … but I don’t anymore. It’s fuzzy.” I caught myself before I could rub my forehead again. I was gonna rub a hole in it if I wasn’t careful.

      Landon clamped a hand on each of my shoulders. “Frances, we live in a GoneGodWorld. Rabia can’t possibly be hunting you.”

      I pursed my lips. “Do you know what a loophole is, Landon?”
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      I didn’t tell him everything. Just that Rabia was the evil doppelganger of Saturn who had been locked away in a prison planet and the tribute had been the only thing keeping him in said prison. My best guess was that the tribute was the annual power boost meant to rejuvenate Saturn’s rings, which were basically prison bars, but now that it’d been contaminated, it was having the opposite effect. Those prison bars were weakening, and Rabia was testing the strength of his enclosure. I left out the reason why Rabia had beef with me, because I couldn’t remember anyway, and even if I did, I wouldn’t have told Landon.

      As much as I wanted a shoulder to lean on, to unburden myself, Landon had proved he wasn’t the kind of guy I could rely on for that. He would manipulate the situation to serve the interests of ‘the greater good’, and too many times I’d gotten the short end of that particular stick. He might use me as bait, or payment, again, and I wasn’t down for that.

      No, the guy whose shoulder I wanted to lean on probably wanted nothing to do with me.

      Johnny Galastone.

      I’d left him on the cement floor of my clinic with a bullet hole in his chest and surrounded by World Army agents so I could go deal with ‘more important things’. Granted, I’d left to stop an apocalypse, but it still felt wrong.

      To my surprise, Landon’s expression barely changed after I told him about my encounter with the Rabia-possessed manticore. Instead, he showed me his phone again.

      I swallowed past a thick lump in my throat at the sight of a yellow gas giant. “What’d you do? Hijack the Hubble Space Telescope?”

      Saturn looked remarkably like itself, its rings orbiting its fat belly just like they should, but Landon wouldn’t be showing me this if all was well.

      “You’ve been monitoring this for a while,” I accused. I’d seen the same feed not too long ago at his not-so-secret base during my interrogation.

      “The World Army keeps an eye on many things. And it seems once a year, always over the course of seven days, Saturn’s rings exhibit unusual behavior.”

      “How so?”

      “They shake. Like they’re flexible bonds containing something straining to get out.”

      “That’s … unfortunate.” But a weakened bond could be the very reason why some of Rabia’s influence had been able to sneak out. I’m not sure how it all worked – magic was finicky in this GoneGodWorld – but the closest approximation I had was likening Rabia to a devil just whispering in your ear. You couldn’t see him, couldn’t touch him, but you could hear him all the same.

      “The phenomenon can only be detected by five telescopes, and we control three of them.” He stuffed his phone back into his pocket. “Last night, that red flare destroyed the largest of Saturn’s rings.”

      My jaw dropped to the floor.

      “Since then, the gas giant has increased in volume. Space debris is hurtling toward Earth, but most of it will dissipate or get clogged in the asteroid belt before it ever reaches us. The biggest effect we’ll see is an increased occurrence in auroras.”

      “That doesn’t sound too bad.”

      “Maybe not. But at this rate of planetary expansion, the rest of the rings will be destroyed in six days. Seven midnights from last night.”

      That sounded really bad.

      “It seems that the Corn Festival of little Cornish Roost was far more important than anyone had imagined,” Landon said, eyeing me.

      I glanced at my backpack, to the Antevortan Clock concealed within the canvas.

      I had a choice to make.

      Whatever events – or people – that had affected its hand to read eleven-thirty for the last few weeks were gone. The Clock was steady at a four, prophesying a long life ahead of me … if I walked away.

      And why shouldn’t I? I deserved a rest, didn’t I? I’d evaded the Family for almost ten months, survived a showdown with them, defeated a skinwalker that had hunted me, thwarted an apocalypse-crazy nymph. If anybody deserved a week lounging on a beach with an unending stream of cocktails and grilled seafood, it was me.

      My heart thumped loudly at the prospect.

      My heart.

      For some reason, I knew it’d been my heart that had gotten me into this mess. My predisposition to help. To challenge anything that opposed what was fundamentally right.

      Sighing, I took another look at Blanche. She had sacrificed herself so I could live, so someone could escape? And if I turned away now, she could very well die in vain.

      I didn’t need to see the Antevortan Clock to know the hand had jumped forward another few hours as I made my decision.

      I sucked in a purging breath. “What can I do?”
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      In the end, there wasn’t anything I really could do except go home and promise to pick up the phone when Landon called. I refused to give him the number of one of my burner cells – I still had my Rules – so after an irritated sigh, he gave me Chin’s.

      “We’re on the same side, Frances,” he said sternly, holding onto his end of the cellphone with a vice-like grip.

      I yanked it out of his hand and shoved it into my pocket. “I know,” I ground out.

      Nodding, Landon brought his cuff to his mouth. “Benson, bring the convoy around.”

      While he filled out the appropriate paperwork to have the hospital release Blanche into my custody – with that disapproving nurse from earlier – I went to another station.

      “Excuse me,” I said, “I’m trying to find out what room my friend is in?”

      “What’s the name?” the nurse asked. She didn’t look up from her computer, her French manicured nails clicking rapidly over her keyboard. Her name tag with “Becky” written in cursive script jiggled in time with her typing.

      “Johnny Galastone.”

      The nurse glanced up. “The sheriff?”

      “Yeah …”

      “What’s your relationship to the alleged patient?”

      Relationship. I blushed, then scrubbed my face with my hands to hide it. “I’m not even sure if he’s here, but … I’m his friend. We also work together. Sometimes. I’m a provisional deputy.”

      “Thank the GoneGods,” Becky groaned. “An officer. Morning visiting hours are almost over, so maybe you’ll be able to help us clear his room. He’s in 409, down here on the left.”

      I shoved myself away from the counter and sprinted down the hall.

      “And don’t take no for an answer!” the nurse called after me.

      Catching the doorframe, I practically sling-shotted into the room.

      But I was barred from further entry by a glowering, cardigan-wearing sentinel.

      “And who let you in here?” Doreen Collins shrilled. “Security!”

      You wouldn’t know it was a hospital room by looking at it. It was half-botanical garden from all the bouquets people had sent, half-bakery from all the tins of various Catch-A-Man attempts.

      At least the flowers covered up the scent of burnt pastry.

      Mostly.

      Doreen bustled from Johnny’s bedside, heels stomping against the tile floor as her ample hips caused wind shear as they swished from side-to-side. She pulled her pastel pink cardigan tight over her chest like it was armor, clamping her arms across to keep it closed. Not like that’s what she had to worry about. Her bosom threatened to burst from her V-neck blouse like overfilled water balloons.

      The disgraced journalist gave her hair-sprayed curls an irritable shake. “Well?”

      “I-I—” I stammered. Frowning, I straightened, looking over her shoulder.

      Doreen side-stepped, blocking my path.

      “I’m looking for Johnny,” I said.

      “You’re not wanted.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me, tramp.” Doreen thrust her hip out to the side and perched her chubby fist on it like it was an obese homing pigeon. Then she thrust a tape recorder under my nose. “Rumor has it he got shot – with a hollow point! – at your clinic. Any particular reason why you weren’t there when the paramedics arrived?”

      I smacked the tape recorder out of my face. “You have no idea what you’re talking about—”

      “You fled the scene of a crime! When Johnny’s better, he’s going to throw you back in jail!” She leaned forward, brown eyes gleaming with delight. “And this time, your ass is going to rot in there, not swindle a good man’s senses!”

      I didn’t have time for this. I brushed past her. “Johnny?”

      The bed was empty.

      The sheets were thrown aside, the pillow still indented.

      I heard a flush from the bathroom, and a second later, the door swung open with a creak. Johnny gripped the doorknob for support, his other hand clamped around an IV stand. His green eyes widened.

      “Frances?”

      There was surprise in his voice. Happy surprise. Not a trace of judgment.

      I tried to rush to him, to help him back to his bed, but Doreen sidled in like a freight train.

      “We’ve got everything managed just fine here,” Doreen said, seizing him like he was her prized Pomeranian and I was a street-roaming pit bull.

      Save me, Johnny’s expression pleaded.

      Doreen guided him into bed. Fussed over him like a mother hen, tucking in the sheets around him, fluffing his pillow, offering water he didn’t want, shoving slices of lemon poppy seed cake under his nose that made his cheeks puff with nausea.

      “So … you’re okay?” I asked him.

      “No thanks to you,” Doreen snapped. “It took Dr. James over an hour to dig out all the shrapnel.”

      “I’ll be fine,” Johnny told me. He flicked his eyes at the table laden with Doreen’s baked goods. If she doesn’t kill me first. “You know I’m a fast healer.”

      I nodded, forcing a small smile. I couldn’t be myself with Doreen around, which was probably a good thing because then I would’ve crawled into that bed with Johnny, just to hold him. Forget Rule Two. I wanted to get close enough to feel he was alright.

      But knowing my luck, that heavy-set nurse would’ve no doubt discovered us and called me a two-timing hussy and got that beefy security guard to haul me out of the hospital by my hair. And I would’ve probably punched him in the solar plexus, causing a scene, which would give Rule Three a heart attack.

      So, I guess it was safer that Doreen was around.

      “Frances.” Johnny’s voice was soft, like he was talking to a wounded animal. “You doing okay?”

      My heart twisted inside my chest. How could he be so kind all the time? I’d left him on the cold cement floor of my clinic, bleeding from the chest …

      I shrugged, looking at the floor. “Yeah. I-I guess I’d better get going …”

      “Yes, you should,” Doreen agreed.

      “And so should you, Miss Collins,” another voice said. There was a click-clacking of high heels, and Jolene walked briskly past me and clamped a fuchsia-nailed hand on Doreen’s shoulder. “Visiting hours are over for the morning. Now shoo.”

      The diner proprietor snapped her fingers with a little, “Hop-to! Let the poor man rest.”

      Though she looked like a mild-mannered librarian with a fetish for fuchsia, Doreen knew better than to upset Jolene. She was one of Cornish Roost’s councilwomen and the owner of the best diner in town. Everyone went to Jolene’s Country Kitchen for either breakfast or lunch or both, and if you got on her bad side, you were pretty much ostracized by the entire town.

      Glaring at me the entire time, Doreen patted Johnny’s hand, scooped up her oversized purse, and bustled out of the room.

      I gave Johnny another small smile and turned to go.

      “Wait just a minute, Miss Church,” Jolene said. Her voice had the same sharpness as my machete.

      “Miss Jolene,” Johnny said warningly.

      “It’s alright, Sheriff.”

      I waited in the hall as Jolene closed the door behind us. She crossed her arms over her fuchsia peacoat, drumming her fuchsia nails on the soft wool, eyes boring into mine from behind fuchsia wing-tipped glasses.

      “Yes?” I asked after a long pause.

      “I’m so mad I could spit,” she hissed. “You said you would look after Mason, and a second later, he gets gored by an oni demon!”

      The oni demon had been set on my trail by the Cardinelli family, blaming me for the death of his younger brother so they could tie up loose ends without having to leave Chicago. He’d gotten a jorogumo – an Other who looked like a beautiful Japanese geisha one second and a black-and-yellow orchard spider the size of a shed the next – and a pack of cynocephali to join him in a street fight outside the diner after Jolene had filled us in about her history with the Cerean nymph.

      “That is not my fault,” I hissed back. “Mason has a hero complex, and you know it! All-star quarterback turned little league coach so kids have a safe place after school, dating a single mom no other man would touch, and being a father-figure to her illegitimate son. He was going to put himself in danger if it meant protecting someone, and there’s nothing I could’ve done to stop it.”

      Jolene fished a handkerchief from her fuschia clutch and angrily dabbed at the tears so they wouldn’t ruin her mascara.

      “I am sorry, though,” I said softly. “So very sorry. He saved Johnny in the process.”

      “I … I didn’t know that.”

      “He shoved Johnny out of the way … I shot the oni in the face afterward if that helps.”

      Jolene sniffled, collecting herself. “It does.”

      “So … how is he?”

      “He’s out of the ICU, finally. But it’ll be a long, painful road. Emily’s seen him a lot, which helps. Though not lately.”

      I chewed my lip, remembering Emily’s blond hair whipping about her head as Landon’s helicopter lifted off into the night, her son glowing green in the seat opposite her. “She and Wyatt are a little busy. Family business. Out of town.”

      Jolene’s eyes narrowed. “I see.”

      Yeah, she didn’t buy my half-truth for a second, but she knew better than to press me. Had known that for a long time.

      “Well, um, I better get going.”

      Jolene touched my arm. “Whatever you’re doing,” she whispered. “Don’t let my nephew’s sacrifice go to waste.”

      I looked her in the eye. “Yes, ma’am.”
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      GoneGodDamn these hospitals. If they weren’t putting you in the system and sticking you full of needles, they were tugging on your heartstrings.

      Rule Two: don’t get attached.

      And my primary attachment was still in her hospital bed with an IV in her arm.

      I dashed back into Blanche’s room, snatching an unoccupied wheelchair on my way.

      Carefully, I extracted the worthless catheter and transferred my friend’s frail body into the wheelchair. In the hallway, I was met with half a dozen people protesting our premature exodus, so I threw Landon under the proverbial bus.

      “But he said I could!” But it wasn’t enough, so I continued, “Do you really want this hospital sanctioned for letting an Other die under your roof when she could’ve been treated by a trained professional? It could set the precedence for mythical creature malpractice suits. You don’t want to be liable, do you?”

      After that, I didn’t meet any resistance getting out the front door.

      Since Landon and his team were still occupied with the paperwork, and since I didn’t have my truck, I helped myself to one of their black SUVs conveniently idling outside the lobby.

      Without asking, I opened the rear passenger door and hefted the tooth fairy inside.

      “Hey!” Beefcake clambered out of the driver’s seat and dashed around the back to interfere. “That is Italian leather! At least put a drop cloth down or—”

      But I just sprinted around the front of the SUV in the opposite way he had come, like two kids playing tag, and hopped into the newly vacated driver’s seat, locking the doors.

      “Hey,” Beefcake exclaimed again, pounding his hand on the passenger window.

      I cracked the window a fraction. “That is Italian glass. And you’re smudging it.”

      Yanking the steering wheel to the left, I stomped on the gas … and was met with a horrible grinding noise.

      Beefcake ripped at his hair. “The clutch! You gotta—”

      But in the end, it didn’t matter. I got the crotchety SUV to go faster than Beefcake could run and grated my way to the clinic.

      It was exactly as I had left it.

      In shambles.

      Wooden crates branded with the cardinal-in-flight that had previously contained desiccated and powdered Other organs were smashed, the stock tank was crushed with its magic-less black organ sand scattered everywhere, woodland debris rotted in every corner, blood smeared the cement floor in too many places to count. Some of it Johnny’s. The loading bay doors flapped in the morning winter wind, banging against the wall like forgotten dragon scales.

      Swiping an exam table clear with my arm, I laid Blanche down, closed the doors, and got to work stabilizing her. I grabbed a mason jar of powdered eggshells from the shelves, mixed it with some of the bone marrow jelly Blanche kept in a container under her desk, and smeared it on her gums and over her wounds.

      I knew it was working by how fast her skin absorbed the salve, so I kept spackling it on until her body no longer sucked it in like a desert riverbed that hadn’t seen rain in a decade. Then I mounded the rest of it over her chest like I was frosting a cake and washed off in the prep sink.

      I was digging the gunk out from under my fingernails when the entire clinic trembled. Even the water in the sink quivered like that muddy footprint in Jurassic Park. With my machete lost somewhere in the woods, I inched for the fillet knife in the dish drainer.

      There was a wall of assorted knives and saws by Blanche’s table, which was on the opposite side of the examination suite, so if I was quick, I could have my pick. And by the way the floor trembled, I was going for the cleaver.

      The loading bay doors ripped from their hinges just as my fingers tightened around the cleaver’s handle. I grabbed the fourteen-inch-long brisket knife, just to be sure, and dropped to the floor as one of the doors cartwheeled across the suite, burying itself in the drywall beside the prep sink.

      Huffing, a woodland Other with beech bark-like skin, hair like green leaves, with a pair of moss-covered ram horns poking out of said leaves, loped in on all fours.

      Or on threes, since he held something in his hand.

      My last meeting with the Green Man had been something less than cordial – he’d been tortured by the World Army to refine the magic from the desiccated and powdered organs and body parts of mythical creatures I had (unwittingly) helped the Chicago mob harvest – and he’d been driven (hopefully temporarily) insane from all the flesh memories.

      He was also the one who had single-handedly beaten up the agents of the World Army during the red flare last night.

      I scrambled to my feet, the cleaver in one hand and the brisket knife in the other, blades hefted at the ready like I was some samurai at her last stand.

      Bending down, Reggie roared right into my face, blasting me with autumnal rot-scented breath.

      Yeah, I deserved that, but he wasn’t blameless in this situation, either.

      So I screamed back at him, screamed at him for not warning me about the tribute when he could have. Granted, the centuries had turned this Other into more beast than humanoid, but even apes could communicate caution.

      Reggie’s green eyes blinked in surprise, then narrowed under his leafy brow. Snorting, he sat back on his haunches, the entire suite rattling again, and dropped what he had held in his hand into a heap on the floor.

      Gauzy wisps of dark green silk, grave-gray skin, hair the color of raven wings. But matte, without shine.

      Reggie nudged the heap with a stubby finger, and the lifeless eyes of the succubus met mine. Her neck had been snapped. Or crushed. Or stomped. It was hard to tell from the jumble of bones sticking out of her flesh and her head lolling on a limp-noodle neck.

      There was something in her hand.

      Using the brisket knife, I swept the fabric away from her hand. The mark of a black sickle glared up at me from her wrist. Swallowing against a suddenly dry throat, I freed a piece of paper from her clawed fingers and unfolded it in the light of the loading bay.

      Frances Church

      Wishbone Clinic

      4213 Old Hickory Road

      I crumbled the piece of paper in my fist and threw it aside with an angry sigh. “Blanche is gonna be pissed. She had our address taken out of the yellow pages weeks ago.”
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      Fairy farts.

      I knew I never should’ve come back here. That’s Rule One: never let them know where you are. Of course my place of business would be blown, despite it being listed under Blanche’s name. Which didn’t leave me much hope for my house.

      I had to get us somewhere safe. Somewhere I could help Blanche. Somewhere I could jog my memory. Somewhere people wouldn’t think to find me.

      Even if I found such a place, I couldn’t very well leave a trail to be followed.

      I gestured to the succubus with the cleaver. “Was there a drow with her? Long white hair, Cajun accent, wearing a vest with like fifty knives in it?” It’d been more like six, but it’d sure felt like a lot more last night.

      The Green Man shook his head, leafy hair rustling.

      GoneGodDamn. One of Rabia’s hunters was still in the wind. But better one than two.

      “When she doesn’t check in, he’ll come looking for her,” I said. “We need to get out of here.”

      The Other huffed in agreement, rocking forward onto his hands and turning for the loading bay.

      “Hey, hey, hey!” I smacked him in the flank with the flat of the brisket knife. “You can’t just leave her here.”

      Reggie snorted, looking away like a dog refusing to acknowledge it’d just thrown up all over your Persian rug.

      I smacked his flank again. “You leave her here, and that’ll be just another round of questioning I don’t have time for.” I have my own questions. “Whoever finds her will think I did it, and I’ve been hunted down enough, thank you. Now hop-to, you overgrown shrub.”

      The Green Man didn’t budge.

      “Oh, I’m sorry. Where are my manners? Thank you for killing my stalker.”

      Nodding solemnly, the Other scooped up the dead succubus and lumbered out of the clinic.

      I didn’t waste any time.

      I drew a few vials of blood from Blanche’s arm and got the blood chemistry machines working away as I raided the clinic, piling everything on an unused exam table. Then it all went into one of those industrial storage bins preppers like to use for the collapse of modern society.

      The machines dinged with the results as I was fishing my notebook from the jar of dried lavender. Shaking off the extra petals, I snatched the paper print-outs.

      To the human eye, it looked like she was suffering from kidney failure. Which was why the hospital had had her hooked up to intravenous fluids. But I had a medicus’s perspective.

      Blanche had been poisoned.

      She’d been stung by a manticore, and there was no antivenom yet known to man that had been manufactured to deal with such a potent neurotoxin. Her body would shut down, one nerve at a time, if I couldn’t find an antidote.

      She had days left. Maybe.

      “Son-of-a-biscuit.” I ran to the loading bay and stuck my head out of the gap where the doors had once been. “Reggie? Are you done yet? I need you!”

      The trees groaned and snapped as the Green Man wedged his way through the forest. He appeared, shaking his bark-like hide of debris, and lumbered up to me with a baleful glare.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” I snapped. “You know how sorry I am about that whole organ trafficking thing. And you were determined to help Wyatt, too, remember?”

      The Other huffed, the angry glint disappearing from his green eyes. The boy and the Other were friends, best friends even, both of them loners living out in the western woods. I wouldn’t call Reggie a dog, but he was loyal like one. Loyal to the boy.

      “Reggie, I need your help.”

      The Green Man ruffled his leafy mane, which I took to mean, “Go on, I’m listening.”

      “I need you to take us to Wyatt’s house.”
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      The doublewide trailer tucked away into the fringe of the western woods was the perfect spot. It had no primary ties to me – secondary, sure – which meant it would take Bellamy longer to find us. It would also take us past the dead manticore.

      I knew from my time in the desert with the shaman, Tuvi, that even though scorpion venom affected mammals and other such creatures, scorpions themselves were pretty much impervious to their own venom. Maybe the manticore had a gland or something that secreted an antidote. If I could find it, I could help Blanche.

      We left the World Army’s SUV with its burnt-out clutch in the clinic’s driveway, Reggie carrying us like a leafy pack mule. He cradled Blanche in one hand, gripped the storage bin in the other, and I rode on his shoulder, hanging onto one of his curling ram horns for support.

      The motion was very familiar, as if I had ridden another Other’s shoulders in the not-so-distant past. Scowling, I forced the incomplete memory away. It was giving me a headache.

      A few miles or so from the clinic, Reggie slowed, then stopped. The path to the trailer had taken us by my place, and the Other had been smart enough to stay well-hidden in the woods. Peering through the feathery cedar fronds, I spied the gravel drive that meandered through the field of dead winter wheat to a ranch-style farmhouse.

      Or should I say hovel.

      The fight with the oni demon Hayate, the jorogumo Kita, the demon Titivillus, and the jackal-headed cynocephali had totally slipped my mind, but it came back in a rush at the sight of busted windows, trampled garden beds, blood smears, and oh yeah, an entire wall missing.

      I climbed down from the Other’s shoulder and stared at the house for a long time from the cover of the tree line, watching for any movement. I’d cleared it of all my essentials the night I’d decided to run from the skinwalker, so there wasn’t really any reason to go back except nostalgia.

      And the holes in my memory.

      I ran a hand through my curls, tugging on my scalp. Maybe I could find a clue there?

      Somebody had wanted me to forget. So obviously I had to try to remember.

      “I’ll just be a minute,” I told Reggie.

      The cardinals took flight from their perches among the stalks of the winter wheat, their songs changing to a cacophony of alarm chirps. Good. That meant I was the only one here.

      I passed by a spot of grass stained by blood as purple as huckleberry syrup and smaller patches of scorched ground. Had someone set off fireworks in my yard? Side-stepping around the splinters that remained of my porch, along with the chunks of plaster and the tattered webs of the screen door, I slunk inside.

      There was dried blood everywhere.

      Smeared across the kitchen tiles. Sprayed across the ceiling. Bloody handprints on the wall that turned into red fingernail scratches as someone had been dragged backward.

      The refrigerator was wide open, its door dented as if someone had slammed it with a sledgehammer. I clamped a hand over my nose against the putrid stench of spoiling milk and moved into the living room.

      A couch with stuffing oozing out of a dozen puncture holes. An entertainment center coated with dust, except for a ring-like scorch mark at its center. Beside it, four dust-free points where another object had sat.

      The Antevortan Clock.

      I could only imagine what time it was showing now … especially after nails clicked on the hardwood floor behind me.

      Fairy farts.

      It’d been a trap all along.
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      Click. Click. Click-click-click.

      Whirling around, I snatched the brisket knife from my machete sheath.

      Yellow eyes bored into mine.

      “Bah-bah-BAH-GAWK,” the chicken cried.

      The hen’s yellow feet skittered across the hardwood as it fled toward the garage, nails clicking.

      “Madame … Cluck?”

      I gave chase. I had remembered the chicken’s name, as well as the fact that this chicken had been important to someone. Maybe she could give me another clue.

      One thing was for sure. I wasn’t going to leave here without her.

      Thundering down the few steps into the garage bay, I skidded across a straw-and-scat strewn floor. The chicken flew out of the way in a flurry of black-and-white feathers, perching on top of the chest freezer and squawking.

      I caught myself against the hot water heater, stringing curses together as I shoved myself away. Cradling my scalded hands against my chest, I jumped back with a cry as something stirred at my feet.

      Something had built a nest under the hot water heater out of bits of brick, and that something was scrambling out as the hot stones cascaded across the cement floor.

      At first, I thought it was a salamander – the mythical kind – but this creature was too small. It was the size of a cat, with bat-like wings and a spade-shaped barb on the end of its tail.

      There were holes in its wings like a moth had eaten through their gauze-like fabric, a chunk was missing out of the spade-shaped barb, and a strip from one of my gingham kitchen towels covered its left eye.

      A large dip pen, its broken halves held together with duct tape, was gripped in its little fist.

      “You,” the demon screeched, thrusting the pen in my direction. His tirade was cut off as the nib wobbled, the pen bending at the taped seam. He caught the upper half before it could fall, glaring at me with one crocodile-like eye.

      “T-Titivillus?” I gasped. “What are you doing here?”
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      “Trying to die!” the demon shrilled, little wings flaring. “I mean suffer! GoneGodBless it, I mean trying to heal. A-and waiting for you!”

      I kept the brisket knife in my hand. My scalp was still sore from all the hair he’d yanked out of it a few days ago. “What do you want with me?” I glanced around the garage, wrinkling my nose at the smell of fermenting scat and rotting eggshells. “Have you been living in here this entire time?”

      “So what if I have?” He slapped his tail against the floor irritably. “That’s not the point. You fixed my pen, and now you’re going to break it! Ugh! I mean the other way around. Do you know how hard I was working on causing World War III? It was my dream. My purpose for getting up in the night. And now you’ve destroyed it, you, you Destroyer of Dreams!”

      “Destroyer of Dreams?” I planted my hands on my hips. “Don’t you think that’s a little over the top? And I’m not going to apologize for thwarting World War III.”

      “No mortal could break my pen, and you did! So … you could put it back together.”

      Huh, another clue. Since when did I have superhuman strength?

      “You attacked me, shrimpie. You and that oni demon and that scary spider-lady. Where are they, anyway?”

      Titivillus looked away petulantly. “I haven’t seen them since that afternoon. It was every Other for himself after those plague flies. I’m … alone.”

      That dark cloud of chewing insects had blotted out the afternoon sun, though I didn’t remember how they’d come to be at my house. At the clinic, Hayate had appeared with a missing lower lip and Kita without an eye. Though I was pretty sure that was because I’d shot her in the head.

      Titivillus scuffed a two-toed foot against the floor, looking pathetic. I refused to feel sorry for him.

      “Why would I help you?” I sheathed the brisket knife and snatched the chicken. She pecked at my fingers angrily, yellow legs kicking. “Ow! Quit it, Madame Cluck.”

      “My articulateness is at stake! I am the Master of Miscommunication, not its subject!”

      “Well, I guess that’ll give you something to think about the next time you attack people unprovoked.” I turned to go, the hen clucking in distress.

      “So you just barge in like you own the place—”

      “I do own the place.”

      “—refuse to fix my pen – my only reason for existing, by the way – and now kidnap my only companion?” Titivillus hobbled after me, the holes in his wings and tail rendering him as coordinated as a newborn giraffe. “You’re a wonderful person, DD.”

      “You’re a demon. I’m sure you’ll get over it.” I held the squirming chicken and shuffled through the filth so I wouldn’t slip. “And don’t call me ‘DD’.”

      “What will I eat?”

      “There’s a pantry full of food.”

      “Not demon-approved food!”

      “What is that, like gluten-free or something? Ack! Stop pecking me,” I told the bird.

      Titivillus stumbled up the stairs. “You’re not holding her left.” He lifted his three-fingered hands, grasping the air between us like a toddler begging for  candy.

      Eyes narrowed, I deposited the hen into his skinny arms. Madame Cluck peeped, ruffling her neck feathers but otherwise calming down. “I don’t believe this …” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Pack your things, Titivillus. You’re coming with me. As a chicken babysitter.”

      “And why would I do that?”

      “You want your pen fixed or not?”

      Madame Cluck squawked as the little demon spun around and disappeared into the garage.

      I doubted I could really fix his pen, but he didn’t know that. And I wasn’t about to tell him.

      I was in the kitchen tossing all the unspoiled food into a trash bag to take with us – why in the EmptyHell did I stock the pantry with half the grocery store?? – when Titivillus returned with a burlap chicken feed sack, the pen’s shiny brass nib sticking out of the top.

      I slung the trash bag over my shoulder in imitation of him, and together like two hobos, we trudged down the gravel drive into the woods.

      Reggie snorted in disapproval at the sight of the demon, but he didn’t protest when the cat-sized creature scrambled up his bark.

      “You’ll have to ride with Blanche,” I told him. “And keep that chicken off her.”

      Titivillus paused on the flat edge of Reggie’s stumpy finger, his little crocodile eye widening until it almost bulged out of his head. I’d covered the tooth fairy in the only thing I could find at the clinic – her ugly lime green knitting project – so she looked like a pea about to burst from a pod. If Blanche had been awake, she probably would’ve screamed at me for making her look so undignified and then screamed at him for staring. But Titivillus didn’t seem to mind the pea-in-a-pod look. If anything, he looked … intrigued. A thin line of saliva dangled from his open mouth, glistening like a silver thread, and snapped.

      “What is it?” I asked from my perch on the Green Man’s shoulder.

      “S-something!” The demon scrambled down into Reggie’s palm, taking inordinate care not to disturb the sleeping tooth fairy.

      Madame Cluck wanted nothing to do with the cramped traveling conditions, so she clung onto Reggie’s other shoulder, pecking the insects out of his leafy mane. The Green Man rumbled with delight.

      Riding a woodland Other the size of a tree made short work of the distance to Emily’s trailer. The Green Man stuck to the forests as much as he could or stayed as far away from the road as the fields would allow.

      After the succubus, he knew there might be more enemies lurking about.

      I slid down his arm like a giant firepole when a body appeared in the cornfield north of the trailer.

      The manticore’s human face with its three rows of sharp teeth was a frozen mask of agony, his leonine paws curled in painful fists as a scorpion stinger the size of my forearm protruded from his heart. Something had blasted him off his feet, his scorpion tail getting tangled under him and piercing through his cinnabar-red hide when he’d landed wrong.

      But if I thought I was going to get lucky finding a gland that made an antidote for a manticore sting, I was dead wrong.

      “GoneGodDamn these coyotes!” I cursed.

      The scavengers had torn into the manticore, leaving nothing but skeleton and hide in their wake. I knew they were just doing their animal thing, gorging on whatever food they could find in the middle of winter, but I was going to shoot the next one I found on principle.

      Scowling, I did the only thing I could do. I cut the stinger off the end of the tail, wrapped it in a strip of hide I’d cut free, and shoved it into my backpack. Couldn’t leave such a potent venom lying about for someone else to use.

      Then, riding Reggie’s shoulder, I pouted the rest of the way to the trailer.

      I needed a break. Something that told me the universe wasn’t screwing me for its own sick amusement.

      But I wasn’t going to get that either.

      As I shouldered open the trailer door, a dark figure in leather pants and a vest of knives stood to greet me, placing a half-eaten bowl of popcorn on the couch cushion beside him.

      The bastard had been using my duffle bags we’d left behind last night as his GoneGodDamn footrest.

      “Welcome ‘ome, sha,” Bellamy drawled.
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      I lurched back as two knives embedded into the doorframe, stumbling down the stoop and shoring up against Reggie’s legs.

      “Walk much?” Titivillus snickered.

      I scrambled to my feet, diving to the side as another pair of knives sank into the Green Man’s bark. The GoneGodDamned drow had thrown them blind, but they’d still whistled out of the open door and buried into the wood where my head had been.

      “I could use some help here,” I shouted to no one in particular. I yanked the brisket knife out of the machete’s sheath.

      “What can I do?” Titivillus shrieked from his perch in Reggie’s hand. “I’m an artist! A writer! My hands were made for perverting wordsmiths!”

      “They do a pretty good job of yanking people’s hair out!”

      Sauntering to the door, Bellamy pulled the welding goggles down over his eyes. The drow yanked the two knives from the doorframe, wiped the edges clean on his leather pants, and leapt after me.

      Reggie roared.

      Bellamy skidded to a halt in front of the Green Man, craning his head back so his fine white hair swished by his hips to take in the Other’s full height. A string of Cajun curses whispered past his lips.

      Reggie roared again.

      “Merde.” Bellamy jumped back as the Green Man dropped my storage bin, swiping for the drow with his big stubby fingers.

      Catching sight of me, on the opposite side of Reggie’s legs, the drow shoved his throwing knives back into their sheaths on his vest and yanked that milky-white dagger from the sheath on his thigh. Then we proceeded to chase each other around the woodland Other like a bunch of bickering toddlers. And Reggie, being the adult here, turned about in tight circles, swiping with his large hand to separate us.

      Flecks of bark sprayed from Bellamy’s failed attempts to fillet me with his dagger. As sorry as I was that Reggie was getting nicked every few seconds, I wasn’t about to break away from this cover and get hunted down in the woods. This drow moved incredibly fast, as fast as a shadow chasing after an extinguished light. I had the exceptional stamina of a rock climber, but I’d also just been in the hospital. I was tiring quickly against this dark elf.

      Bellamy danced away from a particularly wide swipe of my brisket knife, his thin lips spreading into a satisfied smile. “You are getting sloppy, sha.”

      Smiling my own satisfied smile, I used the few seconds I’d gained from forcing him back to leap onto Reggie’s leg. The drow cursed as I started to climb.

      As any good fighter knows, taking the high ground first is the key to victory. And since my brisket knife was longer than his dagger, I had better stabbing range, too.

      Shouting, Bellamy dodged another swipe of Reggie’s hand and leapt onto the Other’s trunk-like leg.

      He hadn’t latched on for more than a second before I kicked him in the shoulder. I got him again while he was still stunned, but he was able to deflect the stab of my brisket knife. It buried into the black scarf around his neck, yanking the fabric free as I snatched my hand back for another strike. The scarf wafted to the ground like a detached shadow.

      Seething, the drow slashed at my feet and began to climb.

      “What are you doing?” Titivillus shrieked, struggling to hold onto Madame Cluck. “You’re just bringing him closer to this sleeping angel! And you’re scaring the chicken!”

      “I’m a little busy here.” I climbed and ducked and slashed at the drow racing up after me.

      But Bellamy was having a worse time. In addition to blocking jabs of my brisket knife, he had to get away from Reggie’s swatting hand. And he seemed slower than before, taking longer to dodge and return my attacks. Even so, the drow skittered across the bark like a crazed squirrel, determined to win.

      I held on tightly as the Green Man dipped low, feeling the Cheetos in my stomach start to resurface. There was a colossal whap as Reggie missed and slapped his own thigh. The shudder that passed through my entire body almost shook me right off.

      “Take dat, you overgrown shrubbery!” the drow shouted.

      Reggie snarled – like branches snapping in a winter storm – and twisted around like a yogi master, smashing at the pest on his bark.

      I reached his shoulder, face green from my churning stomach, and held onto Reggie’s curled ram horn so I wouldn’t fall off.

      “Only rocks from now on.” I burped a wet bubble of bile and forced myself to swallow it back down. “No more climbing trees. Especially ones that move.”

      “Surrender, sha,” Bellamy shouted from below. “You ‘ave no choice now!”

      Tightening my grip on Reggie’s horn, I leaned forward for a better look.

      Bellamy balanced on Reggie’s hand, each foot on the stumpy end of a finger, his milky-white dagger hovering above the lime-green knitting. “I ‘ave your friend’s life under my knife.”

      The bundle under the knitting started to stir.

      “Stop now, and she lives,” the drow said.

      I flashed him that sadistic smile I reserve for when I want to make people really uncomfortable. “That’s not a she.”

      A chicken erupted from underneath the lime-green yarn, squawking and spraying the drow with black-and-white feathers.

      With a startled shout, he raised a forearm to protect his face.

      “Take that, you upstanding citizen!” Titivillus flung the knitting aside, the butt of his dip pen slicing through the feather-filled air and ramming into the drow’s groin.

      The cat-sized demon scrambled aside as Bellamy lurched forward, sprawling into Reggie’s open palm with a dazed groan.

      Titivillus, the dip pen held tightly in his prehensile tail, used the knitting as a parachute and drifted to a stop by the storage bin. On top of the plastic container was the unconscious tooth fairy, placed there when Reggie had dipped low to smack at the drow scrambling about his knees. Covering Blanche with the knitting, the demon stood guard over her with his pen.

      It was Reggie’s turn to grin. Laughing – the booming sound of felled trees crashing to the ground – the Other raised his other hand.

      I waved goodbye to the drow as the realization hit him before Reggie’s hand did. The resounding thunder as Reggie’s hands slapped together blew my hair back. Inside, Bellamy groaned like the world’s largest squished fly.

      Roaring, Reggie swung his hands like they held an imaginary baseball bat, and the squashed drow sailed over the tree-tops and out of sight.
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      “You good down there?” I called.

      Titivillus waved his pen victoriously, shrieking when it bent at the taped seam. Madame Cluck pecked and scratched around the yellowed grass, completely unharmed. Reggie huffed in contentment, his leaves rustling.

      As he lowered himself to all-fours, his preferred method of moving, I slipped down the leafy ridge of his spine like a slide. Jogging around to the front, I gave him an affectionate pat on the arm and checked on Blanche.

      Still unconscious.

      I took her inside the doublewide, laying her gently on Wyatt’s old bed, then hauled in the storage container and the trash bag full of food. Titivillus was already on the couch, his one eye glued to the television, holding the bowl of popcorn for Madame Cluck.

      Outside, Reggie paced like a territorial gorilla.

      “You flatten him into a pancake, and you’re still worried he’s going to come back?” I asked.

      The Green Man snorted in affirmation.

      I raked a hand through my curls. “Well … thanks for the help, Reggie. I know the town’s been unprotected for a bit since … you know. I’m sure you’ve got lots of work to do.”

      He fixed me with an accusatory green stare.

      I threw up my hands. “Oh my GoneGods, it’s not all my fault. Go take your judgment elsewhere.”

      Huffing, the Green Man loped away into the woods, trees snapping in his wake.

      Scowling, I crossed my arms over my chest and surveyed our surroundings one last time.

      The birds had started to chirp again, so I guessed all was well. Or well enough.

      As I turned to head back into the trailer, a shaft of sunlight glinted on something on the ground.

      I trotted down the stoop steps into the weedy yard and crouched in front of a pool of shadow. With the tip of my brisket knife, I poked around, and the pool shifted like fabric.

      It was Bellamy’s oversized scarf.

      It was the Cerean nymph’s cloak.

      Whatever you wanted to call it, it was a long length of cloth that was a magical artifact I bet Landon would just love to add to his collection.

      I scooped up the dark fabric – as light as spider’s silk – and brought it inside, kicking the door closed behind me.

      It’d been used against me twice, once when the Cerean nymph had taken Wyatt hostage and again by Bellamy, who’d used it to move faster than a shadow.

      It wasn’t going to happen a third time.
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      I missed my trail cameras. My little command center where I could keep an eye on the property in four different directions. The open fields that would reveal someone’s approach from a quarter-mile away, with the blue jays and red-winged blackbirds to confirm it.

      Emily’s trailer had none of that. What it did have were windows in every direction, which were just as good at seeing people approach as it was for people to see into the trailer and watch us from afar with binoculars. So I kept all the blinds drawn and flitted from window to door to window, checking checking checking.

      The manticore had said he was the first of Rabia’s heralds.

      That meant there were more.

      “Will you stop pacing in front of the TV?” Titivillus demanded. “Roger is about to give Nicole a carnation. I mean a lily. GodGoneDamn it, a flower! The red kind.”

      “You mean a rose?”

      “Yes! A dahlia!” The demon let out an exasperated sigh and flicked his three-fingered hand at me, motioning for me to quit blocking this episode of The Bachelor.

      “How can you be watching TV at a time like this?” I argued. “We were attacked—”

      Titivillus threw some popcorn at me when I didn’t move. “You were attacked.”

      “If something happens to me, your pen doesn’t get fixed, and you’ll be cursed to be a bumbling idiot for the rest of your life.”

      That got the little demon’s attention. He sat up straight on the couch. “What must I do?”

      “Keep an eye out for starters,” I said.

      Titivillus touched his gingham tea towel eye-patch and glared at me with his one crocodile-like eye.

      “I didn’t mean that literally. Yeesh, just be watchful or use whatever strongest sense you have. Okay?”

      Sulking, the demon leaned back on the couch and stroked the hen’s feathers. After eating half the popcorn, Madame Cluck had settled on her own cushion, peeping softly in her sleep. Titivillus made a show of turning down the volume of the TV so he could listen for threats and promptly ignored me.

      While he was on watch, I treated myself to a shower. Apparently, Emily had purchased a hot water heater big enough for a family of pixies, not humans, so I was driven from the bathroom after five minutes.

      I heated some water in a pan on the stove and gave Blanche a sponge bath, spackling her with more powdered-eggshell-and-bone-marrow jelly. She continued to sleep soundly, her chest rising and falling with even breaths.

      It scared the EmptyHell out of me.

      Alium fatum knochen didn’t sleep.

      When I emerged from the bedroom, Titivillus was waiting in the hallway. “How is she, DD?”

      “If you’re asking when she’ll wake up, I don’t know.” I ran my hands through my wet curls. “I really don’t know. And stop calling me that.”

      Titivillus placed his little hands on the backs of my calves and herded me into the kitchen. “Whenever a Heavenly cloud descends, I always find a hot meal rekindles the ol’ fury in the belly.”

      “Is this your way of saying you want dinner?”

      “Yes. And since I’m on watch, you will have to secure our food. I’ll have the fresh rabbit.”

      I opened the refrigerator and took a look around. “You’ll have the cold sausage.”

      “Poo,” the demon pouted.

      When you’re on the run for your life from the mob, you don’t get around to much cooking. You keep everything light and portable, or you collect non-perishables like a chipmunk storing acorns for the winter and keep a can-opener in your back pocket.

      But I still remembered how to do it – cook, that is, not just use a can-opener – though my expertise was in campfire cooking due to my wanderlust mother. In thirty minutes, I was sitting down at the little kitchen table with its coffee-stained doily and vase of dusty fake flowers with a plate of biscuits and sausage gravy. It wasn’t as good as Jolene’s, but it wasn’t too shabby if I do say so myself.

      Too short to see over the table even in his chair, Titivillus’s hand shot over the rim, felt around, and seized a raw sausage from the plate I’d set for him. Rising half out of my chair, I watched the little demon as he slashed a hole in the sausage casing with his nail and squeezed the filling into his mouth like a meat version of GoGurt.

      Smacking his lips, he tossed the casing aside, burped, and felt around for another sausage.

      “You’ll keep a clean house while we’re here,” I told him sternly. “We’re guests.”

      We were squatters, really, but we were squatters with manners.

      He rolled his one eye, but he placed the rest of the spent cases back on the plate and fetched the one off the floor when he was done. The pipsqueak had put away a pound-and-a-half of pork sausage.

      Hands clutching his swollen belly, he waddled back to the couch. Groaning, he climbed back onto his cushion and returned to the rapture that was The Bachelor.

      I ate the rest of my meal quietly, acutely aware of the silence. Of my friend unconscious in the other room. Of the Green Man patrolling the woods. Of Rabia’s second herald. Of the possibility Bellamy hadn’t broken every bone in his body and was traipsing through the forest to try to capture me again this very minute.

      How in the EmptyHell was I going to sleep tonight?

      Fidgeting, I pulled the smartphone Landon had given me from my pocket.

      No messages. No missed calls. No new information.

      I swiped my thumb across the screen, finally opening YouTube on the web browser for some music. I couldn’t stand the quiet, but I couldn’t have my ear buds in either and miss the sounds of someone sneaking up on me.

      “You’ve Lost That Loving Feeling” by The Righteous Brothers played just loud enough to compete with the low murmur of television.

      I put my dirty dishes in the sink, swiped the table clear of the dusty flowers and stained doily, and heaved my storage bin on top. I’d been in a rush to get out of the clinic, and now was the perfect time to organize my gear.

      Titivillus glanced often in my direction but never commented.

      I did the same with the trash bag full of food, commandeering an old suitcase from the hall closet to store it all. Rifling through the cupboards, I filled every water bottle I could find at the tap and set them on the counter for easy access.

      Then I sat back at the kitchen table to the tune of “Lean on Me” and opened my notebook to the pages titled Alium fatum knochen: Blanche, the Tooth Fairy. I tried to keep the tears in my eyes so they wouldn’t blur the ink as I wrote.

      Blanche has been injected with manticore venom. She is being treated with a mixture of powdered eggshells and bone marrow jelly. Approximately twelve hours after injection, her bloodwork revealed normal organ function. I suspect this manticore venom is much like scorpion venom, creating neurotoxicity. Which might be the reason why she has been sleeping since the incident.

      I was unable to dissect the manticore for anything resembling an antidote-secreting gland or organ because of coyotes.

      “I need to go to the library,” I muttered.

      I needed more information on manticores, on Schwarzwald tooth fairies, some nugget of wisdom to crack the code on Blanche’s condition. The library was closed at this hour, not like that would stop me. I’d just write Eunice another check for another busted window.

      I turned off the kitchen light and paced in the near-darkness, the television bathing the trailer in a soft blue glow. I couldn’t leave Blanche unattended – Titivillus did not count – and there were creatures in the dark hunting for me. Tapping the phone against my lip, I had an idea.

      Scrolling through the contacts, my thumb hovered over “Landon Falls.” Nah, that insufferable man would want to extract every ounce of information I had before providing any of his own. He already had Tiberius, Wyatt, and Emily. If I gave him Blanche, she would just be another person he’d use to control me. He’d done it before with the minotaur, and though that issue had yet to be resolved, I wasn’t about to compound it.

      Chewing my bottom lip, I typed in another number from memory.

      Johnny.

      Well, it was the Cornish Roost Sheriff Station. I didn’t have the man’s personal number. But I wanted it. For … comfort.

      Not like I’d call him. Or text him. That was Rule Two, people. Don’t let anybody get too close. And he’d already admitted he had feelings for me on several occasions. If I started calling him and texting him, soon there would be the inevitable question.

      Wanna go on a date?

      Sure, I had ‘won’ a date with him at the Corn Festival’s Bachelor Auction, but I hadn’t planned on actually using it.

      Though I’d sure fantasized about it, especially after he’d kissed me on the cheek. You know, in between all those moments I was busy running or fighting for my life.

      Shaking my head, I cleared the number from the screen.

      Johnny might still be at the hospital, anyway. Under the watchful eye of Doreen Collins. He was probably better off with her anyway. She’d kill him with baked goods, not bullets like me.

      Glumly, I slipped the phone back into my pocket. There had to be another way. Another way I could sneak out without being seen or needing someone to watch my back.

      My gaze shifted to the kitchen table, to the one object I hadn’t packed yet.

      The Cerean nymph’s cloak.

      I rubbed the thin fabric between thumb and forefinger, trying to figure out what it was.

      I’d heard of people using the skins of chameleon-like Others for camouflage – but it only really worked if you stood stone still and no one was looking at you directly – but this wasn’t a skin. It was incredibly thin and supple and soft like down feathers.

      Feathers.

      Landon had said you couldn’t use a magical artifact correctly until you understood the significance of it.

      Well, that significance was dawning on me really quick. Or should I say, twilighting on me. I might not be an expert in textiles, but I was an expert in mythical creature medicine, specifically of the Germanic and Hellenic varieties.

      A fabric that was downy soft, flawlessly black, that gave its user the ability to melt into shadow or move between them, giving them unparalleled speed.

      This cloak, this oversized scarf, had been woven from Thanatos’s feathers. Thanatos, the Greek god of Death.

      At least that was my best guess.

      “Ugh!” I dropped the fabric, wiping my hand on my clothes. I lifted my fingers to my nose, sniffed, but they didn’t smell of rot. Tentatively, I wrapped the cloak around my shoulders. It fit me like it had the drow, like one of those too-big scarves you see actors wearing when they wanna look European chic or something. I planted my hands on my hips and faced the demon. “Well, what do you think?”

      “You look like a shmuck,” Titivillus replied without looking.

      “You look like a shmuck,” I muttered. But I didn’t take it off. I kept it on – I wasn’t going to let it out of my sight – and stifled a yawn. Even if it worked like I thought it did, I was in no condition to go sneaking around town at midnight. “Titivillus, you think you could stay up a little longer? We should take shifts, just in—”

      I coughed as popcorn landed in my mouth.

      “Shh!” the little demon shushed. “They’re marathoning the entire week’s episodes at midnight! I’ll get to see the two I missed living at your delightful excuse for a house.”

      Perfect. He’d be wide awake for at least a few hours. I spat the popcorn into the sink and stumbled toward Emily’s room.

      Small, sparsely decorated, a heap of dirty laundry overflowing in the back corner. A fern straining against the east window.

      After setting the brisket knife on the nightstand, I flopped face-first onto the full-sized bed. Clothes and boots still on, I took one edge of the comforter and rolled, making a Frances burrito.

      I was only asleep for a second, maybe two, when something jolted me awake.

      It was like a lightning strike. To the brain.

      Every neuron was firing, every memory flooding back at once.

      In hindsight, I was glad I’d rolled myself up in a comforter because I was flopping around like a fish out of water.

      There were hundreds, no, thousands, of memories of a voice with multiple-personality disorder and an eight-foot be-horned demon named—

      “Darling!” Blanche cried from the other room.
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      Wiggling free of the comforter, I grabbed my backpack and bolted into Blanche’s room.

      I passed Titivillus on the way, snatching his tail and flinging him behind me. “Watch the house!”

      I sagged to the bed beside the tooth fairy, yanking out my med-kit.

      “Boss?” she murmured. She clutched her head with her bony fingers. “I remember everything.”

      So did I. The manticore. Clyde. Brittany and Charlotte and Valerie and —

      No. Not Allie. I shoved the thought away and pressed on Blanche’s shoulders. “Lie back down. You’ve been—”

      “Stabbed! By Apollonia’s Tongs, when I get my strength back, I’m making a GoneGodDamn necklace out of his – ahh!” Groaning, the tooth fairy pressed a hand against her sternum. Black liquid seeped from her stitches.

      “It wasn’t doing that before,” I whispered. “What did I tell you? Lie back!”

      “Where’s Clyde?” the tooth fairy asked. She winced as I turned on the bedside lamp. “Where is he?”

      “He used the talisman the coyotl gave me,” I answered, somewhat crossly.

      I didn’t want to think about that right now – as ironic as that sounded – because I had to make sure Blanche wasn’t dying. I dabbed away the seepage, wrinkling my nose at the smell. Manticore venom. Apparently, there was a pocket still inside her chest. I pressed on her flesh on either side of her sutures, expelling more of the venom until her blood – red as a human’s – followed after it.

      “GoneGodDamn it,” I muttered. “I might have to go back in there.” I shoved things around in my backpack until I found the cellphone that I kept in a bag of chips. “Why … why aren’t you screaming in pain right now?”

      Blanche stared at me with her shiny black eyes as if I was an idiot. “Alium fatum knochen can make their own procaine. Novocain, as you humans would call it.”

      “I-I didn’t know that.”

      Blanche smiled her pit bull smile. “A girl’s gotta have one or two secrets.”

      “So is that why you’ve been sleeping? You were using your energy stores to manufacture your own anesthetic?”

      That would explain why she hadn’t been crying when we’d first met. Her chest had been slashed open from her scrounging around in medical waste containers looking for food. That cut had been pretty bad, but she hadn’t had to sleep to make her own personal brand of pain killers. Which meant this manticore sting was brutal.

      I quickly dialed the shaman’s number. Unfortunately, it went to voicemail. I gritted my teeth so I wouldn’t curse him out. He was probably helping someone with a spirit walk, and those took at long as they took. “Tuvi! I have a friend who’s been stung by a scorpion. Well, a manticore, actually. She’s stable-ish, but please, call me back.” I turned back to Blanche. “We’ll get you some help.”

      “No,” she rasped. “Find Clyde. He’s the important one.”

      “Shush.” I didn’t say anything else because some awful small piece of me agreed with her.

      As I snipped a piece of suture, I gave myself a mental kick for the hundredth time. I wasn’t an overly emotional person. I just did what needed to be done. I categorized and executed, end of story. It’s what had made me such an effective surgeon. It’s why I’d left Johnny to bleed out on the clinic floor so I could save the town. It’s why I knew I’d prioritize finding Clyde and Sunny so we could stop Rabia as long as Blanche was stable. But just because I was self-aware didn’t mean I didn’t hate myself for it.

      I wedged a whole calcium tablet the size of my thumb knuckle into the wound so her body could absorb it slowly over time and sutured her skin closed. “Sorry, but that should help. I’ll look around to see if Emily’s got any vodka for the pain so you can concentrate on healing.”

      The tooth fairy nodded, looking drowsy. “Yeah … seems like I … need to make … more.”

      “No, no, no,” I said, shaking her gently. “Stay awake, stay—”

      My pocket was ringing. And vibrating. And if it could, I bet it would be tasering me.

      I yanked Chin’s smartphone out of my pocket and threw it onto the bed.

      “Find Clyde,” the tooth fairy muttered, nodding off. “Find my darling.”

      “Blanche, no, I need you—”

      Her head lolled to the side, her one remaining eyelash extension casting spidery shadows on her lapis-colored cheek.

      “... to stay awake.” Clamping a hand around the phone that had interrupted us, I tried to crush it. If Sunny had been here, I could have. Squashing my own turmoil of frustration and loneliness, I patted her knobby knee. “Sleep well.”

      At least one of us could. I wouldn’t be able to sleep, not now.

      With the return of my memories, everything that had happened in the last few weeks made sense.

      The Corn Festival’s purpose was to amass enough magical energy to donate to Selu.

      In turn, Selu, the Native American corn goddess who was actually Opis the Roman goddess of agriculture in disguise, would use that tribute to renew the prison that kept Rabia contained. Of course, it wasn’t really her – the gods had left, remember? – but she had left machinations in place to carry out her purpose, a memory of her that Sunny and I had discovered in the sinkhole.

      But the tribute had been tainted with blood, just like it had been thousands of years ago when Rabia had overcome Saturn.

      And now, the rings – the wards – around that planet were weakening.

      Rabia, the pure essence of rage, was going to break loose.

      But Opis had created a weapon, forged in the heart of a star, should he ever break free.

      The phoenix.

      Sunny.

      Who was currently trapped inside an urn, her consciousness imprisoned in her ashes because the gods had left at the exact moment before she could be reborn. Who was also concealed away in my demon’s pouch.

      As much as I wanted to find Clyde for Blanche’s sake, I needed to find him because now it was time to fulfill my promise.

      Discover a way to release the phoenix.

      Ideally before Rabia broke free of his prison and enslaved the earth.

      I raked a hand through my curls, yanking on my scalp. “Huh. Wonder what the Antevortan Clock has to say about this.”
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      Chin’s smartphone rang again as I returned to Emily’s room.

      Landon Falls.

      Mr. Tall, Dark, and Handsome.

      Mr. World Army Agent Who Would Use Me For The Greater Good.

      This wasn’t a cellphone in my hand.

      This was another tracking bracelet.

      We’ll work together on this one, he said. It’s just the Furia, the cult of a rage-crazy Roman god, he said. I promise I won’t double-cross you for the greater good, he said. I went into the bathroom and filled up the sink. Yeah, right.

      I answered the phone. “Hello, Landon.”

      “Frances—”

      “Listen up, suit. This is how it’s gonna be. You’re going to keep Wyatt safe. I am going to go find my demon and, with any luck, a way to defend ourselves from what’s coming. And no, you don’t get to come because you’ll just try to steal her. So, yeah, I’m going off the grid again. See you in six days.”

      “Frances, don’t you dare—”

      I dropped the phone into the water.
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      An hour after dawn, I turned the house upside down for the second time, searching for Emily’s car keys.

      I’d spent the rest of last night packing up her old 1980s station wagon with all my gear, transforming the rear seat into a medical bed for Blanche, creating a make-shift chicken pen out of milk crates and bungee cords I’d found in the house, and stocking a bait cooler – that I had thoroughly bleached like twelve times – with whatever raw meat I could find in the fridge and freezer for Titivillus. I’d pay Emily back, if I ever saw her again.

      The night had been quiet – no callback from Tuvi – and Reggie returning once to check on us. He’d nothing to report, but the gravity in his green eyes told me his memories had returned, too. He knew what was at stake. In a previous life, he’d been Fidel, the devout human servant of Opis, before she’d transformed him into the world’s first Green Man to save his life from a spear to the heart.

      I popped up from the mess of couch cushions with a scowl. “Fairy farts.”

      Emily had probably had her car keys in her pocket when we had escaped the other night. It made sense. It just sucked because those car keys were in Indianapolis.

      Now I was wishing I hadn’t destroyed that smartphone. At least then I could’ve pulled up the University of YouTube and watched a video on how to hot-wire a car.

      “Destroyer of Dreams!” Titivillus shrilled. “Incoming!”

      I stopped beating my head against the armrest and hurried to the door.

      A dark SUV rumbled up the gravel path, pulling in neatly beside the station wagon.

      Titivillus stood on the hood of the car, holding his dip pen at the seam and jabbing the air warningly.

      My fingers were already in my curls, feeling for the hilt of my brisket knife, but I didn’t draw it. If this was Landon, he would’ve used the SUV to block the car and prevent egress.

      A familiar face in a familiar fleece jacket stepped out of the car. “You planning a road trip, Miss Church?”

      I stayed rooted to the stoop steps, the winter wind whipping in my hair. But I didn’t feel cold. I felt molten hot shock. “J-Johnny?”

      His golden-framed face split into a shy smile.

      “W-what are you doing out of the hospital?”

      He shrugged. “I told you. I’m a fast healer. Dr. James released me so long as I keep the wound clean. One infection and he said I’m not leaving the hospital until I can dance to Cotton-Eye Joe.”

      I tugged down on my curls so they wouldn’t keep smacking me in the face. “How—”

      “Do you want to go inside? Where it’s warm?”

      “That’s an awful idea,” Titivillus agreed. “It’s boiling out here.”

      “Who’s your new … friend?” Johnny asked.

      The little demon waved his pen. “We are not enemies, we’re mortal friends. GoneGodBless it!”

      “He have a learning disability I should be aware of?” the sheriff whispered.

      Frustrated, Titivillus stomped around on the hood of the car, hissing blasphemies. “Sunbeams and rainbows! Poo!”

      I shook my head. “He’s been having some difficulty saying what he means. You have to take a lot of it in context. Like that, right now? I think it means something like Hellfire and Brimstone! Shit!”

      Johnny leaned over as he examined the little demon, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “So … he’s like a smartphone with its profanity filter stuck on autocorrect?”

      “Exactly!”

      “That’s kind of adorable.”

      “Autocorrect this!” Titivillus leapt into the air, slashing with the brass nib of his dip pen.

      Chuckling, the sheriff side-stepped out of reach and gestured to the trailer door.

      “Inside?”

      “We were just leaving.” I ducked inside for my jacket and shut the door. Tugging the jacket tight over the shadow scarf, I eased down the stoop steps, nervous. Why was Johnny being nice? I’d left him to die. “How did you know I was here?”

      “I’m a cop, remember? It’s my job to think like my suspect.”

      I cocked an eyebrow. “So I’m your suspect?”

      “You’re always a little suspect,” he said with a wink.

      GoneGodDamn it, I blushed. A nice dark red that couldn’t be blamed on the wind.

      Johnny cleared his throat. “Funny thing is, around quarter-past one this morning, I woke up. I had a sudden flashback, as if part of my memories had been blocked and now had been restored.”

      “Oh? Of what?”

      It was Johnny’s turn to cock an eyebrow at my poor attempt at ignorance. “Of Clyde. Your demon. I guessed it would be the same for you, so I came to offer my … assistance. He’s not here, is he?”

      I shook my head. “I’ve got to find him.”

      Johnny tucked his thumbs into his belt. “So, what’s your plan? I see you’ve got yourself prepared for a long trip, but where are you going? Maybe I can contact some of my fellow officers—”

      “No! I mean, no thanks. No cops.”

      His brilliant green eyes narrowed. “There something you want to tell me? Remember how keeping things from me didn’t go so well the last few times?”

      I chewed my bottom lip, staring at the driveway. If I told him, I’d just break down. I was afraid, afraid of Rabia, afraid that I couldn’t find Clyde, couldn’t release Sunny, and I had no time for tears.

      Worn boots scuffed against the gravel as he closed the distance between us. Standing at the bottom of the stoop, he slipped his warm hand into mine. “Frances.”

      I looked up at the sound of my name. How could someone instill so much affection into one word?

      “Trust me,” Johnny said. “Don’t you know you’ve got me?”

      I nodded once so I wouldn’t shake the tears from my eyes. I didn’t deserve this man’s kindness, not after all I’d done.

      “Let’s start with something small.” He climbed the remaining stairs, his hand sliding from my hand to cup my elbow. “Where are you going?”

      “Ummm …” Rule Five was always have a Plan B. There was no rule saying I had to start off with a Plan A.

      “You don’t even know? Good gravy!” Leaning past me, he shoved open the door. “Back in the house, Miss Church. You’re not leaving until you have a plan.”
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      Johnny put the kettle on as Titivillus marched back inside, slammed the door behind him, and threw himself on the couch. Without a word to either of us, he turned on the TV and flipped through the stations until he found a rerun of Hell’s Kitchen.

      “Hey, what’s with demons and reality TV shows?” I asked.

      “All the screaming and backbiting is very stimulating,” he answered, eye glued to the screen.

      “Gross.”

      Johnny slid a hot cup between my hands and sat down next to me. “You like hot cocoa, right?”

      The table was so small our knees touched. I didn’t move away.

      “Yeah, but Clyde would have a thing or two to say about my triglycerides.”

      “Then maybe you should take him up on his exercise advice.”

      I choked on my cocoa. “W-what?”

      Clyde had said if I wasn’t going to change my diet, I had to increase my cardiovascular exertion via sex or running. Specifically, sex with Johnny Galastone since we kept blasting each other with our pheromones. Or so we’d been told.

      Johnny handed me a napkin. “Yeah, the shoe store is having a sale on running shoes this week. They’re more comfortable to run in than boots, trust me.”

      Thank the GoneGods he didn’t remember the other part of that conversation. “O-oh. Yeah, well, maybe after I find Clyde.” I filled the silence by sucking down some more cocoa. “So … how do we find my demon?”

      “Right.” Johnny cleared his throat. Back to business. He pulled out his notepad and set his mug aside. “What do you know about him?”

      “He loves eggs, can only eat raw meat, he was originally a familiar from Level Four before becoming the scorekeeper for the battlers on Level Five …”

      “I mean his likes, dislikes, habits, the specific stuff. Details specific to him.”

      I pushed my mug between my hands as I thought. “He’d rather play defense than offense. I mean he’s more of a protector than a brawler, you know?” The way he had reared and guarded his chickens – his pecklings – had been proof of that.

      “So he won’t be causing a scene. He’ll be harder to track that way.”

      “He likes Aldie’s books.”

      “Aldie?”

      “He’s a drow who writes Other self-help books. His favorite is ‘Bad Is Just Another Word For Misunderstood’.” I remembered how it’d been chock full of post-it notes and old receipts, marking important passages. How Clyde had threatened me if I dog-eared any of the pages.

      Johnny printed the title in precise capital letters. “Huh, that sounds like a rare book. Maybe we can check the library database for who’s borrowed it recently. Anything else?”

      “I … I don’t know.”

      I felt like a failure. Clyde knew almost everything about me – down to my blood pressure and triglyceride levels – but I hardly knew a thing about him. I knew demons were secretive creatures, but that was no excuse. I’d been too wrapped up in my own problems – too selfish – to really learn about what made my demon tick.

      Johnny squeezed my hand. “Don’t worry. You’ve got a starting point. Let’s go see what Eunice can dig up at the library.”

      “That woman hates me.” I put our mugs in the sink and snapped my fingers to get Titivillus to turn off the television.

      “You did bust out her window. But don’t sweat it. You’re with me now, remember?” He gave his fleece collar a little pop. “Not many people in this town would deny me a small favor.”

      I laughed. “That’s because you’re Johnny Galastone, Cornish Roost’s most esteemed sheriff, eligible bachelor, and resident pretty-boy.”

      “Pretty-boy?” The esteemed sheriff looked affronted.

      “Fine. Handsome.”

      He ran a hand through his sun-kissed hair with a little too much enthusiasm. “Are you calling me handsome, Miss Church? That’s mighty forward of you.”

      I just rolled my eyes. “I’m going to get Blanche. Can you do something about that station wagon not starting?”

      “You mean you want me to hot-wire it? I’m a cop—”

      “Yeah, and aren’t you always saying how you have to think like your suspect? Surely you’ve picked up a criminal habit or two.”

      “We could just take my car.”

      “I’m not coming back here. Once I have a direction, I’m gone. Besides, taking your car would only attract attention.”

      I went into Wyatt’s room and scooped up the sleeping Blanche. She hadn’t woken since this morning, but I had hope. Now that I knew what she was doing, I could give her body the necessary nutrients and therapy to give her the healing boost she needed.

      First off, Titivillus would be in charge of not only caring for Clyde’s chicken but slathering the tooth fairy in that eggshell-bone-marrow salve every hour. When she wasn’t being medicated, she’d be covered, limiting external stimuli to let her neuron pathways fight off the venom. It would have to do until I found an antidote.

      Ugh. Find Clyde. Unleash Sunny. Find an antidote for Blanche. Prevent Rabia from getting loose and getting his hands on Sunny. Not necessarily in that order. How in the EmptyHell was I going to do it all?

      The station wagon was purring away when I left the house with Blanche in my arms, Johnny leaning against the hood of the car with a duffle bag at his feet.

      “Turns out she kept a backup with the spare house key under the door mat,” he said.

      Fairy farts. The only place I hadn’t looked.

      Johnny opened the rear door for me, and I slid Blanche into her special seat. I tucked the lime knitting around her head, giving her something familiar to smell, then covered her with a floral comforter I’d raided from the linen closet.

      Titivillus shoved Madame Cluck’s milk-crate pen into the second-row seat and climbed after her, tucking his pen between his little knees. “It needs more tape, DD.”

      “I’ll get right on that.” I slammed the door shut. I jerked my chin at Johnny’s duffle bag. “What’s that for?”

      “Didn’t I tell you? I gotta think like my suspect. You.” He tossed his bag into the trunk and dropped into the passenger seat. “I knew you’d make a run for it. So, I’m coming with you.”

      “But what about Cornish Roost? You’re the sheriff—”

      “Something tells me if I don’t come with you, there won’t be a Cornish Roost to come back to.”
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      Eunice the librarian was reluctant to help, even with Johnny giving her his best Midwestern-style sweet talk. Guess her grudge for me ran deeper than I thought. I don’t know why she was so huffy. I’d paid for a replacement window – which had been promptly installed – and the weather had been fine despite it being winter, and none of the books had caught even the sniffles.

      But in the end, the sheriff won, and she gave us a list of towns that had ‘Bad Is Just Another Word For Misunderstood’ checked out in the last twenty-four hours. It was a short list, but the towns were in opposite directions. Boulder, Colorado and Ocean City, New Jersey.

      Johnny smoothed one of the library’s old road maps onto a table. “East? Or west?”

      I followed the major highways with my eyes. I-64 East to the Atlantic Coast of Boston, New York, Richmond, Charleston, and Miami. Or I-64 West to the Pacific Coast of Los Angeles, San Diego, and —

      Portland. I remembered the night we’d fled from the skinwalker, on the eve of Corn Festival. I hadn’t known where to even go, and Clyde had suggested it. “Portland. They like to keep things weird. Did you know it was the first American city to accept Others after the GrandExodus? It’s a kind of haven for us. Someplace we could get lost and no one would look twice.”

      I stabbed at the city in the northwest corner of Oregon. “West. To Portland. They … like to keep things weird. Did you know they were the first American city to mainstream Others?”

      “I didn’t.” Johnny folded the map and returned it to the librarian. “Thank you, Miss Eunice, you’ve been mighty helpful.”

      “I’d be even more helpful if you didn’t bring her around next time,” she said, batting her eyes.

      Gag.

      I left them for the religious section so they didn’t have to see me turn green, stacking every book I could find on demonology and the occult. Maybe I could find a way to contact Clyde. Or maybe I could recognize a clue he’d left for me.

      Johnny was still politely brushing aside Eunice’s advances when I plopped the stack of books onto her desk. She looked at me sourly over the rim of her glasses.

      “You can’t borrow any more books until you’ve returned the ones you already have,” she informed me with a disdainful lift of her nose.

      “But I don’t have any.”

      She rattled off a list of Aldie’s works. Apparently, Clyde had borrowed them under my name.

      “I … I don’t know how many of those are still intact,” I mumbled.

      Pursing her lips, she gave Johnny a you-can-do-better-than-her look. She punched a series of numbers into her calculator, her fingernail stabbing each button like she was imagining it was my head, and held the sum out to me. “Then you owe the Cornish Roost Library sixty-one dollars seventy-two cents in replacement fees.”

      “Son-of-a-biscuit.” I fished the cash out of my backpack. “Here.”

      Eunice took her time stamping the books and marking each one in her ledger, even though the books all had library barcodes and there was a scanner not six inches from her hand.

      “I’m only releasing them for one week instead of the usual two due to your … destructive history,” she informed me.

      “Oh, come on! I said I was sorry about the window!”

      “Miss Eunice, I’d greatly appreciate it if you’d let Miss Church borrow them for two weeks,” the sheriff asked sweetly. “I’ll vouch for them.”

      The librarian flirtatiously toyed with her eyeglass chain. “Personally?”

      Johnny laid a hand over his heart. “Not a coffee-stain in sight.”

      “I don’t drink coff—”

      He elbowed me in the ribs to keep quiet.

      “Or any other beverage,” he assured. “Whaddya say?”

      “Well … alright. But not a dog-ear or broken spine, you hear?”

      “Yes, ma’am. Thank you.” He slid the stack under his arm and jerked his head at the door, mouthing, Go.

      Outside, I yanked open the passenger door and dropped into the seat, guiding the stack onto my lap. “I can’t believe Eunice was flirting with you. She’s like twenty years older than you.”

      Shrugging, Johnny shut the door. “When you got it, you got it.”
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      I held out a rib so Johnny wouldn’t need to touch it with his dirty fingers as he pumped gas into the old station wagon. We were in St. Louis, sharing a bucket of ribs we’d gotten at a drive-thru barbeque joint as I went over my notebook and Johnny pumped gas. I was hoping a treatment I’d written down for another patient might be transferable to Blanche. There was only so much reading about the occult I could take in one sitting.

      “Rotate,” he mumbled.

      I flipped the rib over, pitched the bone I’d gnawed clean into a spare bucket for Blanche, and wiped my hand on a pile of napkins. I flipped to another page, this one titled Yacumama. That Amazonian water snake had been a tricky beast, her instincts demanding she eat us even as we tried to help her with a nasty case of gingivitis. I’d had to blow on a conch shell to sedate her before Blanche could rub her gums down with heliconia paste.

      “Heliconias,” I muttered. I dropped Johnny’s picked-clean rib bone into the bucket. I held out another one for him. “Hey, didn’t we pass by a sign for a botanical garden in this city?”

      “Yeah. It was on the other side of the city,” he said between mouthfuls of food.

      I chewed my lip. “Can you turn on your smartphone for a minute?”

      I made Johnny keep it off, the battery sitting in the unused ashtray until it was needed. Wiping his fingers with a wet nap – you can only imagine what’s touched a gas pump – Johnny reassembled it and turned it on, pulling up the Missouri Botanical Gardens website. I pressed against his shoulder as I peered to get a better look at the screen.

      “It’s closed,” he told me. “Doesn’t open until tomorrow.”

      “Son-of-a-biscuit. Okay. Turn it off.” I gnawed on another rib as I checked on our passengers.

      Titivillus was asleep on his seat, curled up like the cat-bat hybrid he looked like, pillowing his head on the brass nib of his pen – newly duct-taped by me, I’m not completely heartless to his plight – Madame Cluck was busy brooding on an egg, and Blanche was a motionless lump in the third row. The smell of rib bones had made her nostrils flare, but she hadn’t woken. She really needed some medicine.

      “Would you be okay if we stayed here tonight?” I asked him.

      “Sure. You’re the one running this show. But why?”

      “Didn’t you see on the website? They have an herbarium and a German garden. Maybe they’ll have something that can help Blanche. That park is over 72 acres large. Think about all the plants there!”

      He crossed his arms over his chest. “That are illegal for you to harvest.”

      I mimicked his arm cross. “You can either come with me and look the other way, or you can stay in the car.”

      Johnny’s green eyes almost bulged out of his head. “First it’s hot-wire the car—”

      “That we are borrowing from Emily—”

      “—and now you’re making me choose between being the lookout or the getaway driver. Those are both accomplices to crimes!”

      “Wouldn’t it be more illegal to let someone die?” I gazed up at him with what I hoped were big blue endearing eyes.

      “Good gravy, don’t look at me like that.” He snatched the bucket of ribs off the roof of the car and got into the passenger seat. “You’re springing for the hotel. And I want someplace quiet where I can contemplate my moral compass.”
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      I paid for the double-twin room at the Econo Lodge in cash, got the Others squared away in the room – so long as Titivillus had reality TV, he was easy to deal with – and spent as much time as I could without raising suspicions at the communal computer.

      I wrote down on the little complimentary notepads the specifics about the botanical gardens, then scoured the internet for anything related to manticores, tooth fairies, the cult of Rabia – not much there except what I already knew – and the drow. I needed to know what hunted me.

      How would Clyde say it?

      “Drow. Dark Elf. BAMF-Annoying. Usually dark-skinned with white hair. Strong aversion to intense light. Blind to disorient,” I murmured.

      I shook my head to free myself from the gloomy cloud that had settled there and clicked on the Heartland Vision homepage.

      The most current video of Kyle Corely popped up in the center of the screen.

      “… that’s right, folks. Looks like the weather tonight is prime for another one of those aurora borealis! I urge you all to get out and watch nature’s all-natural light show this evening. Who knows when another one will come this far south again?”

      Frowning, I cleared the browser history and slunk back to my room.

      I couldn’t help but think this was somehow a result of Rabia’s influence. Landon had postulated the increased auroras would be due to space debris, but that was too easy an answer. I imagined a wolf shaking the snow off its back, the snow blinding you so you didn’t see the wolf leaping through the flakes until it was too late. The more he strained against his prison planet, the more the rings reacted, sending millions of particles through space to be ignited by the sun before dazzling our atmosphere. I’m no meteorologist or astrophysicist, but that was my story, and I was sticking to it.

      Johnny was in the shower when I got back, the steam coiling around the ceiling from the cracked door.

      “I’m back,” I called, bolting the door and sliding the chain lock in place. I wedged a chair under the doorknob for good measure. “You need me to look at your wound?

      “I’ve got it under control, Doc,” Johnny said with a laugh. “I got us some take-out from across the street. Hope you like Italian.”

      I didn’t like Italian. I loved it.

      But I hadn’t had it since I’d left Chicago. I hadn’t needed another reminder that the Family was hunting me.

      Had been hunting me. Clyde had taken care of that.

      He had done so much for me in the few weeks we’d been bonded: watching my back, defending me, making sure I was fed, making sure I had a friend. It’d been Clyde who had finally neutralized the threat that had been plaguing me for ten months. It’d been Clyde who had let me begin to heal.

      Who knew a demon could do such a thing?

      Carefully, I opened the Styrofoam containers.

      Linguine with clam sauce. Pappardelle with mushrooms and braised oxtail.

      Crispy calamari and limoncello cheesecake.

      A few minutes later, Johnny found me sitting cross-legged on one of the beds, sobbing and stuffing marinara-drenched calamari tentacles into my mouth.

      “Frances!” He plucked the container away and grabbed the wad of paper napkins.

      “Could you keep it down?” Titivillus said, turning up the volume. “Gordon Ramsay is in one of his moods, and I don’t want to miss it!”

      Johnny wiped the marinara from my mouth and sat next to me, wrapping his arm around my shoulders. Still damp from the shower, the residual heat radiated from his skin like a sauna. He was dressed in flannel plaid pajamas – red, like the apples of his orchard – which would’ve been really cheesy if he didn’t wear them like a Land’s End model.

      Not that I was checking him out or anything. It was just that his flannel-covered shoulder pressed against my cheek felt incredible.

      “Frances, you’re kinda scaring me right now,” Johnny said, rubbing my arm.

      “It’s just … I love Italian food so much,” I bawled.

      “You love – what? So are these, like, tears of joy?”

      “So many tears,” I blubbered, honking into a napkin. “C-can I have more of the c-calamari, p-please?”

      He held out another napkin for me instead. “You tell me what’s going on, and I’ll give all the calamari you can eat.”

      So I did. Well, eighty percent of it. From my time in the mob to Rabia and his Furia. Everything except my relationship with the phoenix. And the shadow cloak-scarf thingy. Because Rabia was possessing Others. If he started possessing people, the less who knew about me and Sunny, the better. I glazed over those parts and simply told him that Clyde had an artifact that would help in the fight against Rabia.

      “Wow,” Johnny breathed. “You must really want that calamari.”

      I did, but I’d gushed because I was so tired. I was so tired of running for my life, of looking over my shoulder, of never getting to go to sleep without first checking that GoneGodDamn Antevortan Clock or the locks on the door.

      Apparently, I was so tired I fell asleep partway through the rest of my story, and I woke to Gordon Ramsay shouting something about overcooked lamb.

      “You’ve been out for hours, DD,” Titivillus said, his one crocodile eye never leaving the TV screen.

      I lifted my head from Johnny’s thigh, wincing at the sight of the six-inch diameter pool of drool I left behind. Wiping my mouth, I put the Styrofoam containers in the mini-fridge. The sheriff had eaten on the bed, not wanting to disturb me snoring and drooling into his flannel, flopping onto his back when it was time for sleep.

      I checked the door again – still locked – the windows – locked and the parking lot well-lit and free of nefarious characters – and then the Antevortan Clock.

      Nine.

      So that’s what it had jumped to when I’d made my decision to go after Clyde.

      That wasn’t particularly good, but it wasn’t particularly bad, either.

      I set the Clock on the desk and went into the bathroom to shower.

      The Econo Lodge certainly had a bigger water heater than Emily’s, and I took my time scrubbing the filth and tears from my skin. I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d really gotten clean.

      With a towel wrapped around both my hair and my body, I tiptoed out into the bedroom for my duffle bag. As my hand tightened over the straps, a pale teal light slid over my skin, all the way to my bare shoulder.

      It wasn’t coming from the glow of the television.

      I looked across the room to the slit in the window curtains.

      “Titivillus,” I said softly. “Turn off the TV. Now.”

      The demon obeyed without so much as a hint of a flippant remark and joined me at the window.

      The night sky was awash in teal light, bending and twisting like sheets strung on a clothesline to dry in the wind. It was mesmerizingly beautiful.

      Below us, the parking lot was full of awed hotel patrons, heads tilted back and mouths agape.

      Zzzz-zzzz-zzzzt!

      Behind me, the hand on the Antevortan Clock buzzed as it circled around the clockface. Swallowing, I padded over to the Clock, as if my soft footfalls would somehow influence its decision on my life.

      Ten.

      “Son-of-a-biscuit.”
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      The next morning, after gorging on the complimentary breakfast – hey, free is free – I looked over my shoulder no less than eighty-two times as Johnny and I loaded up the station wagon and checked out of the hotel.

      Nothing.

      Yet.

      I sure hoped this shadow scarf I was wearing was more than just a fashion accessory.

      But on a brighter note, Tuvi had left me a voicemail. “I got your message, Frances. We might have something, but I need to … ask around. Be well.”

      “You put the salve on Blanche yet?” I asked Titivillus as I eased the car onto the highway.

      The demon looked up from scribbling on the complimentary notepad he’d swiped from the room. “Last while you were at breakfast and first before you returned your room keys. Sunbeams and rainbows!” He pounded his head with his little fists. “I mean it the other way around. Poo!”

      “I know you do. You don’t have to beat yourself up. I don’t know how long we’re going to be, but I want that salve on her—”

      “Once an hour, I know.”

      “Don’t give me that lip.” I pointed my finger at the rearview mirror back at him. “Blanche dies, and I throw you and that pen of yours out on the highway.”

      “That wasn’t our deal!” the demon squeaked.

      “Then do your job. And clean out that chicken coop. It smells disgusting.”

      “I would except it’s time for the angel’s treatment.” Titivillus yanked the lid off the bone marrow bucket, and I rolled down the window.

      “I meant while we’re at the gardens.”

      “I hear you, Miss Bossy Pants,” he muttered, half-disappearing into the bucket to get the spatula.

      I watched him out of the rearview mirror as he carefully folded back Blanche’s floral comforter and began to paint the tooth fairy’s chest with the salve. I guess we were all lucky she liked to wear those low V-neck babydoll negligees. When I was convinced he wasn’t going to do anything unseemly, I returned my attention to the road.

      Johnny directed me to the gardens between sips of coffee, rubbing his neck until it popped. “Did I not sleep on a pillow last night?”

      “How would I know?” I asked quickly, defensively. “It’s not like we slept together. In the same bed, I mean.”

      “I think I would remember that. And do you recall me spilling something on my lap last night? I woke up with this big wet mark by my thigh.”

      I kept my eyes firmly on the highway. “Nope!”

      “Huh. Guess I’ll wash them out in the sink of the next hotel.”

      “Alright, DD.” Titivillus wiped his hands on the floral comforter. “I’m off duty until the next – ack!”

      “Crowns and cavities, what is this cretin doing to my chest?” Blanche hollered.
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      “By Apollonia’s Tongs, I am a respectable tooth fairy, and I will not be abused in such a manner!” Blanche shrilled. “Frances! Do you have any idea what this vermin was doing to me?”

      Titivillus pawed at the bony fingers that were clamped around his throat, his back feet swiping nothing but air as his bat-like wings flapped furiously.

      “I will take your bones,” she hissed.

      “Don’t kill him!” I exclaimed. “Blanche, so help me, don’t make me pull this car over!”

      Johnny swiveled around in his seat and tried to grab the demon. His flailing hand was just inches out of reach. “Let the demon go, Miss Blanche.”

      “I don’t take orders from you, lawman,” she snapped. “You’re way outside your jurisdiction!”

      “Titivillus is just doing what I told him to,” I said. “I can’t drive and treat you at the same time. He’s just trying to help.”

      The tooth fairy shook the demon in her fist. “Is this true? Lie to me, and I’ll get out the drill. You packed my drill, right, Boss?”

      “It’s true!” Titivillus squeaked. “Now hold me closer!”

      “You’re a pervert! Frances, you’re letting a pervert smear bone marrow jelly on me like it’s Vicks Vapor rub! How could you?”

      Johnny unbuckled his seat belt and was half a second away from climbing back there to wrestle Blanche for the demon’s freedom.

      The last thing we needed was to be pulled over for reckless endangerment. That’s Rule Three, people. Don’t cause a scene.

      “Son-of-a-biscuit,” I swore. “He doesn’t say what he means half the time. He’s just an idiot. Let him go.”

      The tooth fairy examined the purple-faced demon in her hand. “You are an idiot, aren’t you?

      “Yes!”

      Blanche tossed him back into the second-row seat, yanking the floral comforter up to her neck. She checked her appearance in the reflection of the window, adjusted her only eyelash extension, and smoothed out the line on her fading lavender lipstick before clearing her throat.

      “I’m hungry,” she announced.

      “We’ve got a bucket of bones with your name on it,” I said. “Titivillus?”

      Still gasping, the demon massaged his throat with one hand while he used his tail and his other hand to hoist the bucket of cleaned rib bones over the seat divider.

      Snatching the bucket, Blanche wrinkled her nose at the smell of the day-old bones, then promptly buzzed them down to pulp with her pit bull teeth.

      “What are you looking at, you decomposing gut sack?”

      “An angel,” he said dreamily.

      “Frances, I’m going to kill him.”

      I stomped on the break as I pulled into a parking spot at the gardens. Johnny hissed as the rest of his coffee sloshed over the dashboard. Whipping around, I pointed a stern finger at all of them, even the chicken. “No one is killing anyone in this car, understand me? At least not until I get back. We’re going in to get you some medicine, Blanche. And while you were busy being unconscious, Titivillus was watching over you. So behave!”

      Titivillus nodded hurriedly, and Blanche gave one curt nod before flopping back in her seat.

      I climbed out of the car, slung my backpack over my shoulders, and slammed the door shut.

      “You okay?” Johnny asked quietly as we hurried to the entrance.

      “I swear to the GoneGods, it’s like wrangling a bunch of GoneGodDamn toddlers!”
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      The Missouri Botanical Gardens was open year-round, but it would’ve been spectacular in spring. Still, there were a few people ahead of us in line despite it being the middle of winter.

      The gift shop was also the park entrance, and it was manned by a skeleton crew of one employee. And by the way she looked at Johnny, I figured she’d let us in for free.

      “Busy morning?” he asked politely, digging into his pocket for his wallet.

      I nudged him in the back – he didn’t need to pay, this was my mission! – but he turned his shoulder, ignoring me.

      The cashier looked like the stereotypical Midwestern cheerleader: immaculate hair, peppy smile, and clothes that accentuated all the right curves. She further accentuated some of these curves by leaning over the glass countertop.

      “It’s been pretty dull,” she said, smiling brightly.

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      Quit the chitchat, Casanova. That’s Rule Three. Don’t cause a scene. And you’re being memorable by flirting. You’re wasting illegal harvesting time!

      I cleared my throat, nudging him again.

      The cashier’s head popped into view. “Excuse me, ma’am,” she said snappishly. “I’ll be right with you.”

      Did she just ‘ma’am’ me? Where in the EmptyHell was Valerie to toast this little debutante’s buns? Not that I was jealous or anything. Bet you can’t dangle from a building with just your fingertips, I thought sulkily.

      “Anyway, like I was saying before we were so rudely interrupted, it’s been pretty dull,” she told Johnny.

      “Oh, I’m sure you’ve already seen one or two memorable characters,” he said in that charming Midwestern drawl of his.

      I realized now what he was doing. He was canvasing the patrons, trying to determine if there were any threats waiting for us inside. Huh, I’d have to remember that for the next time I was about to commit a crime.

      She tapped a bubble-gum pink nail against her chin. “Well, there was this woman all dressed in black. She spoke with a lisp.”

      “You don’t say.”

      “She sure did. Liked to really draw out those ‘s’ sounds.” The cashier leaned in a little closer, biting the corner of her bottom lip and letting it drag out slowly. “I don’t talk with a lisp.”

      Gag me.

      “No, you don’t,” Johnny agreed, leaning in a little closer, too. “You talk like a fine young lady.”

      The groan escaped me before I could clamp my hands over my mouth.

      The cashier’s head popped around Johnny’s shoulder again. “Ma’am, I told you I’d be right with you. Please, have the decency to show a little patience.”

      I just glared at her.

      When her head disappeared from view, I rammed my fist into Johnny’s kidney.

      Kidney shots were always winners.

      “Oh!” Johnny exclaimed. His shoulders tensed, and I knew he wanted to whip around and glare at me, but he kept his cool. He was almost as good as me. Cool as a cucumber. Cukey calm. “I guess I shouldn’t hold up the line anymore. Here you go.” He handed her a few bills.

      “Oh! It’s just fourteen dollars for one, honey.”

      Honey? For serious now?

      “I need two, please,” Johnny clarified.

      “Two …?” Her voice trailed off as Johnny moved aside, and I swiped the tickets from her startled hand.

      “Yup. One for him and one for his fiancée, you wanton hussy!” I wedged my hand into the crook of Johnny’s elbow and hauled him after me.

      “‘Wanton hussy’?” Johnny asked as we headed through the Ottoman display.

      “I was channeling my inner Blanche,” I said with a shrug.

      “‘Fiancée’?”

      I nodded briskly. “It’s our cover story. You proposed during a picnic at Burgess Falls in Tennessee last spring. You gave me a bouquet of purple lilacs. You cried, I didn’t. It was very touching.”

      “Yeah,” he said, that soft, lopsided smile on his chiseled lips. “That sounds just like me.”
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      We hustled through the dormant rose garden, skirted around a water display, and hurried down the paved walkway toward the far end of the grounds where the herbarium and the German gardens were.

      I got to foraging immediately while Johnny did his best to ignore me and keep watch for anyone else that could witness our criminal behavior. Using the box of plastic sandwich bags and the Sharpie I had smuggled in, I got to work harvesting and labeling.

      I left the herbs I knew I could get at a grocery store alone, as well as the ones I was doubtful would help, but I gleaned the ones that were foreign to me. In the German garden, I took samples of everything.

      Judging me the entire time, Johnny held open my backpack as I stuffed sample after sample inside.

      “I can’t believe you’re making me do this,” he muttered.

      “I don’t see a gun to your head,” I retorted. “And if it makes you feel any better, I’ll leave a large donation on our way out. Now c’mon. I wanna see what’s in that Climatron. Maybe they have something from the Middle East that can counteract manticore venom.”

      We were passing through the English Woodland section under a long arbor of wisteria vines when Johnny moved up beside me. I grunted a question at him, and he flicked his green eyes to the side in response.

      “Oh, sugar plum,” I said loudly, turning around and throwing my arms around Johnny’s neck so I could have a good excuse to get a look at what was behind us, “do you really think they’d let us get married here?”

      I don’t want to profile, but the Other behind us was just bad news. He was tall and burly with ash-colored skin, wearing a bomber jacket that had a hard time containing all his bulk, and the winter sunlight shone harshly on his bald head. Gold rings took up every available inch of real estate on his ears, and there was a big one dangling from his nose. He was an orc, not someone you’d expect to see promenading among the flowers, but maybe he’d been reformed like Tiberius.

      Then again, from the predatory glint in his orange eyes, maybe not.

      The bomber jacket’s collar rode high on his thick neck, but it only did a partial job of covering up the sickle tattooed on the flesh below his left ear.

      “Uh … sure. Baby … cakes.” Johnny’s arms enclosed around my waist. He hoisted me up and even gave me a spin to sell the bit. It felt so … natural. “Anything for my special little lady.”

      Blushing, I forced myself to giggle as I slipped my hand into his warm one. I gave him a playful tug forward. “C’mon! I want to see what the Chinese garden looks like! Maybe I can have plum blossoms in my bouquet?”

      “They won’t be as pretty as you.” Johnny took my hint and jogged after me, laughing like we were fifteen and enraptured with young love.

      We dashed through the arbor until it was broken by a yew hedge. We turned left, toward the Chinese gardens, but at the last second, Johnny yanked me aside.

      We shored up against the opposite side of the yew hedge, the prickly spines digging into our backs. Each of us had a hand clamped over our mouths to quiet our panting, our other hand entwined together.

      The orc thundered past, paused at the junction to swing his head back and forth for our scent, then stampeded straight ahead for the Chinese gardens.

      We sank further into the hedge until he was out of sight, then waited a heartbeat more. Johnny eased upright like his head was on a periscope and took a quick look around. He gave my hand a little tug, and we slunk back to the path.

      “‘Sugar plum’?” he whispered. “Seriously?”

      “‘Baby cakes’?” I whispered back. “At least my pet name had some originality.”

      Johnny just tugged on my hand in response, his longer stride pulling me along in his wake. We walked briskly, not running, so we wouldn’t attract attention. This part of the estate was exposed, so anyone could see us from a good distance away. I just hoped no one was looking for the next few minutes as we hurried south to the Climatron.

      The dome rose from the trees like a great crystal Fabergé egg, and the path curved away from it to a waterlily-riddled pool that the map said was supposed to have the most beautiful tulip verge in the springtime.

      At the junction to either go right to the park exit or straight ahead to the immense glass dome, our hands yanked apart as we both took different directions.

      “Are you crazy?” Johnny hissed. “That was an orc chasing us!”

      “I did not come here to do a half-assed job,” I hissed back. “That dome has hundreds of tropical plants inside, and they have some of the most potent healing properties in the world.”

      “There are also a hundred places for someone to hide in there.” Johnny tapped his neck repeatedly. “Did you not see that tattoo on his neck? You told me it was the mark of the Furia. A cult for the god of rage!”

      I was already moving toward the dome. “Plants first, then we run.”

      “But what if he has a cult buddy?”

      “Then turn on your phone.” I grabbed his hand and Sharpied the number of one of my burner cellphones onto his palm. “And call me if you see anyone.”

      “Frances, are you crazy?”

      “Yeah, but you like my crazy.” I gave him a wink and sprinted for the Climatron.
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      A wave of humidity smacked me in the face as I opened the door to the giant dome. It took me a second to catch my breath, struggling to adjust from the crisp winter air to the tropical sludge.

      Honeycombed with metal-framed panels, the dome washed everything in intense white light. It was like the sunlight was dialed to 200%. But there was still plenty of gloom provided by the shade of the jungle within, and as soon as I stepped into shadow, my eyes stopped burning.

      Fronds and creeping epiphytes reached for the ceiling in a variety of blinding greens, and little streams of water weaving in and about this sanctuary speckled them with dew. Bright bromeliads broke up the verdant monopoly with spikes of red and yellow, and deep pink heliconia – the only tropical flower I recognized – dangled like chandeliers.

      Swinging my backpack onto my stomach like an oversized fanny pack, I got to clipping and packaging. I needed to be quick and quiet and invisible if possible.

      After every plant, I’d look furtively around, like a deer when it senses a tiger nearby but can’t quite locate it just yet. I moved deeper and deeper inside, wiping the sweat from my eyes with my shoulder every few seconds as my hands steadily worked.

      Water dripped.

      Trees creaked.

      Fronds rustled.

      I could hear these plants growing.

      Or maybe it was just my nerves on hyperalert, knowing I was trapped in a glass bubble while an orc prowled around outside, hunting for me.

      Leaning over the railing by a fallen log, I strained to reach an orchid when my backpack started to buzz.

      The vibration might as well have been a chainsaw by the way the noise cut through the oppressive quiet of the dome.

      I fished around through the sea of plastic sacks for the source of the racket, my pulse roaring in my ears. I rammed my thumb into the Call button. “Yes?”

      “Orc incoming!” Johnny shouted. “He’s headed straight for the – good gravy, he’s after me!”

      “Stall him! I’ll be right there.”

      “What do you – oof! – think I’m – ahh! – doing?”

      I threw the phone into my backpack and leaned back over the railing for that last flower. Everything else I could see seemed to be a repeat of what I’d already sampled, except this stupid white flower called ‘Spiderwisp’ in the middle of the Climatron.

      I gave up on obeying the signs – at least the ones that said to stay on the marked paths – and vaulted over the railing. My boots sank into the damp earth, and after a particularly artful display of flailing, I caught my balance on the fallen log. It felt just as squishy as the earth – probably being half-decomposed anyway – but it did provide a stable enough seat for me to yank a hairy stalk complete with roots and flowers and stuff it into a baggie.

      “Got you, you little bastard,” I muttered at the flower.

      Underneath me, the log shifted, the moss and ferns peeling away to reveal shiny black scales. Pitched to the ground, I scrambled away as the trees parted to reveal a sleek-shaped head the size of my torso.

      “Funny,” the snake hissed. “That wasss exactly what I was going to sssay to you.”
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      I wouldn’t say I was afraid of snakes – I had developed a healthy respect for them growing up out west – but seeing this massive serpent looming over me changed my opinion forever. From now on, all snakes would be shot on sight, and I didn’t give a GoneGodDamn what Greenpeace or PETA or whoever had to say about it.

      But I hadn’t been able to smuggle in any of my weapons thanks to the metal detectors at the front gate, so all shooting or slashing was off the table.

      “Look, I’m sorry I sat on you,” I apologized, my voice jumping through every octave in fright. “I’ll just … go.”

      “Not a chanccce,” the snake said, its double pair of eyes glowing red.

      Something told me they didn’t do that normally.

      Rabia and his damned influence again.

      “Listen—”

      “It isss time for you to lisssten.” The snake reared back, baring all bazillion of its curved fangs. “I am Dessspair, the Sssecond of Hisss Heraldsss, and I will sssuck the joy from thisss world like – hey! Where are you going?”

      Did it honestly think I was going to stick around while it monologued how Rabia was going to enslave the world and kill me, not necessarily in that order?

      I flattened under the railing as the snake struck, the metal groaning in its teeth. I almost peed myself when a fang grazed my back, but my sphincter tightened down and told me to get a grip. Wiggling out from under its gnashing jaws, I scrambled to my feet.

      Snarling, the giant snake clamped down and ripped away the railing. The twisted metal pipe whizzed through the air, slamming into the dome with such force it sent a spiderweb of cracks through a dozen hexagonal panels.

      My boots pounded against the cement path and wooden bridges as the snake crashed through the trees behind me. It didn’t seem at all concerned that it was making a mess. In fact, it seemed to deliberately make a mess, like it fed off the destruction or something.

      Duh-doy. That’s because it’s a boiúna.

      Remember way back when I’d told you I could identify more than sixty species of venomous snakes? Yeah, they weren’t all American. Or non-mythical.

      This mega snake was the resident bad-boy (or girl) of the Brazilian Amazon River, liking to carve swathes of destruction just for the fun of it. It also got its jollies sneaking up on boats trespassing in its homeland waters and killing everyone. Legend said it could transform itself to better stalk its prey, sometimes taking on the form of a woman. Which is probably how it’d gotten inside the Climatron to begin with. That trampy cashier had mentioned a woman dressed in black with a lisp.

      But how it got in didn’t matter as much as how I got myself out.

      I dove off the path. The snake’s jaws snapped the air where my head had been, and I tumbled down a small hill into the stream. Fairy farts. If it didn’t hear my boots echoing on the wooden bridges, it certainly wouldn’t hear my teeth chattering, would it?

      Yay, sarcasm …

      The water was shockingly cold. It was a startling contrast to the tropical heat, so it took my limbs more time than I would’ve liked to regain motor function.

      I clawed my way up the opposite bank as the snake slithered through the undergrowth, forked tongue flicking. But it looked like my surprise bath in the cold water had dropped my core temperature low enough that it had a harder time distinguishing me from the rest of the environment.

      Hello check in the win column!

      “Where are you?” it hissed.

      Yeah, like I was going to answer that.

      Watching the Brazilian snake-monster the entire time, whose four eyes gleamed red like softball-sized coals, I slunk backward through the garden. There were two exits, positioned ninety degrees from one another, and that GoneGodDamn snake was in between both of them. If I could climb one of these fat trees, I could maybe use one of the branches as a bridge to get to another tree closer to one of the exits.

      My stomach twisted at the thought, remembering the last time I had climbed a tree, or rather, Reggie. But this tree wouldn’t be moving, and there wouldn’t be a drow climbing up after me. Just a snake slithering about unseen in the forest below me.

      Great …

      Sucking in a deep breath, I started to climb.

      It was horrible.

      The wood was slick with wet, the vines – though strong themselves – were only thinly rooted, so they pulled away with even the slightest pressure, and the ferns that grew on the bark made it impossible to see where the next branch was. Not to mention I had my backpack stuffed with all its usual gear and pounds of plant clippings still slung in front of me. I imagined this was what it would be like if I was climbing nine months pregnant.

      I was only halfway to the big branch I was going to use as my bridge when I smacked away a fern a little too forcefully.

      The frond broke away and drifted through the soupy air, fluttering to a stop on a bare patch of earth.

      The snake struck the same instant, hissing as it spat out a mouthful of mulch. Then all four eyes rolled upward and looked right at me.

      “Shit.”

      Snarling, the snake encircled the tree, coiling as it climbed.

      I scrambled upward as fast as I could, yanking on everything to clear a path. The floral debris showered against the snake, clogging nostrils, sticking to its eyes, so much so it stopped its climb to shake its head free with an exasperated hiss. I fought to hoist myself onto the bridge branch as the whole tree trembled.

      Holding onto a twisted rope of vines for support, I teetered across the slick bark as fast as I dared. There was nothing between me and a twenty-foot drop but air.

      “You will not essscape!” the snake shrilled.

      “Wanna bet?” I shouted back. All I had to do was not fall.

      That snake was too wrapped around the tree to get to an exit …

      … buuut it was close enough to lunge at the bridge branch.

      The wood shattered under the impact.

      Splinters and moss filled the air like they’d been shot out of a confetti cannon.

      Screaming, my fall jerked to a halt as my vine rope caught in the snake’s jaws. There was a blissful second of weightlessness, and then I was swung in the other direction as the snake’s momentum carried it into a weakened section of the Climatron’s wall.

      There was a second explosion as the glass blew out into the winter air.

      Shards clinked against each other like champagne glasses as they sprinkled the ground below.

      Roaring, the snake slid down the side of the dome with this glassy avalanche, my vine rope bridle in its teeth dragging me along with it. The tree the boiúna had uprooted with its momentum chased after us like an enraged treant. It was like being on a rollercoaster as the rollercoaster disintegrated beneath me while a wrecking ball chased after me, all the while dodging the maw of a snake that wanted to eat me.

      And at no point had I ever said, “I could use a little more adventure in my life,” so I really didn’t understand why this sorta crap kept happening to me.

      GoneGodDamn Rule Six.

      Between the thrashing of the snake and my curls whipping in my face, I saw Johnny and the orc grappling in front of the frozen waterlily pond. Red-faced and panting, blood dripped from the sheriff’s mouth, but the orc was having a shitty day, too. Johnny had ripped all of the earrings out of the orc’s left ear, and his neck and bomber jacket were slick with black blood.

      But I think it was safe to say I was having the shittiest day because I was about to become a Frances pancake.

      The walkway was coming up really fast, and if I wasn’t on something soft when we hit, I was going to be no better than a bug on a windshield.

      At the next panel, I rammed my foot against the metal divider. Sailing through the air, the vine swung me into the boiúna’s back. Despite its scales being soft and supple, I still got the wind knocked out of me. Groaning, I forced my eyes open just in time to see I was sliding right into the open mouth of that GoneGodDamn snake. It had twisted around, determined to swallow me or impale me on its hundred curved fangs.

      And you thought Captain Jack Sparrow had had it bad with the kraken.

      Apparently, this snaky bastard hadn’t gotten the memo that Rabia wanted me alive.

      But gravity had other plans.

      The snake hit the walkway, head snapping back from the impact.

      I shot down its scaly back like it was the world’s largest slide, launching off its nose like a rocket. I crashed into the orc, my hands instinctively clamping onto anything to slow my speed, and the two of us catapulted into the waterlilies.

      The ice cracked under our weight, splintering like the Climatron panels, and the cold slimy roots of the waterlilies pulled us under.

      Sputtering, I breached the surface of the pool about the same time as the orc did, but unlike the orc, I wasn’t screaming and cradling my face. I looked down at my still-clutched fist.

      There was a nose ring with a piece of gray cartilage in it.

      “Eww!” I flung it away, the ring bouncing off the orc’s bald head.

      Bellowing, he dropped his hands and lunged for my throat.

      I instinctively ducked as something shot past my periphery, and Johnny’s fist rammed the orc in his already ruined nose, sending him sprawling backward into the water.

      He didn’t get back up.

      Two strong hands seized my shoulders and lifted me from the pond as if I weighed nothing more than a cat. GoneGodDamn, I’d forgotten how strong that man was.

      My fangirl moment ended at the sight of his face – one eye bruised shut and blood crusting over his chin from a split in his lip – and at the sight of the giant snake behind him in a coiled pile at the base of the Climatron.

      It had started to move groggily when the tree it had uprooted that had been somersaulting after us skewered it to the walkway.

      The boiúna screamed, the blast stripping whatever leaves that remained on the nearby deciduous trees and scattering them into the wind.

      Without some snarky remark about how he hoped these plants had all been worth it, without a word at all, Johnny grabbed my hand and ran.

      We gave up all pretense about being two lovers out scouting for the perfect wedding venue, ignored the sensibility of walking so we wouldn’t attract attention, and just bolted for the exit.

      The talkative cashier at the gift shop had just enough time to exclaim, “Why are you wet?” before we fled to the parking lot.

      I dug the keys out of my pocket, unlocked the door with freezing fingers, but Johnny nudged me out of the way before I could get behind the wheel. I guess driving with one eye would be better than driving while you were shaking from hypothermia.

      Where was Sunny and a blast of heat when I needed her?

      “Blanche? Titivillus? Sound off,” Johnny barked.

      “I c-c-can s-s-see B-B-Blanche,” I said, peering through the window. Her lump dozed steadily under the floral comforter.

      “Titivillus? Titivillus!” Johnny snapped.

      “What?” The hood of the car popped open, and there was the demon curled up on the engine block.

      Johnny and I just stared in disbelief.

      “What?” he said defensively. “Demons require extreme heat to heal. Just look at my wings!”

      He spun in a circle, flaunting himself like a bride in her wedding gown, stretching his wings for all to see. Some of the smaller holes had knitted themselves together, and the larger gaps had noticeably shrunk.

      “Hey,” Titivillus said, stopping his spin halfway through another circle, “why are you wet, DD? Ahh!”

      Johnny had seized the demon by the neck and threw him into the back seat. Titivillus splattered against the car window, then splattered against Madame Cluck’s chicken coop as the station wagon peeled out of its parking spot.

      Johnny pulled one of those The Fast and the Furious car moves where you spin the car so hard in reverse you’re pointed in the right direction and all you have to do is change the gear to drive and stomp on the gas. I guess he’d learned that in Car Chasing 101 at the police academy?

      When we were on the highway headed west, Johnny tightened his grip on the steering wheel until his knuckles turned white. “Do you have anything to say?” he asked stiffly.

      “Yeah,” I said, teeth chattering. “Could you turn up the heat?”
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      Johnny leaned across the driver’s seat and pressed a hand against my forehead. “Good gravy, Frances. You’re freezing!”

      “You g-g-go for a s-s-swim in the mid-d-dle of the w-w-winter and s-s-see …” My chattering teeth wouldn’t let me finish the sentence without biting my tongue.

      I couldn’t remember the last time I’d been this cold. I’d lived in Chicago – the Windy City – for the last few years, and the Midwest winters with the arctic blast coming down from Canada over Lake Michigan were always rememberable for the frozen temperatures and feet of snow. But somehow, those memories were eclipsed by how I felt today.

      Sunny had filled every cell with a living fire, sometimes dormant like the campfire coals I’d stoke back to life after a night of sleeping under the stars in Yellowstone when I was thirteen, sometimes a righteous conflagration. In the beginning I’d been scared, fearful of the voice that spoke to me, trying to shut it out with pills and music, but we’d slowly become partners, and then even friends. A friend – or four – that was always there, giving me roots even though I’d spent my life as a rolling stone.

      Being this cold only made me realize how much I missed her. Her and that lovable idiot demon who’d become my family. And how could I forget the ornery tooth fairy in the back seat who’d stuck with me even though I’d abandoned her?

      Shivering, I glanced at the man in the driver’s seat with his swollen eye and busted lip. He’d left the friend zone the minute he’d shown up in Emily’s driveway ready to come with me on whatever hairbrained quest I was on, no questions asked.

      “I’m s-s-sorry,” I blurted, “f-f-for every … every … GodGoneD-d-damn it.”

      I grabbed the dashboard as Johnny made an abrupt exit off the highway. It was just a vacant truck rest area, but we had a full tank of gas and no time to stop. That was the unspoken rule of any jungle – if you stop moving, you get eaten. It wasn’t too dissimilar from pesky Rule Six.

      “W-w-what—”

      Johnny threw the station wagon into park and climbed out, popping the trunk. He opened the passenger door and hauled me out into the wind. He didn’t mean to be rough, but that’s what it felt like. Manhandling. You slide down the back of a Brazilian snake monster at a billion miles per hour, collide into an orc, and crash into a semi-frozen pond and see how you feel.

      “Strip,” he ordered.

      My blue eyes blazed, my jaw tightening. “What?”

      “You’re literally dripping. You need to get out of those wet clothes.” He leaned over the backseat, tugged his duffle bag free, and yanked the floral comforter off of Blanche.

      Titivillus, sparing no moment of this impromptu stop, scrambled out of the car and disappeared under the hood. I could hear his pleasured moans through the chattering of my teeth as he curled up on the hot engine block.

      A flare of jealousy sent a momentary flush of heat into my frozen toes.

      Johnny held up the comforter like a screen in front of his face. “Go on,” he ordered, muffled.

      It was implied in his voice that we weren’t going any farther until I obeyed. There was nothing but a dense screen of forest behind me and the comforter blocking the traffic in front of me.

      Grumbling, I stripped.

      After I wrung the water out of the shadow scarf, I wrapped it around my neck again. I wasn’t letting this thing out of my sight. It hadn’t protected me against the boiúna, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t helping me in other ways.

      I wrapped my arms around my chest, not so much for modesty as for warmth, and barked, “Now w-w-what?”

      Johnny kicked his duffle bag under the screen. “Pajamas.”

      “I’m not w-w-wearing your p-p-p—”

      “They’re flannel. They’ll keep you warmer than anything else.”

      Another flare of heat flooded into my toes as I yanked on the red plaid flannel, but it had nothing to do with the sudden shield from the cold. It smelled of him, of apples and woodsmoke.

      I moaned at the sudden flood of comfort.

      “F-Frances?” Johnny asked, bewildered.

      “Hey! She sounds like me when I find a heat source,” Titivillus said.

      Cheeks aflame, I stole a pair of his thick boot socks and tugged them over my feet. “I’m good,” I announced stiffly.

      Johnny dropped the screen and folded it over the passenger seat to soak up the wet I’d left there. Carefully, he shucked his fleece jacket and spread it over Blanche’s sleeping form. As I dropped into the passenger seat, chaffing my hands, he tossed my wet clothes into the trunk and called for Titivillus.

      Before the demon could scramble in beside Madame Cluck, the sheriff snatched him by his tail.

      “Unhand me, peasant!” the demon shrieked.

      “You’ve been promoted from chicken wrangler to portable space heater,” Johnny announced, dumping him into my lap. “Congratulations.”

      “Ooo …” He wiggled into a more comfortable spot on my lap, folding his arms under his head and crossing an ankle over the opposite knee. His spade-tipped tail flicked about as he waggled his one eyebrow at Johnny. “Say hello to Mr. Steal Yo Girl.”

      Rolling his eyes, Johnny got us back on the highway.

      Titivillus’s smirk vanished with a shriek when I pressed my hands against his belly. “It’s like the frozen fingers of Life! I mean Existence. GoneGodBless it, I mean Death! Cold, cold, cold—”

      Squealing, he clawed away from me like a frightened cat, but I was a former veterinarian. I knew how to keep my grip on a fractious feline.

      “Stay,” I ordered. I tucked my hands into my armpits, and the demon reluctantly curled on the shelf of my arms. His little body pressed against my heart seeped in a steady stream of warmth that banished my shivering. The fire in his belly felt good.

      Eventually Titivillus relaxed, even keening a little to himself, just like Clyde did when he was content. Guess he liked the shared body heat experience, too.

      Beside me, Johnny leaned back into his seat with a sigh, settling in for a long ride.

      “You okay?” I asked quietly.

      A wry half-smile tugged at his mouth, but he kept his eyes on the road. “Just never thought I’d be jealous of a demon.”
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      We took shifts through the night, never stopping longer than to fill the gas tank and relieve ourselves in those grungy gas station bathrooms before slathering ourselves in hand sanitizer and getting back to the road. We dined on the cellophane-wrapped delicacies of the convenience stores and popped ibuprofen like they were Skittles.

      Another aurora borealis twisted through the night sky around midnight, this one green, and I just sighed, my breath fogging up the window.

      “What is it?” Johnny asked quietly. Blanche was still in her Novocain-producing stasis, unconscious to the world, and Titivillus was scribbling furiously away at his notepad in the back seat.

      “I used to watch these growing up when we were living in Yellowstone. I thought they were beautiful then.”

      “And now?”

      “And now I think they’re the transport system of Rabia’s consciousness. With Saturn’s rings doing the hula, it’s sending out all these particles that get ionized by the sun, and voilà!” I smacked the window with the back of my hand, smearing the fog. “We see an aurora one minute and the next we’re attacked by another one of his Heralds. That’s not a coincidence. And I’m sick of it.”

      His hand left the steering wheel and curled over mine. After a gentle squeeze – the don’t-give-up kind – he took it back before I could squeeze it in reply.

      Suddenly cold, I raked that same hand through my curls, yanking on my scalp. I didn’t have time for affection, as bad as I wanted it. Needed it. It’d only distract me, and I had a demon to find, a phoenix to restore, a tooth fairy to cure, and the rage-fueled essence of a god to thwart.

      Frowning, I turned up the music.

      The radio had been playing every second the car was on, and if and when we stopped at a motel, the television took over the job as the white noise generator.

      After a song or two, Johnny turned the radio off.

      I looked away from the open highway and turned it back on.

      Johnny turned the power button off with his knuckle, then shielded it with his hand. “I want to listen to the road.”

      “Yeah, well, I need the music,” I said, annoyed. “For my head.”

      “I thought that’s what your beta-blockers were for.”

      I shifted uncomfortably in my seat. “Those, too.”

      “Funny. I haven’t seen you take them once this entire time.”

      GoneGodDamn his observational skills. Just like a cop.

      Crossing my arms over my chest, I sulked in the passenger seat. It was true. I hadn’t needed a pill in weeks. Not since Sunny and I had worked out the kinks in our partnership. And I hadn’t needed my music to drown her out either. Now, I wanted it to drown out the loneliness of her absence.

      But I couldn’t tell him that. Not without revealing I was the host of a phoenix.

      I started to fidget.

      “Can’t you be alone with your own thoughts for more than a few seconds?” Johnny asked quietly.

      “Apparently not,” I replied sourly. “I’ll be sure to check myself into therapy when we get back.”

      I snatched the occult book I was working through and yanked it open to my bookmark.

      “Frances,” Johnny began calmly.

      “It’s just music,” I snapped. “What’s the big deal?”

      The deal was I hadn’t fully confided in Johnny, and a gap was opening between us again. Hadn’t he warned me this would happen? But it was to protect him. And me.

      And it’s what Rule Two demanded.

      I irritably flipped to another worthless page. These occultist weirdos really needed to publish a book titled ‘How to Find Your Demon’.

      You wouldn’t expect a library in the Midwest to carry such things, but something – cough, the nexus impregnated with the essence of a goddess and the sheer amount of Others, cough – told me the library at Cornish Roost was a little different. Still, they only had two books on the subject, and Clyde had often berated me for not knowing more about it. It was sick stuff, but I was hoping one of these rituals would help me send up a signal flare to let my demon know I was coming for him.

      I was acutely aware of the radio crackling to life. Gary Austin’s “Broken Wings” crooned from the speakers.

      
        
        Broken wings can still fly

        All you need is a little try

        A little heart, a little lo—

      

      

      I smacked the dial, the radio scrambling to “Runaway Baby” by Bruno Mars.

      “Hey,” Johnny protested. “That was a good song—”

      “It’s overplayed.” I didn’t need a reminder of my parents right now. They’d bickered – just like Johnny and I were – but in the end, the divide between them became a chasm no amount of marriage counseling could mend. I didn’t want to think about what happened if that happened to me and Johnny.

      I … needed him. But I had to protect him, too.

      The mob had hunted the phoenix. The skinwalker had killed for her. Her power brought out the worst in people. Even Landon had been transfixed by her potential. I didn’t want that to happen to the kindest man I ever had the pleasure of knowing.

      “Any luck?” Johnny asked.

      I snapped the book shut. “No. It makes my brain and soul hurt. I think I’ll look at the plants we got.”

      “You mean risked our lives for,” he said dryly.

      I shrugged. “Yeah, same difference.” I turned on the overhead light and riffled through my backpack. I thrust the one I’d fought the boiúna for into Johnny’s peripheral vision. “Do you know this one?”

      He glanced at it. “Spider flower.”

      “The sign said it was ‘Spiderwisp.’”

      “Then it must be a similar species because they look an awful lot alike.”

      “And?” I pressed.

      “And what’s with the interrogation?”

      “Well, you had these in the greenhouse at your place, at least a pink variety, so I assumed you knew a thing or two about plants.”

      “Apple trees, sure, but the rest I grow as a hobby, Frances. For the discipline. And they’re pretty. It … calms me.”

      Just like music did for me.

      “Oh.” I slumped back in my seat. “So … how are things, you know, uh, since your spirit walk?”

      Johnny stiffened. He forced himself to relax, but his hands remained tight on the steering wheel. “I’ve been recovering very well, thank you.”

      I scooched sideways into my seat to look at him straight on. “What did that skinwalker say to you at the Corn Festival? You know, when you got all pale and stuff?”

      He kept his eyes straight ahead. “I hardly remember.”

      Liar.

      I felt horrible the second I’d thought it. Johnny had obviously been traumatized by the experience, and if he didn’t want to tell me anything, he didn’t need to. I’d certainly kept enough from him.

      I smothered the thought that I was a terrible human and shuffled through the plant clippings dejectedly.

      Johnny sighed and flipped the turn signal on. “We’ll switch drivers. I’ll try to forget those were all illegally obtained and see if I know anything about them. We can always use the internet—”

      “No smartphones,” I said immediately. That’s how they find you and shank you in the kidneys.

      He just rolled his eyes and turned on the emergency lights as he parked on the side of the highway. We switched seats, and I popped open one of those Starbucks Doubleshots I always had with me. Not that I needed it with that green aurora borealis twisting about overhead.

      That was keeping me wide awake for now.

      I couldn’t help but steal a look at the Antevortan Clock as I pulled the can out of my backpack.

      Ten-thirty.

      Apparently chasing after my demon and that wayward phoenix was more detrimental to my health than it was leaving them alone. I yanked the zipper closed, covering the clock face.

      What did it know, anyway?

      “DD, what rhymes with jelly?” Titivillus asked suddenly from the backseat.

      I glanced in the rearview mirror. The little demon had his pen poised above his notepad, which was covered in scratched-out words.

      “Uh, I don’t know, belly?”

      “Nope. Already used it. Give me another one, DD.”

      “What did I say about calling me that?” I said irritably. “I am not the Destroyer of Dreams!”

      “Good gravy, that’s what DD stands for?” Johnny exclaimed.

      “I’d think that was obscure,” Titivillus sniffed. “I mean unclear. GoneGodBless it, obvious!”

      “Why, what did you think it meant?” I asked the sheriff.

      “Uh …”

      “He probably thought it was a reference to your cup size,” the demon tsked. “You humans and your pheromones.”

      Johnny turned apple red and yanked more seed clippings up to his face to inspect.

      “Son-of-a-biscuit, you can smell them, too?” I demanded.

      Titivillus made a scene of pinching his nose shut. “It’s a never-ending assault. Now back to the point. What rhymes with jelly?”

      “Kelly?”

      “Real words, you genius.”

      “Deli, vermicelli, smelly little one-eyed demons who are getting on my last nerve.”

      “Har har.”

      “Telly,” Johnny said. “Yeah. It’s British slang for television.”

      Titivillus snorted but wrote the word down anyway. “Telly, pfft. What’d I expect from a pheromone-addled brain?”
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      Something strange happens when you cross the border between Colorado and Kansas, at least culinary-wise. You leave the land of grill-marked steak and thick-cut pork chops and enter one obsessed with craft beer and health food.

      Maybe it’s the crisp mountain air and rugged terrain that made the people out there want to challenge nature and be the fittest they can be.

      But I’d seen what challenging nature could do to someone – hello tangled ley-lines and crazy prison planets – and resolved to leave it the EmptyHell alone. Now only if it would reciprocate …

      I tossed my barely-nibbled-on sesame-and-bean-sprout togarashi tofu wrap on the dash as Johnny parked in the lot by the Boulder Public Library.

      A multi-story building of glass and brick caught the evening sun and shimmered like the dappled light on a lazy stream. It seemed more like an interactive art piece with its gardens and chic furniture than an actual library, but there really were books inside. The interior was just as impressive as the exterior, dazzling with cinnamon-colored wood and pale walls and light streaming in from the walls of windows.

      We hurried up to the librarian’s desk, which looked like a round command center of gleaming wood and computers, and waved while we were still half a room away to get the librarian’s attention.

      Unlike Eunice, who was never happy to see me and made me wait before giving me her grudging attention, this bearded hipster looked up immediately at our arrival and flashed us a blinding white smile. “Nice jammies.”

      Stupid Rule Three. Don’t cause a scene. And here I was in Johnny’s red plaid PJs I’d rolled up past the ankles so I wouldn’t trip with my ass-kicking boots on my feet and a knit hat on my head keeping my curls somewhat tame. I looked like I’d just strolled off the nearby campus.

      But I’d only be really memorable if I made a big deal about it, so I shrugged. “I’m a trend-setter, what can I say?”

      The hipster crossed his arms over his own plaid shirt and looked me up and down appreciatively. “It goes great with those boots.”

      “I know, right?”

      Johnny cleared his throat. “We’re here about a book.”

      “You tell me which one it is, and I’ll direct you lickety-split.” The hipster unfolded his arms and cracked his knuckles as he gave me a wink. “We’re going to close soon.”

      “Aldie’s ‘Bad Is Just Another Word For Misunderstood’,” I said.

      He clicked on his keyboard and let out a low whistle. Johnny’s eye twitched. “Sorry, no can do. Looks like it’s already been checked out.”

      “We know,” Johnny said crisply. “Who checked it out? Do you know when it’ll be returned?”

      “Look, sir, I know the two-week borrow time can seem excessive to speed readers, but not everybody reads at the same pace. And I can’t tell you who checked it out—”

      Johnny tossed his badge onto the counter.

      “—u-unless you’re a cop.” The hipster swallowed. “Uh, lemme see. Yeah, a Mr. C. Butler.”

      “Butler?” I asked. Could it be? I’d once used that word to describe Clyde.

      “Then I guess I’ll call you Clyde. You sound like a snobby butler anyway.”

      “Butler? What’s a butler?”

      “A servant.”

      “Did he have an accent?” I asked the librarian.

      “Yeah! He sounded like one of those ‘chaps from across the pond,’” he said, trying his own version of a British accent.

      Johnny just lifted an eyebrow.

      The librarian cleared his throat and smoothed down his plaid shirt self-consciously. “H-he sounded English. British, I mean.”

      Who knew my demon had developed a sense of humor?

      I tapped the counter excitedly. “That’s him!”

      “What’s his address?” Johnny asked.

      “It’s right off of Route 36 North. You can’t miss it. It’s the Sleep & Stuff Hotel.”

      My eyes went wide. “I’m sorry. The what?”

      “The Sleep & Stuff.” The librarian gave an embarrassed chuckle. “Yeah … when the gods left and the Others started showing up, a faun got it in his head to open up a hotel. You know, ‘cause they’re really into the hospitality scene?”

      Johnny and I nodded in mute agreement. The fauns we knew – Leonidas, David, Brian, Paul, and lecherous Harold chief among them – were all in the restaurant business, happily preparing and serving food to others.

      “Anyway, old Barnaby didn’t want any ambiguation with what he was offering, given the language and cultural barriers that already existed between humans and Others. So it’s a place to sleep … and stuff.”

      “You mean it’s a shag pad?” I whispered loudly, barely believing it myself.

      The librarian lifted his hands noncommittally. “Hey, whatever stuff you wanna do is up to you. I know a group of goblins like to rent out a room every Thursday for poker.” Leaning forward, he flashed me another smile. “But I get off here at six.”

      Groaning, Johnny tugged on my arm. “We’re done here. Thanks.”

      “No, no,” I told him. “You got to flirt with the cashier, and now it’s my turn.”

      The librarian wrote down his number on the back of a business card and slid it across the counter with another wink. Johnny threw it back at him before he clipped his badge back onto his belt. Fixing me with a no-nonsense look, he jerked his chin to the door. “Let’s go find your friend. Or should I give you a kidney shot to keep you on task?”

      “As if you could land one,” I scoffed. “Thanks,” I told the bewildered librarian, shoving myself from the counter and hurrying for the door in my swanky PJs and boots. I’d have to change soon or I’d be attracting a lot more attention – especially when we were headed to a notorious love shack – and not in a oh-you-fine kinda way. More in the she-alright-in-the-head? kinda way.

      “Good luck,” the hipster called after us. “That place is a war zone! You’ll never—”

      I hurried back to the desk. “What?”

      “Yeah, sometime in the night there was this big fight, and half the hotel was destroyed. They’re claiming it was a gas leak, but everybody knows that’s a lie. It’s an Other hotel.”

      And I didn’t believe in coincidence. Someone had come for Clyde. Someone who’d come in on the Air Aurora Borealis red-eye.

      “Son-of-a-biscuit.” I pushed away from the counter a second time and grabbed Johnny’s sleeve.

      “Wait,” the hipster called. “They’ve got it all taped off, you won’t be able to get anywhere close unless—”

      “I’m a cop, remember?” Johnny barked.

      

      
        
        ⁂⁂⁂

      

      

      

      The winter sun had set while we’d been in the library, and it was dark when we rolled up to the northern part of town. There was yellow crime scene tape crisscrossing everything from the entrance to the ice machines, but there weren’t any cops. This was an Other hotel, as the hipster librarian had pointed out, so it didn’t merit a guard to keep squatters and gawkers and looters away.

      Lucky us.

      Still in Johnny’s pajamas, I made sure to tug my jacket on this time as we left the car to snoop around. Titivillus stayed behind, promising to slather Blanche with another bone marrow treatment – we were getting pretty low – and keep a look-out when he wasn’t curled up on the hot engine block.

      “No shouting,” I instructed firmly. “No screaming my name, got it? Whatever did this could still be around.”

      “No, no,” the demon said, flapping his fingers. “Since when do demons panic? I got this, DD.”

      “And stop calling me that.”

      Slinking under the yellow caution tape, Johnny and I instinctively drifted closer together as we waded through the rubble. He had a flashlight in one hand and his sidearm in the other, and my brisket knife gleamed in the meager light from the street lamps.

      Sleep & Stuff in neon yellow lights flickered dejectedly.

      The left side of the hotel was untouched, but the right side had seen better days. It looked like a bomb had gone off or like the funding had run dry and the demolition crew had packed up and left after taking a wrecking ball to half the hotel.

      Not even mice scurried around in the wreckage.

      After we checked the log book – this hotel used the antiquated system of an actual paper register instead of a computer – we found Clyde’s room at the back of the hotel oddly untouched. The attack must’ve happened when he was in the hallway or something.

      The bed was made but rumpled, and Aldie’s ‘Bad Is Just Another Word For Misunderstood’ was on the bedside table with a stack of Post-It notes nearby. Johnny poked around in the closet (empty) and mini-fridge (also empty) while I picked up the only real piece of evidence my demon had left behind.

      A turquoise feather.

      It was downy soft, no larger than my thumb, and had been wedged between the pillows. The only reason I’d seen it was because it had lit up like a bioluminescent shrimp in the light of the mini-fridge.

      My demon didn’t have feathers. At least, he hadn’t when I’d last seen him.

      Clyde had talked about ‘leveling up’ before, but in this GoneGodWorld with magic being so finicky as it was, I didn’t know what that would look like for a battler.

      Maybe it was left over from whatever had attacked him.

      Maybe he’d been ambushed in his room and dragged out into the hallway where he’d gotten free and escaped.

      I tucked the feather into my pocket and tugged on Johnny’s sleeve, heading back into the hallway.

      “You got something?” he asked, voice low.

      I shook my head. “Not really. And there’s nothing in that room that can really help us anyway. Maybe we’ll find some evidence where the fight happened.”

      But our search was cut short when Titivillus scampered down the hallway, screaming my name.

      “DD! Destroyer of Dreams! FRANCES!” The little demon collapsed against a broken vase whose flowers were wilting into the carpet. “GoneGodBless my ruined wings—”

      “Shhh! Do you want to let everyone know we’re here?” I hissed.

      The demon waved his hands, shushing me. “Somebody,” he gasped, “already does!”
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      Johnny turned off his flashlight, and we steered clear of the windows. Following Titivillus, who slunk about on all fours like a rat, we wormed our way through the intact portion of the hotel until we quietly left through an emergency exit.

      Had Sunny been with me, I would’ve tapped into her personal brand of sepia-tinted enhanced vision and found the bastard in a New York minute, but I had to make do with my own inferior eyes. Johnny, however, seemed to know where to move instinctually – which I guessed he got from growing up in the Midwest and hunting animals since he was a kid before he started hunting men as a cop – and we found our stalker in the trees.

      I would’ve missed him entirely – he was in a reedy ghillie suit – but Johnny homed in on him like a bloodhound. He was crouched by a fallen log, bracing his elbows on the moss-covered bark as he held a camera with a very expensive-looking lens up to his eyes. It wasn’t hard to tell from this angle that his line of sight was on our station wagon.

      On Blanche, specifically.

      I think Johnny was going to announce our presence in a very cautious and professional manner, but Titivillus had other plans.

      The demon flattened his wings against his body and darted through the underbrush with a shriek, latching onto the man’s leg like a rabid Yorkie.

      “Ogle my angel, will you?” the demon snarled between bites.

      Howling, the man in the ghillie suit smacked at the demon climbing up and down his body like an enraged squirrel.

      I snatched Titivillus by the tail and yanked him off as Johnny leveled his sidearm at the man’s kneecaps.

      “Hi,” I said brightly, a crazed smile on my face. “Wanna tell me why you’re taking pictures of my friend, or do you want me to set the demon on you again?”

      “Lemme at ‘im!” Titivillus snapped his little fangs on repeat like one of those chattering teeth toys.

      Johnny flicked his fingers, gesturing for the camera. “What’s your name?”

      “R-Randy,” the photographer said. “Randy Palicki.”

      Randy Palicki had greasy brown hair that he combed over his balding head and a belly that had seen flatter days before he’d started stuffing it with Doritos and Mountain Dew. He’d been out here a long time judging by the empty cans and bags that were littered around the log.

      “Anybody ever tell you taking pictures of people against their knowledge is a dangerous profession?” I dropped the demon as Johnny handed me the camera.

      Titivillus flared his wings like a cobra’s hood and held his three-fingered hands up by his bared fangs, slashing the air menacingly. Randy flattened himself against the log, and given his terrified expression, I could tell he was more scared of the demon’s territorial display than the gun staring at his kneecaps. Guessing correctly, I stepped on Titivillus’s tail so he couldn’t throw himself at the photographer for another round of What Can I Bite In 5 Seconds Or Less?

      Frowning, I deleted the pictures of Blanche, the handful of Johnny entering the hotel, and the one or two blurs that were Titivillus. Strangely, there were no pictures of me. Then I scrolled through the lot of them, thinking maybe he’d taken a picture of Clyde. Or whatever had gone Wreck-It Ralph on the hotel.

      Nope.

      Thank you, trickster gods, for screwing me over yet again. Seriously, I was getting spoiled with all this attention.

      While there weren’t any pictures I wanted to see – he must’ve been doing a chips-and-soda run during the time of the attack – there were plenty of ones I didn’t want to see. Randy Palicki had been very busy photographing Others in their hotel rooms sleeping and … stuffing.

      I dropped the camera. “Eww!”

      “Hey!” Randy scrambled forward and wiped the dirt from his camera. “That’s an eight-hundred-dollar lens.”

      “Why in the EmptyHell are you taking pictures of trolls doing the horizontal mambo?”

      “I’m just a businessman,” Randy pouted. “I supply a demand, that’s all.”

      “For Other porn?” I asked incredulously.

      Sulking, the photographer crossed his arms over his chest. “Yeah, and those pictures of that Alium fatum knochen would’ve gotten me a grand a-piece, even with her clothes on.”

      Since when did a low-rent smut-snapper know what a tooth fairy from the Schwarzwald looked like?

      “That’s my angel you’re talking about!” the demon roared.

      I snatched Titivillus as he lunged and hoisted him up to eye level by his neck. Glaring at him, I pointed to the parking lot. “Go check on Blanche.” I gave him a toss, his holey wings flaring out to soften his landing. Grumbling loudly, the demon crashed through the underbrush back to the station wagon.

      Johnny’s face had turned red. That savage rosacea I’d seen when he’d beaten Hayate the oni demon’s face into pulp during our street fight. Steam roiling off of him, the sheriff snatched the camera, wrenched out the memory card, and snapped it between his fingers. He threw the plastic bits into Randy’s face before he yanked the photographer off the ground.

      “Ow, man, you’re hurting me—”

      “If I ever see you again, I’m going to do to you what I did to your memory card. Now get the hell out of here,” Johnny snarled, giving him a shove.

      Frightened, Randy stumbled back a few steps, tripping backward over the log he’d been using as a blind. Scrambling to his feet, he gave us a fearful glance before running away into the woods toward his camper.

      “Johnny?” I asked tentatively.

      He ran a hand through his sun-kissed hair and faced me, forcing a smile. Whereas I didn’t a second ago, now I recognized that tan face. During his spirit walk with Tuvi, the shaman had mentioned that the sheriff had two wolves warring inside him, and I think I’d just seen a glimpse of that conflict. Apparently, he was still sorting some things out. And I knew from experience that took some time.

      And support.

      I gently laid my hand on his shoulder. Son-of-a-biscuit, he was shaking. “Shit, Johnny! Are you okay?”

      He shook his head as if to clear it. “I just hate … I hate it when people exploit each other.”

      “Yeah, talk about a douchebag. Some gorgon is gonna stone his ass, just you wait.”

      “I’m sorry I lost my temper,” he apologized. “That’s not me.”

      “I know. I know you, Johnny Galastone.”

      He lifted a pair of bright green eyes. “Thanks. Frances.”

      “DD!” the little demon’s voice split through the night air.

      “Oh my GoneGods,” I muttered. “I tell him to be quiet and there he goes screaming my name a second time.”

      Johnny and I hustled out of the woods and met the demon scampering across the parking lot.

      Panting, the demon braced his hands on his knees and hacked for a breath. “It’s … Blanche.”

      I plucked Titivillus off the ground. “What about her?”

      “She’s … worse,” he panted.

      I dropped the demon and spun toward Johnny. “We can’t wait. I need to get to Tuvi. Now.”

      He nodded quickly, his sun-kissed hair swishing into his eyes. “You go. Titivillus and I will stay here and figure out what happened. Maybe even find your demon.”

      “We will?” Titivillus squeaked. “That idiot of an overgrown iguana is probably dead, and that Other who turned this hotel into the set-piece for any post-apocalyptic movie ever made could still be out there! And I’m mortal now, remember?”

      “Join the club,” Johnny said dryly. He fished the car keys out of his pocket and offered them to me. As I made to snatch them from his hand, he held them back. “Wait.” Crouching, he freed a little pistol from a holster on his ankle. “Take this.”

      Diamondback DB380.

      “Six-count magazine,” Johnny informed. “You just—”

      “I know how to shoot a gun, Johnny,” I said. “And this one has no external safety, so all I gotta do is point and pull the trigger.”

      “Squeeze.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Semantics.”

      “Just be careful, okay?” He handed me the keys, his fingers tangling in mine. Then he lifted them to his lips. Johnny kissed the back of my hand, but I felt it all the way in my toes. “You come back in one piece, Miss Church, okay?”
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      Black sludge trickled out of Blanche’s nostrils and oozed from the corners of her mouth. I’d moved her to the front seat where I could keep an eye on her, using the seat belt to strap her in on her side so if she vomited, she wouldn’t choke on it. She was awake now and moaning.

      Looks like the manticore venom had finally shut down her Novocain-producing faculties. And the rest of her body.

      “Just keep breathing,” I told her, unable to keep the panic from my voice.

      I sped down I-25 South at a breakneck speed, hoping to the GoneGods an armadillo or a coyote or whatever night creatures that roamed these parts wouldn’t dart out in front of me. I didn’t have time for an accident.

      I didn’t have time at all.

      And to make matters worse, there was another aurora borealis twisting its sinister green-and-purple self through the night sky.

      It was impossible to know where the next of Rabia’s heralds would appear, but I couldn’t help but think they were somehow tracking us.

      “‘Cause I ain’t no hollaback girl,’” I muttered, forcing my eyes from the sky back onto the road.

      At times like this, I would’ve turned the radio on full blast – anything to occupy my thoughts – but then I wouldn’t hear any changes in Blanche’s breathing or moaning or gurgling breath. So all I got to listen to were the sounds of the tires on the road and the sound of my friend slowly dying.

      It was driving me crazy.

      I’d grown up listening to music my whole life – thanks country singer dad – but never in that obsessive way you see some people with headphones glued to their ears and bobbing away to their own little world. That had come later, after I’d escaped Chicago with the phoenix. I’d used music to block out her voice, to drown out all extraneous thought, before we’d become friends. And now that she wasn’t around, I was filling the void she’d left behind.

      It’s like I couldn’t be alone with my own thoughts. Johnny had been right about that.

      “Because then you panic,” I muttered again. “You start to second guess yourself and then you freak out and oh my GoneGods why am I talking to myself?” I slammed my hands on the steering wheel and jammed my foot against the accelerator.

      “Have you finally cracked?” Blanche wheezed from the passenger seat.

      “Blanche!”

      “Crowns and cavities, not so loud!” The seatbelt clacked as she unbuckled herself and sat up straight, clutching her head.

      I leaned over and smoothed the hair away from her tacky forehead. It was coming in nice and thick with a hint of a wave. With a start, I noticed the pointy tips to her ears were a lot less pointy and a lot more rounded, almost human-like.

      What was happening to my friend?

      “H-how are you feeling?” I asked, fearing the answer. “Crap!”

      I swerved to avoid an antelope, my hyperaware instincts from years of defensive driving in the city managing to keep me on the road instead of in the scrub brush.

      Blanche whipped around and vomited black tar into the back seat.

      Madame Cluck, whom I had quite forgotten about, squawked in distress.

      “Do that again,” the tooth fairy threatened, “and I won’t aim next time.” Groaning, she sagged back in her seat. “So we haven’t found Clyde?”

      I shook my head, smearing the tears from my eyes with one hand. Since when did I cry? I didn’t have emotional ties, remember? That was Rule Two: don’t get attached. Emotions just interfered with actions, and right now I had to get my friend some help.

      “No,” I said, gripping the steering wheel even harder. It was the only thing keeping me from shaking apart. “We found where he had been, but it looks like he’d been attacked.”

      “My darling—”

      “He can take care of himself,” I snapped. “I think. We need to focus on you, Blanche. Son-of-a-biscuit, I’m such an idiot.”

      “But Clyde has the urn—”

      “I should’ve never listened to you!” I shouted. “I should’ve gone straight to Tuvi—”

      “Why are you yelling at me?”

      “I’m yelling at myself!” I was crying now, big angry fat tears that made driving at 100mph more dangerous than normal. I scrubbed Johnny’s pajama sleeve across my eyes and glared at the desert road. “I’ve been so GoneGodDamn selfish. You should’ve been my priority. I never would’ve given the urn to Clyde if I didn’t think he could protect it. So why the EmptyHell am I worried about him?”

      “Because he’s your friend.”

      “You’re my friend. My first real friend since this whole … mess. EmptyHell, you’re the only one who I trusted with my secrets, and I didn’t even say goodbye to you when the skinwalker was terrorizing the town. You were right, back at the sinkhole, when you said I was just using you. And now …” I couldn’t look at her. Couldn’t face what my neglect had done.

      Do good, my old mentor Dr. Talbert had always said. Though he’d been an Other-organ-harvesting bastard, he’d been right about that.

      I didn’t deserve to be a medicus if I couldn’t do right by my friends.

      The tooth fairy lurched out of her seat and smacked me across the face. It hurt as much as getting thrashed with a limp noodle she was that weak, but it was startling nonetheless.

      “Hey! We don’t hit the driver!”

      “By Apollonia’s Tongs, get a grip,” the tooth fairy coughed, “or so help me, I’ll get out the drill! My friends are not self-pitying cry-babies. My friends put on their ass-kicking boots and get shit done.” She slumped back in her seat. “Now I don’t have the energy for any more motivational speeches, so are we there yet? Because I feel like crap.” She flipped down the visor mirror and groaned. “And my make-up is ruined! I can’t believe you’ve been letting that degenerate demon apply salve to me when I look like a drowned rat. Just look at my mascara!”

      I chuckled in spite of myself. “I’ll try to make you look more presentable.”

      “You had your chance.” Blanche dabbed under her eyes and wiped the spittle away from her mouth. Exhausted, she leaned back in her seat. “I think I … need to … rest.”

      “Just stay with me, Blanche.” I took the exit for the reservation on two wheels at a slow 88mph.

      That weak orange glow of solar-powered lights guided me to the visitor center, and I threw the station wagon into park. A dozen Native Americans flooded into the parking lot, curious at the sound of squealing tires.

      I jumped out of the car, slinging my backpack over my shoulders. “Tuvi! Tuvi!” I yanked the passenger door open and extracted my friend, cradling her carefully.

      The shaman appeared, his gathered kin parting respectfully for him to pass. He had the same russet-colored skin I remembered, but his calm face had more seams around his eyes. Tuvi greeted me with a touch on the arm – this was no time to exchange pleasantries – and gestured for me to follow him.

      We hurried past a communal bonfire, a few of the youths getting up without being asked to carry some supplies. We walked single file into the desert to a campsite far enough away that the communal bonfire was nothing more than a speck in the distance. It wouldn’t have been so eerie if the night hadn’t been filled with a ceaseless symphony of howling.

      They weren’t coyotes. They were something I’d never heard before. But the natives didn’t seem bothered by it, so I tried to ignore it.

      I didn’t do a great job.

      At the campsite, which was nothing more than a ring of stones, the youths got a fire going. It was a small thing, meant more as a signal that we were here instead of a heat source.

      They laid down a few thick blankets so we didn’t need to sit on the hard earth and deposited a string of water-filled gourds. The youngest of them placed a whole chicken – raw – on a large rock on the opposite side of the fire, closest to the howling wilderness. Then they left, touching Tuvi on the arm as they went quietly into the night.

      I laid Blanche on the blanket closest to the miserly fire and sat back on my heels as Tuvi hunched over her. “Do I need to go, you know, gather stuff again? I’ll get whatever you need. You want a prickly pear? I’ll bring back a whole cactus. You want coyote dung? I’ll wrangle one—”

      Tuvi put a gentle hand on my arm to quiet me, smiling softly. Then he turned back to the tooth fairy. His sun-darkened fingers cast spidery shadows over her lapis-blue skin as he gently probed the puffy flesh around her wound. Black tar, no longer thin and runny like it’d been a few days ago, oozed out between her stitches.

      “I have no remedy for this,” Tuvi said quietly.

      I almost didn’t hear him over all the howling. It was starting to grate on my last nerve.

      He wiped his hands clean on a cloth and threw it into the fire.

      “But you’ve dealt with scorpion sting before,” I said, pleading.

      “This is different. You said it was manticore sting.”

      “But—”

      “And I said I would try to help you. I didn’t promise a favorable result.”

      I sat back heavily, hanging my head. “I know. I just hoped – how in the EmptyHell can you even think with all the racket going on?”

      “If you don’t like it, you can kiss my furry little butt,” a voice said from the chicken.
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      The brisket knife left my machete sheath with a zing. “What in the EmptyHell is that?”

      “I think you mean ‘who’,” Tuvi said calmly.

      A mouse, the size of a hotdog bun with a short tail, ripped off a chicken drumstick with a loud pop and came around into the meager light. Leaning against the offering stone, he stared at me with beady red eyes as he tore the flesh off the leg and gobbled it down. The pink juices stained his otherwise sand-colored fur.

      I was speechless long enough for him to finish the drumstick and start cracking the bone to get at the marrow. “Who … who are you?”

      “Pepe,” the mouse answered in a Texan accent. “And judging by your shocked expression, I’m taking you’ve never seen a weremouse before.”

      “A what now?”

      Pepe looked at Tuvi. “I thought you said she was a medicus. Aren’t they supposed to be intelligent? And why is she dressed like that?”

      “It’s been a rough couple of days,” I snapped.

      Tuvi placed a calming hand on my shoulder. “In her defense, you’ve kept your people well hidden, Pepe.”

      The weremouse snorted. “I’ve had to. You humans get a bit unpredictable when you start throwing the ‘vermin’ word around. Then it’s poison and traps, and I’ve got to move the colony again. It’s rather inconvenient,” he said pointedly at me as if his people’s struggles were somehow all my fault.

      “I’m … sorry?”

      “I’ve had to move the colony twice since the gods left. Do you know what it’s like to be forced from your home? To uproot from the place of your ancestors and wander, finally settle, and fear it will all be taken away?”

      Yes, actually. To some extent. After I’d fled the mob in Chicago, I’d been a nomad, constantly looking over my shoulder. And the life I’d built in Cornish Roost – if you could call it a life – had been nothing I couldn’t give up in a moment’s notice.

      At least, that’s what I’d thought.

      “Many of our young have never seen their homeland and never will,” Pepe said. “We’ve had to adapt, twice, and now we call this desert home and hunt these noisy rattlesnakes. It’s like they’re not even trying.”

      “Is that why you eat … chicken?” I’d never heard of a rodent eating flesh before. Insects and worms, sure, but never what I’d call actual meat.

      “We eat more than that, chica!” He slapped his belly proudly. Twisting around, he ripped free a chicken wing.

      “Pepe and his family are known to the human world as grasshopper mice,” Tuvi explained. “They howl to mark their territory and stalk their prey like apex predators, pouncing from behind.”

      Pepe flexed a bicep. “Like a boss.”

      “They’re known to eat venomous creatures, like snakes and scorpions.”

      “Scorpions?” I exclaimed. “But what if they get stung—”

      “Now don’t be revealing all our secrets,” Pepe interrupted. “Unlike other Others, we’ve assimilated better than most, and I want to keep it that way. You humans think we’re just a freaky subset of rodent, not a mythical creature just trying to eke out of a living. We’ve got better rights if humans keep thinking we’re just mice. Even got a file with the Environmental Protection Agency. We’re legit.”

      “Please,” I pleaded. “My friend was stabbed by a manticore—”

      “Manticore? Woah.” Pepe rubbed his hands together. “That’s the major leagues! That’s like winning the big game lottery for us. It’d take the whole colony to take down one of those Persian bad-boys, and we love team-building exercises!”

      “That’s, uh, great, but do you think you could help my friend?”

      Pepe threw the remains of his chicken wing into the fire and crossed his arms over his chest. “What’s in it for me, chica? You got the manticore stinger on you?”

      “Yes, actually.” I pulled the bayonet-sized stinger wrapped in manticore hide out of my backpack.

      Tuvi sat back, impressed.

      Pepe’s little eyes widened. “Woah.”

      “So … can you help?”

      The weremouse quickly cooled his expression and picked the grit out from under his little nails. “I mean, I could, but immunizing the whole colony to manticore venom without a dampening agent in case it’s too potent is just reckless.”

      I pursed my lips. I know this GoneGodWorld was no less than a cerberus-eat-cerberus world, but he was just being difficult. I had half a mind to grab him by the tail and swing him around my head until his machismo level dropped by half and his empathy level doubled.

      “You don’t have masambey in your bag, too, do you?” Pepe snorted.

      “Uhh …” I quickly sorted through the plant clippings in my backpack, shoving the Antevortan Clock and Diamondback aside. “What’s it look like?”

      “It’s a long stalk with thin, hairy leaves and white flowers on top. The stamens make it look like they have a bunch of cat whiskers.”

      “Um …”

      The weremouse clicked his tongue against his teeth impatiently. “Thanks for the chicken, Tuvi. Let me know when you want to waste my time again.”

      “Is it also called spiderwisp?” I yanked the plastic bag with the exact plant in it out of my backpack.

      Turns out my illegal harvest of the Missouri Botanical Gardens hadn’t been a wasted effort.

      “Ay mis Dioses Quitados,” the weremouse exclaimed. “What else do you have in that mochila? You like the Mary Poppins, eh?”

      I yanked my backpack out of reach. “I had to fight a boiúna for this plant. You get nothing else, Pepe. Not until you help Blanche.”

      Pepe put two fingers into his mouth and whistled.

      The howling ceased but was replaced by a new sound, a rumbling, and a thousand fireflies blinked into existence.

      Except they weren’t fireflies.

      It was the reflection of the firelight in the eyes of Pepe’s family. Over five hundred of them.

      They stampeded to the edge of the firelight, funneling into a line by the chicken carcass.

      Pepe took the bag with the spiderwisp, tossed it to the colony who crowd-surfed it out of sight, and sauntered over to Blanche.

      He gave her a sniff, sneezing at the stink. Then he probed her wound with a finger and stuck it into his mouth. “Huh, so that’s what manticore venom’s like. And is that procaine?”

      I nodded. “She can manufacture her own Novocain in vivo.”

      “So she’s hermana! Why didn’t you say so?”

      I just gave him a blank stare.

      “She produces analgesics, and so do … you know what? Never mind.” He threw up his paws. “You got a transfusion kit in your bag, or are we gonna do this the old-fashioned way?”

      I practically ripped the med-kit from my backpack and spread out the contents for him to see.

      “No está bien. Gauges are too big for our veins,” the weremouse said, riffling through the needles. “Rosa, get us a cactus spine, eh mija?”

      Another weremouse scampered up with a cactus spine in her mouth, and Pepe affectionately nuzzled her before wedging it into the tubing. Then he rammed the hollow tip into his arm. “Waiting on you now, chica.”

      I quickly prepped Blanche and inserted the needle into her arm.

      One by one, the weremice took their turn donating blood, taking a strip of chicken after their contribution like it was orange juice or a sugar cookie.

      Tuvi kept the fire low out of respect to our nocturnal blood donors but bright enough to ward off predators. As he hummed to himself, I kept an eye on Blanche, specifically the black blood that dripped from the line in her other arm onto the cinnamon-colored stones. Every ten mice, I’d let a few drops fall onto a piece of gauze and hold it out to the light to look for a color change.

      It remained dark for a long time.

      “Manticore venom is strong,” Pepe said, coming to sit by me on the blanket. “But we’ll have your friend fixed up in no time. She might be a bit aggressive for a few days. Our blood runs hot.”

      “She’s already pretty aggressive,” I said, chuckling to myself. “Thank you so much for doing this. I can’t believe this is actually working.”

      “Our blood’s pretty special,” Pepe bragged. He slung his arm around Rosa, who seemed a little woozy after her turn with the cactus needle. “Not only do our bodies alter the venom into an actual pain-killer, our blood simultaneously develops antivenom. So long as we don’t bleed out from being stabbed, a scorpion or snake can keep stinging us, and we’ll keep on swinging.”

      “That’s incredible.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      Around the three-hundredth mouse, Blanche’s blood was running red. Pepe told us not to stop until all of his kin had donated, just to be sure. I didn’t object. Instead, I slumped onto the ground, exhausted. Or relieved. Or both.

      “Get some sleep,” Tuvi said, giving me an extra blanket. “I’ll keep watch.”

      I fought to keep my eyes open. “But the auroras—”

      “Something evil rides their light,” he said, nodding. “I know. But it will not find you here. There are more than weremice in these deserts.”
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      The dawn brought with it a cold nose and achy joints.

      Tuvi was puttering with the fire – now built up and roasting a rattlesnake on a spit – slapping his arms to get some warmth into them.

      Blanche sat on what had been the offering stone, her jagged pit bull teeth making short work of the chicken bones, which had been picked clean by the mice. “Crowns and cavities, is there anything else? I’m ravenous!”

      “We’ve got some bison back at the village,” Tuvi said, rotating the spit.

      “Bones. I need bones. Calcium.”

      “We do our own butchering here. I’ll see what hasn’t been reserved for ornaments. Ah, she’s awake.”

      I sat up, clutching the heavy wool blanket tighter around my shoulders. Had I been wearing my normal clothes instead of Johnny’s pajamas, I would’ve frozen.

      Tuvi pulled the spit off the fire and propped it up with some stones so the meat could cool. “Want some tea?”

      I nodded, too groggy to speak quite yet. Cupping my hands around the piping hot mug, I held it close to my face so the steam would thaw my cheeks.

      Tuvi added the last of the wood to the fire and took a seat. “How’s your head, Frances?”

      “It’s … clear,” I said. “I haven’t had to take a pill in a long time.”

      “Yet you don’t sound happy about that.”

      I shrugged. “It’s complicated.”

      Tuvi smiled, his weathered face wrinkling like a road map. “Isn’t it always with you?”

      “I’ll have you know I much prefer the simple life,” I said matter-of-factly. “Just because I don’t lead that kinda life right now doesn’t mean I don’t want it.”

      “And if we keep lollygagging and shooting the breeze, you’ll never get it,” Blanche said, zipping into the air. “We’ve got a demon to find!”

      Tuvi’s eyebrows shot skyward. “A demon?”

      “It’s not what you think,” I said quickly.

      “I know what a demon is,” the shaman said. “We call them skinwalkers.”

      Blanche shook her head. “Frances killed that one a few weeks ago. This is a different kind of demon.”

      “What?” Tuvi exclaimed.

      “I had a little help.” I touched my head.

      “But—”

      “She can explain on the way.” Blanche yanked the blanket out from under me and added it to the one around my shoulders. Then she ripped the cooked rattlesnake in two, handing each human a half. “You can eat while you walk.” She clapped her hands. “Are you waiting around for the grass to grow? Chop chop!”

      “Pushy,” I muttered, but I smiled.

      My Blanche was back.
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      As the youths loaded Blanche with as many buffalo bones as she could carry, Tuvi took me aside.

      “You’ve come a long way, Frances,” he said in that quiet way of his.

      I shoved my hands into my pockets and scuffed my boot in the red dust. “I’ve still got a long way to go. I’m tired, Tuvi.”

      “I know.” Pulling something out of his pocket, he handed it to me.

      “What’s this?” It was a plastic cassette with a pressed flower in it. Five yellow petals pointed in every direction like a bursting star.

      “A flower of the creosote bush.”

      “Hey! I remember these. I gathered them at my spirit walk. Didn’t you say they were pyrophytic, needing fire to germinate?”

      Tuvi nodded. “Much like you. Look what a little fire has done to you.”

      He didn’t know about the phoenix, but he knew something in my life had changed me from a scared fugitive to a someone who stood her ground.

      “I keep something that reminds me of each spirit walk, each person,” he continued. “Because most are so lost, they must return, or they will never find their path again.”

      I rubbed my thumb over the flower, biting back a surge of emotion. “So you don’t want to remember me anymore, is that why you’re giving me this? I know I was in a horrible place, but—”

      Tuvi quieted me again with another gentle touch of his hand. “I return these memories to the people who have found their way so they might have a reminder of what they have overcome to flourish. You have found yours, Frances Church.”

      I slipped the plastic cassette into my backpack, next to the lump of turquoise he’d given me so long ago. Then I threw my arms around the shaman’s neck. “I never would’ve made it without you.”

      He gave me a gentle pat. “I think you would have. But I’m glad you needed me.” He smeared away the tear that had slipped down my cheek with a weathered thumb. “It was nice to meet you. Now go, little fire flower.”

      Tuvi refused any payment – though he did take all those plant clippings off my hands and made me promise to come immediately if they ever had to deal with a skinwalker – and Blanche and I were back on the road within the hour. She rode beside Madame Cluck, fussing over the chicken because she was Clyde’s and eating all the eggs she’d laid over the past few days. Well, the eggshells at least. They were ninety-five percent calcium.

      We got back to Boulder, Colorado by noon, and I drove straight for the Sleep & Stuff Hotel. I’d gotten a text from Johnny around eight in the morning saying that he and Titivillus had checked out of a local bed & breakfast and were going to look for clues in the sunlight back at the hotel.

      When we arrived, we weren’t the only car there. Apparently old faun Barnaby wasn’t going to let a silly little thing like half his hotel being turned into rubble to impede business.

      “Johnny?” I called, cautiously stepping out of the car. I had my hand in my curls, fingers curled around the brisket knife handle. “Titivillus?”

      “DD! You brought her back alive!” The demon scampered out of the ruins like an excited puppy. “I’m so unhappy. Disappointed. I mean livid!”

      Blanche crossed her arms over her chest. “Asshole.”

      Titivillus shook his hands frantically. “Yes, yes, yes! GoneGodBless it, that’s not what I meant. Sunbeams and rainbows. Poo!”

      I patted the demon’s head as I passed. “Good luck.”

      Johnny stumbled out of the wreckage before I could make it to the front door, smoothing a hand through his sun-kissed hair. His face brightened from his thoughtful frown at the sight of me, then a smile split his face when he saw the tooth fairy. “Lookin’ good, Miss Blanche.”

      She straightened her hot pink negligee and gave her thick hair a little bob.

      Titivillus started to drool.

      Johnny and I shared an awkward moment where we couldn’t decide whether or not to hug one another and instead just nudged each other’s arms with our fists like we were fraternity brothers.

      I shoved my hands into my jacket pockets so I wouldn’t be tempted any more than I already was to throw my arms around him. I’d really wanted that hug, despite what Rule Two had to say about it. It’d been an emotional twenty-four hours. “So … anything?”

      “Just a bunch of purple liquid staining the area where the fight took place,” he answered, his breath crystallizing in the air between us. “I think it might be blood.”

      My heart sank into my toes. “It is.”

      “But we don’t know whose,” Johnny said quickly. “Whatever Clyde fought could just as easily have purple blood.”

      “That’s true … but I’m having a hard time believing it.”

      “Me too,” he said quietly. “Anyway, the trail leads north, but it gutters out in the forest a few miles out of town. Titivillus and I just got back when you arrived.”

      “He made me go for a hike in the woods,” the demon complained. “Me. Do I look like a battler from Level 5 to you? My kind does not go traipsing around in the bush!”

      “What are you bitching about? You can fly,” I said.

      “Have you seen my wings?” He fanned them out so I could get a good look. “They still have a bunch of holes in them. Do they look aerodynamically sound to you? I can’t believe you healed the angel and didn’t bring back a remedy for me!”

      “How did you heal Blanche?” Johnny asked.

      “Oh, you know, just a basic blood transfusion with a colony of weremice,” I said nonchalantly. “It’s like the first thing you learn as a medicus.”

      “Oh, is it?” Johnny said. “You’ll have to tell me all about it. Later. So what do you want to do?”

      I chewed my bottom lip and remembered the demonology books in the car. “I think it’s time I try to summon a demon.”
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      Boulder, Colorado didn’t have my favorite convenience store – Dollar General, or as we in southern Indiana like to call it, the DG – but it did have its direct competitor, Dollar Tree. Though it didn’t boast as large of discounts on its items as the good ol’ DG, it did have eighty percent of all the things I needed to summon a demon according to Chapter 7 in ‘The Occult and You,’ plus a little extra.

      Johnny disappeared to get some more snacks to load up in the carry-on suitcase as well as Dr. Pepper for the cooler (the man had a serious addiction), Blanche wanted the latest copies of Us Weekly, People, and Allure, and Titivillus made a bee-line for the stationary section.

      “You have five minutes,” I hollered as I went to the craft aisle.

      When we converged at the register, we got more than one raised eyebrow from the cashier.

      In addition to the notebook and the closest pen he could find to his beloved dip pen – Zebra Disposable Brush Pen in Medium – Titivillus had raided the clearance section and had returned with two Halloween eyepatches, one of a grinning skull-and-crossbones in silver glitter, and the other one of a heart silhouette made of pink rhinestones. Johnny had tried to sneak in a bag of pork rinds – really, Mr. One Michelin Star Restaurant Owner? – and Blanche had wanted some pink bow-shaped barrettes for her hair.

      Well, since we were all getting little presents for ourselves on my dime, I tossed a disposable lighter with a fancy eagle design onto the counter, looked the cashier dead in the eye, and said, “Ring us up.”
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      “I can’t believe that bumbling idiot of a battler survived that,” Titivillus said.

      Blanche whacked him on the back of his head. “He’s not a bumbling idiot!”

      The fourteen-foot tall hill giant – hello Herald Number Three – with a hole in his body where his vital organs should’ve been was slumped against the broad and twisted trunk of a bristlecone pine, frozen in place by rigor mortis and the winter night. His club – which had bits of glass and cement embedded in it from the Sleep & Stuff Hotel – had slipped from his fingers.

      Something had burned him, then had chewed on him.

      “And why does it smell like a Mexican restaurant around here?” the tooth fairy demanded. “What is that? Achiote?”

      “Maybe it’s what he had for dinner?” Johnny offered.

      “It doesn’t matter,” I said flatly. “C’mon. We’re exposed.”

      I zipped up my jacket and tugged the knit cap farther down over my ears. It was chilly up here on this little hilltop with the wind blowing down from the mountains, so I had to make this demon summoning quick.

      We’d been able to drive up a side road to this scenic little place nearby where the blood trail had guttered out. Blanche had picked up the scent with that sharp nose of hers and had led us down the opposite side of the hill to where the giant lay. After seeing a smattering of purple blood dotted here and there, Blanche had gone into a rampage, hurling sticks and stones and ripping yellow grass from the ground that she threw about like rice at a wedding. I’d finally gotten her to stop thrashing the hill giant’s body with a sapling she’d torn free of its roots when I told her I was basically sending up a signal flare to let Clyde know we were looking for him.

      This hilltop had some great visibility, too, so even though I knew him to be outside the twenty-mile radius – I wasn’t hearing Sunny yet – I figured he’d be able to see what I was about to do, unless he was on the western side of the mountain range already.

      Sitting on the frozen ground, I carefully arranged the ingredients for summoning a demon – as outlined in Chapter 7 – in a crescent in front of me. Sucking in a deep breath, I grabbed the incense.

      Now, of course, I’d had to take a little artistic license with this procedure – I did not have any fresh pigeons to sacrifice, nor did Dollar Tree sell them – so I was hoping the spirit of the summoning was what counted.

      After I got about twenty bazillion sticks of incense smoking away and threatening to asphyxiate everything within a five-mile radius, I wedged a two-liter of diet Coke between my thighs. Then I funneled in jar after jar of glitter, a whole bottle of red food coloring, and half a package of Mentos I’d strung on a piece of tape so they wouldn’t hit the soda before I could attach the lid. Screwing it on tight, I shook the bottle for all I was worth.

      “Ready?” I called.

      Safely halfway down the hill, the rest of my road trip companions gave me the thumbs up go-ahead.

      Arching my back, I screamed something at the winter sky that the translator app on Google assured me was Yucatec Maya for ‘come to me, beast of fire’, but I could’ve been reciting a grocery list for all I knew.

      Then I slammed the Coke bottle cap-first onto a rock and shielded my eyes.

      Who knew two years of high school Science Club competitions would’ve come in handy?

      The bottle rocket whizzed two hundred feet into the air, a sparkly wet plume chasing after it. Red mist caught in the mountain wind, flinging the droplets of dyed Coke and glitter eastward.

      I waited what seemed a long time – minutes, hours? – with my hands shading my eyes and scanning the horizon for anything that moved in a black blur.

      The white-capped mountains and their wooded foothills were silent.

      Shoulders slumped, I trudged down the hill.

      Ninety-nine percent of me wasn’t surprised at my failure, but that one percent that had been hopeful had been really hopeful. I’d done all that studying, all that preparation, suffering that assault on my nostrils in that GoneGodDamn incense store as well as the embarrassment of leaving the Slinky Kitty adult store with their entire inventory of body glitter. (I’d told you I’d only been able to get eighty percent of my supplies at Dollar Tree, remember?)

      “You making your own glitter cannon, sugar?” the clerk had giggled.

      “It’s for my sex trampoline,” I’d barked.

      “Ooo! Kinky.”

      I shuddered at the memory.

      Johnny slid an empathetic arm around my shoulders as I rejoined the group. The faint smell of apples and woodsmoke teased my nostrils. “So what now?”

      “I … I don’t know.” I bit my bottom lip to keep from crying. “That summoning was all I could think of. He could be lying in a ditch somewhere, bleeding out—”

      “No,” Johnny said, pulling me in close and wrapping his other arm around me. The fleece of his jacket wicked away the tears before they could spill down my cheeks. “Clyde wouldn’t have defeated a hill giant just to die himself. He may be kind of a moron, but he’s surprisingly adept at staying alive. Or remarkably lucky. The jury’s still out on that one.”

      I chuckle-sobbed into his chest.

      Johnny leaned back and smudged my cheeks dry with his thumbs. His hands felt deliciously warm against my wind-whipped face.

      “He’s just injured and lying low,” he assured me. “So, where would he go?”

      I looked around the vast wilderness, searching for an answer. I think I started to panic again because Johnny cupped my face with his hands and told me to focus.

      “Start small.”

      Starting small would be me focusing on his tan hands that still cupped my face. Those hands that somehow stayed remarkably smooth despite him being a farmer-sheriff-restaurateur. Those hands that were always so incredibly warm—

      “Heat!” I sputtered.

      Johnny released me with a nod, opening the car door. “Yeah, I know. It’s pretty cold out here. You’ll think better in—”

      “No!” I seized his hand and gave it a squeeze. “Heat. Extreme heat. That’s what he needs! When Hayate and Kita attacked him, he’d needed a heat source to accelerate his healing. It’s why Titivillus always cooks himself on the engine after we’ve been driving.”

      “It’s no volcano, but it does a good job in a pinch,” the demon said with a sage nod.

      I snapped my fingers. “A volcano! And there’s one nearby.” Yanking a road map out of my backpack, I smoothed it out over the grass.

      YELLOWSTONE NATIONAL PARK stood out in big bold letters a state north of us.

      Yellowstone.

      The land where I’d become an adult at thirteen after leaping off a precipice to escape a mountain lion.

      Where my mother had gotten the call from my father’s divorce attorney, splitting our already fragmented family permanently.

      It was a homecoming I’m not sure I wanted.
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      Just as I was folding the roadmap into a new hodgepodge of creases, a knife whizzed past my ear, slicing the map in half.

      “DD! Outgoing!” Titivillus shrilled. “GoneGodBless it, I mean incoming!”

      The ruined halves of the roadmap fluttered to the frosty ground as I yanked the brisket knife from its sheath. Spinning, I dropped into a crouch, ready to spring or leap out of the way. Beside me, Johnny yanked his sidearm from his hip with a loud click.

      The drow sauntered down the hill where I’d done my summoning, twirling another knife in his hand. The winter air seemed to have little effect on him cold-wise, as he still looked like he’d just walked off a Goth Weekly photo shoot with his tight leather pants, vest-of-knives, and no shirt. However, his welding goggles were over his eyes, shielding them from the harsh winter daylight.

      He looked like a bug.

      A sexy, model-like bug.

      “I will take your bones!” Blanche screamed. She zipped past me in a blur of lapis blue and hot pink. “You tried to kill Clyde—”

      With surprising quickness, Bellamy simultaneously dodged the fingers barred in a death grip for his throat and spun his foot around in a slicing crescent kick, knocking the tooth fairy unconscious into the frozen ground.

      “Blanche!”

      “Angel!” Titivillus brandished his heavily-taped dip pen and charged. “Why you cherished child of highborn birth. GoneGodBless it, I mean, you bastard!”

      The dark elf slapped the pen aside, snatched the demon by the tail, twirled him like a bola around his head, and slung him off into the woods.

      “Sunbeams and rainbooooows,” the demon cursed as he disappeared into the foliage.

      “Those are my fri – well, one is my friend, the other is … whatever,” I growled.

      “I’m not ‘ere for dem. And dey’ll be fine.”

      Blanche was already groaning into the dead grass.

      I wasn’t in the mood for this. “What are you doing here, Bellamy?”

      “You may excel at staying off de grid, sha, but ‘im”—he gestured to Johnny with his dagger—“not so much. ‘E paid for a ‘otel with a credit card. What? You dink only the government monitors dat kind of activity?”

      Johnny’s face paled.

      I smacked the sheriff in the arm with the flat of my brisket knife. “Are you kidding me?”

      “Ow! Look, clearly I don’t have as much experience as you do living like a fugitive. I made a mistake, okay?”

      “Amateur,” I grumbled.

      “And I’ll be having dat scarf back now,” the dark elf said, extending his hand.

      “Go away, Bellamy,” I growled.

      The drow’s shoulders lifted and dropped in a nonchalant shrug. He flicked his fine white hair over his shoulder and stopped a few yards away. His palm rubbed little circles on the hilt of his dagger, waiting.

      “I’m afraid I can’t do dat, sha,” he said, and I could tell from his voice he was very sorry about that.

      Not.

      I tensed when Bellamy stuck his hand into his vest, but instead of a knife, he drew out a cellphone. Holding it up, he snapped a picture of us and stuffed the cellphone back into his pocket.

      I scowled. No doubt that would come back to bite us in the ass.

      “Who is this guy?” Johnny demanded.

      “Annoying, for one thing,” I huffed. “He’s Rabia’s lackey. He’s the one who’s been hunting me and Clyde.”

      Bellamy pointed a lithe finger to the sky. “What ‘e wants, ‘e gets.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “Why?” I demanded.

      He seemed genuinely startled. “Pardonez-moi?”

      “Why?” I repeated. “Why do you work for that animal?”

      Bellamy glanced at the sickle tattoo on his bicep. I fought the urge to trace the partial cardinal-in-flight brand on my wrist. Once you’ve been marked, it’s hard to forget it.

      “The world was dark once,” the drow answered, voice soft. “My kind once roamed dese lands, untouched by human invaders. Every tree was tall enough to pierce de sky – not just dese Sequoias – and dere were mushrooms the size of ’ouses. We saw by bioluminescence, not by de harsh light of dis sun.” Bellamy flicked a middle finger at the sky. “Rabia will bring de darkness back, and my kind will no longer cower in subterranean tunnels. We will breathe fresh air again.”

      “Rabia is not a savior,” I said hotly. “He only wants to enslave the earth!”

      Bellamy snorted. “And ’ow would you know? You are young—”

      “Because I was there. I was there when Rabia was released—”

      “Impossible!”

      “He is rage, Bellamy,” I pleaded. “He is wanton destruction. You can’t reason with him. Whatever he’s promised you and your Furia cult, he won’t deliver. He doesn’t care for anyone but himself.”

      The drow shook his head, his fine white hair swishing angrily over his shoulders. “Non. ’E promised—”

      “You think a promise means anything to the insane?” I scoffed. “You’re a tool, Bellamy, and once he’s done with you, he’ll forget you.”

      “My, my,” a voice rumbled. “You sure do seem to know a lot about me. Seems unfair that I know so little about you.”

      I’d recognized that clashing-cymbals voice anywhere.

      We’d all been so caught up in our argument that none of us had noticed the arrival of another Other. He’d slunk out of the forest and over the hill as we’d been bickering, his hoary white hide blending in seamlessly with the frosty ground.

      The leshy rose from his four-legged stance to his rear legs and towered over the lot of us.

      I only recognized the Other from all that time I’d spent in the Cornish Roost library trying to figure out what Reggie had been. Leshy were Slavic in origin, giant humanoid Others covered in pale fur who lurked in the deep forests of the world and spirited away unwanted children. It made sense there’d be one or two of these woodland creatures lurking around in the Rocky Mountains. No doubt they were also the origin of the Sasquatch legend.

      Or maybe they were just cousins?

      But this leshy was anything but benevolent. Its red eyes gleamed with rage.

      I gulped and hid behind the snark. I’d rather bluff my way out of this than fight another one of Rabia’s heralds, especially one this big. Twelve feet of angry muscle was a bit too much to handle without a battler demon to help. “Rabia. I’d say it was nice to see you again, but you know how it is. What is it now? Us three, you zero?”

      The Rabia-possessed Other bent down so his hateful gaze could glare at eye level. His Spanish moss-like beard brushed against the dead grass with a faint rustle. “Boast all you want, human. When I’m finally released—”

      “When? That’s a bit optimistic since we’ve beaten every one of your heralds so far.”

      “It’s inevitable, Frances. Church.”

      I shivered as Rabia said my name. I’d never heard someone say it with so much hate.

      “You failed the second you failed to protect your friends. Their blood contaminated my dear ex-wife’s tribute, undoing millennium of work. My bonds weaken every day—”

      “I wouldn’t be so cocky, Rabia. Even if you’re released from your prison, without the phoenix, you can’t be reborn,” I fired back. “And from the looks of it, you don’t have her.”

      The leshy inhaled deeply, lips splitting into a smile of crooked teeth. “And from the smell of it, neither do you.”

      “Then we can just call this fight a draw. There’s no point if I don’t have what you want.”

      “No. Point?” The leshy laughed, a rumbling that sounded like trees breaking under heavy snow. “How foolish you humans are. That Hell’s reject is bound to you. He can hear your heartbeat thousands of miles away. He’s chosen not to come because he can sense you have protection. But if I take you, torture you, he’ll have no choice but to come back and bring my daughter with him!”

      Roaring, the Other pounced, snapping with his crooked teeth.

      As I dove out of the way, the report of Johnny’s sidearm cracked through the cold air like a whip. Blood oozed from three holes in the leshy’s chest, and a fourth would’ve joined the trio if Bellamy hadn’t thrown one of his knives. It caught Johnny in the wrist, and he cursed as the pistol dropped to the ground. Bellamy drew his dagger and lunged at the sheriff, and I promptly ignored them because I had bigger things to worry about.

      A twelve-foot tall, twelve-hundred-pound thing, to be precise.

      A hand the size of my torso smacked me off my feet before I could dodge, but my brisket knife did manage to hack off a fingertip in retaliation. I hit the ground with a hard thump as the leshy yanked back its wounded hand with a snarl. Wheezing, I rolled out of the way as he slapped, trying to squish me like a fly.

      Each time he slapped, the frozen ground shook, and I bounced down the rest of the hill instead of rolled down it. I lost my brisket knife sometime along the way, but I was too concerned about snapping my neck to worry about the knife.

      I bounced all the way to the station wagon, shoring up against the front bumper with a thwack. Groaning, I smeared my curls out of my eyes. Guess I’d lost my hat along with the knife. And my backpack.

      Fairy farts.

      The leshy galloped down the hill on all fours like a bear, his moss-like beard flapping like a torn sail.

      “’Cause I ain’t no holla – shit!” I managed to lurch out of the way as the leshy careened into the station wagon, but not before he’d stomped on my leg. Pain like a lightning strike lanced up from my ankle.

      Shit and double shit.

      That was one of the unspoken Rules. If you can’t move, you’re dead.

      “Where you go?” the leshy bellowed, plucking the car off the ground like it was a daisy. He shook it angrily, like a child dissatisfied with a toy. Bringing it up to his face, he glared through the windshield with two red eyes.

      Biting my jacket collar to stifle my cries, I crawled away from the car-shaking Other. He might be big, but without Rabia’s direct possession, he was kinda stupid. Seemed like Rabia had the same problem I had when I channeled the phoenix. It was a test of endurance. But unlike the phoenix, his influence, his rage, lingered.

      “Come. Out!” The leshy pried the driver’s side door off its hinges and threw it over his head.

      Johnny and Bellamy, who had been grappling for Bellamy’s dagger, flew apart as the door bounced between them and buried itself into the hillside. The drow wiped the sweat from his forehead and shook the strain from his arms.

      “What are you?” he demanded.

      “They grow ‘em strong in the Midwest,” Johnny snarled.

      The leshy ripped off another door and jiggled the car like he was trying to get candy out of a piñata. Our duffle bags and the cooler dumped onto the ground, the cooler busting apart, and the soda cans exploding in fizzling fury. “I am Enslaver, number four of Heralds, and you be toe jam when I squish you with foot!”

      An angry blue dart zipped from the hill. “You leave her alone!”

      Blanche latched onto the leshy’s beard and scrambled toward his mouth, ripping free handfuls of Spanish moss-like hair as she climbed. She reached his face, yanking out overgrown nose hairs, and crawled like a blue fly over to the corner of his mouth. Wedging one of her big club feet between his lips, she pried his mouth open and latched onto the nearest molar.

      “I’ve been needing a new step stool,” she said, giving the tooth a yank. “This one’s perfect!”

      With one hand, the leshy continued to bounce the station wagon against the ground like he was trying to crush a soda can, and with the other, he slapped at the tooth fairy trying to give him an extraction.

      In the meantime, I inched my way to my backpack and the little ankle gun it had inside while Madame Cluck, who was still trapped in her milk crate cage, squawked bloody blue murder.

      “I’m coming!” a voice shrilled.

      Titivillus half ran, half flew down the hillside, slinging pine needles in his wake.

      “Great!” I cried. “Gimme my back – Where are you going?”

      “I’ll save you!” The little demon shot past me and launched himself at the station wagon.

      His little talons pierced the rear tire and screeched like nails on a chalkboard as he climbed up the metal siding. He disappeared into the broken rear passenger window as the leshy continued to throttle the car like a Shake-Weight.

      A flurry of feathers later, Madame Cluck flapped to the ground and scurried away without a second glance as the car slung Titivillus into the air.

      Right at me.

      I rolled onto my back and flung my hand into the air, fingers clamping over his tail before he could pancake into the hill and snap his neck. I swung the dazed demon into my lap, and he looked up with me with his one crocodile eye, bright as the glitter of his skull-and-crossbones eyepatch.

      “Y-you saved me,” he sputtered. “But we’re not even friends.”

      “Did you want to get thrown into the hill?” I asked. “Because I could still do that. No? Then go help Blanche.”

      The leshy had started to use the station wagon as a fly swatter, and Blanche was the fly.

      “With what?” he demanded.

      I shoved him off my lap. “Use your imagination.”

      “Right. I’m coming, angel!” the demon cried.

      And me, well, I gritted my teeth against the pain of my swollen ankle and continued to crawl uphill to my backpack.

      “Put your hands all over me,” Titivillus snapped, scooping up an unbusted soda can. Fluttering like a drunk bat on his holey wings, he flapped into the air. “Poo! I mean, don’t touch her.” He shook the can angrily, snapped the tab, and spewed frothing Dr. Pepper into the Other’s eyes.

      The leshy howled, clutching his face.

      “Huzzah!” the demon cried.

      “Keep him busy!” I shouted.

      Blanche zipped down to the ground, tossed another can into Titivillus’s hands, and scooped up another for herself. They took turns blinding him, and the leshy swung wildly with the station wagon in retaliation.

      I ducked as the milk crates we’d been using to cage Madame Cluck sailed past my head and rolled out of the way of another door that’d been torn loose.

      My backpack was just inches away.

      I flung my hand out and immediately yanked it away as a milky-white dagger embedded into the canvas.

      Bellamy stood not more than ten yards away, welding goggles gleaming as brightly as his sadistic smile.

      “Are you kidding me?” I shouted at the universe.

      The drow yanked another knife free of his vest and hefted it to his shoulder, ready to throw, when Johnny tackled him like a linebacker. The sheriff and the drow tumbled down the hill, punching and kicking and generally bruising the crap out of each other.

      Huffing an exasperated sigh, I yanked the dagger out of my backpack and ripped open the zipper. I ignored the Antevortan Clock – it’d just make me angrier or more depressed anyway – tossed the packages of plant clippings over my shoulder, and found that GoneGodDamn gun.

      I pulled back on the slide to make sure a round was chambered and took aim. “Get out of the way!”

      Blanche snatched a flagging Titivillus and zipped behind me. The leshy, still blinking away carbonated tears, finally spied me. He hefted the station wagon above his head like a club and charged.

      Pop.

      The first bullet zinged off the exhaust pipe.

      Pop. Pop. Pop.

      Okay, don’t judge me. Do you have any idea how hard it is to hit a moving target?

      Pop. Pop.

      Nada.

      That was six. This Diamondback DB380 only held six shots, unless one round had already been chambered in addition to the loaded magazine.

      I just prayed to the GoneGods that Johnny had been a boy scout as a kid and had come prepared.

      The leshy was almost on top of me when I squeezed the trigger a seventh time. A closer target meant I couldn’t miss.

      I hoped.

      Instead of the click of an empty gun, the little Diamondback recoiled in my hand and sent the seventh bullet straight into the gas tank.

      “Frances!” Blanche screamed.
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      Fire engulfed the station wagon.

      Wreathed in yellow flames, the leshy dropped the burning car.

      Right on top of me.

      At least, right on top of the spot I had been.

      All I saw was rippling fire and melting metal one second and the next, the blue winter sky with its patchwork of clouds.

      I coughed, unable to breathe, yet there was no smoke around me.

      There was, however, a sheriff crushing my entire body.

      Groaning, Johnny lifted his head and spat the grass out of his mouth. Spying my red face, he rolled off of me, and I sucked in a lungful of air with a shuddering gasp.

      He yanked the Diamondback gun from my clenched fingers and tossed it aside. Then he brushed the curls away from my face with his warm hands. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry. Are you okay?”

      I held onto his forearm for support as I took in another breath. Peering over his shoulder, I watched as the leshy – his head missing from the explosion – burned to a crisp. The smoke smelled faintly of barbeque. Beside him, the fire cheerily devoured the battered remains of the station wagon.

      I looked back into Johnny’s bruised face. The winter wind tossed his sun-kissed hair into his eyes, and his cheeks were flushed red from the fight. His green eyes were brighter than I’d ever seen them, a combination of shock and relief. He’d somehow snatched me right before the car had squashed me, rolling the two of us out of harm’s way.

      Almost.

      Part of his fleece jacket was still smoking.

      I reached up to the cinders on his shoulder and patted them to death, and then my hand slipped into his hair on its own accord. I hadn’t meant to do it, but now that I had, I had to admit it felt nice.

      Really nice.

      Johnny covered my hand with his. “Frances—”

      “Crowns and cavities, I thought you were going to burn alive!” Blanche snatched the sheriff by the collar and hurled him aside so she could hug me.

      Blushing, Johnny got to his feet and dusted the dead grass from his jeans. Suddenly, he spun, scanning the horizon. “Where’s that dark elf?”

      “Gone,” Titivillus said, swaggering up with his dip pen. “We chased the ruffian off while you were getting all handsy with DD.”

      Flushing crimson, Johnny turned away.

      Blanche cuffed the demon’s head. “He ran off after you set the car on fire, boss. Which was so badass, by the way.”

      “And it nearly killed me,” I groaned.

      “Which is why you should leave the badassery to Others,” Titivillus sniffed, adjusting his eyepatch. “We can handle it. We can burn time to get ourselves out of sticky situations, remember?”

      “At a cost,” I said sharply. My tone softened. “But yeah, great job on that blinding soda defense.”

      Titivillus flared his wings smugly. “And there’s less where that came from, baby. Sunbeams and rainbows! I mean more. More where that came from!”

      “Alright, congratulatory times are over now. Another Herald appears tonight, and we need to be far away by then. And I’m sure everybody in town has seen that smoke signal.” As angry black clouds boiled off the station wagon, I yanked my feet under me to get up and promptly fell on my ass. “Son-of-a-biscuit! My damn ankle.”

      Blanche quickly rolled up my cuff and hissed.

      “That doesn’t sound good,” I said between clenched teeth.

      “Well, it’s the size of a potato,” Johnny said as kindly as he could.

      The tooth fairy shooed him away and bent over my ankle, sniffing my skin. “Good thing is it’s not broken. I’d be able to smell your marrow and not a whiff.” I winced as she gave my leg a slap and yanked down my cuff none-to-gently. “Some anti-inflammatories and lots of ice and you’ll be just fine.”

      “And in the meantime, I’m a sitting duck,” I muttered. Where in the EmptyHell is Sunny when I need her?

      “Nah, you’ll just be a koala,” Johnny said.

      “A what now?” I said irritably. All my life, I’d had to rely on my physical strength and nimbleness to get by. Literally. In all that time, I’d never broken a bone or twisted a joint. Lucky, right?

      Not it all. It was because I possessed a healthy level of paranoia that made me take calculated risks.

      I’d been more bruised and battered in the last four weeks than I ever had as a child running amok in the great American wilderness. This phoenix was ruining my streak!

      Johnny collected my empty pistol – after wagging it in front of me with a little, “Told you it’d come in handy” – before he risked the fire for my backpack. It was out of range of the flames, but it was definitely within range of the heat. Some of the plastic had warped, but it was mostly unharmed, as were the objects inside. (The Antevortan Clock read ten-forty-five, no surprise there.) He held it out so I could wiggle my arms into the straps, tugged me upright, then turned around and stooped.

      “Get on.”

      “Out of the question. You’ve still got a hole in your chest from where Rico shot you, and you just got kicked around by a drow. Not to mention you’re still beat up from … that orc?”

      He wasn’t, actually. I was still sore from our tumble into the waterlily pond, and I hid it with massive amounts of ibuprofen, but Johnny was fine. No split slip, no shiner over his eye.

      Huh.

      “I gave as good as I got,” he said defensively.

      I crossed my arms over my chest, balancing on my good leg. Just because he had healed from his superficial wounds remarkably quick didn’t mean his internal ones were fixed. “Nope. I’ll just get a walking stick or something.”

      “Oh. Okay.”

      Johnny snatched me around my knees, slung me over his shoulder like I was a dead deer, and started walking.

      “Hey!” I kicked my legs and slapped at his back. “What in the EmptyHell are you doing?”

      “Why is it so hard for you to accept help?” he asked, traipsing down the hill like I was a limp sack of potatoes instead of a full-grown human thrashing around. “It’s not a weakness, you know. And stop squirming. You’ll strain something.”

      “You’ll strain something,” I hollered. “The exertion on your cardiovascular system could cause a bleed into your chest, you dumb idiot.”

      “I’m fine. And you will be, too, if you’d just let me help you.”

      “Johnny Galastone, you put me down right this minute or so help me—” I pawed at his belt, trying to get my hands on his underwear and give him a wedgie he’d never forget.

      He shifted his grip, slinging me into his arms like I was a damsel in distress. His green eyes were firm. “Miss Church, my helping you is non-negotiable. So you have two choices. You get carried over my shoulder like an animal I just shot, or you ride my back like a koala.”

      Scowling, I grumbled, “Koala.”

      “A fine choice.”

      He set me down, and while I was tempted to give him a kidney shot just so he remembered exactly who he was dealing with, I realized I couldn’t outrun him if and when he recovered from the pain of said kidney shot. We’d be back to where we were right now, only he’d be far less cordial.

      Gritting my teeth, I hobble-jumped onto his back, piggyback style.

      “This is so humiliating,” I muttered into his hair.

      Not to mention a direct violation of Rule Two: don’t get too close. It was meant in an emotional sense, but when Johnny smelled like apples and woodsmoke and was all warm and stuff, it should definitely mean in a physical sense, too.

      Because … wowzah.

      The sheriff just chuckled – making my heart do a little flip-flop despite my irritation – and looped his arms around my legs – making my heart flip-flop again – but he was careful not to bump the swollen right one.

      Blanche slung our duffle bags over her shoulders, Titivillus collected his pen and the wayward chicken – who seemed completely unfazed by the attack – and we salvaged what we could from the wreckage. Blanche’s ugly lime green knitting had made it out unfazed.

      Pity.

      As we turned for the trailhead, I spied something in the grass.

      It was Bellamy’s dagger.

      “Wait.” I pointed to the moonstone-studded hilt. “I want that dagger.”

      “You sure?” Johnny said, crouching to pick it up so I wouldn’t need to dismount.

      Instead, the action just rubbed all of me against all of him. I fought to keep my head in the game. “’Cause I ain’t no hollaback girl,’” I muttered.

      “Huh?” He wiped the dagger clean and handed it over his shoulder.

      I immediately stuck it into my machete sheath. It was good to focus on something else, like this fancy new blade. “It’s no machete, but it’s better than my brisket knife. And I won’t let that bastard use it against me again.”
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      “Crowns and cavities, I don’t believe it!” the tooth fairy exclaimed.

      Blanche dumped our duffle bags onto the ground and zipped ahead of us in a blur of blue.

      “Wait for me,” Titivillus cried, running after her with the chicken in his arms.

      Tightening my thighs, I straightened up and took a good look over Johnny’s shoulder at the trail. The Sleep & Stuff Hotel could be seen peeking through the trees not a few hundred yards away.

      “I can’t breathe very well when you do that,” Johnny wheezed.

      I immediately relaxed and slumped back down. “Sorry.”

      “You’re quite strong, you know. You could break my ribs if you really wanted.”

      I blushed and looked away, not that he could see me anyway. Johnny was still carrying me piggyback style and had been for the last hour and a half. With no breaks.

      Talk about endurance.

      And it’d been a test of endurance for me, too. Not only had I been subjected to that maddening smell of apples and woodsmoke that seemed to permeate everything he wore, I’d been ridiculously close to him (that’s what happens when someone carries you, duh-doy) which had sent Rule Two into such a tizzy I thought I’d turn into butter and melt right off him. There’d been a reason I’d avoided him like the plague back when I was living under the radar in Cornish Roost. Every twitch of his muscles as he adjusted his grip, every turn of his head when he wanted to check on me sent shivers racing up and down my spine like flirtatious squirrels chasing each other up and down a tree.

      If Clyde had been here, he’d have a thing or two to say about my pheromone emissions. Not to mention my heart rate.

      This ooey-gooeyness was nothing but trouble, and I’d had more than my fair share of that lately. We were professionals. Colleagues. It shouldn’t matter that he was a juicy hot hunk of man steak—

      I had to get away from him.

      And with the hotel in sight, it looked like I was going to get my wish.

      “Blanche?” I called. Anything to get my mind off of riding this sheriff. What was that Big & Rich line again? Save a horse, ride a cowboy?

      Son-of-a-biscuit, I was turning into a besotted teenager.

      “‘Cause I ain’t no hollaback girl,’” I muttered again.

      “Haven’t heard you say that in a long time,” Johnny said, “and here you are doing it twice in one day. You only do that when you’re nervous. What’s going on?”

      “Nothing,” I said defensively.

      He craned his head around at my tone, one blond eyebrow raised in question. His sun-kissed hair caressed my cheek.

      “Eyes ahead, mister,” I said. GoneGodDamn, he smelled so good. “You could twist an ankle.” I hefted mine. It was so swollen we’d had to loosen the laces of my boot. “We’re a very exclusive group, and we’re not taking on new members at this time.”

      Chuckling, he bent to retrieve the discarded duffle bags and continued to trudge down the trail as sure-footed as a pack mule. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Blanche?” I called again, this time because I was a little worried.

      There was a scream and the sound of breaking branches.

      The tooth fairy reappeared, dragging the voyeur-photographer behind her by the teeth. Blanche had snatched his entire bottom row of incisors, and no matter how hard he bit down, he couldn’t break through the Alium fatum knochen’s skin. So her hand basically acted like a fish hook, and she dragged her catch back up the trail to meet us.

      “You GoneGodDamn idiot,” I said without a trace of sympathy.

      “Pweeze! Lemme ‘ooo!” Randy begged.

      I nodded at Blanche, and the tooth fairy released her hold, flinging him onto his hands and knees. Johnny let me down slowly, circling his arm tightly around my waist for support. His green eyes, usually kind and warm, were stone cold.

      I snapped my fingers. “Let’s see it.”

      Trembling, Randy placed his camera into my waiting hand.

      He’d taken a few more pictures since we’d last seen him, each as disgraceful as the one before it. I whistled when I saw a valkyrie half undressed. “You were warned what would happen, Randy.”

      “Y-you can’t do anything,” he blurted. “I know my rights! They’re just Others. There’s no law forbidding me from taking pictures and selling them.”

      Looks like someone had done a little research while we were away.

      “Yeah? Tell that to the valkyrie. I doubt she’d be as lenient as us.”

      I pressed my thumbnail into the port and ejected the memory card with all the photos. I tossed it to Blanche, who caught it with her teeth like a champion border collie. Her jagged teeth snapped it into smithereens.

      “It’s pornography, unsolicited pornography, any way you slice it,” Johnny said, voice tight. “If these were humans, I’d arrest you—”

      “But they’re not!” Randy crowed, surging to his feet. “Besides, I don’t have to answer to you.”

      I actually laughed. “But you do to them.”

      Blanche smiled her jagged pit bull grin, her back eyes gleaming. Titivillus tapped his dip pen into his opposite hand like it was a baseball bat, the skull-and-crossbones on his eyepatch grinning menacingly. Even Madame Cluck scratched at the ground like a bull ready to charge.

      The tooth fairy snatched Randy’s arm and started to pull him away.

      “N-no! You can’t!” the smut-snapper shrieked, pawing at the vice-like hand around his wrist.

      Titivillus jabbed him in the butt with his dip pen, prodding him into the woods.

      I ignored him. To the Others, I said, “Don’t make a mess. And don’t take too long. We’re leaving ASAP.”

      “Frances?” Johnny murmured.

      He’d lowered his head, his lips almost next to my ear. I told my hammering heart to get a grip. I had to be as cool as a cucumber. Cukey calm.

      “Um … what are they going to do to him?” the sheriff asked. “He’s still a human …”

      “Oh, they’ll just rough him up a bit,” I assured. “Nothing … permanent.”

      “And what’s this about us leaving ASAP? The station wagon was totaled. By you.”

      “I merely set it on fire. It was totaled waaay before I shot it.” I gave his jacket a tug. “C’mon. We’re commandeering his camper.”

      Johnny kept his arm around me as I hobbled toward the clearing where the camper was camouflaged with pine boughs.

      “Commandeering is just a polite way of saying you’re stealing something,” he said dryly.

      “Then think of it as eminent domain.” I let him go and balanced on my good leg, yanking branches aside. “Your office made me a deputy, so I’m seizing this private property so I can stop a rage-fueled god from enslaving the earth.”

      “First off, Judy – the dispatch officer – made you a deputy, which she can’t legally do, and secondly, eminent domain is for land seizure. That’s what’s meant by private property.”

      “I think you’re just splitting hairs at this point.”

      “Frances,” he groaned.

      “Oh, come on. Where’s your moral compass? That pervert took pictures of naked Others to sell on his porno website without their consent. That’s a crime, even if it’s not recognized by any human court. That valkyrie would kill him stone dead if she ever found out. Think of this as his punishment. He still gets to keep his life.”

      “What’s left of it after Blanche gets through with him.” He shuddered.

      “You’re just being pessimistic. And so what if he can’t chew solid food ever again? I’ve heard liquid diets are all the rage anyway.” I flicked my fingers at the roof of the camper. “Now get up there and get rid of those branches.”

      “I hope you’re joking,” he groaned as he hoisted himself up onto the roof.

      Randy’s perv-mobile was a Jayco motorhome, which meant it didn’t need to be hooked up to a truck or anything. It was one of those campers that looked like a school bus, only white with maroon stripes.

      Inside was a kitchenette, a queen-sized bed, two bunk beds fitted into the wall, a shower stall-toilet combo, a TV with a small DVD collection, and of course two captain chairs. It even had a sunroof and a little retractable awning over the side door to act as a weather shield when it was parked.

      And the best part?

      It was miraculously clean.

      Hello another check in the win column!

      Johnny came inside, wiping his hands clean on his jeans. “We’re good to—” He interrupted himself with an appreciative whistle as he looked around. “Randy may be a deplorable person, but he kept a clean house.”

      “Looks like he spent more of his time outside in his ghillie suit than he did inside,” I said. “I doubt we’ll have to wash the sheets!”

      Johnny wrinkled his nose. “We’re definitely washing the sheets.”

      I stuck my head out the window. “Blanche! Titivillus! We are leaving!”

      The two Others flew into view a few seconds later, smug little smiles on their faces.

      “He’s still alive, right?” I asked hesitantly.

      “He was when we left him,” Titivillus said, herding Madame Cluck into the camper. I had him corral her in the shower stall. “Meaning …?”

      “Meaning Blanche found a beehive.” The demon climbed into the passenger seat and reclined like a cat in a sunny spot. Pillowing his hands behind his head, he crossed one leg over the other and jiggled his ankle, a self-satisfied smirk on his little face. “So we stripped him, tied him to a tree with his own clothes, and doused him in honey. The bears will be here any minute.”

      I dragged a hand over my face. “Oh my GoneGods …”

      “Relax, boss.” Blanche patted my shoulder. “If he’s smart, he’ll break his thumbs, and then he’ll be able to get out of those makeshift ropes before the bears can get him.” She tapped her chin thoughtfully with a bony finger. “Though they’ll probably still be able to catch him if he runs. So, off to Yellowstone?”
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      The camper was a robust thing, not too much of a gas guzzler either given its size, which were two very good things because winter decided to finally get its act together and douse us with a blizzard.

      Yay …

      We’d entered the national park close to midnight, and though we couldn’t see it through the curtain of flakes, we knew there was another aurora borealis happening. Another Other was being possessed by Rabia, and it was only a matter of time until he found us.

      At least we were off the grid again – I’d seen to that, though Johnny hadn’t been too pleased to relinquish his personal items – so we couldn’t be tracked that way again. And this black scarf-cloak … I couldn’t get it to do that shadowy thing that the Cerean nymph and Bellamy had got it to do, but the Heralds seemed to be taking longer to find us, so it had to be working somehow. Even if only at ten percent capacity.

      My only concern was that the Third Herald had found Clyde before it had found us. Clyde was so stealthy he could be almost invisible at times, so how had Rabia found him? Was the urn doing something to attract attention?

      I’d worried the sheets (we’d found clean ones in a cupboard) into a nest of wrinkles just thinking about it. Not that I was sleeping with this blizzard going on outside. I’d just been banished to the rear of the camper with a bag of snow on my ankle because there were only two captain chairs. As Johnny drove, Blanche balanced on the passenger seat with her head out the window like a dog, sniffing for anything that might alert us of an obstacle in the road.

      “By Apollonia’s Tongs, I have frostbite on my nose,” she shrilled, yanking her head inside.

      Titivillus hastily turned up the heat.

      “Anything?” Johnny asked. “Good gravy, it’s thicker than pea soup out there.”

      “Just a sign for – look out!”

      Johnny swerved to avoid a bison, then another, then another, and the camper’s tires had a squealing fit. As the camper slid off the road, the bag of snow shot off my ankle, and I shot off the edge of the bed. Yelping, I grabbed the only thing I could reach, which turned out to be a kitchen cabinet. A metal colander and a bunch of ladles spilled free and clanged down the aisle, swiping Madame Cluck’s feet out from under her and making her splat against Titivillus’s face, only to be trapped by the colander against the dash a second later.

      That jarred the stick shift into PARK, and the whole camper slung around on the slick ground like a fly circling a drain. Blanche dangled from the ceiling grip, hollering obscenities, while a white-faced Johnny held onto the steering wheel like it was a helm and he the captain of a sinking ship.

      Blanche was still swearing in German when we rocked to a stop, shoring up against the wooly side of a bull bison. She was so upset she even flung open the window, letting snow swirl into the camper by the bucketful, to cuss out the bison herd that had caused us to spin out. They were a common occurrence in Yellowstone, but angry tooth fairies from the Schwarzwald weren’t, and the normally stoic beasts were so terrified they stampeded away. Inside, we braced ourselves as the camper rocked from side to side.

      “Blanche, you seriously need a dose of alprazolam if we live through this,” I shouted over the rumble of thundering hooves.

      Blanche yanked her head inside to shout, “I don’t need a Xanax,” before thrusting her head out of the window to scream at the frightened bison some more.

      Pepe the weremouse hadn’t been joking when he’d said she’d run hot after the transfusion. Blanche was already ornery to begin with, but now she was a GoneGodDamn volcano.

      The camper finally settled as the last of the bison fled, and Blanche angrily slammed the window shut. She dusted the snow from her negligee and adjusted her hair as if nothing had happened.

      “We need to get off the road,” Johnny announced gravely.

      “What gave you that idea?” Blanche snapped.

      He graciously ignored her tone. “What was that sign you saw back there? I thought it said Wayfinder Bed & Breakfast or something?”

      My heart plummeted into my socks. “But that’s the beauty of a camper,” I said quickly. “You don’t have to go to hotels or bed-and-breakfasts. You just make camp wherever you are!”

      Johnny shook his head. “We’re low on gas. And with how cold it is, we’ll burn through the battery just keeping this place warm. And who knows how long this storm will last?”

      “But—”

      “No buts, Frances. We need permanent shelter. And what’s wrong with the Wayfinder Bed & Breakfast?”

      I let out a deep sigh. “It belongs to my mother.”
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      “Oh my GoneGods, you’re pregnant, aren’t you?”

      Groaning, I dragged a hand down my face. Johnny turned beet red and hastily looked at the snow-strewn porch, but it had nothing to do with the blunt questioning. Titivillus’s jaw dropped to his knees, and Blanche’s eyes narrowed shrewdly, studying.

      My mother hadn’t changed in the last ten years, except maybe she had a few more crows leave their mark at the corners of her eyes. Small hoops of braided gold adorned her ears, and the pungent scent of incense wafted from her skin. Her blond hair, which was starting to whiten at the roots, was still in dreadlocks and twisted up neatly with a handwoven headscarf. The lotus tattoo on her sternum cut a sharp contrast to her deeply tanned skin, which was still taut and toned.

      And how did I know?

      Because she’d come to the front door in a short-sleeved silk robe that was just long enough to cover her downtown bonanza.

      It was something she’d apparently hastily thrown on because the front was barely closed.

      She’d kept herself lean and well-hydrated, much like me, but unlike me, she thanked her organic vegan diet and daily trips to the sauna for that, whereas I thanked my daily free-climbing habits.

      “Hello … Bitsy,” I sighed. I smacked her hand away before she could press it against my stomach. “I’m not pregnant!”

      “Pity.” She gave Johnny a wink. “He’s a fiiine lookin’ man.”

      Johnny turned as red as the apples in his orchard. His eyes firmly fixed on the slats of the porch, he mumbled. “Thank you, ma’am.”

      “And such manners!” Bitsy gave my shoulder an encouraging clap. “Snatch him up, sugar, if you haven’t already.”

      “Bitsy,” I hissed.

      “What? And how many times have I told you to call me Mom?”

      I just huffed out an annoyed sigh. I hadn’t called her ‘mom’ since she and my father had divorced. I’d blamed her for it, always running off to this or that sweat lodge or vegan food festival instead of trying to keep our family closer together. Granted, Dad had always been on the road pursuing his career as a country western singer, but he’d always come back. Except half the time, he never knew where to come back to because Bitsy had packed us up and whisked us to where-ever the wind was blowing that day. I’d needed stability in my life, roots, and instead I’d grown up in the back of a Winnebago with no friends.

      This ‘Wayfinding’ Bed & Breakfast was my mother to a T. She’d been trying to find her way in life – dragging me through it – for the last twenty-eight years. This had been my last home, for six months, before I’d run off to college to become a veterinarian.

      “This is Sheriff Johnny Galastone,” I introduced, pointedly ignoring her question, “and Blanche the Tooth Fairy and Titivillus.”

      “Ooo! A lawman. Sugar, seriously, what are you waiting for?”

      “We got caught out in the blizzard and needed a place to stay,” I ground out. “Is my room still … Do you have any vacancy?”

      “You’re not interrupting anything at all! Of course—”

      “Who said—”

      “—you can stay here,” she said, smiling brightly. Too brightly.

      Blanche lurched forward, dragonfly wings buzzing like a chainsaw. “You have beautiful teeth,” she said suddenly, licking her lips. “I see where Frances gets her stunning bicuspids from.”

      “Thank … you?”

      “We’d greatly appreciate your hospitality, ma’am,” Johnny said, still looking anywhere but at my half-dressed mother.

      “It’s like I always say. Keep that home fire burning, no matter where you find your home today. You’ve always got a home with me. Frances.”

      I finally looked her in the eye when she said my name. She wore a smile, but her eyes were worried.

      I didn’t budge from the porch, even with the blizzard swirling at my back. My mother lived her life with no regrets. She sought the approval of no one, so why was she worried? And what was that bit about us not interrupting her?

      “That’s a very nice sentiment, Mrs. Austin,” Johnny said kindly.

      “I thought it was a bit pedestrian,” Titivillus said.

      Blanche slapped him upside the head.

      “Ow! Sunbeams and rainbows, that felt amazing!”

      The tooth fairy grinned her pit bull smile. “Want me to do it again?”

      “I meant that hurt!” He adjusted the eyepatch where she’d slapped it loose and rubbed his head.

      “Quiet. Down,” Johnny threatened softly. He gave me a soft, prompting squeeze. “Frances?”

      “Thanks,” I told my mother slowly. Suspiciously.

      Johnny kept his gaze on the ground as he helped me hobble inside.

      The Wayfinder Bed & Breakfast was just what you’d expect way out in the wilderness of Yellowstone. Wood, wrought iron, stone. An earthy yet homey feel that made you want to connect with nature without sacrificing the comfort of indoor plumbing. There was even a sauna attached on the western side so you could steam the impurities from your pores after a long day of hiking.

      I’d loved it. And I hated that I’d only gotten to enjoy it for the last six months of my childhood. This should’ve been my home from the beginning. There should’ve been tick marks on the door frame marking how tall I grew every summer. There should’ve been memories of us slinging flour at each other while making pie crust in the kitchen.

      Johnny’s grip tightened instinctively as I leaned against him. Not for support. So I wouldn’t throttle my mother.

      The faint scent of apples and woodsmoke instantly seeped the hurt out of my heart. This was what a home should smell like.

      Titivillus sprinted directly into – that’s right, into – the fire crackling in the fireplace, Madame Cluck in his arms (who obviously wiggled free before the flames could singe her feathers). The chicken settled onto a warm hearth-stone, feathers fluffed and looking content and unharried for the first time in ages.

      “Just keep your voices down, okay? Don’t want to disturb the other guests.” Bitsy closed the door, rubbing her hands together nervously. “Would you all like some coffee or tea?”

      I was feeling sourer by the minute, despite that calming scent oozing from Johnny’s fleece jacket. We should’ve never come here. But since we were here, we’d just sleep, get up early in the morning, and get gone. Provided the snow had stopped. “It’s kinda late—”

      “Nonsense! I haven’t seen you in ages, sugar. Surely you can stay up a few more minutes to chat.”

      “Maybe, if you’d put on some clothes.”

      She thrust her hip out to the side, which threatened to lift the hem of her robe into Basic Instinct territory. “This doesn’t count?”

      “Frankly, I don’t understand how you haven’t gotten frostbite yet.”

      “Frances,” Johnny whispered. “Don’t be rude.”

      “Oh, you know me,” Bitsy tittered. “I run hotter than July in Texas.”

      “Uh-huh. Well, I think I’m going to take a rain check on family catch-up time and just go to bed.” I took my duffle from Johnny’s shoulder and limped to my old room.

      “Wait!” Bitsy flew between me and the door.

      “I said I didn’t want to talk!” I shouted, finally losing my temper. “What else can I say to you that I haven’t already? I just want to forget I’m back here and sleep!”

      I shoved past her and wrenched open the door.

      Half a dozen candles flickered on the dresser, throwing soft light across a rumpled bed …

      … and a man wearing nothing but a pair of cowboy boots and a cowboy hat lying on his side, swigging from a bottle of Jack Daniels.

      “Welcome back, lover. Ready for round three?” he purred.

      I smacked on the light. “Dad?”
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      “Frances,” Johnny said calmly, sliding me a glass of water, “it’s going to be alright.”

      I took another shot of whiskey. “No amount of liquor can make this alright, but GoneGodDamn it, I’m gonna try. There was a swing in there. A GoneGodDamn sex swing.”

      “Johnny’s right. Can I call you Johnny?” Bitsy said. “Life’s about exploration and balance, sugar.”

      “Yeah, I saw the counterweights!”

      “What I’m saying is, have a glass of water for every shot you take. It’ll mitigate the hangover you’re obviously going to have.”

      “You’re assuming I don’t want to black out after what I’ve just seen. There was a display of vibrators on the shelves I used to keep my geode collection!”

      We sat at the big oval table where the guests of the Wayfinder Bed & Breakfast would be sitting down to a pescatarian breakfast six hours from now. It’d been a vegetarian establishment when I’d left. I could only assume it’d turned pescatarian when my father had come back into the picture since broiled salmon with apricot glaze was his favorite meal.

      Gary Austin, the semi-famous country western singer, sat opposite me in a faded button-down shirt and worn jeans, having the decency to be fully clothed in the presence of his daughter. Mom was still in her silk robe, legs crossed at the knee and jiggling her foot, whose vibrations affected other areas of her anatomy that had Titivillus ogling again and Johnny staring at the table.

      “It’s nice to see you again, honey,” Dad said softly. His eyes were as blue as mine.

      “That’s what you have to say to me?” I demanded. “You left. What are you even doing back here? And why in the EmptyHell is my old bedroom your sex dungeon?”

      “It’s the only bedroom with a southeast-facing window, sugar,” Bitsy replied. “That’s the direction of growth. That’s why everyone plants their gardens on that side of the house.”

      I just rolled my eyes. I was too tired for this finding-your-inner-peace shenanigans. “That doesn’t explain why Dad’s back.”

      “Well, honey,” he said evenly, “people mature and forgive each other—”

      “Bullshit. You’re probably just breezing through and using Bitsy as your booty call.”

      “Frances!”

      Sulking, I poured another shot and didn’t protest when Johnny pulled the bottle out of my numb fingers. I’d never spoken to my parents like that. I’d been rude, and despite my unorthodox upbringing, they’d taught me better than that.

      I sipped at the brown liquor, trying to make this final shot last through this awkward family reunion.

      “Your mother and I started talking again shortly after you finished veterinary school. We’d both been there at your graduation … even though you hadn’t invited us.” He didn’t say it meanly, but it still stung. It was true, though. Dad ran his hands through his brown curls, so very much like mine. “Seems like when we divorced, we lost you, too, and that’d never been the plan. We … missed you. And that longing for family … it drew us together again.”

      “So, what? You’re married again?” Half the Jack was gone already. I had to slow down, or this was going to be a very long conversation.

      “Oh, no,” Bitsy said. “We’re just feeling things out.”

      “I’ve been a professional vet for three years and a medicus for two. You’ve been feeling each other out that long?”

      Dad blushed. “We’re in an open relationship, honey.”

      No strings attached so you can leave again, I thought bitterly.

      “So what have you been up to, sugar?” Bitsy asked. “We lost track of you ten months ago. Some friends said you’d left Chicago pretty quickly.”

      “That’s what happens when you piss off a mob boss.” I slammed the rest of the liquor. “But don’t worry, they won’t be bothering me anymore.”

      My parents cast each other a worried glance.

      “She’s not joking,” Johnny said quietly. “On either account.”

      I pushed my chair back and slouched. “And let’s see … I bonded a battler demon from Hell, prevented a town from literally imploding only to piss off the Roman god of rage. That pretty much sums up the last ten months.”

      My mother blinked. “You’ve been … busy.”

      “Yup.”

      “But have you found some time for yourself amidst all this pressure? Stress is the silent killer, you know. You never used to break out, and I think I see a pimple or two on your forehead.”

      I brushed my curls into my face, just in case. “I haven’t had acne since I was a teenager.”

      “Use the sauna while you’re here. It’s great for the pores.”

      “Hold the phone,” Dad interrupted. “I want to know more about this Roman god. I thought all the gods were gone.”

      I shouldn’t have said anything. I glared at the empty shot glass, silently blaming it for my loose lips. But the cat was out of the bag now, and who were they going to tell anyway? We were in the middle of a National Park with slow-as-molasses satellite internet for EmptyHeaven’s sake.

      “Seems one got left behind,” I sighed. “Or the split personality fragment of one. He’s been imprisoned in Saturn since, I don’t know, forever.”

      “Huh. That would explain why the Capriformer horoscopes are off. Saturn’s been really finicky lately,” Bitsy informed. “I’m a former Pisces myself, but I like to keep a pulse on what’s happening.”

      “For balance?” I scoffed.

      “Exactly.”

      “And what’s your role in all this?” Dad asked Johnny.

      The sheriff started. “Pardon?”

      Dad leveled a stern finger at him. “A sheriff doesn’t just up and leave his county for just anyone. Frances must mean a great deal to you.”

      Johnny didn’t even blink. “She does, sir.”

      Mom smiled knowingly and nudged my father. “Told you.”

      “We’re not together,” I insisted, suddenly hot. Seriously, I had to be blushing out of every pore. “We’re just …”

      “Friends?” Mom asked, eyebrow raised. She didn’t believe that for a second.

      Johnny risked a brief sideways glance into my face, his green eyes curious.

      I shook my head. “No! We’re …”

      I didn’t know the right word. We were the kind of people who’d take on skinwalkers to protect each other, to tackle each other out of the way before we got squashed by burning station wagons. The ones who fought for each other during existential crises or imprisonment.

      “It doesn’t matter,” I finally snapped. “I don’t have to explain myself to you two. We only came here because of the storm. In the morning—”

      “But what are you doing here, Frances?” Bitsy asked. “In Yellowstone? When you left … you told me you’d never come back.”

      Huffing out a sigh, I pinched the bridge of my nose. “I’m here to find my demon. I’ve reason to believe that he’s come to the volcano.”

      “It’s where I would’ve gone!” Titivillus called from the hearth as he brushed the cinders and ash from his scales. The fire had done wonders sealing up the remaining holes in his wings. His left eye socket was still a mess, but progress was progress.

      Dad leaned across the table, lowering his voice. “And what’s with the Others?”

      “I happen to be Frances’s best friend,” Blanche said loudly, looking up from trying a new make-up technique featured in Allure magazine. “And her assistant. Why? You got a problem with Others, pal?”

      I waved her off with a warning glare. “They’re my brute squad,” I told my father.

      Blanche flashed her pit bull smile, pleased at my response.

      “I happen to have a more refined role,” Titivillus informed, inspecting the brass nib of his dip pen like it was a finely crafted sword. “I am the Master of Mis—”

      “He’s the chicken wrangler,” I interrupted.

      “Aww! You make it sound so unsophisticated, DD.”

      “I was going to ask about the chicken,” Dad said.

      Madame Cluck peeped happily on her warm hearth-stone.

      “My demon’s rather fond of it.” I smiled, thinking of Clyde.

      “But not that demon?” Dad pointed to Titivillus.

      “No, he likes it, too.”

      “I’m confused,” Bitsy said.

      “The chicken’s a pet, okay?” I said, exasperated. “It doesn’t even matter!”

      “Shh!” Titivillus hissed, covering the hen’s ears with his little hands. “What if she heard you?”

      “Son-of-a-biscuit! We’re here to find my demon, end of story. We all have feelings for each other, kumbaya—”

      “Even for me?” Titivillus asked. It sounded like he couldn’t decide whether he was pleasantly surprised or disgusted by the idea.

      “You’re still on a probationary period, pipsqueak,” I clarified. “We’re tired, I’ve got an ankle the size of the prize-winning Russet at the Idaho Potato Festival—”

      “I’ve got the perfect herbal remedy for that!” Bitsy said, jumping up.

      “And we’re hungry,” Blanche added loudly.

      “I could whip up a late-night snack,” Dad said, springing to his feet. “Johnny, you like eggs? Figured a guy with your muscles must like your protein. Whaddya like, Miss Blanche?”

      “I’ll eat the shells.”

      “But Gary, you know making eggs at night is bad luck,” Bitsy protested.

      “Why?” I asked.

      “Because, sugar, they’re the unborn. Eating them at night only tempts bad spirits. If we’re going to eat them, we’ll respect their sacrifice by eating them in the light of the sun, in which burns away all secrets and shame.”

      “Because that makes so much sense.” I was too tired to be sarcastic.

      She winked at me and spun on her bare heel, the hem of her silk robe flaring up and revealing a sliver of taut butt. “I’ll get that tonic for you, sugar.”

      “And put some pants on,” I barked. “Sheesh. And I’m the child in this relationship.”
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      Click. Click. Click.

      I forced my exhausted eyes open and blinked away blurry vision.

      Blanche sat on the headboard, needles clacking as she worked away at her ugly lime green knitting. Asleep, Titivillus was curled up on the pillow next to mine like a cat, sucking on the end of his spade-tipped tail like a toddler would do with his thumb. And the sheriff of Cornish Roost was sprawled out on a quilt on the floor – shirtless – arm thrown over his eyes and snoring lightly. The bandage on his left pectoral rustled with every breath.

      Smearing the drool away from my mouth with the back of my hand, I forced myself upright with a groan. “What time is it?”

      The sunlight blaring through the eastern window seemed uncharacteristically strong.

      “Nine in the morning,” the tooth fairy said, not looking up from her knitting.

      “GoneGodDamn it.” I threw the bedding aside. “We should’ve been on the road hours ago.”

      “Neither of you were in a condition to drive, Miss Booze Hound, and my feet can’t touch the pedals.”

      “Neither of us?”

      “The lawman and your father finished off that bottle of Jack Daniels and were up singing country western songs and arm wrestling and making a mess in the kitchen. They decided pancakes were needed with the eggs, and then it turned into a competition as to who could design the most outlandish one. Johnny won with an octopus.”

      I scratched my head. “Why don’t I remember that?”

      “The tonic your mother gave you had a sleeping agent in it.”

      “She drugged me?”

      “Don’t worry, it was an all-natural supplement,” Blanche said, winking with her fluttering eyelash extensions. “And I watched over you. I don’t sleep, remember?”

      “Shh,” Titivillus mumbled. “Sleeping …”

      Blanche yanked the pillow out from under him.

      “Sunbeams and rainbows! What was that for?”

      “Go get the chicken. Boss says we’re leaving.”

      Grumbling, Titivillus put on his eyepatch and hopped off the bed, his three-toed feet slapping against the hardwood as he marched across the room. He slammed the door behind him.

      Blanche abandoned her knitting and zipped to the corner where our duffle bags were. She threw a set of clean clothes into my face. “Get dressed, comb your hair, and brush your teeth,” she ordered. “Crowns and cavities, get moving. We have my darling to find! I’m gonna get Gary to make a second breakfast. Those free-range eggshells were scrumptious!”

      I had my shirt halfway over my head when a light snore reminded me I wasn’t alone. Fairy farts. Mister Shirtless was still on the floor and could wake up at any moment.

      I leaned over the bed. “Psst. Johnny.”

      Nothing.

      “Johnny.” I dropped the pillow on his face. “Wake up.”

      He choked mid-snore. “What the—” He yanked the pillow aside and gave me a bewildered look. “Frances? Frances!” The sheriff yanked the quilt up to his chin. “I’m not decent!”

      That was debatable.

      I had a hard time smothering my grin. “Up and at ‘em, Pavarotti.”

      “I wasn’t that loud,” the sheriff groaned. “Now roll over. I’m not getting dressed with you … looking.”

      “I’ve seen you without a shirt on before, you know,” I said, but I rolled over. I had to hide the flush on my cheeks anyway.

      “That was different. You were … doctoring me.”

      There was a rustling of fabric, and a second later, Johnny, the quilt wrapped around his body like a cloak, disappeared into the adjoining bathroom.

      The second that bathroom door closed, I wiggled off the bed.

      And fell on my ass.

      I glared at my traitorous ankle. Whatever tonic Bitsy had forced down my throat last night had taken away the pain, but it was still swollen and weak and useless. Growling, I forced myself upright and limped into a chair.

      No way was Johnny Galastone going to see this girl in an unkempt state. He’d gotten a glance, sure, but that was all he was getting. I might not put too much work into my looks – hello Rule Three: don’t attract attention – but I refused to look shabby either.

      I combed my hair and brushed my teeth – spitting out the window into the snow since Johnny was in the bathroom – and fought to get my fitted jeans over my ankle. I was about to get my new dagger out and make a relief cut in the cuff when my ankle finally popped free. My fists, which had been yanking fiercely, slipped, and one punched me right in the face.

      “OW!” I slouched back in the chair, pinching my nose to stop the bleeding. “Son-of-a—”

      “Frances?” The bathroom door swung open with a creak, and a moment later, warm fingers gently touched my cheeks. “Let me see.”

      Wincing, I wrinkled my face as Johnny gently cupped my face and prodded my nose with his thumbs. It was like the time he’d cleaned the cut on my head in his restaurant. I didn’t know where to look.

      He’d obviously washed his face in the sink, and water beaded on the ends of his sun-kissed hair. He was wearing that red-and-black plaid flannel shirt he loved, the top few buttons undone and the sleeves rolled up to his elbows.

      I felt the color rising up my neck.

      “It’s not broken,” he said. “Good gravy, what were you doing?”

      “I was trying to get my jeans on over my stupid ankle before you came out of the bathroom and then my hand slipped and I … gave myself a bloody nose.”

      Johnny suppressed his smile but his green eyes twinkled. “You could’ve just waited for me to leave the bathroom.”

      “I didn’t want you to see me all … frumpy.”

      Johnny brushed the curls out of my face. “Frances, you’re never frumpy.”

      I swallowed, my throat suddenly dry. “Thanks. And, uh, thanks for checking my nose.”

      “Anytime. I’m … here for you. Anytime.”

      I jumped when someone banged on the door. Sighing, Johnny went to the corner to collect our duffle bags.

      “Are you two done yet?” Blanche shouted. “Clyde could be bleeding out in the snow—”

      “Miss Tooth Fairy,” Bitsy admonished. “You do not bang on the door of a couple in the middle of their passion!”

      “Oh my GoneGods, we’re not having sex,” I hollered.

      “We’re not judging you, sugar,” came Bitsy’s sing-song reply. “It’s a natural thing!”

      “I hope you’re using the protection I gave you last night, sheriff,” Dad called.

      Johnny was silent when he extended his hand to help me up, looking at the floor. His arm snaked naturally around my waist, and my hand clamped onto his shoulder.

      “I’m sorry about my parents,” I murmured as we hobbled to the door.

      He shook his head, a wan smile on his face. “It’s not that. C’mon. Let’s go find your demon.”
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      True to form, my mother’s bed & breakfast was as environmentally friendly as possible. That meant, in addition to the woodburning stove that fueled the water heater and kept the place warm, we used horses for transportation instead of snowmobiles. Wrapped up in spare parkas, hats, gloves, and scarves, we headed out to the stables where the horses were.

      The mustangs, thick with their winter hair, wanted nothing to do with the Others, and the mare Johnny had been given seemed intent to bite him. As did the second horse. And the third.

      Eventually, Johnny tossed up his hands. “I’ll just get the camper ready to go. You got any spare gas, Gary?”

      Gary? Since when was he on a first-name basis with my father?

      “Sure do. Bitsy might rely on her wood-burning stove, but I like the assurance of a backup generator. Gas’s in the shed.”

      Dad held me steady as I climbed the mounting block steps. “You remember how to ride, honey?”

      It’d almost be an insult to the craft if the daughter of a country western singer couldn’t ride a horse or drive a stick shift. (I was one-for-two in that regard.) I slipped my boots into the stirrups and heeled my pinto gelding toward the gate. “What do you think?”

      “That’s my girl!”

      The snow had drifted overnight, so it either came up to the horses’ fetlocks or their elbows. At least it was the powdery kind that they could easily cut through, though it grew heavier the closer we got to the Grand Prismatic Spring.

      It looked like a rainbow had puked on the ground.

      The center of the hot spring was as blue as sapphire, mellowing into grass-green then lemon-yellow, and finally blending into the orange-red of poppy flowers.

      Its beauty was only matched by how dangerous it was.

      It was nothing more than a fancy pool of steaming acid that smelled like rotting eggs.

      I half expected to see Clyde doing the backstroke, but from here, there was so much steam from the volcanic hot spring vaporizing the surrounding snow it was hard to get a good look.

      “Careful now,” Bitsy said. “We can’t get too close.”

      “How far away from it are we?” I asked, straining to peer through the steam.

      Dad rubbed the stubble on his chin. “Uh, I’d say about three miles.”

      Fairy farts. That was well within the twenty-mile radius. I would’ve heard Sunny by now. Or at least felt the feather-light brush of her consciousness in the back of my mind.

      But I wasn’t ready to give up hope. “Maybe he’s left some tracks in the snow. He was only half a day ahead of us after he’d been injured.” I tugged on the reins. “I’m going to check the southern side.”

      That was the direction Clyde would’ve come from if he hadn’t gotten lost. I’d circle the whole hot spring if I had to.

      “Blanche, can you do a fly around?” I asked.

      She nodded, blue hair swishing around her rounded ears, and flew above the steam. Was it me, or were her club feet getting less club-like? I shook the thought away and circled my horse around the southern side of the rainbow-colored spring.

      The snow lay pristinely, untouched.

      But there, just a few yards ahead skittering across the white powder in the breeze, was a turquoise feather.

      As far as I knew, North America didn’t have any indigenous birds with this sort of coloring.

      To find one in the Sleep & Stuff hotel room was an oddity. To find another one exactly like that one in the middle of Yellowstone National Park was not a coincidence.

      I scooped it up before the wind could blow it away and stuck it in my jacket pocket with the other one.

      Pressing westward, I looked up from my scouting when Blanche hollered my name. The tooth fairy zipped by in a blur of iridescent wings, frighting my pinto gelding. The horse reared, flailing its hooves and neighing.

      I gripped a fistful of mane and the saddle horn and fought to keep my seat. “Calm down, you stupid horse. She’s not going to eat you! Give us some space, Blanche.”

      “Crowns and cavities, I found his tracks, Frances. Clyde’s been here!”

      My pinto finally settled, snorting begrudgingly, and I rubbed his furry neck with a hearty “Good boy!” I held out the turquoise feather. “I found this.”

      Blanche carefully buzzed up from the horse’s blind spot and plucked the feather from my hand. She gave it a good sniff and scowled.

      “What Other do you think it came from?”

      “It’s not like I have an olfactory directory!” she snapped. “And it’s hard to smell anything but achiote. The color looks familiar, but …” She shook her head irritably and handed the feather back to me.

      “I think someone’s tailing him. This is the second one I’ve found.”

      “The Furia?”

      I rubbed my forehead, trying to smooth out the worried lines that had appeared there. “I really don’t know. Did you see any blood by the tracks?”

      “Not a trace. The tracks were a bit smudged, so I think he left shortly before the storm stopped.”

      “Damn, that means he’s got half a day’s lead on us again. And he’ll have more because it took forever to get out here on these horses. Let’s go!” I rammed my heels into the pinto’s flanks and galloped back the way we had come. Breezing past my parents, I shouted, “Last one to the lodge is a rotten egg!”

      “Yeeehawww,” Dad whooped, spurring his dappled gray mare.

      “I know these trails better than anyone,” Bitsy shouted.

      Suddenly I was seventeen again, riding in the Gulf surf of Texas with my parents on a rare we-were-all-in-the-same-place-at-the-same-time afternoon. We’d chased each other up and down the beach until the horses had been exhausted, that evening leaving them to graze among the scrub brush while we built a fire on the beach and cooked up crab and shellfish we’d plucked from the waves.

      Six months later, my father had filed for divorce.

      I wasn’t one of those kids who blamed myself. I knew it wasn’t my fault. I blamed them. First, my mother for being such a rolling stone, and then my father, who didn’t take me with him. But six months after that, it hadn’t mattered. I’d moved out to go to college without looking back, squashing down that hurt and betrayal so it could sabotage my future relationships.

      You know, what normal people did.

      People always left, so what was the point in trying to keep them around?

      It probably explained why I didn’t focus on emotion. I focused on action, on getting shit done, because at the end of the day, at least I had something to show for it.

      We arrived at the stables within minutes of each other, but instead of standing around recounting the highlights of the race, I got to rubbing down my pinto gelding immediately. I had no time to waste. I had my demon’s trail, an unknown Herald Number Five wandering around, Bellamy the drow and his Furia cult out there skulking on my heels, and two days left before Saturn’s rings dissolved.

      No more walks down memory lane.

      No more tender moments with Johnny.

      It was time to get shit done.

      

      
        
        ⁂⁂⁂

      

      

      

      Despite the protests of my parents, I herded the Others into the camper straight away. Johnny ignored my pushiness to politely bid my parents farewell, glaring at me to do the same.

      I stood in front of them, frowning. “How much do I owe you for everything?”

      My mother, vegan free-spirited nature-hugging woman that she was, was just as strong as I was. She could take an emotional right hook without flinching, just like me. (Where did you think I got it from?) She just clenched her jaw and said quietly, “Nothing, Frances.”

      “That hardly seems fair.”

      Dad slung his arm around Bitsy’s shoulders. “We think it’s more than fair.” After what we put you through. He didn’t say it aloud, but his glistening blue eyes said it all. “It was good seeing you again, honey.”

      “You … too.” I turned to go, taking Johnny’s outstretched hand to help me into the camper. But I stopped, staring at the snow.

      My mother lived her life without regrets. Said they weren’t good for the soul. Guess I could do the same. Or try to. Besides, I had my doubts whether I’d live through this confrontation with Rabia anyway. The Antevortan Clock didn’t seem to think my chances were so good. But then again, it’d always been a kind of Negative Nancy.

      I let go of Johnny’s hand and faced my parents. I gave a non-committal shrug. “You can give me a hug goodbye, if you want.”

      Dad and Bitsy swarmed me.

      The scent of incense and Old Spice burned my nostrils, and they pretty much crushed me.

      “Can’t. Breathe,” I wheezed.

      “Sorry, honey.” Dad brushed the curls away from my face, longer versions of the ones that fell into his eyes. “Just don’t know when we’ll see you again.”

      “Take something to remember us by,” Bitsy insisted. She plucked the braided gold hoops out of her ears, and Dad took off the cowrie shell necklace that was his signature look. They piled the jewelry into my hands.

      “Uh … thanks. I, uh, gotta—”

      “We know you gotta go, sugar. Be safe, okay?”

      I nodded, stuffing the earrings and necklace into my pocket. Limping into the camper, I was yanked into another hug. Unlike the one with my parents, which I needed, this was one I wanted.

      My arms tightened around Johnny’s waist immediately. The perfume of apples and woodsmoke warmed me down to my toes.

      “I’m so proud of you,” he murmured into my hair.

      Well, okay. One last tender moment with Johnny.

      “Alright, alright, break it up,” Blanche said, tugging on our shoulders. “As you so masterfully said last night, we all have feelings for each other, kumbaya.”

      “We do?” Titivillus asked, wings flaring excitedly.

      “Well, yeah. I guess.” Blanche straightened her negligee with a tug. As Titivillus stared, she gave her hair a little bob before jabbing her bony fingers into my arm. “Let’s go! I want to find my dar – I mean, I want to find Clyde.”

      Flustered, the tooth fairy buzzed to the back of the camper and yanked out one of her magazines.

      Tail flicking happily, Titivillus flipped to a new page in his notebook. “Hey, DD, what rhymes with dark?”

      I dropped into the passenger seat with a groan. “Not this again.”

      He tapped his pen on his notebook, impatiently waiting. “And I also need a word that rhymes with scream. And no slant rhymes. Those are for the weak.”
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      Despite my urgings to drive through the night so we could get to Portland the same day, the camper had other plans.

      Basically, the bitch decided to pop a tire the second we got to the western side of the Rockies.

      And because the trickster gods had so much fun screwing with me, it turned out that though Randy had kept a clean camper, he failed to keep it stocked with roadside necessities. We were gonna need another tire.

      She had just enough oomph left for us to limp her over to one of those park-and-hike campgrounds where she finally groaned to a halt.

      “I’ll ask around the campgrounds,” Johnny said apologetically, like it was somehow his fault. “We’ll be back on the road in no time.”

      Since complaining got you nowhere in life, I snapped off the nearest branch to make a walking stick and immediately got to setting up camp. I didn’t know how long we were gonna be here, but I refused to be unprepared in case Bellamy and his Furia cult caught up to us. Or that fifth Herald who must’ve been wandering around somewhere.

      Blanche and Titivillus helped me gather wood, the little demon’s teeth chattering uncontrollably. Eventually, I couldn’t stand to hear them rattle in his head any longer and told him to go sit on the engine block to warm up.

      “Sissy,” Blanche muttered. “You don’t see me bitching about the cold.”

      “You don’t feel cold,” I told her. “You grew up in the Schwarzwald, remember?”

      A wistful smile came over her face. “Black forest … unsuspecting travelers … good times.”

      “You frighten me sometimes.”

      “If I didn’t, I wouldn’t be a very good Alium fatum knochen, would I?”

      “Are you?” I asked.

      Blanche dumped the wood she’d been collecting into a heap. “Whaddya mean by that?”

      I finished stacking a log-cabin configuration in the fire pit and flicked my new handy-dandy lighter. The pine straw we’d unearthed from a snow-covered log lit immediately. “I mean, you’re growing hair, your ears aren’t pointed anymore, your potbelly has flattened, your feet aren’t clubbed, you’re acting nicer than usual, but your bloodwork’s normal. You’re … changing.”

      That seemed to upset her. A lot. It probably wouldn’t have been such a big deal if she didn’t have all that weremouse blood in her.

      “You think I don’t notice I’m different?” she shrilled. “The more I think about it, the more I panic, so thank you for bringing it up! You’re the medicus, and even you don’t know what’s happening to me, so if you can’t help me, then shut up about it!”

      “Blanche! I might not know why this is happening to you, but it doesn’t seem to be hurting you—”

      “Do you know I’ve almost lost my sense of smell?” she cried. “I mean my enhanced ability. I could barely smell that GoneGodDamn bison herd.”

      “It was snowing—”

      “Rain, snow, tsunami, the old me could’ve smelled them a mile away! EmtpyHell, five miles away. And that feather, I should know what that is! I’ve smelled it before, and crowns and cavities, and I can’t place it. Did you know I have more than three emotions now, too? It’s not just sadistic pleasure, anger, and apathy. I actually care.”

      I meant to rake my hand through my curls and instead just clawed the knit hat off my head. I shoved it back on. “I had noticed that, actually.”

      “And that doesn’t freak you out? By Apollonia’s Tongs, I’m freaking out!” White hot tears, thick as glue, rolled down her cheeks. “I hate this GoneGodWorld. All I want to do is find Clyde and have him tell me it’s alright, and we can’t find his sculpted ass anywhere!”

      The last thing I wanted to do was picture a sexualized version of my demon. “He means that much to you, huh?”

      “I don’t even know anymore! I thought so. He reminds me of what the world used to be like – all dark and sinister—”

      “Are we talking about the same Clyde? Clyde’s a bumbling idiot. And I mean that in the most respectable way possible.”

      But the tooth fairy hadn’t heard me. “… and he had those amazing cuspids …” She glanced over to the camper’s hood, then back to me. “I’m a hot mess, Frances, aren’t I?”

      I enfolded my friend into my arms. I wouldn’t have dared hug the Blanche I’d met in the medical waste facility, not even the Blanche I knew before the skinwalker had slunk into town and started this chain-reaction of tom-fuckery.

      “I’m here for you,” I told her. “We’re gonna figure this out. But for now, we’re not going to panic, okay?”

      We were still hugging when Johnny came back to camp. He wasn’t alone.

      “This is Manuel,” Johnny said. “He’s been kind enough to offer me a ride into town for a tire. It should only be like an hour roundtrip.”

      I waved him on. “Go. I’ve got a fire and a cast-iron skillet. I’ve got this. I might even try another summoning. I read about another one on the way over here.”

      Johnny still closed the distance between us. He pressed his sidearm into my hand. I wasn’t a gun aficionado, but I could read. H&K USP .40. It was heavy.

      “I have a dagger,” I said quietly.

      “Humor me. I’ll pick up some more 9mm for your Diamondback at the store.”

      “What about you?”

      “They’re not after me, are they?”

      “Good point. Here, you take this.” I gave him one of my VISA cards to pay for the tire. “You know the drill. Stay off the grid.”

      He tugged my knit hat farther down over my ears. “I’ll be back before you know it.” He nodded at the tooth fairy. “See you, Miss Blanche.”

      “She hates to see you go, but she loves to watch you leave,” she hollered after him.

      “Blanche,” I hissed.

      Cackling, she zipped back into the camper for her knitting.

      I got a folding chair out of the camper, along with a blanket, and braved the cold Idaho winter air. Someone had to keep the fire going, as well as a lookout.

      We’d only been safe because we’d kept moving. Now we were dead in the water until that tire got fixed. I kept the gun on my lap, hidden under the blanket, and whittled flecks of wood into the fire with my new dagger as I turned my walking stick into a spear.

      Rule Five: Always have a Plan B, right? That included weapons.

      I bet Bellamy would be losing his shit right now to see me using his fancy moonstone-and-silver dagger in such an undignified manner.

      It certainly gave the neighbors at the adjoining campsite pause.

      “Um, hi,” an older gentleman said, waving a red mitten hand to get my attention. He looked like the love child between Richard Attenborough and Santa Claus. “I’m Bob. Bob Masterson. I couldn’t help but notice when you came in. Camper troubles?”

      I stopped whittling and lowered the dagger, though I kept it in my hand. “Blown tire.”

      “You got a replacement?”

      “My friend’s on his way to town for one right now.”

      “Great. Well, since it seems like camping here wasn’t your first choice, the missus sent me over with this, in case you were hungry.” He lowered a disposable aluminum pan with two T-bone steaks and two fat Idaho potatoes for my inspection.

      My stomach growled immediately. “That’s very kind of you.”

      “Dibs on the bones!”

      The man squeaked when Blanche snatched the pan, flashing her toothy smile. He squeaked again when the hood of the camper wrenched open and a demon scurried out.

      “I want some of the meat!” Titivillus cried. “I’ve had nothing but raw eggs for days!”

      Grinning sadistically, Blanche dangled a T-bone above the demon’s head, yanking it back just out of reach every time he jumped. Then Titivillus remembered he could fly now, and the two of them started chasing each other, zipping in and out of the firelight.

      “If you drop any of that food, so help me, I’ll skin you alive,” I yelled. “I swear you’re like a bunch of toddlers!”

      Smiling nervously, Bob dry-washed his mittened hands. “Well, you folks have a nice night. It’ll be perfect stargazing weather now that that storm’s passed.”

      “I’m sorry about them. They’ve been cooped up.” I didn’t want this man thinking we were a bunch of crazies. That violated Rule Three, and I didn’t want us to be memorable. I had to smooth this over as quickly as possible. Change the subject. “Is that why you’re here? I mean, you hardly hear about people camping in the middle of the winter.”

      Bob nodded enthusiastically. “Me and the missus come up here every winter for the stars and the auroras. We got this little spot up a-ways where there aren’t so many trees. We set up the telescope there and—”

      I straightened in my chair. “Telescope?”

      “Uh-huh. We set it up and just gaze for hours. Bundled up good, though. It can be mighty chilly.”

      “Do you have it set up now?” I asked eagerly. “Could I take a look?”

      “You wait for your friend to come back and get some food in your belly first,” the old man chuckled. “We’ll be right over there. Besides, the good stuff doesn’t happen until it really gets dark anyway.”

      “Riiight.” I tried to get up, but he just waved me off. “Well, thanks again for the food. We’ll see you later, Bob. I’m Frances, by the way.”

      He bobbed his head. “Nice to meet you. Later, then.”

      The snow crunched as he returned to his campsite, and I returned to my spear-making. Blanche finally put the pan in the snow, where the steaks would stay cold, and snatched up her knitting.

      To my surprise, Titivillus slunk up beside me and tugged on my sleeve.

      “You okay?” I asked. “Blanche didn’t bite anything off, did she?”

      “Shh! Speak louder, would you? GoneGodBless it, keep your voice down,” the demon shushed. “I don’t want the angel to hear.”

      Frowning, I leaned down so I could whisper, “What is it?”

      “Would you proofread this? My … writing has been off since you broke my pen.” He handed me a folded piece of stationary.

      Something about his mannerisms told me to shield the note behind my blanket-swaddled knees. I read the first two lines, then cleared my throat. “Blanche? You think you could get us some more firewood, please?”

      She glowered up from her knitting. “There’s a whole bloody stack—”

      “Please?” I whined pathetically. “I’m just paranoid we won’t have enough.”

      I hid the paper in my hands as the tooth fairy threw her knitting into my lap. “You and your paranoia. Do not get that wet.”

      “Thanks!”

      “And why can’t he help?” She pointed an accusatory finger at Titivillus.

      “Because he’s weak and pathetic.”

      “Hey!” the demon protested.

      “So true,” Blanche chuckled, disappearing into the woods.

      When she was gone, Titivillus hopped onto my knees like a cat. “That was uncalled for.”

      “Oh, relax. It got her away, didn’t it?” I opened the note again and fought to keep a straight face as I whispered aloud,

      
        
        “I painted your chest with bone jelly

        Your navy-blue arms and pot-belly.

        You threatened to kill me,

        You know how to thrill me,

        Wanna have a date with the telly?

      

      

      Oh my GoneGods, you wrote Blanche a limerick?”

      

      
        
        ⁂⁂⁂

      

      

      

      Titivillus’s wings lifted hopefully. “Think it’ll work?”

      “I think you have a fifty-fifty chance of her trying to kill you or accepting,” I said seriously.

      “Those are great odds! Thanks!”

      He hopped down and scurried across the snow into the camper. When he returned, he’d replaced his grinning skull-and-crossbones eyepatch for the one with the heart silhouette in pink rhinestones.

      I bit my lip to keep from laughing and offered him the folded paper. “You need this?”

      “Nope.” He tapped his forehead. “I’ve got it memorized. Just been waiting for the right moment is all.”

      We didn’t have to wait for long for Blanche to return. Scowling, the tooth fairy dumped the wood she’d collected onto the pile next to my chair.

      “Thanks, Blanche,” I said with a wide smile.

      “Now I’ve got bark all over my lingerie – wait, why are you smiling like that?”

      “I’ve got something to say to you,” Titivillus declared, puffing out his little chest. “And it is unfit for human ears! You’ll follow me into the camper right now, you saucy wench!”

      Blanche’s expression changed from one of annoyance to one of supreme interest. She smiled her pit bull grin. “You must have a death wish to speak to me like that. I’ve never eaten a demon’s bones before.”

      “If you get blood on anything, first you’re going to clean it up, and then you’re riding on the roof for the rest of the trip,” I threatened, not looking up from my whittling.

      Titivillus looked panicked for only a second before he marched back into the camper, Blanche buzzing in behind him. She slammed the door shut.

      It was then that the flare of headlights washed over our campsite.

      I slipped my hand under the knitting and blanket for the gun, but it was just Johnny. He pulled the tire out of the truck bed, waved goodbye to Manuel, and slung the tire over his shoulder like it weighed nothing at all. I sometimes forgot how superhumanly strong that man was. He wasn’t the kind to flaunt his muscles or strength, but he seriously could if he wanted to. Especially around me.

      “Hey,” he said as he came into the firelight. “I’ll get this on, and then we’ll get out of here—”

      I jumped in my chair. “Son-of-a-biscuit! What happened to you?”

      The sheriff gently touched the bruising around his left eye that made it look like he’d had a squid ink him in the face. “Oh, this. Well, the cashier at the store was a dwarf, and you know how it’s nearly impossible to tell male from female with those beards …”

      My hands flew to my mouth. “You didn’t.”

      “Turns out that Mister was a Miss. Still let me purchase the tire, so mission accomplished, right?”

      “Why didn’t you just read her name tag?”

      “It was Kyle. How was I supposed to know it was pronounced Ky-lee?” He shrugged. “I put some snow on it on the way back. I can’t even feel it anymore.”

      “How in the EmptyHell did she even manage to hit you in the face?” I asked, stifling a giggle. “Wasn’t she, like, three feet tall or something?”

      “She was standing on a step-stool so she could work the register. All she had to do was lean across the counter and pop.” Johnny bent down and lobbed a handful of snow at me. “Quit laughing at my pain.”

      I kept giggling. “But you said you couldn’t feel it anymore.”

      “Details. Anyway, I’ll just get this tire changed—”

      “No!” I waved him over to me. “Stay away from the camper.”

      He froze. “Why?”

      “Because—”

      Shouting filled the night, followed soon after by the sounds of shattering plates and thrown pots ricocheting off the windows.

      “Aw, EmptyHell.” I shoved myself upright, using my spear as a walking stick.

      I’d only gone a step before the door flung open, banging against the side of the camper with a loud crack.

      Blanche flew out into the winter air, as angry as a hornet. “He wrote me poetry!”

      I shuttered a calm mask over my face. “Did he?”

      “And he asked me to go on a date!”

      Johnny dropped the tire and slunk to the camper. He poked his head inside. “Titivillus, you still alive in there, buddy?”

      “And what did you say?” I asked the tooth fairy.

      “I … I …” She yanked on her hair. “Just look at me, Frances! I’ve got bark in my lingerie, my lipstick’s probably smudged—”

      “Do you think he asked you on a date because he likes your clothes?”

      She rubbed her feet together as she hovered in mid-air. It was like the Other equivalent to a human dry-washing her hands. “Well … no. He seems to like it when I insult him or threaten him with bodily harm.”

      “And you’re so very good at it.”

      “I am, aren’t I?” she said, brightening.

      “The very best. What kinda date?” I asked innocently.

      “To watch TV. He said I could pick.”

      “That was very considerate of him, especially for a demon.”

      “The pervert’s got the entire series of Burn Notice on DVD!”

      “And it’s just TV. Why not?”

      The tooth fairy scooped up a bit of snow, melted it in her hands, and slicked back her blue hair. “Good?”

      I smoothed out the line of lavender lipstick on her mouth with my thumb and nodded. “Good to go. But just for an hour, okay? Don’t want to drain the battery.”

      She noddedeagerly and zipped back to the camper, grabbing Johnny’s shoulder and shoving him aside with an, “Outta the way, lawman! And you, you pathetic reject, we’re gonna watch Michael Weston blow something up, and you’re not gonna say shit about it. Got it?”

      Johnny closed the door and tiptoed away, looking mortified.

      I just shrugged. “Others. Whaddya gonna do?”
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      As Johnny replaced the tire on the camper, I got the steaks and potatoes cooking over the campfire. The potatoes I doused with olive oil, salt, and pepper before wrapping them up in a double-layer of tinfoil and shoving them into the coals. (I’d had to interrupt the date to get the supplies out of the camper, but I’d smoothed things over with a plate of bones and thinly sliced raw steak.)

      When the potatoes were done, I seared the steaks in the cast-iron skillet, sliced everything up with the dagger, then Johnny and I sat hunched over picking food out of the hot pan.

      “So. Good,” Johnny said, picking up another sliver of steak. “Ow, ow—”

      “Put it in your mouth already!” Laughing, I snatched the piece from his fingers and ate it myself.

      “Hey! That was mine.” He pushed my hand out of the way as I reached for a potato wedge, shoved it into his mouth, then immediately spat it back into his hands. “Good gravy, that’s hot!”

      “Doofus,” I giggled. “They stay hot for hours.”

      Johnny scooped up a handful of virgin snow and cooled off his mouth. He took my dagger and wiggled a line down the center of the skillet, making two distinct halves of food. “You stay on your side, and I’ll stay on my – hey!”

      I ate another slice of his steak, making a show of licking the grease from my lips.

      “Brat.”

      I just smiled at him.

      “Where’d you learn to cook on a campfire?” he asked.

      “You’re kidding, right? You’ve met my parents. How do you think I survived?”

      “Fair point.” Johnny threw some more wood on the fire and inched his camp chair over until it touched mine.

      “You cold?” I asked.

      “Since you can’t be trusted to keep your hands off my food, it’s come to this. I have to defend what’s mine.”

      “Good luck.” But I stayed on my side of the skillet now that Johnny was within elbowing range.

      “So I thought when I got back, we’d be running out of here,” he said. “Not that I mind having a break to eat or anything.”

      “Our neighbors, over there”—I pointed through the trees—“have a telescope set up, but they pretty much told me not to come over to check it out until it’s really dark. Like after ten. That’s when the ‘good stuff’ happens. I want to take a look at a particular planet.”

      Johnny checked his watch. “That’s not far off from now.”

      “I figured we’d head out after that. You know, if we don’t get attacked or anything in the meantime. The sooner we get to Portland, the better. The week’s almost up.”

      “And one Herald still unaccounted for.”

      “Don’t remind me,” I groaned, stuffing another potato wedge in my mouth. I smeared the crumbs away with the back of my hand.

      “That just made it worse,” Johnny chuckled. He dug a clean tissue out of his pocket and handed it to me. “You’re like a raccoon.”

      I elbowed him. “No, I’m not!”

      He fought me away from the skillet. “A greedy raccoon that eats all the steak and leaves behind the potatoes.”

      “Ha!” I said triumphantly, snatching the last piece of meat. “Victory is mine.”

      Johnny pouted for half a second before he lunged for my hand. Squealing, I shoved it into my mouth before he could steal it from me. His camp chair rocked against mine as we struggled, squishing me against the wood pile. The pile collapsed, and a branch jammed into the springs, collapsing my seat. Yelping, I tumbled backward into the snow.

      “Good gravy! Frances!” Johnny shoved his chair back, only to catch on a wayward log, and toppled into the snow beside me. “Are you … are you laughing or are you choking?”

      It was a little of both. I’d started laughing, only to choke on that hard-earned slice of steak, and I rolled over to spit it out in the snow. I sucked in a ragged breath as Johnny patted my back.

      “Oh, what a waste. That never would’ve happened if I’d gotten the last piece.”

      I flopped onto my back with a gasp, slinging a handful of snow into his face.

      Impassive, Johnny blinked the flakes out of his green eyes. “That was very rude.”

      I did it again for good measure.

      “That’s. It.” The sheriff stood, scooped up an armload of snow, and held it above my head.

      I threw up my arms to protect my face. “No fair! I’m injured!”

      “Then you should’ve thought of that before.”

      I lunged, hooked my hands around his ankles, and yanked.

      With a startled cry, Johnny fell onto his back, dousing himself with the snow. I scrambled to my good foot, holding my spear aloft like a Tusken Raider. “Victorious aga – ack!” I spat the snowball from my mouth.

      Johnny prepped another one. “I can go all day.”

      I stuck out my hand. “Truce?”

      He eyed it, wondering if he could trust me. After a moment, he dropped the snowball and shook my hand. “Agreed.”

      But he didn’t let go. Instead, he closed the distance between us with one stride, his other hand sliding across my cheek into my hair. Trails of heat followed in the wake of his fingertips. As he bent his head, I dropped my chin and took a small step back, heart hammering.

      His hand slipped from my curls to my shoulder. The weight of it was as heavy as a grindstone around my neck.

      “Why do you do that?” he asked, voice soft. “Why do you shy away from me?”

      “Because …” I fussed with getting my gloves back on my suddenly cold hands. “Because … Fairy farts, you know why.”

      “Explain it to me.”

      “It’s just another complication that I don’t have time for, okay?”

      Johnny stuck his hands into his pockets. “What’s complicated about it?”

      “I’m not good with the whole trust thing. I’ve had to rely on myself since I was thirteen.” I shuddered at the memory of the mountain lion stalking me along that precipice. “And the last time I got involved with anyone, he turned out to be the son of a mob boss.”

      “I’m not that guy.”

      “It doesn’t matter!”

      “Frances, you know me. You know my heart—”

      “But you don’t know me! You think my name is Frances Church, right?” I shook my head. “She’s a lie. A lie I created so I could stay alive. You don’t know the first thing about me. How could you want someone like that?”

      “I know more than you think. And I’m willing to put in the work to know you better,” he said simply.

      GoneGodDamn, that man could be so frustratingly kind.

      “I’m not. At least, not right now. And this”—I gestured to the rapidly cooling air between us—“is just something I don’t have time—”

      “You won’t make time, you mean,” he accused.

      “Whatever.” I yanked my knit hat farther down over my head, my curls obscuring my face. I didn’t have the courage to look at him anyway. Not with my heart hammering like this.

      “It’s not ‘whatever’, Frances.” His tone forced me to look him in the eyes. “We have a cult on our tail and a demon and his artifact to find and a really pissed-off god to deal with. That’s a lot of chances not to see tomorrow, and I can’t keep going on without you knowing how I feel.” He found my hand again and pressed it against his heart. It thumped loud and strong, even under the layers of bandage and fleece jacket. His eyes, so much greener than springtime grass, had so much hope in them. “Frances, I lo—”

      “Hi there, neighbors!” Bob hailed, coming into the firelight. “Hope I’m not interrupting anything. Want to check out that telescope?”
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      Whether Johnny was being silent because he was sulking or because talking would’ve really ruined the serenity of the quiet night on the bald hill we were on, I didn’t know, and I didn’t dwell on it.

      Like I’d said before, I didn’t have time for complications.

      I had time for doing things, not wondering if someone’s feelings got bruised.

      “If you look over there,” Bob said, pointing above the tree line, “the next aurora borealis will be appearing any moment.”

      “That’s great, Bob.” I swiveled the telescope in the other direction, wandering around until a ringed planet came into view. Landon Falls had said there were only five telescopes in the world that could see what was happening to Saturn, but this astronomy hobbyist had a pretty badass telescope that let me at least get the gist of what Landon had been talking about.

      The rings were vibrating like a GoneGodDamn hula hoop.

      They were thinner than I’d ever seen them, too, which wasn’t a good thing.

      From what I remembered from Opis’s memory, those rings were the only thing keeping Rabia contained. If they broke – in one-and-a-half days’ time – and we hadn’t found a way to release Sunny yet, we were screwed.

      “Ooo! There it is!” Bob’s wife exclaimed, pointing at the aurora borealis.

      It was purple this time.

      They were getting darker every night.

      Johnny and I shared a look.

      “Clyde?” he asked.

      “Yup.” I released the telescope and seized my walking stick-spear. “Bob, Mrs. Masterson, it was a pleasure meeting both of you, but we’ve got to be on our way.”

      “Are you sure?” Bob protested. “The best part hasn’t even happened.”

      “I’m sorry, what best part?”

      “There’s always a surge,” Mrs. Masterson said excitedly. “It’s like a flare or a pillar of light that comes down to earth. It’s completely unheard of with auroras.”

      Johnny and I shared another look. We hadn’t seen any of these so-called flares, but then again, we hadn’t stuck around to ogle at these astronomical wonders because we’d had possessed Others hunting us down shortly thereafter.

      “How long has this been going on?” Johnny asked.

      “The last five nights,” Bob said. “The astronomy community is going nuts about it!”

      “Uh-huh. Is there any way to tell where these flares will land?” I asked.

      “They’re pretty random, but they’re heading in a westward direction. No one seems to know why yet.”

      Johnny and I shared a third look. We certainly knew the why, just not the how. How did Rabia keep finding us? I toyed with the black shadow-scarf around my neck. This certainly wasn’t leading him straight to us, so how was he finding Clyde?

      I shoved my hands into my pockets and felt something crumple under my fingers. My jacket rustled as I withdrew one of the turquoise feathers, now bent in half. This had to be connected somehow.

      Johnny peered over my shoulder, eyebrow raised in question. I shoved it back into my pocket.

      “We’ll keep an eye out for that flare on the road,” I told the Mastersons. “Thanks again for letting us use your telescope. Enjoy the evening!”

      I trudged down the snow-covered hill as fast as my ankle would allow, Johnny hurrying behind me. His longer legs caught up quickly, and he held my elbow in case I slipped.

      I was tempted to shrug him off – I had this – but that’d only send the wrong message. But his touch made me feel like an asshole that he could still be kind after a fight, whereas I always became quiet and standoffish.

      Back at the campsite, I banged my spear against the camper to alert its Other occupants. “Get ready to go.”

      Still silent, Johnny packed up the camp chairs as I sluiced snow onto the dying fire.

      We were just easing the camper back onto the frost-covered road when that flare the Mastersons had told us about beamed onto the mountaintop behind us.

      Shuttling back the window, I stuck my head outside and watched, my stomach in my toes, as the red light washed the snow-capped mountain in a bloody hue. It vanished as quickly as it came, and the night returned to its cold and quiet wintery self.

      “It doesn’t have to mean anything,” I muttered. “It could just be a weird anomaly—”

      A distant roar rolled down the mountain like a thundering wave.

      Who was I kidding? Rule Six, right?

      “Was that a yeti?” Blanche asked from the backseat.
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      My eyes were glued on the side view mirror and the moonlit trees that were being blasted apart. That little warning along the bottom, ‘Objects In Mirror Are Closer Than They Appear’, was laughing at me. “Must go faster. Must go faster.”

      “It maxes out at eighty-miles-per-hour,” Johnny barked, yanking the steering wheel to the left.

      “Then do some evasive maneuvers!”

      The tires squealed, sliding sideways on the frosty pavement.

      “Slipping!” Blanche hollered.

      “I got it, I got it!”

      “Do we even know what’s chasing us yet?” Titivillus asked, dangling from the curtain rod by his tail so he wouldn’t be thrown about the cabin.

      Madame Cluck squawked pitifully in the shower stall.

      “Name something else that can blow apart trees just by ramming into them,” Blanche demanded. “Besides, I know a yeti when I hear one. They’re not just indigenous to the Himalayas, you know. We had one or two skulking around in the Alps before the gods left. Bullies, the lot of ‘em.”

      “Then do you know how to get rid of them?” I asked. I’d finally seen it, or its shadow, among the trees.

      It was gaining on us.

      “Crowns and cavities, I just told you they were bullies. Only something bigger than them could get them to beat it.”

      “Where in the EmptyHell is my battler when I need him?” I growled. Clyde had been able to grow to the size of a small house. I thumped my fist against my heart. “Can’t you hear this, you idiot?”

      “Look out!” Blanche shrilled.

      A tree sailed over the camper and exploded in the road just a few yards ahead of us. Johnny twisted the steering wheel one way and then the other, swerving around the trunk. He slapped on the windshield wipers, and the pine needles left smudges of sap as they were brushed aside.

      “It’s throwing trees now?” Titivillus exclaimed.

      “Then we should throw something back,” I shouted. “Try to get it off our tail!”

      “And what would you suggest? That pervert photographer lived a pretty frugal life.”

      “I don’t need to hear complaints, I need to hear solutions,” I barked back.

      “Whatever you’re going to do, do it fast,” Johnny said through tight lips. “It’s right behind us!”

      Snarling, I shoved myself out of the passenger seat. I grabbed onto anything I could to keep my balance, climbed onto the sink counter, and shoved the sunroof hatch open. Balancing on my left foot, I used my right knee to brace myself in the sunroof. Rock climbing was all about using anything to your advantage, and if you got hurt halfway up a cliff face, you learned to work around your injury real fast.

      I was glad for the knit hat. It kept my head warm in this freezing weather, and it kept my curls relatively out of my face. So I got a good look at our pursuer. Which my bladder decidedly did not like.

      The yeti was as the myths had described: shaggy white hair, wide hands and feet with opposable big toes, a body like a gorilla for easier climbing and loping through mountains. But instead of the legendary ice-blue eyes, this yeti had ruby red eyes that burned with an inner fire. It was like a white ghost with red flames for eyes was chasing us. A white ghost with a severe underbite with two long tusks arching skyward. The better to impale prey and carry up a mountain back to its den.

      I gulped as the beast roared again, closing the distance between us as it galloped down the road.

      “Keep it steady, will you?” I hollered into the cabin.

      “You’re kidding me, right?” Johnny said.

      “Blanche, Titivillus! I need throwables. STAT!”

      The Others scampered around the cabin, thrusting whatever they could through the sunroof into my hands.

      I threw pots and pans, extra bedding – the pillow detonating into a downy explosion after it’d caught on his tusks – bars of soap and kitchen knives. Nothing slowed it down. It didn’t help that my aim was off from all the swerving Johnny had to do. My ribs were killing me from being tossed around in the sunroof, despite trying to brace myself.

      “Well, shit. Got anything else?” I yelled.

      “Just the DVD collection,” Blanche said.

      “Hand it up already!”

      I pried open the cases, slinging DVDs like they were GoneGodDamn frisbees. Plastic shattered against his ears, his shoulders, his forehead, leaving streaks of red in his white fur.

      “Hellz yeah!” I said like my favorite Viking personality. “Want some, get some! Keep ‘em coming, guys. I’m GoneGodDamn surgical with these babies!”

      The yeti snarled as the last one I slung sliced his lip.

      “That’s what you get for throwing trees, you overgrown chimp!” I shouted. I flapped my hands for more. “C’mon, Blanche! More!”

      “That was the last one!”

      “Son-of-a-biscuit. What else we got?”

      “Unless you want to throw the chicken, we got nothing else.”

      “Sunbeams and rainbows, we’re all gonna live!” Titivillus wailed. He didn’t even bother to correct himself.

      I wormed my way back into the cabin. Taking a quick inventory as I held on for dear life, I realized we only had one more option. “Johnny, you’re up.”

      “I’m kinda in the middle of driving, in case you haven’t noticed.”

      “And you’re also good with a gun.” I snapped my fingers at the Others. “You two are driving. Blanche, take the wheel. Titivillus, you’re working the pedals.”

      “That’s a great way to kill us all,” Johnny snapped.

      “This is not up for debate. That yeti is about to rip our bumper off. Now get out of the seat!”

      “Fine. Get over here, you two!”

      Blanche snuck under Johnny’s arm and sat on his lap as Titivillus crawled to Johnny’s feet, anchoring himself to the emergency brake with his tail.

      “On my mark,” Johnny said. “Three, two, one!”

      He yanked on the seat adjuster, shot the seat as far back as it would go, and spilled out into the aisle. Blanche braced her not-so-clubbed feet on the dash, the steering wheel between her knees, her wings buzzing to keep her balanced.

      Titivillus had one hand on each pedal, screaming, “You never told me which one’s the gas!”

      “The right one, you pea-brain!” Blanche shrilled. “Do whatever you’re gonna do, boss!”

      Johnny stumbled past me and climbed into the sunroof. I fought my way back to the bed and the rear window. A shot from my Diamondback weakened the glass, and my good foot kicked out the rest of it.

      The yeti merely leapt over the broken glass.

      CRACK!

      A 40-caliber hole blossomed in the yeti’s shoulder.

      “A bee sting,” the Other shouted. “I am the Reaper, the taker of gifts, the sixth of his Heralds. Do you think a little wound like that would slow me down?”

      “There’s more where that came from,” Johnny shouted.

      CRACK! CRACK! CRACK!

      I was slower, trying to aim for a larger target so I wouldn’t miss.

      My Diamondback punched in my hand, the bullet zipping under the yeti’s arms and burying in his inner thigh. A few more shots like that, and I could sever his femoral artery. With any luck, he’d bleed out in seconds.

      But what luck did I have?

      None, because when I opened the cardboard box to reload my magazine, the camper swerved, and the bullets sprang out like crickets out of a bait bucket. I managed to snatch five before they rolled off the bed and forced them into my magazine.

      Johnny fired as long as his bullets lasted, each one growing a red flower on the yeti’s snow-white fur despite the hairbrained driving. My bullets missed as often as they hit, but I noticed the yeti flinched every time the crack of a gunshot filled the air. Guess all those little stings were adding up.

      “He’s weakening!” I shouted to Johnny, not that he could hear me over the wind. “Keep going!”

      Click.

      “I’m out!” the sheriff shouted.

      Son-of-a-biscuit, so was I.

      The yeti chuckled, a deep rumbling like a crashing wave. Or an avalanche.

      “Pitiful humans. You’ll never stand before my might!” the Rabia-yeti thundered.

      Sliding off the bed, I searched for something else, some other weapon we could use. There was my dagger but throwing that would be the equivalent of throwing it away.

      I had to think my way out of this, which would’ve been easier if it wasn’t for all that GoneGodDamn rattling—

      It was the spear, bouncing back and forth in the aisle.

      I snatched it up and hobbled to where Johnny was slinging cooking oil out of the sunroof. I yanked on his belt. “Here!”

      The wind whipped his sun-kissed hair into his bewildered eyes. “You want me to throw a stick?”

      “It’s a spear,” I said crossly.

      “Frances, I—”

      “Are those just vanity muscles, or are they actually good for something?” I barked. “Throw the GoneGodDamn spear!”

      Fire kindled in his green eyes. “Then get me a closer target!”

      “Coming right up.” I stumbled down the aisle, seized the emergency brake, and yanked.

      The brakes screamed, and rubber burned against the road as the tires melted against the pavement. I was thrown into the windshield, Blanche into my gut, Titivillus into the brake pedal, and Madame Cluck sailed past in a flurry of feathers.

      And yet, in one of those rare moments of clarity, I watched through the busted-out rear window as my homemade spear sliced through the air like a Spartan javelin, right into the yeti’s eye.

      The force knocked the Other clean off its feet and clean off the road, too, for that matter. The last I saw of it before it left my field of vision was the yeti tumbling ass-over-teakettle down the side of the mountain, trees snapping beneath its weight.

      Johnny didn’t waste a second.

      He dropped back down into the cabin, threw himself into the driver’s seat, slid it back into place, yanked me off the dashboard, deactivated the emergency brake, and eased the camper out of its horrific slide.

      The next thing I knew, I was cradled sideways in his lap, my head lolling against his shoulder as the camper puttered along at an easy forty-five miles per hour. Blanche slumped against me like a worn-out toddler, her arms wrapped around an unconscious Titivillus. Madame Cluck brooded on the floor, her right wing bent at an odd angle, but she was alive.

      We all were, after a fashion.

      “Nice shot,” I groaned.

      His face split into a wry smile. “Great idea.”

      “Johnny?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I’ve got a headache in my whole body.”
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      The greater Portland area greeted us with rain. Which turned the snow into gray slush and made the pedestrians hurrying around under their umbrellas and lowered hoods seem far more sinister.

      I woke to the sound of it pit-patting on the window and the squelching sound of the windshield wipers whisking it away.

      Groaning, I rubbed the crust out of my eyes. I was sitting sideways in the passenger captain chair, legs looped over the armrest into the aisle, back propped up against a pillow that had been squashed against the window.

      Someone had raided my med-kit because there was a little sachet of ibuprofen and a bottle of water already in my lap. I took three out of the four pills and guzzled half the water.

      “Hey there.” Johnny leaned over and patted my knee. “We’re almost there.”

      I caught the sign for Mt. Hood flashing past us. Smiling, I wiggled into a more comfortable position and gave my swollen ankle – now the size of a tangerine – a superior look. You won’t matter in a few hours, I thought, so live it up while you still can. Bastard.

      As I became more awake, I sniffed something familiar. “Is that coffee?”

      Johnny jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “Looks like the only thing we didn’t throw at the yeti was the coffee pot. I had to make some so I could stay awake.”

      I sat up in alarm. “You’ve been driving this whole time?”

      “I stopped for gas once, and before you say anything, I used one of your VISA cards. See? I can learn,” he said, giving me one of his lopsided smiles. “That’s when I put you over there and made the coffee. It’s like rocket fuel.”

      There was definitely a caffeine buzz in his green eyes.

      I wiggled again, fighting a cramp in my back. “Not that I’m complaining, but why not the bed?”

      “My mother raised me to never take a woman to bed without first gaining her sober permission.”

      “Johnny!”

      He flashed me another lopsided grin. That caffeine was making him sassy. But not sassy enough not to have a flush creep over the collar of his fleece jacket. Chuckling, he gestured with his chin. “It was otherwise occupied.”

      I snuck a peek over the headrest to the queen-sized bed all the way in the rear. The plastic shower curtain was plastered over the busted-out rear window, making for a translucent wind-and-rain shield.

      Weak morning light cast a sickly gray glow on Blanche’s royal-blue skin as she posed on her stomach with her chin propped in her hands like some 80’s pin-up model. She’d touched up her make-up and had spritzed water on her dragonfly wings so they sparkled. Titivillus sat cross-legged on the edge of the bed, using this thumb as a gauge as he sketched the tooth fairy.

      Sexy style.

      “Oh my GoneGods …” I whispered.

      “Apparently he’d written her another poem,” Johnny whispered back. He pulled a folded paper out of his breast pocket and handed it to me.

      I quickly unfolded it.

      
        
        Your teeth shine like daggers in the dark

        And your bite is as bad as your bark

        You could kill with your scream

        You are frightful and mean

        Scarier than a sea full of sharks

      

      

      “It’s just as … charming … as the last one.”

      Johnny shrugged. “He may be a cocky little brat, but I like his tenacity.”

      “I’m just going to go boil my eyes out with some of that hot coffee.”

      He slapped his hand onto my headrest, barring my way. “Do not waste the coffee. It’s literally the only thing keeping me going right now.”

      Laughing, I threw up my hands. “Okay, okay, Mr. Crazy. I won’t go near the coffee!”

      But my mood soon worsened with the weather because suddenly we saw the signs for downtown Portland, and my ankle was still the size of a tangerine.

      No Sunny.

      The city proper only had a twelve-mile diameter footprint east to west and a seventeen-mile diameter northwest to southeast, so there really was no excuse.

      They weren’t here.

      Gritting my teeth, I told Johnny to stop at the nearest convenience store.

      Hobbling out of the camper, I half-stormed, half-limped into the building and went right to the newspaper kiosk. Snatching one, I unfolded it onto the checkout counter and tore through it until I’d found the astrology section. Now that we were finally in Portland, the only way I could think of locating Clyde without posting ‘Lost Demon’ signs on every bulletin board and street pole was through the horoscopes.

      It was like finding a sample on a microscope slide. The coarse adjustment knob brought you into the vicinity of your sample (Portland), and the fine adjustment knob narrowed your field even further until you found what you were looking for (Clyde). The astrology section was my fine adjustment knob.

      Whereas the other eleven former zodiac signs had the usual malarky I’d expect to read if I believed stars and planets guided my life, the Capricorn horoscope seemed like nothing more than a cop-out.

      I kid you not, it was just the bastardized refrain from TLC’s 1995 hit “Waterfalls”.

      
        
        Please go chasing waterfalls

        Don’t stick to the rivers and the lakes that you’re used to

      

      

      “Miss Chumki, you’ve officially lost your mind,” I muttered.

      I still took it as a sign to make a scene. Guess we were gonna throw Rules One and Three aside and tempt the wrath of Rule Six.

      Yay …

      After taking a moment to restock my dwindling snack supply – I’m a stress eater sometimes, don’t judge me – and gather the items needed for Demon Summoning #2, I returned to the camper. I pressed a smashed ham-and-cheese croissant sandwich into Johnny’s hand and gave Titivillus and Blanche a carton of eggs (minus one) to divvy up between themselves. Madame Cluck had stopped laying after she’d broken her wing. Even though I’d splinted it that morning, it would take her some time to recover.

      Johnny wrinkled his nose as he unwrapped the cellophane. “You know I own a Michelin star-rated restaurant, right?”

      “You weren’t complaining about my rustic fare last night,” I said, ripping into a package of Hostess Donettes and getting powdered sugar practically everywhere.

      “That was quality done simply. This is just … lazy.”

      I wiggled the bag of donuts under his nose. “I’ll share with you.”

      He rolled his eyes, but he took a donut anyway. Three of them. He waited until after he’d swallowed to ask, “Where to?”

      “Multnomah Falls,” I muffled past a mouthful of donut, showing him the newspaper. I pointed to the Capricorn forecast with a white-dusted finger. “If Clyde’s as big of a horoscope nut as I think he is, he’ll be around.”

      

      
        
        ⁂⁂⁂

      

      

      

      There weren’t a lot of visitors on the bridge of the iconic waterfalls in this horrid weather. Which was just as well because I didn’t want anyone to call the cops to come arrest me for drawing a circle in red chalk and studding it with eight battery-operated candles. Real ones would’ve been more authentic, especially if they were in silver candlesticks, according to Chapter 7 of ‘The Occult and You’, but the rain was putting the kiboshes on that. It was also smearing my chalk circle, so I had to hurry.

      Johnny, hands shoved in his pockets and his collar popped up against the rain, kept an embarrassed lookout, waving awkwardly at any sight-seers who wandered too close. Inside the circle, Blanche held a squirming Titivillus by the neck in one hand and balanced an imitation silver platter in her other.

      “I already said I would help,” the little demon protested, pawing at Blanche’s bony fingers.

      “It’s better if you’re an unwilling participant,” the tooth fairy replied. “Hence the strangulation.”

      “Shhh,” I said. “I need to concentrate.” Craning my head back, I squinted against the rain. I thrust the remaining egg and Blanche’s hairpin toward the gray sky. “From the fifth level of Hell, I summon thee! I summon thee, Clyde, the Master of Fiery Flatulence, the Verbose Orator, the Champion of Hedgehogs, He of Claw and Scale and Horn! With the life of the unborn”—I stabbed the egg with Blanche’s hairpin and cracked it over the silver platter—“I summon thee! With the blood of my enemies—”

      “I thought we were friends now,” Titivillus squealed, thrashing.

      I sliced the hairpin across his fingertip and squeezed a few drops of blood over the yolk. “—I summon thee!”

      “You didn’t even swab it with alcohol. I could get an infection!”

      Ignoring him, I set the platter on the ground and shooed Blanche away. The tooth fairy whizzed outside the circle, still holding Titivillus by the neck. She petted his head to calm him.

      “Shhh,” she soothed. “Struggling only makes it worse.”

      Gagging, the demon continued to wiggle like a worm on a hook.

      After sluicing the egg with Bacardi 151, I set the whole thing aflame with the lighter. Blue flames leapt knee-high. Backing away but staying within the circle, I completed my version of the arcane ritual by fishing a flare gun out of my pocket and shooting it into the sky.

      Red sparkles sizzled in the rain, flickering out like dying fireflies.

      I shook the wet from my eyes and waited, searching this way and that. The waterfalls roared behind me, the river churned below me, and the rain drowned out everything else. The red chalk of my summoning circle washed away, dripping like watery Cool-Aid through the gaps in the bridge.

      Had Clyde heard me at all?

      “Maybe he’s not here?” Titivillus asked in a small voice.

      He shrieked when Blanche slapped him across the face. “Don’t say that!” She dumped him onto the bridge and crossed her arms over her chest with a loud “Hmph!”

      “Maybe we should pack up?” Johnny called. “I’m not sure how legal that flare was …”

      “Just give it a minute!” I snapped, voice breaking.

      I smeared away the tears. He had to be here. I didn’t cross half a country not to find him. I should’ve given him more detailed instructions that night I’d sent him away. We should’ve set up a code, a way to communicate, just him and me. Then he would’ve known it was safe to come back.

      The rain continued to pour, turning the world into a dreary gray.

      Why did my family always leave me?

      I slapped the railing and started picking up the candles. Switching them off, I shoved them back into the wet plastic sack. There went Rule Five. This was Plan B, and I didn’t have a Plan C or D or any other letter. This had been my one shot.

      And I’d failed.

      I snatched up the Bacardi and started to chug.

      “Hey now,” Johnny said, jogging over to me.

      I threw the bottle over the bridge before he could take it away from me. “I tried, GoneGodDamn it.” Lifting my face to the pouring heavens, I screamed, “What more do you want from me?”

      Suddenly there was a whoosh of air, and my curls flared out behind my head. Stumbling on my weak leg, I clutched the railing for support.

      A dark shape, eight-feet tall with spiraling horns and yellow flames of excitement dancing from his ember-like eyes, loomed on the opposite side of the bridge.

      “Maggot!” my demon bellowed happily. “You finally did it right!”
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      Clyde flashed across the bridge, scooping me into his arms. The partial cardinal-in-flight brand he’d given himself winked white against his dark scales. “When I saw that absolutely horrid rendition of a Mayan conjuring in Colorado, I was convinced you were warning me to stay away,” the demon drawled in his posh British accent.

      “Clyde—”

      “Not that I was in any condition to return to you in my customary faster-than-thought fashion. That hill giant had done a fair job incapacitating me. But true to form, I endured and made it all the way—”

      “Clyde.” I pointed to my swollen ankle. “Where. Is. Sunny?”

      “Oh, the urn. Yes, well, you instructed me to keep it safe as I would any one of my pecklings, and so I have.”

      “If it was with you, then I’d be healed already. But I can’t sense her.”

      “That’s because she isn’t here, maggot.”

      “You left her alone?” I wiggled out of his arms.

      “Of course not! She’s completely safe.”

      “If she’s not with you, then how do you know that?” I demanded.

      He tapped a talon against his chin. “That is a fair point, maggot. But I insist you have nothing to worry about. Come. I will take you.”

      I hobbled a step back before he could pick me up again.

      “Maggot?”

      I shook my head, a sarcastic smile on my face. “You managed to defeat a hill giant, but your situational awareness hasn’t improved.” I gestured wide to our audience. “We’re not alone.”

      The demon peered over my head. “Peon!”

      Johnny just rolled his eyes. “Hi, Clyde.”

      “How about we say our hellos on the way to Sun – I mean, the artifact?” I suggested, tugging on my demon’s arm to follow me to the camper.

      “Oh, look. Blanche! You’re here, too.”

      “That’s all you have to say to me?” Screaming, Blanche launched herself at the demon.

      I hastily got out of the way. “Oh, EmptyHell. Can we just—”

      “Oh sure, say ‘hi’ to the sheriff first,” Blanche spat, yanking on the demon’s horns.

      “Can we focus on the priority here?” I hollered.

      Ignoring me, the tooth fairy buzzed around my demon’s head like an angry hornet, smacking him silly. It was like I was watching a telenovela, only Other-style. “You ungrateful sack of meat slinging around a smile,” she hissed. “I took a manticore’s stinger and nearly died for you, and all I get are second-string salutations?”

      Clyde covered his head with his hands to ward off her blows. “I’ll say thank you if you stop hitting me!”

      “It’s too late for that! By Apollonia’s Tongs, I should wring your neck! And why do you smell like that? Why do you smell like achiote?”

      Clyde cried out when the tooth fairy yanked open his mouth to claim her version of compensation.

      Titivillus sprang into the air, tugging on her arms. “Angel, it’s not worth it! His bite reflex is faster than a crocodile’s. You’ll be crushed!”

      Clyde slung his head, throwing Blanche aside. Her dragonfly wings caught her before she could topple over the bridge. Seething, she hovered midair and adjusted her hot pink negligee for another attack.

      “ANGEL?” Clyde snatched Titivillus out of the air faster than a chameleon could stick a cricket. His lips peeled back into a snarl, revealing sharp, needle-like teeth. “What are you doing here?”

      Titivillus straightened up as much as he could inside Clyde’s fist, puffing out this little chest. “Uh, hi there, Mal—”

      “My name is Clyde here!”

      Titivillus cleared his throat. “Clyde. Nice to see you again.”

      “Wish I could say the same. The question stands. What are you doing here?”

      “Maybe we should take this out of the rain?” Johnny asked.

      “Silence, peon!”

      “Release him,” I ordered sternly.

      Clyde dumped Titivillus onto the ground, barbed tail thrashing angrily. “Maggot, I assume you have a very reasonable and thorough explanation as to why you interrupted me just now.”

      “I do. He’s helping us.”

      “Helping?” Clyde crossed his muscled arms over his chest. Angry red flames sprouted from his eye sockets. “The last time we had the unpleasure of his presence, he participated in the systematic destruction of my personal wellbeing with several Others whom I have yet to forgive. What ‘help’ could you possibly need from this abuser?”

      “How about you get your big butt into the camper and find out?” I said crossly. “And while you’re at it, take us to Sun – the artifact! Which is the GoneGodDamn reason why we’re here.”

      Smacking his lips with disapproval, Clyde lumbered inside the camper. A second later he squealed with delight. “My peckling!”

      

      
        
        ⁂⁂⁂

      

      

      

      The chicken cradled in the crook of his arm, Clyde swung himself up onto the bed.

      “My darling Madame Cluck,” he cooed as he ruffled the hen’s feathers with his six-inch talons. She peeped happily. “I’d been convinced of your untimely downfall. Rest assured, I avenged your flock-mates most thoroughly.”

      “Titivillus was the one who took care of her in your absence,” I told him. “And who’s been her primary caretaker on this little road trip.”

      Clyde’s ember-like eyes narrowed. Titivillus gulped.

      “You have my thanks,” my demon growled.

      Titivillus nodded hurriedly. “You’re welcome.”

      “You might have all made up, but I’m still pissed at you,” Blanche said, sulking on the kitchenette counter. Fiddling with the hem of her babydoll, she muttered curses in German.

      “You can be pissed later,” I told her. “Clyde, where to?”

      “Ecola State Park,” he answered dreamily, still fussing over Madame Cluck.

      I unfolded the half of the roadmap with Oregon on it. “Clyde, that’s over a hundred miles away! How can you be sure Sunny’s safe?”

      “Sunny?” Johnny asked, puzzled. “Who’s Sunny?”

      Clyde opened his mouth to reply, but I quickly said, “It’s the artifact. It’s a codeword for the artifact.”

      My demon glared at me, silently asking me why Johnny knew nothing about the phoenix. I just glared back at him, silently telling him to shut up.

      “You never did tell me what it was,” the sheriff continued.

      “It’s an urn, peon, and that’s all you need know,” Clyde replied crisply. “And maggot, it’s safe. You told me you trusted me. So trust me.”

      Grumbling, I turned back around and elevated my ankle on the dashboard.

      Route 26 westbound took us through some hilly but very pretty territory, all old-growth forests and such, but I wasn’t in the mood to appreciate it. As thrilled as I was to see Clyde – the relief that had flooded through me had almost turned my legs into jelly – my anxiety was through the roof that the urn was still in the wind.

      I wouldn’t feel any true relief until I had it back in my possession.

      Rubbing my chin, I wondered if that’s what Don Dante Cardinelli had felt when it’d been in his possession. He’d been obsessed with the power it contained, and I’d been obsessed with keeping it safe.

      I caught myself fidgeting and helped myself to another mini donut. Or four.

      I jumped when I felt Johnny’s fingers entwine with mine. “We’ll be there soon,” he said reassuringly.

      Not soon enough. I forced a smile, gave his fingers a little squeeze so he wouldn’t get the wrong impression, and wiggled free of them. I stuffed my hands under my armpits and leaned my head against the window, watching the rain slip past. Definitely not soon enough.

      My brooding thoughts lessened only slightly as the ocean came into view. The rain lessened, but the steel-colored clouds remained.

      Wincing, I rubbed my head and adjusted the dial on the radio. Something was interfering with the signal.

      “Quit messing with the stations,” Blanche barked. “You’re giving me a headache. Just pick one!”

      “You don’t hear that?” It was like two stations were overlapping on the same frequency. Oldies Rock did not blend well with 90s Pop. I stabbed the power button, killing the music.

      
        
        So it’s not just gonna happen like that

        ‘Cause ain’t no hollaback girl

        I ain’t no—

      

      

      Sunny? I exclaimed.

      Fire flooded into my veins.

      Gasping, I lurched forward and grabbed the dashboard for support.

      Every pain evaporated.

      My ankle shrank back to its normal size, my sock and boot finally relaxing.

      Frances! Brittany squealed.

      FELLOW WARRIOR! Valerie boomed.

      I am absolutely delighted you’ve returned, dear, Charlotte declared.

      I waited a heartbeat for the fourth voice, Allie’s voice, for that stupid nickname ‘Frankilicious’ to be trumpeted, but it never came.

      She would’ve told me to look on the bright side, so I did. Three out of four voices was still something to be happy about. No one else had gotten lost. So I smeared the happy-tinged-with-a-little-regret tears away from my cheeks. It’s good to be back.

      “F-Frances?” Johnny asked, concerned. He risked a sideways glance from the windy road. “Are you alright?”

      I beamed a smile at him. “Never better.”

      

      
        
        ⁂⁂⁂

      

      

      

      I didn’t wait for the camper to stop in the parking lot. I was out the door, running, before Johnny had even started to pull into a parking space.

      The fresh air tinged with ocean spray was a balm I never knew I needed. My legs, strong and healthy, sprinted me down a forested trail toward the ocean. Dormant ferns and wizened trees, grown bent by the wind, flashed past.

      Jumping, I hit the beach and rolled upright, slinging gray sand in an arc behind me. Laughing, I dug in deep and raced down the beach. The wide, sandy coast arced into a cove, and hundreds of boulders popped out of the surf, hunched over like sea trolls. My boots splashed in the shallows, but I didn’t care.

      The fire of the phoenix was keeping me toasty warm.

      Her sepia vision snapped over mine, and she showed me a picture of the cave she was in. I bolted across the sand, springing onto one of the boulders and climbing like a madwoman. This boulder was just a stepping stone to the rest of a little archipelago, and after a few more down the line, I dropped down to a pebbled shore.

      The cave opening faced the sea, completely hidden from view from the coast, and was positioned just so on the pebbled shore that even at high tide, the cave wouldn’t be flooded.

      Shells and bones littered the mouth of the cave, a fish and crustacean graveyard that the seagulls had had nothing to do with.

      With the sepia lens still over my vision, I didn’t need a flashlight as I entered the cave. Every surface was slick with ocean spray, and it smelled faintly of kelp. My boots splashed in the mist that had condensed on the cave floor.

      Frankly, I couldn’t understand why my heat-craving demon had chosen this haven.

      That was until a fat, icy cold droplet hit the back of my neck and slithered under my collar.

      No demon on Earth would be caught dead in a dank cave.

      It was the perfect hiding place.

      Rounding the bend, a shaft of pale sunlight cut through the gloom from a crack in the cave ceiling. Beyond the floating dust motes and sea mist, I spied a nest.

      Pebbles and seashells had been heaped up high to stay out of the standing water, and a creature was coiled around the urn like a sea serpent guarding its sunken treasure. Turquoise feathers were fluffed against the cold, insulating the urn.

      The Other lifted its head in alarm, a mane of yellow feathers flaring like the neck frill of a Dilophosaurus. It if didn’t look so scary with those dragon-like purple eyes, I would’ve likened it to a friendly little skink that had pushed its head through a chrysanthemum flower.

      But it wasn’t threatened by me.

      It was threatened by what was behind me.

      The rest of the road trip party had arrived, pushing and shoving and fighting to reach us first.

      “Zalli, I’m hoOome,” Clyde sang.

      “How are you running?” Johnny demanded. “You were limping just a second ago, and now just … what?”

      “Magical artifact,” I replied, smiling. “Has a healing kick in close proximity.”

      “Huh. So that’s it?” Johnny asked, cocking his head to the side curiously. “That urn is the artifact that’s going to stop Rabia?”

      I just nodded. I wasn’t about to elaborate that it contained the ashes of a phoenix caught between life and death. It wasn’t a detail that mattered right now.

      Buzzing around the corner, the tooth fairy stopped short at the sight of the Other. Her bony fingers tightened into fists, and the little vein in her forehead threatened to explode. “Scheisse,” she screamed in German.

      The turquoise-feathered Other barred its fangs with a snarl.

      “It’s the GoneGodDamn hussy from the Bachelor Auction!” the tooth fairy bellowed.
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      The quetzalcoatlita hissed and ruffled her plumage. She’d done something similar when she’d been competing with Blanche at the Corn Festival to ‘buy’ Clyde. As if that didn’t piss the tooth fairy off enough, she’d also tried to eat Blanche when the ley-lines had been tangled and were making all the Others in the vicinity of the sink-hole stupid with magic.

      Guess they had a few things to work out.

      “Her name is Quetzalli, not GoneGodDamn hussy,” Clyde informed tartly.

      “Yes. She. Is.” Blanche thrust a bony finger at the mound of pebbles. “You think I don’t recognize a love nest when I see one?”

      “That’s for incubating the urn—”

      “And who incubates it, hmm? I see enough space there for another Other. Just. Your. Size.” She poked Clyde in the chest with every word. “How long did you wait after my supposed death before you ran off with her?”

      Clyde rubbed the soreness out of his scales. “Two minutes and forty-six seconds.”

      I slapped my hand over my face.

      Oh, he dead. The demon-boy is d-e-a-d dead, Brittany whispered.

      “That’s it?” Blanche screeched.

      “Well, the maggot had instructed me to flee, and I was moving so fast I actually slammed into her. She’s pretty quick on the wing, too.”

      “She doesn’t have wings!”

      “It’s an expression, one of those idioms the humans like to use. Zalli doesn’t need wings to fly.”

      “My people were born in flight from the great Queztalcoatl’sss tail feathersss to be hisss attendantsss. We do not need anything asss mundane asss wingsss to fly. We just need our feathersss.” She shook her mane as proudly as a lion.

      “So you let a stranger help you guard the urn?” I demanded.

      “She’s not a stranger, maggot. We … uh … have been seeing each other since the Bachelor Auction. Much like you have been seeing the peon.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You’ve pined for him from afar—”

      I reddened. “Okay, okay—”

      “Not so fast,” Johnny said, wagging his finger. “Please indulge us with more details, Clyde. I’m very interested to know more.”

      “Well, the maggot would pretend not to look at you when in reality she could not tear her gaze from you – particularly your hindquarters – and she was also abnormally flushed after coming back from your house that one time—”

      “That’s when you saw me shirtless, wasn’t it?” Johnny grinned, enjoying this immensely. “Sorry for the interruption, Clyde. Do go on.”

      “I heard her say your name in the depths of sleep—”

      “I most certainly did not,” I protested.

      Johnny nudged me with his elbow. “Dreaming about me, were you?”

      I shoved him away from me.

      But Clyde was still talking. “… and of course, the sheer amount of pheromone secretion triggered by your proximity was far more concentrated than the worst springtime pollen storm—”

      “Okay, we’re done here,” I said, clapping my hands. “Storytime is over.”

      “Anyway, I went to the same lengths to keep our … connection … as plutonic as possible. Out of respect for you, Blanche.”

      “For me?” the tooth fairy asked.

      “We are friends, are we not?” Clyde asked. “You mean as much to me as a clutch mate.”

      “And … that’s a good thing?” She glanced at me for confirmation.

      I nodded quickly. “‘Basics of Demonology’ agrees.”

      “But we’ve gone on dates,” the tooth fairy protested.

      “You called them dates. I never did. They’re more to me what I do with the maggot. What do you call them?”

      “Hang-out sessions,” I supplied.

      “Yes,” he said brightly. “The hang-out.”

      “Why, you two-timing, emotion-playing, sexy-scaled womanizer! Yeah? Well”—she snatched up Titivillus by the tail and thrust him into Clyde’s face—“he and I have gone on two dates!”

      Clyde just blinked his ember-like eyes.

      “And I’ve posed in just my lingerie for him to draw me like one of his demonic girls!”

      “Don’t you always wear lingerie?” the demon asked, confused.

      “A-and he’s written me poetry. You never wrote me poetry!”

      “Friends do not usually write each other poetry, do they?” Clyde looked to me for confirmation.

      I shook my head as inconspicuously as I could.

      “Whose side are you on?” Blanche yelled at me.

      “Just a spectator here.” I put my hands up and lowered my gaze, not wanting to get any more involved than I already was. When she had her back turned, I mouthed to Clyde, Get jealous!

      My demon straightened to his full height and thrust a talon into Blanche’s face. “So what you mean to say is that even though you have participated in this cross country quest to find me – your supposed lover – you have gone on two dates with another – my rival, no less – including posing as a model for some risqué artistry, and have the audacity to be mad at me? If these are not the grounds for a dissolution of a relationship, then I don’t know what are! I rue the day you first ever fluttered your eyelash extensions at me!”

      I gave him a thumb’s up.

      “Are you … are you breaking up with me?” Blanche demanded.

      Clyde crossed his arms over his chest and gave a superior lift to his chin. “I should think that was quite obvious, you air-headed Alium fatum dente!”

      Blanche gasped. “How dare you?”

      I waved my hands violently. Too far! Too far! Although Alium fatum dente were true tooth fairies – Blanche was technically a bone fairy – they were seen as bimbos by the knochen community.

      “Um,” Clyde began nervously.

      “You can’t break up with me when I’m breaking up with you,” the tooth fairy raged.

      “Watch me.”

      I raked my hands through my hair, yanking on my scalp. Are you insane?

      “I-I mean, of course I can’t break up with you when you’re breaking up with me. That’s ridiculous.”

      “You’re GoneGodDamn right it is!”

      “Can we still be friends?”

      I slapped my hand over my face again, mentally preparing myself for another tirade.

      “Yes.”

      Startled, I looked up to see Blanche and Clyde shaking hands. The tooth fairy still held Titivillus by the tail like he was a stuffed animal. His one eye was just half-lidded, resigned to his fate.

      “Now that we’ve gotten that sorted out,” I sighed. “Can we leave?” I climbed the hill of pebbles and retrieved the urn. Its pearlescent surface warmed under my touch. “Thanks for helping with this, Quetzalli.”

      “Asss a friend of Clyde, you may call me Zalli.”

      I nodded. “Thank you.”

      “It means ‘beautiful feather’,” Clyde informed dreamily.

      He obediently opened his pouch after I patted his stomach, and I dropped the urn inside for safe-keeping. I knew it burned a small amount of time to keep magical items in his pouch, but it was safer in there than it was in my backpack.

      “Yes, your feathers are really pretty,” I said, pulling the two I’d collected out of my pocket. “And they were leaving a trail.”

      Zalli’s yellow mane flattened nervously. “I’m sssorry. Queztelcoatlitassss molt thisss time of year.”

      “It’s winter,” Blanche sneered. Even though she and Clyde were officially broken up, she wasn’t ready to let bygones be bygones just yet.

      “Not in the sssouthern hemisssphere,” the quetzelcoatlita hissed back.

      I grabbed Blanche before she could zip past me and claw the Other’s eyes out. “That’s enough. Go on.”

      “I’m not sure if we should leave just yet,” Johnny said. “The urn’s been safe here. Maybe we should keep it here until we’ve figured out how to use it? I mean, that’s why you’ve hidden it, right?”

      I felt so stupid.

      I’d been too busy trying to find Clyde and evading the Heralds that I hadn’t put any thought into how to change Sunny’s ashes back into their phoenix form.

      “What do you think I’ve been doing all this time, peon?” Clyde asked, offended. “Besides keeping the urn safe, of course. Twiddling my thumbs?”

      “You … you figured it out?” I whispered.

      The demon cleared his throat. “N-not exactly, but—”

      He cut himself off as a light flickered against the cave wall.

      “I thought no one knew of this place,” I hissed.

      “They don’t, but—”

      IT’S GO TIME! Valerie boomed.

      “Mister Clyde? Miss Zalli?” a voice called. “Did you find your friends?”

      An old woman hobbled around the corner, leaning on a cane and swishing a flashlight back and forth. Two ropes, crisscrossed over her chest, cut into her parka, taut from the weight of the wicker basket lashed against her back.

      “Ah,” she said, straightening with a bunch of popping vertebrae. “They’re all here!”

      “They were by a waterfall, Miss Chumki, just like you said,” Clyde said eagerly.

      “Miss Chumki is never wrong,” the old woman said, tapping her nose with a gnarled finger.

      Groaning, I scrubbed my face with my hands. “Oh my GoneGods, Clyde. You enlisted the help of your astrologer?”
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      “Who do you think set me up with the cave?” Clyde asked me. “I, who lived by the molten banks of the Phlegethon River, never would’ve thought of such a wet place to reside.”

      “And he’s not the first one to use it either,” Miss Chumki said, straining to unstrap her basket.

      Johnny quickly crossed the cave to help her, the rest of us watching suspiciously.

      “Thank you, young man.” Miss Chumki flipped off the lid with a smack of her hand. “Here’s lunch for anyone who’s hungry. I made sure to bring extra.”

      “Thanksss, Misss Chumki,” Zalli said, slithering off her nest and plunging her head inside. She seized a Chinook salmon and swallowed it whole.

      “You just ate a $500 fish,” Johnny said, dumbfounded.

      “Doesn’t cost that much if you know the best fishing spots,” Miss Chumki chuckled, hobbling by. “And if your son-in-law owns the fleet.”

      “Meat,” Titivillus cried. He climbed halfway up the basket, snatched a rainbow trout as large as he was, and promptly tore its head off. “Angel, would you like to eat the bones?”

      “He’s even invited me to lunch,” Blanche smirked as she zipped past Clyde.

      “Fresh oysters?” Johnny exclaimed. “Look at the size of these things!”

      “There’s a knife under the lid,” Miss Chumki said with a smile. “Don’t cut yourself. Oysters like to bite back.”

      I, however much my stomach rumbled, did not budge from my spot.

      Like, easy, Frances, Brittany said. She’s been helping us.

      Miss Chumki gave me a thin-lipped smile that I didn’t return, her rubber boots whispering in the shallow water as she approached. “So you’re the one who they’ve been waiting on.”

      I nodded slightly. I just couldn’t get past the thought that she was a charlatan.

      “I’m glad you’re here.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “That one”—she jerked her thumb over her hunched shoulder in Clyde’s direction—“seems like he needs all the help he can get. Even in Portland.”

      I didn’t smile, but amusement did tug at the corner of my mouth. “Oh?”

      “He came into my bookshop ‘disguised’ in a trench coat and a hat as if he was a private eye or something. I knew then that he was a lost ‘un and could use my assistance.”

      “So, what makes you so accommodating?”

      “Well, he did profusely flatter me about the brilliance of my astronomy column, so who wouldn’t want to help out such an adoring fan? But he asked for a book about thunderbirds,” she answered, tapping the side of her nose again. “And we both know he wanted to know about a phoenix, don’t we?”

      My eyes narrowed. “Do we?”

      “Sure. You don’t have to be an astrologer to be seeing the signs written in the sky. In fire.”

      “The auroras?”

      She nodded. “The firebird evolved thousands of years ago into two different species. If it was a thunderbird he’d really been after, we would’ve been having storms.”

      Now she really had my attention. “I’m sorry, evolved?”

      Miss Chumki jerked her head toward the far wall. Cane plopping in and out of the water, she sluiced through the shallows. Thinking of Johnny, I offered her my arm. I might not respect her profession as a horoscope peddler, but I respected her as an old woman in need of some assistance.

      She took it, smiling her thin-lipped smile again. Her face, seamed as a topographical map, crinkled even more. Especially the lines around her dark eyes. Miss Chumki shined her flashlight on the far wall of the cave. “My ancestors once took refuge here.”

      “Ancestors? Forgive me, your name … aren’t you Indian or something?”

      She nodded. “Only half. My father was Chinook.”

      Carvings cut in the dark stone shone in pale relief as the flashlight passed over them. There were crude drawings of whales, fish, birds, boats, and a forest thick with pine trees. One bird in particular, marked as an elaborate X, stood out from the rest. Wind came from its wings and lightning from its eyes and talons. Where the two lines of the X intersected, there was a symbol that could only be interpreted as a star.

      I couldn’t take my eyes off it.

      And neither could Sunny.

      Like, it’s something from a dream, you know? Brittany said.

      It was impossible not to see the resemblance. Phoenixes were birds of flame, but Sunny was more than that. She was the first of her kind, but she’d been throwing psionic blasts – just a fancy term for thunderclaps – and lightning just as easily as she set things on fire. If Miss Chumki was talking about true evolution, the firebird and the thunderbird shared a common ancestor.

      Sunny.

      Could it be true?

      Miss Chumki caught me staring at the drawings. “The thunderbird. Some people believe it would appear to those that would be a war chief.”

      I smothered a laugh. Not at her beliefs, but at the thought that if they were true, Sunny had chosen pretty poorly. I couldn’t lead anyone to war. Sobering, I prompted, “You said the firebird evolved into a second species?”

      “It’s not a popular theory among my father’s people, but it makes a whole lot of sense. Depending on what creation theory you believe, people were born out of the Fertile Crescent and expanded. It would make sense that their beliefs would come with them, evolving over time.

      “And as we now know, the fairy tales are all true. Birds, for the most part, are migratory. Who’s to say a phoenix didn’t get bored in that neck of the woods and flew all the way over here? Isn’t lightning just another form of fire? Of pure energy?”

      I glanced down at my hands. They’d been wreathed in both golden flame and crackling lightning. And they’d made psionic blasts on occasion that sounded like thunder at ground level.

      Her logic is sound. I might not remember everything, but from our time together, it fits, dear, Charlotte mused.

      And you are the first. It would make sense you retained all of your abilities, I said. I gestured to the wall. “But nothing here tells me how to re-birth a phoenix, or a thunderbird, for that matter.”

      Miss Chumki whacked me with her cane.

      “Ow! What in the EmptyHell—”

      “You have eyes, but you do not see.” She thrust her gnarled finger at the carving of the thunderbird. “What do you see? Describe it in detail. Clyde says you’re a medicus, so it shouldn’t be that difficult.”

      Scowling, I rubbed the spot on my leg where she’d whacked me, but I really didn’t need to. Sunny had made me impervious again. My reaction was purely reflex.

      “Okay, Ms. Assault-And-Battery,” I grumbled. “I see a big bird, a much bigger bird than all the other birds here, with wind – or thunder – coming out of its wings.”

      “And?”

      “And lightning coming out of its beak and feet.”

      Charlotte cocked her imaginary head to the side. Only out? That is the most accepted theory, but we’re trying to broaden our perspective, aren’t we?

      Nothing about the lightning lines said they were going in one direction. The more I looked at it, the more ambidextrous they seemed. “I guess they could be going in. Into that heart.”

      The heart shaped like a star.

      IF THE LIGHTNING IS GOING INTO THE BIRD, IS THAT WHAT’S MAKING IT BIG? Valerie asked.

      Like, is the bird big because it’s, like, a thunderbird, or because it’s getting supercharged? Brittany expanded.

      “It’s explosive,” I muttered. “Like … birth.” I traced the lightning with my fingertips. I traced it upward, as if they were flames coming from the tree tops. “Is this forest on fire?”

      Miss Chumki shrugged. “It’s possible. That’s the beauty of art. It’s subject to dual meaning. Multiple interpretations.”

      Excited, I shrugged my backpack off my shoulders and fished around until I found the plastic case with the pressed creosote flower that Tuvi had given me in the desert. “This is a pyrophytic plant. Meaning it needs fire – energy – to germinate. To regenerate.”

      Miss Chumki smiled her thin-lipped smile, eyes twinkling like I had just unearthed a secret. “And do you happen to know where such a fire exists?”

      I shook my head, returning the smile. “Not fire. Tribute.”
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      I yanked a burner phone out of my backpack. I needed to call Mr. Tall, Dark, and Handsome right away, but the signal inside the cave was shitty.

      Go figure.

      Johnny stopped me on my way out, handing me the open half of an oyster shell. A pale blob jiggled inside. “Here, have something to eat that’s not a donut.”

      “Be careful in how many you partake, maggot,” Clyde cautioned. “Oysters are said to be an aphrodisiac for your kind.”

      Grimacing, I pulled my hands to my chest so Johnny couldn’t force it on me. “Looks like snot.”

      “Very mature, Frances. Just take it like a shot.”

      “You take it like a shot.”

      “How ‘bout we do one together? Huh?” He wrestled the knife between another oyster’s shell, twisted, and cut right into his palm.

      “Son-of-a-biscuit!” I threw my backpack off and dug out the med-kit.

      “It’s just a scratch,” Johnny said. “You don’t have—”

      “Told you they bite,” Miss Chumki called from the basket, rooting around until she’d yanked out another salmon.

      I sluiced out the cut with disinfectant and stuffed a wad of gauze against it. “That’s definitely gonna need stitches.”

      Johnny just elevated his hand above his heart and handed me the opened shell. “I promise to let you stitch it if you eat an oyster.”

      “That’s not fair!”

      “Guess I’ll bleed out then. Slowly. And in agony.”

      I snatched the oyster from his hand. “And for that, you’re gonna sit there a few minutes and think about what you’ve done. I hope that saltwater stings. In the meantime, I’m going outside to call Landon and come to grips with this … thing.”

      Holding the oyster as far away as I could, as if it would jump out of its shell and cover me in slime, I splashed through the shallows back to the cave entrance. Squinting against the brighter light – still gray and overcast – I shaded my eyes and waited for the shadowy spots to clear from my vision before I even tried to look at the phone screen.

      Uh, Frances? Brittany said hesitantly.

      Hmm?

      Like, were we expecting anyone else?

      I dropped my hand, focusing on a shadow that had not cleared. Welding goggles over his eyes, that shadow twirled twin knives in his hands and flicked his fine white hair over his shoulder.

      “Oyster, for me?” Bellamy asked, smiling that sharp crescent-moon smile of his. “Ah, I see. We fight and den we make love, oui?”
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      I shoved the phone into my back pocket, but I kept my new dagger in its sheath. I wanted to hurt him. With my fists.

      And with Sunny’s strength, that could definitely be a reality.

      “Seriously? What the actual fuck, Bellamy?” I demanded. “How in the EmptyHell do you keep finding us?”

      “I am a tracker.” Bellamy held up a cellphone of his own, dangling it by a corner. Johnny’s picture was his wallpaper screen. GoneGodDamn it! I knew that’d come back to bite us in the ass. “What? You dink only de FBI ’as a most-wanted list? Cameras won’t take your photo, not with dat scarf around your neck. But dis man … he doesn’t leave your side, does he?”

      “Not that it matters.” I smiled menacingly. “You’re too late.”

      The smile faltered on his face. “Vraiment?”

      HERE COMES THE BOOM! Valorie roared.

      Blue sparks trailed after me like fireflies as I lunged forward. Before he could dodge out of the way, my fist crashed into his jaw. The dark elf reeled back, boots crunching in the pebbles. Instead of falling on his ass with a broken jaw as I had intended, he merely went with the momentum of the punch, pivoting on his heel and slinging a haymaker strike to my ribs.

      I was quick, his fist just grazing my jacket as I dodged the punch.

      Bewildered, I looked down at my hands.

      They should’ve been wreathed in gold flame or crackling with blue lightning or something.

      What in the EmptyHell, Valerie? I exclaimed. I thought we were doing flambé!

      It would seem we are experiencing technical difficulties at this time, Charlotte informed.

      Gee, you think? I rolled out of the way as Bellamy tried to sweep my feet out.

      My best guess is this inefficacy is due to our withdrawal period.

      We don’t have time for this! I need you back online—

      Like, not a computer system, Frances, Brittany chided. Think of us, like, I dunno, like two young lovers—

      You can’t make me. I caught the knife Bellamy had thrown at my thigh and lobbed it back at him. At least my reflexes were enhanced.

      —who had a passionate summer fling while vacationing at the beach—

      This seems oddly specific.

      —only to meet once again for the fall semester at the very same school after being apart for what seemed like eternity—

      It’s only been six days! I blocked Bellamy’s fist as it arced toward my jaw and kicked him in the gut. Sputtering, the drow stumbled back a few steps. Hello check in the win column! Superhuman strength was coming back.

      —and, like, they just need to get reacquainted again in this different setting. And maybe do some sing-alongs?

      Did you just plagiarize the movie Grease? Or is this an elaborate way to cover up performance anxiety?

      Woo me, Frances.

      I LIKE FIRE LILIES, Valorie interjected.

      I’m rather partial to delphiniums myself, Charlotte added.

      “Oh my GoneGods.” Dodging another punch, I ripped the dagger from my machete sheath. “Oye!” I shouted into the cave. “It’s fight time out here!”

      “Ah, you’re calling for de ‘backup’,” Bellamy said, wiping the sweat away from his upper lip. “C’est bon. I do de same.” Bellamy pursed his lips and let out an ear-splitting whistle. “Eh la bas! Over ‘ere!”

      I braced my feet wide, sinking down into my knees to keep from falling as the ground trembled.

      A skeletal hand curled around the boulder that housed the cave, phalanges digging as easily into the rock as if it were clay. A skull, the kind like you’d see in the movies where the scavengers had done an exemplary job depriving it of flesh, appeared from above, smiling with teeth the size of pizza take-out boxes.

      I swallowed past a hard lump in my throat.

      The elusive Fifth Herald.

      “Well … shit.”
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      “Where in the EmptyHell has it been all this time?” I shouted as we sprinted down the beach. “And how did no one notice it before?”

      “I just want to know what it is!” Johnny said.

      “Gashadokuro. Japanese. BAMF-95,” Clyde answered matter-of-factly.

      “Ninety-five?” I wheezed. GoneGodDamn it! The manticore – a legendary man-eater that was said to be unbeatable – had only rated a BAMF-73.

      “And do watch your heads, as literally impossible as that is to do,” the demon cautioned. “They like to rip them off so they can indulge in warm arterial spray. Does anyone have a Shinto charm?”

      “Fresh out,” I snapped.

      “Then we’ll just have to find the key bone. Pity. That’s almost impossible. And in regard to your inquiry as to why no one has seen it before this time, gashadokuro had the ability to be invisible before the gods left. I can only assume it burned some time to become so again as to deter detection.”

      Apparently, the battler demon had no trouble delivering verbose monologues while running for his life. Anyone else would’ve been doubled over and panting right now.

      We’d drawn the Other away from Miss Chumki, though something told me the old woman had some fight in her that we hadn’t seen yet. The six of us – two demons, two humans, one quetzalcoatlita, and one tooth fairy – ran (or flew) through the surf, kicking up spray and sand in our wake.

      It didn’t have much effect against a skeleton forty feet tall that loped after us on all-fours like a possessed mannequin. Nothing much did.

      We’d hit it a few times – when we weren’t dodging Bellamy’s flying knives – but any bones we’d knocked loose just scuttled back into place like it was a GoneGodDamn T-1000 straight out of Terminator 2. Only, you know, instead of liquid metal, it was made out of bones.You could thank the key bone for that. According to Clyde, it was the enchanted bone that kept the skeleton together. And in this GoneGodWorld it was like a battery. It’d fizzle out over time, but there was no way to find out how long that would take. But pry it out of the skeleton, and click-clack-paddy-whack, you got yourself a heap of inanimate bones.

      “We have to fight,” Johnny shouted.

      “Because that went so well before!” I scoffed. Glancing behind me, I shouted, “Blanche, keep up!”

      “We can’t lead it back to the city!” Johnny protested.

      Fairy farts. “How do we deter it, Clyde?”

      “We could always drop it off a large cliff. The impact with the water would fracture it into its constituent parts.”

      “That would then just reassemble themselves. And you said finding that bone was almost impossible—”

      For mere mortals, perhaps, Charlotte sniffed.

      “We need another idea.”

      And we needed it fast. My relationship status with the phoenix was still flagged as ‘It’s complicated’. My reflexes and general strength were right back to what they’d been, but in terms of flambé, we were up shit’s creek without a paddle.

      The three personalities were busy having a discussion amongst themselves as to how to rectify that problem but without success. The only thing they succeeded in doing was give me a mild headache.

      We could only run for so long before we wouldn’t have the energy to fight. And one of us was lagging behind.

      “Blanche!” I called again. “Move it.”

      “Crowns and cavities, you yell at me again, and I’ll tear your mandible from your head and use it as a boomerang! I’ve had nothing to eat but eggs shells and bone splinters all week,” she snapped. “And that snack of buffalo bones doesn’t count. You try flying on an empty stomach!”

      I skidded to a halt in the sand. “That’s it!”

      “What is?” Titivillus gasped. He flapped around my head like a nervous bat who’d popped one too many amphetamines.

      “We break apart that skeleton, bit by bit, and feed it to Blanche! That way, it can’t reassemble itself.”

      “Seriously?” Johnny asked. “That’s the best thing—”

      “This is not a debate team! Duck!”

      We scattered like cockroaches as the gashadokuro leapt, creating a sandy crater where we’d just been. It clacked its teeth angrily at us, and from its body posture, I assumed it was declaring itself like all the other Heralds had.

      “Uh, excuse me?” Titivillus said, waving his hands. “We can’t hear you! You know, your lack of vocal cords? If you’d just face me when you’re trying to talk – ah, that’s it!”

      “What are you doing?” I hissed.

      “Lip reading. Or in this case, teeth reading,” the little demon replied, somewhat condescendingly in my opinion. “I’m the Master of Miscommunication, remember? Can’t very well do my job if I don’t understand what’s being said, now can I?”

      “So you’re fluent in teeth gnashing?”

      “DD, I’m fluent in everything.”

      My eyes widened appreciatively.

      “Yes, I know I’m awesome. Let’s not make a big deal about it, okay? And besides, I have a girlfriend now.”

      “And she’s hungry!” Blanche shouted.

      The gashadokuro slammed his fist against the sand, making everyone who wasn’t already hovering in midair tumble off their feet. He clacked his teeth even more angrily than before.

      Glaring, I spat the sand out of my mouth.

      “I know, I know!” Titivillus said, annoyed. “Back to you. Sheesh. Okay. I’m the Fifth Herald, blah blah, I’m Health, gonna invigorate the world and whatnot by spreading good vibes, blah blah, we get the picture … This doesn’t make you sound that intimidating, you know? Sounds like you should be on our side – ahhh!”

      The little demon whizzed out of the way with a frenzy of wings as the skeleton swiped for him.

      “If you don’t like my translation, you can just go back to whatever GoneGodBlessed Heaven you came from,” he sulked.

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “So, to clarify, it’s the Herald of Disease, and it’s gonna destroy the world with … sickness?”

      The gashadokuro clapped his hands eagerly, pointing at me in a way that could only be described as, ‘what she said’.

      “Great. Glad I could help. Now break it apart!” I shouted.
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      Zalli was the first one to lunge at the gashadokuro. I shouldn’t have been surprised – she was Aztecan, after all – but her fervor for battle was … intense.

      Valerie liked her immediately. YOU GO, GIRL!

      The quetzalcoatlita wove her feathery length between the skeleton’s legs into a figure-eight and clenched like a boa crushing its prey. With a flailing of arms, the skeleton crashed into the sand.

      It was the rallying cry the rest of us needed. We swarmed the gashadokuro like starving wolves on a wounded elk.

      But of course, it wasn’t going to be that easy.

      Bellamy sprang up from the sand like a GoneGodDamn avenging angel, sprinted down the skeleton’s femur and leapt, throwing a pair of knives into Zalli’s coils. Hissing, the quetzalcoatlita loosened her grip, and the gashadokuro started to wiggle free.

      “I’ve got this guy,” Johnny growled, running after the dark elf.

      “Everybody else, you know the drill!” I hollered.

      As the skeleton thrashed, smacking at us like we were harrying gnats, we took him apart bit by bit. At first, Blanche helped – she’d been the first to prize a canine out of the Other’s cranium – but then she began to grow sluggish the more she consumed.

      Soon she just reclined on a boulder and waited for us to bring whatever piece we’d hacked off. Which wasn’t easy. Because we had to fight to get it to her as the bone tried desperately to reassemble itself.

      “Keep it coming,” Blanche hiccupped, her belly distending every second. “It’s like an all-you-can-eat buffet!”

      “A succulent morsel for you, madame.” Titivillus dropped a coccyx the size of a ukulele into her hands.

      Her pit bull teeth turned it into pulp like a buzz saw.

      Clyde brought her an entire humerus next while Zalli fought to keep its feet tangled.

      And me? Well, Sunny and I were hunting.

      I’d climbed onto the skeleton, my hands easily finding purchase in the rough and pitted bone. I clung like a barnacle as the gashadokuro struggled, ramming my fist into each bone I came across and sending a finely-focused psionic blast. With the aid of Sunny’s enhanced vision, I could see the tremor like a sepia-colored shockwave ripple through the bone. We weren’t sure how the key bone would react to having a phoenix-charged human punching it, but we were sure we’d get some kind of response.

      The gashadokuro was back on its feet now, missing its entire left arm, so it only had its right to slap at me. Abandoning its ankles, Zalli ran defense, blocking blows and otherwise harrying the skeleton with smacks of her muscled tail. Clyde and Titivillus continued to rip off bones, Blanche continued to eat them – using her babydoll as a bib now – and Johnny kept Bellamy away.

      The dark elf was shouting Cajun curses at the sheriff, chest heaving from exertion. But energy wasn’t the only thing Bellamy was running low on. He only had two knives left. There were two still stuck in Zalli’s feathers, and he’d thrown two at me already, trying to wound me so I couldn’t climb and find the key bone.

      As if, Brittany said, giving her hair an imaginary toss. You just keep trying, you swarthy, sweaty, athletic rogue.

      We do not flirt with knife-throwing-one-felony-away-from-life-imprisonment bad boys, Brittany, I growled, hammering my fist into the gashadokuro’s solar plexus.

      The resulting shockwave yielded nothing. I hooked my foot into the gap between his ribs and used them as a ladder. Dodging Clyde’s barbed tail as he struggled to pop the skeleton’s mandible out of the socket, I half-slid down the gashadokuro’s clavicle, catching myself at the ball-and-socket joint of the shoulder. Holding on tightly, I jerked my knees into my chest, then rammed my heels into the joint.

      Fueled by Sunny’s power, tremors rippled down the entire length of the arm.

      And winked golden at the tip of a phalange.

      When in doubt, pinky out. Makes you fancy, Charlotte drawled. I think my mother had told me that …

      “The key bone’s in his pinky finger!” I shouted.

      Bellamy swiped Johnny’s feet out from under him and sprinted toward the skeleton. Bellowing, he leapt from the sand, caught the dual shin bones, and started to climb.

      It was like our fight on Reggie all over again.

      But this time, I had help.

      Titivillus arrow-dived at the drow, hitting him like a bullet. Black wings wrapped around Bellamy’s face, blinding him, and the Master of Miscommunication started to flog him with his dip pen. When the latest application of duct tape couldn’t take the stress any longer and broke, the demon threw the pen over his shoulder and went old-school bare knuckles on him.

      Otherwise occupied, the dark elf wouldn’t be pursuing me.

      At least for now.

      But I couldn’t possibly slink down the skeleton’s arm – not with it thrashing around like a windshield wiper set on ‘Hurricane Deterrent’ – without being thrown off.

      “We gotta get it to stop moving,” I shouted.

      “What do you suggest?” Clyde shouted from the beach. After successfully depriving the skeleton of its mandible – which Blanche was still devouring – he’d gone for the Other’s legs. Specifically the ankles.

      This height wasn’t doing us any favors either. We needed to take it to the ground.

      “Clyde! Break its back!”

      “One transverse spinal fracture coming up!” The battler demon flashed from ankle to knee cap to hip. Bracing himself in the left wing of the pelvis, he thrust his legs through the gap between two vertebrae, battering ram style. “Timber!”

      What remained of the gashadokuro’s torso promptly face-planted into the sand as its legs and pelvis teetered like stilts suddenly without a master.

      Having been tossed into the surf as the gashadokuro fell, I launched out of the water and sprinted up the shore.

      Like, just look what that bony bastard did to your hair! Brittany exclaimed.

      I didn’t care if I had a headdress of kelp. I needed that key bone.

      Zalli had wrapped her coils around the gashadokuro’s wrist and had clamped her fearsome jaws onto a vertebra spike – known in the medical world as the spinous process – effectively pinning the skeleton’s wrist behind his back.

      “Can’t hold … much … longer,” she said through clenched teeth.

      I WANT TO BE ON ZALLI’S TEAM, Valerie declared. SHE IS SO BADASS!

      Can you fan-girl when this is over? I hopped up on the humerus the size of a playground slide and shimmied up the thrashing skeleton to his scapula.

      Johnny, who had scaled the rib cage on the opposite side, vaulted over the spiky hurdles that were the gashadokuro’s spine. “Come on! The bones are already trying to reassemble!”

      Clyde, dangling from the pubic arch like James Bond, was doing his best to kick out the legs, making the lower half of the gashadokuro stumble around as gracefully as a newborn stork.

      Johnny wedged his fingers into the gap between the phalanges and strained, the muscles in his back threatening to burst the seams in his fleece coat. “I can’t get it loose.”

      “I’m coming—” I had that pinky finger in my sights when I was hit from behind. “Son-of-a—”

      The knife bounced harmlessly aside, thanks to Sunny’s influence, but it still hurt. That dark elf could throw.

      “Frances. Church!” Bruised, bloody, one welding goggle cracked and missing part of its tinted glass … Bellamy was pissed. Purple demon blood dripped from his fine white hair. He flipped his last knife into his hand. “I’ve ‘ad enough, sha. Perhaps ‘e doesn’t always get what ‘e wants!”

      Screaming, he charged.

      “Maggot!” Clyde shouted.

      FLAMBÉ IS BACK ONLINE, Valerie bellowed.

      I braced myself for the impact, the phoenix already risen in my blood. We’d take whatever hit was coming and then incinerate—

      Johnny shoved me out of the way.

      This is not the time for chivalry, young man! Charlotte scolded.

      I hit the scapula hard, cracking the bone, as the sheriff deflected the knife meant for my chest.

      Snarling, Bellamy sank low and bam-bam-bam. A punch to the inner thigh, an uppercut to the chin, and the drow spun a crescent kick into the side of Johnny’s neck.

      The sheriff crashed against a rib and slid, dazed, into the sand.

      When the drow turned around to finish me off, I was there – already having flashed across the scapula – waiting for him.

      The one eye I could see beyond the cracked lens of his welding goggle widened.

      I backhanded him with the force of a freight train.

      BOOM, BITCH! Valerie gloated.

      The dark elf flew off the gashadokuro’s rib cage into the Pacific, bouncing along the surface like a skipping stone three or four times before sinking beneath the waves.

      Jaw clenched, I turned back to the squirming hand – which was slipping from Zalli’s grip – and ripped the key bone free.
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      I expected an explosion of some sort, but the gashadokuro just clattered into a heap of inanimate bones. Yelping, I held the key bone tight to my chest as I disappeared inside the avalanche of bones as they collapsed beneath my feet.

      I GOT YOU, GIRL! the Viking cried. FORCEFIELD ACTIVATE!

      Landing in the sand, the bones clacked against each other like spilled dominoes and piled around me in a circle. When they stopped shifting, Valerie eased the forcefield away.

      Good job, Valerie.

      LIKE A BOSS!

      Coughing from the musty, centuries-old bone dust, I lowered the phalange from my chest and squinted against the yellow glow. Carved into the bone was a face, one pinched like it was starving, and it was glaring at me.

      Well, that wasn’t unsettling at all.

      Shrugging off my jacket, I wrapped the key bone inside to keep it from touching the other bones, fearful they would reassemble. And to hide that face. That face was freaky.

      Clutching the bundle tightly to my chest, I climbed out of the pile of bones, calling for my friends. “Has anyone seen Titivillus?” The purple stain on Bellamy’s white hair was still fresh in my mind.

      Clyde cocked his head to the side as if he were a bird eying the ground for a nematode morsel, thrust his hand inside a mound of metatarsals, and extracted the cat-sized demon by his tail.

      Titivillus groaned, one of his wings torn again. “Aww … and I just got those healed!”

      “Where’s Johnny?” I asked. “Zalli?”

      “We’re over here,” the sheriff answered.

      We scrambled over the bones to see Johnny tugging the last of the knives out of Zalli’s coils. Clyde’s ember-like eyes widened. “Perhaps you are not just a peon,” he told the sheriff.

      “Thanks, Clyde,” Johnny said dryly.

      The demon flashed away in a spray of sand and returned a heartbeat later, plucking the key bone from my hand and dropping it into a small wooden box (no doubt another one of his Capriformer knickknacks). After sealing it away in his pouch, he thrust my backpack into my arms. A shove from his large, gecko-ribbed hand forced me forward. “Medicus her, maggot. Please.”

      “Medicus is not a verb,” I grumbled. “And that hurt.” It didn’t really, but it would’ve if Sunny hadn’t been there to deaden the blow of his carbon-fiber-reinforced hand.

      “My apologies. I will procure you the finest of masseurs as recompense.”

      All it took was a rinse with seawater – the salt slowing the healing process – and a few stitches, and the quetzalcoatlita was right as rain.

      I sluiced my hands clean in the ocean. “That should do—”

      I squeaked as Clyde crushed me against him in a demon-sized hug. “Thank you, maggot.”

      “DD?” Titivillus’s voice had none of its usual bravado. In fact, it sounded quite small. He hefted his torn wing with a grimace.

      He didn’t need to say the words. I was a medicus, after all.

      I helped.

      “I’m afraid the only thing I can do right now is splint it,” I said softly. “There’s no heat source around here that could—”

      “Nonsense,” Clyde said, brushing past me. He hefted the pint-sized demon by his tail. “You have fought well. Honorably. I will share my heat with you.” Inserting a talon beneath a scale in his abdomen, he pulled open his pouch.

      Titivillus squirmed to get away. “Ugh! You don’t know what’s been in there!”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. Of course I do.”

      “But, Clyde,” I whispered, “you’ll burn time—”

      “He fought to protect you. He is now a clutch mate.” To the demon, he scolded, “Settle down!” Then he shoved the demon into his pouch and sealed it up with a pass of his hand.

      “Speaking of mates, has anyone seen Blanche?” Johnny asked.

      She’d been well out of the way when the skeleton had collapsed, so I hadn’t been concerned for her safety after I’d emerged from the rubble. But we also hadn’t heard any scathing remarks or German curses in a while.

      “Blanche?” I called. “You alright?”

      The four of us raced around the pile of bones to where we’d left Blanche on the boulder.

      But it wasn’t a blue-skinned, black-eyed, dragonfly-winged Alium fatum knochen that greeted us.

      It was a pastel-yellow, glitter-cheeked, butterfly-winged Alium fatum dente.

      Blanche gave her strawberry blond curls a toss and said cheerfully, “Howdy, y’all!”
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      “She’s a GoneGodDamn Texan beauty pageant contestant,” I gasped.

      “Frances Church! Ladies really mustn’t curse,” Blanche admonished. “At least not when other people can hear you.” Then she frowned, touching her mouth as if she was surprised she’d said that.

      Shrugging, she fluttered down to the beach, her dainty toes skimming across the sand. We were definitely going to have to get her new clothes. In addition to changing, well, practically everything about her, she’d also grown taller. The hot pink babydoll no longer swished by her knees and covered a pair of saggy breasts and a potbelly. Now it hugged a perky chest and a flat stomach and fell to midthigh.

      We all spun around as she bent over the bone pile, no doubt looking for teeth like they were seashell keepsakes.

      “At least she’s alive,” Johnny said, raking a hand through his sun-kissed hair.

      “How in the EmptyHell is she an Alium fatum dente?” I asked anyone who might have an answer.

      Zalli ruffled then smoothed her feathers – which I took to be a shrug – Johnny just shook his head, and Clyde just said nonchalantly, “She’s leveled up, of course.”

      “Excuse me?” I demanded.

      “You see it all the time with battlers in Level 5, or at least, you used to before the gods left,” he said. “The more they fought, the more ExP – that’s experience points – they gained, and their BAMF ratings increased. With that came enhancements.”

      I didn’t know if he meant ‘enhancements’ as innuendo, but it certainly applied in this case.

      “But she wasn’t fighting!” I protested.

      “Well, it’s different for other Others, isn’t it?” he said, planting his hands on his hips. “She used to survive by taking teeth from unwilling victims. Ever since she met you, you’ve been giving them to her. Willingly. Just like human offspring would offer their teeth to the dente subspecies. And this”—he gestured to the bones behind us—“was the biggest offering she’s ever received. You said she’d been changing over the last month, right? This was the final push.”

      “But we broke that gashadokuro apart! We took—”

      “And gave to her.”

      I turned back to the Alium fatum dente as she fluttered here and there among the bones with little ‘oohs’ and ‘ahhs’ as she searched for a splinter that could best serve as a wand. “Oh my GoneGods … the old Blanche would be so pissed right now.”
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      We didn’t know how quite to break the news to Blanche, because frankly she didn’t seem fully aware of her transformation, and Clyde was a little hazy on the specifics of other species’ leveling up abilities. So our little road trip party returned to the camper, eager to get the EmtpyHell out of here, and I pulled the burner phone out of my pocket.

      Only to find it soaked through. Guess getting lobbed into the Pacific when a gashadokuro collapsed was bound to have that effect.

      Fairy farts.

      I’d have to contact Landon the old-fashioned way.

      “Johnny, can I use your smartphone?” I asked.

      He plugged the battery back in and handed it to me. I dialed Information and fell behind so I wouldn’t be overheard. Johnny still didn’t know about the phoenix, and I wanted to keep it that way. Rabia had a hard-on for those who knew about the phoenix, and the longer I kept Johnny in the dark, the safer it was for him.

      “This is the hub for the greater Portland area,” the operator said. “How may I direct your call?”

      “Hi there,” I said cheerily. “I’d like to talk to Mr. Tall, Dark, and Handsome, please.”

      “Uh … would you like me to connect you to the most popular gentleman’s club?”

      “You mean a strip joint?” I laughed. “Oh, I could just see it now! Landon Falls all lubed up with coconut oil and wearing a leopard print thong while swinging from a p—”

      The line clicked, just as I knew it would, and a sigh rumbled through the receiver.

      “Hello, Frances,” Landon said dryly.

      Let’s hear it for wiretaps!

      “’Sup, bae? Been missing you.”

      “I doubt it.”

      “Listen, I’m kinda in a sticky situation—”

      “You’re in a sticky situation?” Landon shouted. “Saturn’s rings are projected to break apart at midnight today, I haven’t heard from you since the hospital – and why are you calling from this number? – not to mention I’d been having to send out clean-up crews all over the western half of the United States—”

      “I found it.”

      “Found. What?”

      “The only weapon that can defeat Rabia.”

      “It’s the urn, isn’t it? Whatever’s inside it—”

      I scowled. “Which you’re not getting your hands on, Landon. You, or the World Army. Am I clear? She may be a weapon, but she’s more than that.”

      Dante Cardinelli had wanted the phoenix for eternal life.

      Rabia wanted her for a new body.

      And me? I just wanted to give her wings back.

      The phoenix swelled inside me, tingles of warmth spreading into every cell.

      “And I’ve discovered a way to free her,” I said.

      “Yes?” he prompted quickly.

      “I need Wyatt. Is he … still alive?”

      I couldn’t believe I hadn’t thought about that kid once this whole time. After he’d been thrust into Landon’s care, my only concern had been finding Clyde and Sunny.

      There was silence on the other line.

      “Landon?”

      “Here’s the deal, Frances. We free that – whatever it is – and it helps us. Understand? We will use it for its purpose, or you’re not getting anywhere near that boy.”

      Like, as if you could stop us, Brittany scoffed.

      I’LL COME IN LIKE A WRECKING BALL, Valerie boomed.

      “Agreed.” I didn’t need to consult the voices. I already knew they would help. They had become like me in that way.

      “Then we’ll get started on decanting the Ipy sarcophagus right away.”

      “Decanting?”

      “Hey, is that Frances Church?” There was some scuffling, a mild curse, and a new voice joined the conversation. “Hey! It’s me. It’s—”

      “Zielinski?” An image of the muscled computer jockey with his white, button-down T-shirt and horn-rimmed glasses came to mind.

      “Oh my GoneGods,” the data analyst shouted into the background, “she knows who I am!” To me, he said excitedly, “So the Ipy sarcophagus doesn’t need to be ‘decanted’ as much as it needs the protective spells around it disabled. We just use that word because it sounds like some badass sci-fi term—”

      “Give me the phone,” Landon barked. There was another bit of scuffling and whiny ‘no fair’ before Landon cleared his throat. “Listen, Frances, it’ll take seven hours to decant the sarcophagus.”

      “Seven? That seems like a random number.”

      “It was sacred to the Egyptians, what can I say? Their sarcophagus, their numbers.”

      I looked at the time on the smartphone screen and added a few time zones. “That’s cutting it pretty close. Can you speed up the process?”

      “Not without hurting the boy.”

      “Damn.”

      “We’ve got a satellite base nearby, but it’ll still take over an hour to redirect a flight for you. And with flight time, you’d be in Indianapolis at 11:30.”

      “That’s cutting it really close, Landon. EmptyHell, that’s no time at all!”

      “I’m not the one who decided to go to Portland!”

      “Can’t we meet halfway or something?”

      I could just envision shaking his head. “The Ipy sarcophagus only works if it’s grounded,” Landon answered. “I mean literally touching the earth.”

      “Then dig up the earth around it and—”

      “Are you willing to risk the boy’s life for that?”

      “He has a name, Landon,” I ground out. “Wyatt. Wyatt Palmer.”

      “Well, are you? We have no idea how the magic inside him would react. It could be all peaches and cream or like setting off a nuke!”

      “Fine! Charter the GoneGodDamn flight!”

      “Uh, maggot.” Clyde tapped my shoulder with his talon. “Aren’t you forgetting something?”

      “Now what?”

      He gestured to himself. “I am born of the Phlegethon River, the mightiest of Hellspawn, the single-handed slayer of gashadokuro—”

      “Just get to the point, Clyde. Please. For brevity’s sake. And you did not take down that gashadokuro by yourself.”

      “I can run faster than thought. A two-thousand-mile trip to me would only take minutes. Roundtrip.”

      “Wait, what’s he saying?” Landon asked.

      “Shut up a sec.” I pressed the phone against my chest. “Carrying four people and a chicken?”

      “Two Others, two humans, and a chicken, to be precise.” Clyde shrugged. “So a few trips. Let’s say thirty minutes in total with two meal breaks to recharge.”

      Grinning, I put the phone back to my ear. “Bae?”

      Landon just groaned. “Yes?”

      “Just send a chopper to Cornish Roost when you’re almost done decanting the sarcophagus. We’ll be there.”
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      I was the last to go home.

      We’d taken what we’d needed from the camper and had returned to the hidden cave. Miss Chumki was gone, but she’d left her wicker basket of seafood medley behind. Clyde wolfed down two black cod before he did his first run, Zalli wrapped around him like a big turquoise feather boa.

      Which she kinda was when you thought about it.

      “Do you think Miss Chumki would mind if I took this back with me?” Johnny asked, hefting the wicker basket onto his shoulders. “I’d hate for all this fresh seafood to go to waste.”

      “Darlin’, I think Miss Chumki would be madder than a wet hen if you let all them good vittles spoil,” Blanche said. She found herself picking her teeth with her bone fragment wand and quickly stopped, frowning. “Frances, is what I’m sayin’ makin’ sense to you?”

      “I can understand it, if that’s what you’re asking,” I said warily.

      “I mean, I’m not soundin’ like myself, am I? Somethin’s off.”

      Something. Singular? Try the whole GoneGodDamn thing. I hadn’t said too much to her since her, er, transformation. I just didn’t know what to say. My friend, the ornery tooth fairy from the Schwarzwald who I’d spent months taming, was nowhere in this new tooth fairy’s body.

      “And y’all keep lookin’ at me strange-like,” she said.

      I glanced at Johnny. “W-we do?”

      She pointed an accusatory finger at the sheriff. “Him in particular. As in, he won’t look at me.”

      That’s because Johnny was a kind-hearted, modest, and honorable man who wouldn’t demean himself or his friend by ogling at her.

      “Oh, look! Clyde’s back.” Johnny, a flush on his cheeks, jumped into Clyde’s arms. “It’s just me. Go!”

      I shut my eyes against my lashing curls as Clyde sped away. When I opened them, Blanche was hovering directly in front of me, her hands on her waspish waist.

      “Well, what is it?” she demanded.

      “You really don’t know?”

      I didn’t have a mirror, so dug out the next best thing from my backpack. I held out the Antevortan Clock with its polished clock face.

      She wrinkled her nose. “Why does it say eleven?”

      “Never mind that,” I said, harsher than I meant to. “Just … look at your reflection.”

      Blanche flew closer, her wings not making their customary chainsaw sound now that they were butterfly-like. She squinted her blue eyes – just like mine – as she peered at her reflection.

      Gasping, she fluttered back. “GoneGodBless it!”

      She would’ve cursed if she could’ve. Guess my Blanche was in there somewhere.

      “What happened to me, Frances?” she shrilled. “I look like one of those, those bimbos!”

      “Clyde says you leveled up,” I answered. “Though, we’re not sure why you don’t really remember it. I’m thinking it was a lot more traumatic an experience. As in, you were so … cantankerous before, and now you’re the very definition of effervescent. Maybe your new self and your past self aren’t … compatible?”

      Clyde reappeared just then, yanking a half-eaten rainbow trout out of his pouch. “That was for me, you freeloading slacker,” he shouted into his pouch. A garbled reply, echoing as if from far away, made him slap his pouch shut. After he devoured the raw fish, he looked at the two of us. “Shall we?”

      Blanche fluttered into his arms. “Take me to the Hamptons.”

      I lurched to my feet. “But, Blanche! You can’t go. Not now—”

      “The North American Chapter of the Alium fatum dente have their headquarters there. I … have to go.”

      She gave the demon a dainty tap on his shoulder with her bone wand, and the demon flashed away.

      Like I said, I was the last to go home.

      I spent the minutes Clyde was away making a four-thousand-mile round trip sitting on the pebbly shore in the cave mouth watching the waves.

      But I was far from alone.

      Landon will try to take you, I warned Sunny.

      I know, Charlotte replied. If she’d been a real person, I bet she would’ve been dressed in a linen pantsuit with a big, stylish hat on her head. She wouldn’t have sullied her clothes by sitting on the beach next to me, but she would’ve dragged up a beach chair. It’s in his nature. He’s more paranoid than you.

      I chuckled but quickly sobered. You’re going to be free, GoneGodDamn it. I haven’t protected you this long to see you caged again.

      It’s the way of the world, Frances. People chase power.

      Well, not this person, I grumbled.

      Thank you, Frances … Austin. For keeping your promise.

      I just nodded, my mind drifting to what lay ahead. Home. Preparation. Releasing the phoenix. Defeating Rabia before he could possess his last Herald.

      With the phoenix free, she could handle that part. I could just go home and get a good night’s rest knowing she was out there kicking ass.

      Rest where I didn’t have to do my nightly routine. I wouldn’t have to make ice (with the phoenix no longer riding shotgun in my body, I wouldn’t need to keep my drinks so cold), I wouldn’t have to lock the doors, and I could finally get rid of that GoneGodDamn Antevortan Clock.

      My own clock would reset to the days before I’d ever said ‘yes’ to Dr. Neil Talbert and his offer to join him at the Cardinelli’s clinic.

      I rubbed the partial brand on my inside wrist.

      Maybe I’d go to a cosmetic surgeon and see if there was anything they could do about getting this cardinal removed. It was a part of my life I didn’t want reminders of.

      I was dimly aware of a whoosh of air, and pebbles and shells crunched underfoot as two large feet lumbered up next to me.

      “Maggot?” Clyde prompted.

      I looked up at my demon. “When this is all over, Clyde, do you want me to release you?”

      He blinked his ember-like eyes, baffled. “But we are bound.” He held up his own brand as if that was reason enough.

      “I’m serious. Things look pretty good between you and Zalli, and if you’re constantly worried about me, then that’s not much of a life, is it?”

      Little orange flames of annoyance flared from his eye sockets. “It is one thing to close yourself off to the others, but it is an entirely different matter with me.”

      I sprang to my feet. “No! That’s not what I—”

      “We will discuss this later, maggot,” he told me firmly.

      Then he plucked me from the beach, dropped my backpack and duffle bag onto my stomach, and raced the two-thousand miles home.

      About two minutes in – so about halfway there – I remembered that I didn’t have a home to go back to. Hayate and Kita and their cynocephali horde had destroyed half of it and had made the other half completely unlivable with filth and rubbish.

      Maybe Johnny would let me crash on his couch until I could figure something out.

      I didn’t put too much forethought into it, because if there was something I’d learned from being on the run for the last ten months, it was that you focused on the present. What could I do now to ensure my survival later? Eventually I could start thinking about my future more than one day ahead, but not until tomorrow.

      And depending on how things went tonight, maybe not even then.

      Fairy farts, I was broodier than Madame Cluck.

      “Here we are,” Clyde hummed happily.

      I bent over into the dead irises and retched, not that I had much in my stomach. I hadn’t had any of Miss Chumki’s seafood medley, and the donuts and Bacardi I’d had at breakfast were long since digested.

      “Ugh, it’s bad enough to go across town, but across a country?” I shuddered. “Never. Again.”

      “Always complaining,” the demon said flatly. “Worst. Master. Ever. Of all time.”

      Pushing myself upright, I staggered away from the iris bed. My duffle bag and backpack thudded against the frozen ground as I straightened in shock.

      WOAH, Valerie said.

      My farmhouse was fixed.

      And it had a house-warming committee.

      “Welcome home,” Hayate the oni demon boomed.
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      Clyde’s spines flared out like an exploding pincushion. “WHAT ARE YOU DOING AT THE HOVEL?”

      “You can’t call it a hovel anymore. Just look at that siding job!” The oni demon gave the vinyl an affectionate pat.

      Hayate was no longer dressed in a traditional tiger pelt but khaki cargo pants, carpenter boots, and a hoodie against the winter chill. His bottom lip had grown back in nicely after Clyde’s plague flies had chewed it off, and his normally wild black mane of hair was brushed back into a mullet. He tapped a clipboard against his thigh awkwardly.

      “YOU MURDERED MY PECKLINGS!” Black flames sprouted from the demon’s ember-like eyes.

      In a misguided attempt to avenge his brother’s murder (at the hands of the Cardinelli Family), Hayate and his cronies had thought to catch me at my house and had helped themselves to Clyde’s chickens while they’d waited.

      What a big mistake that’d turned out to be.

      The demon had become so enraged that he’d destroyed half the house exacting his revenge.

      “Technically, the cynocephali did that.” Hayate gulped and set a pair of keys on the newly constructed back porch railing. “But, uh, I see your point.” He banged his hand against the new screen porch. “Kita, we’re leaving!”

      “That GoneGodDamn spider-woman is here?” I exclaimed, yanking Bellamy’s dagger from my machete sheath.

      A beautiful Japanese woman in fitted black slacks with a yellow-and-white chrysanthemum print blouse breezed out of my farmhouse. She wasn’t exactly a woman, but an Other who looked like one. She was a jorogumo, a beautiful geisha one moment and a garden spider the size of a shed the next.

      She slipped her hand into the crook of the oni demon’s elbow and gave me a perky wave as she bustled down the driveway in six-inch stiletto heels. “There’s a vanilla-scented candle burning on the coffee table so don’t burn your new house down and I hope you like yellow because it totally works with the white tile backsplash in both the kitchen and bathroom so lovely to see you again byeee!” She blew me a kiss from the passenger side of a construction truck, and Hayate slammed his foot on the gas, spraying gravel into the grass.

      My face frozen in a mute what-in-the-EmptyHell-just-happened expression, I turned back to the rest of the welcoming committee.

      They certainly had a lot of explaining to do.

      In addition to Zalli, Titivillus, and Johnny, there was diner owner Jolene in her fuchsia peacoat and heels, her short-order cook Jason the Gegenees giant with his six arms, Judy the dispatch officer (was everyone in this town named with a J?), and Noah Taylor the cattle rancher. (Nope, guess not.) No doubt Deputy Mason Hester would’ve been there if he wasn’t still in a hospital bed.

      “W-what are you all doing here?” I finally demanded.

      “We fixed your house, hon,” Jolene said with a smile. “It’s the least we could do after all you’ve done for the town.”

      “But … how did you know where I lived?”

      She pointed to the sign posted in my front yard with a fuchsia fingernail. On it was a face I’d never forget – especially since I’d just seen it – made more even gruesome from the wide smile and double thumbs up. Above the face read ONI CONSTRUCTION.

      “Hayate came into town for supplies … and you know word travels fast in Cornish Roost,” Jolene said.

      My hands tightened into fists, and the fire flared in my blood. “I can’t believe you let that bastard—”

      “He did the work for free,” Jolene interrupted before I could go into full-on outrage mode. “And even set up a payment plan with the hospital for Mason’s medical bills.”

      “That doesn’t change anything,” I ground out.

      “Of course, it doesn’t, hon. But free’s free, right?”

      She had a point there.

      “And what in the EmptyHell is this?” I pointed to the other sign in my yard, the one with a beautiful Japanese woman’s face on it with her hair blowing sideways in an artful sweep. KITA INTERIOR DESIGN.

      “Apparently, a lot of your fixtures needed replacing. Especially in the kitchen.”

      Yeah, blowing out a wall when you’re a spider demoness would have that effect.

      “Noah did the landscaping, Jason and I stocked your fridge, and Judy got you a new security system installed. You should be all set, hon.”

      Like, that is so aww! Brittany gushed.

      “T-thanks,” I told them. I really didn’t know what else to say. Guess the shock hadn’t worn off yet.

      “Well, I know the last thing I like to do when I’ve gotten home from a big trip is entertain guests.” Jolene gave her hands a little double clap. “Let’s pack it up, people!”

      They filed down the porch, each taking a second or two to say hello before going to their cars.

      “I got you a roomy coop all set up for your chickens so you don’t have to keep ‘em in your garage no more,” Noah said. “Fertilized everything too with manure from the farm, but don’t worry.” He flashed me his gap-toothed grin. “Cold’ll take care of the stink.”

      “Made a batch of your favorite waffles and put ‘em in the freezer, Miss Frances,” Jason said. “All you gotta do is take one out and thaw it in the oven. You know, if you can’t wait to have ‘em on Thursdays at the diner.”

      Judy handed me a pink Post-It note with all the security codes and passwords. “I left the manual on your kitchen counter. Gimme a call if you need help.”

      Jolene was last, pulling me in for a big hug. “Glad you’re home safe and sound, hon.” She glanced over my shoulder at the crowd of Others I’d brought back with me from Portland. “Looks like you still got some work to do, huh? You be safe, you hear me? Mason doesn’t need any company in the hospital bed next to him. See you, Sheriff.”

      She gave me one last pat on the shoulder before her fuchsia heels click-clacked her across the gravel drive to her car.

      Even after the cars had gone, I still stood outside my house, dumbfounded.

      I’d given these people no reason to help me. If anything, I’d just caused them a lot of trouble. Or attracted it here because Rule Six just had to be an asshole all the time.

      “Well, I’m starving,” Clyde announced, brushing past me. He’d obviously recovered from his rage-fueled shock. “You think they brought over any raw meat?”

      “If they did, you’re not eating it all!” Titivillus flew after him.

      “I’ll eat what I want.” Clyde smacked Titivillus out of the air, tail-spinning him into one of the hydrangeas that bordered my new porch. “It’s only fair compensation due to your consumption of the trout I’d reserved as a cross-continental snack. I had to tap into my fat reserves halfway across Nebraska because of you.”

      “What fat reserves?”

      “Exactly!”

      Titivillus wormed his way out of the flower bed. “At least save me a drumstick! Or a fish head! Half a filet mignon?”

      “Nobody touches that last Chinook salmon,” Johnny ordered. “That’s for Frances!”

      The screen door banged as the demons rushed inside to check out the refrigerator.

      “Zalli? Are you coming inside, too?” I asked, straining to be polite. I just wanted to have some peace and quiet for two minutes, but she had been immeasurably helpful in taking down that fifth herald.

      She shook her head. “Another time, Francesss. My sisssters are waiting for me.”

      “There are more of you?” I blurted.

      Zalli flashed me a toothy grin. “I am one of thirteen. And during the molting season, we hibernate together for warmth. Plusss, I wouldn’t want Mal – I mean, Clyde – to see me without my feathersss.”

      And with a flick of her yellow-plumed tail, she sailed over the flattened winter wheat and into the woods.

      The beauty of her departure was quickly nullified by the sounds of a battle in the kitchen.

      I rubbed my face with my hands. “Am I running a demonic boarding house now?”

      “At least it’s the most protected house in the entire county,” Johnny said. “No one would dare set foot on your property without an invitation.”

      “Guess I should post a few ‘Beware of Demon’ signs?” Speaking of signs, I tore the ones Hayate and Kita had posted in my yard and threw them into the garbage. I might forgive them eventually, but now was not the time.

      “Nah, let it be a surprise. It’ll be more effective that way.” Johnny opened the back door and gestured me inside.

      I stopped where I was, staring at the open door.

      “Frances, you’re letting the warm air out—”

      I quickly shut it, leaving the two of us on the porch. If he came inside, he’d only ingrain himself further into this mess. We’d already broken so many Rules, but I’d be GoneGodDamned if pesky Rule Six got its clutches into him.

      Rule 1: never let them know where you are. Um … he was standing on my back porch.

      Rule 2: don’t let anyone get too close. I don’t think this one needed much elaboration …

      Rule 3: don’t cause a scene. Yeah, battling Rabia’s heralds all over the western half of the United States totally qualifies.

      Rule 4: Run. Always run. And I’d stupidly let Johnny run along with me because, what? I didn’t want to be alone? That was in direct conflict with Rule 2, dum-dum.

      Rule 5: Always have a Plan B. Well, we didn’t break this one, but I was about to employ it.

      His eyebrow lifted into his sun-kissed hair. “What is—”

      I shoved my hands into my pockets and looked at my boots. “Thanks for everything you’ve done, Johnny, but it’s time for you to go h—”

      “Oh no you don’t,” Johnny said. “Don’t you shut me out again.”

      “I’m not! Tonight’s gonna be a shit show, and I don’t want you getting hurt—”

      “I can take care of myself. And you in case you’ve conveniently forgotten.”

      I scowled at him. “I haven’t.”

      “You need me, Frances.”

      That was debatable. Need? No. Want? Yes. But Rule Two …

      “This is how it’s going to happen, Frances—”

      I couldn’t wait to hear this. I crossed my arms over my chest, fire kindling in my blue eyes. I just loved it when someone told me what to do.

      “You’re going to go inside”—Johnny pointed to the door—“and you’re going to take a shower or bath or do whatever you need to relax, and an hour from now, I’m coming back over here to cook dinner, and then at ten-thirty, we – as in the two of us, you and me—”

      “I know what ‘we’ means!”

      “—are getting on that chopper to go bring that artifact to Landon so he can help Wyatt. I’m coming with you, Frances.” He reopened the door, took my arm, and pushed me inside. “Clyde, c’mere a sec. I need you to take me to the Palmers’ so I can pick up my car.”

      “Only because you helped Zalli, peon,” the demon grumbled, bustling past me. Over his shoulder, he said, “Do not eat all the meat, you pathetic excuse for a lava slug.”

      Titivillus just cackled evilly.

      “I’ll see you in a bit, Miss Church,” Johnny told me firmly.

      It wasn’t up for debate.

      My battler scooped the sheriff up, and between one blink and the next, they were gone.

      WOWZAH! I LIKE A MAN WHO CAN TAKE CONTROL, Valerie piped up.

      Like, Frances, I think he like-likes you! Brittany squealed.

      That’s the problem, I groaned. I don’t want him to risk anything else for me!

      That’s for him to decide, dear, Charlotte said. You can’t live another person’s life for them.

      Besides, like, you could always roofie him during dinner, Brittany offered.

      What?

      SABOTAGE HIS MOTOR FUNCTIONS SO HE’S INCAPABLE OF PURSUING YOU.

      I know what roofies do, I said. And I am not drugging him!

      Then it would appear you’re letting the man help you, Charlotte said.

      I guess so. I scuffed my boot against the porch. I wonder what he’s going to make for dinner?
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      Kita had refurbished my home in what I’d call farmhouse chic. Like something out of the summer issue of Southern Living. As much as I never wanted to see that spider-woman again, I had to admit, she knew my style.

      I was making a cup of elderberry tea in the kitchen, my hair was still wrapped in a towel, when tires crunched to a halt in the driveway.

      Clyde flashed to the window, two talons parting the lacy curtains. Titivillus flew from the couch where he’d been watching reality TV, perching on Clyde’s head and peeking through the gap.

      “He’s wearing crocodile skin boots,” the little demon exclaimed.

      “It would appear the peon-who-is-no-longer-a-peon has put more effort into his physical presentation,” Clyde informed. He gave my scuffed boots, jeans, and waffle-textured thermal shirt a judgmental up-down. “Might I suggest something more formal? He’s brought a picnic basket, and you know that only means one thing.”

      “What’s that?” I asked, blowing on my tea to cool it.

      “This is a date.”

      The color drained from my face.

      Ladies! I shouted at Sunny. I have three other girls in my head. How in the EmptyHell did we miss this?

      Allie never would’ve missed it. And she would’ve tried to simultaneously calm me down and bolster me up with one of her ridiculous pet names for me. Probably Frankilicious.

      WHEN A VIKING WANTS TO TAKE A GIRL OUT ON A DATE, HE SHOWS HER A THRILLING TIME LIKE DEFENDING THE VILLAGE FROM RAIDERS, NOT SLAUGHTERING A GOAT FOR SUPPER, Valerie said, crossing her arms over her chest defensively. THAT’S A TASK FOR CHILDREN.

      Brittany? Charlotte? And what are your excuses?

      I … I’ve, like, never gone on a date, Brittany answered lamely. Mom wouldn’t let me until I turned sixteen!

      And when you’re as old as I am, you don’t bother yourself with ‘dates’. There’s really no point. You just want companionship, not the drama.

      I yanked my hands through my hair. “This isn’t happening. This isn’t happening!”

      “You did win him at the Bachelor Auction not too long ago,” Clyde reminded me. “Ten days, five hours, and twenty-three minutes ago, to be precise.”

      Titivillus glued his one eye to the window. “Are those flowers?”

      “Stall!” I shrieked, sprinting back into the bedroom. As I ripped through my closest – also stocked by Kita – I couldn’t help but give myself a mental kick. We were hours away from releasing a phoenix and thwarting a rage god and here I was freaking out about dinner with a guy I’d been hanging around with all week.

      “He’s at the porch, maggot!”

      “Now he’s at the door, DD!”

      I stabbed myself in the eye with the mascara wand when Johnny knocked on the door. “Ow! Son-of-a—”

      “Maggot?” Clyde’s lizard-like head swiveled around the doorframe into the bedroom. “Are you decent?”

      “Yeah, yeah, what do you think?” I spread my arms out for his inspection.

      Clyde tapped a talon against his chin. “Well … you’ve certainly tried. No one could say otherwise. And since he’s already here, there’s no time to fix … everything.”

      “Since when are you an expert on fashion?” I barked. I thought this burgundy cowl-necked sweater and jeans combo looked pretty good. I had a smidge of mascara on, I’d managed not to get any lipstick on my teeth, and my hair was on point despite being towel-dried.

      “Maggot, I must protest. The lipstick gives the impression that you’re trying too hard.”

      Fairy farts.

      I smeared the color away, leaving my lips stained like I’d just been chugging Cool-Aid.

      “And that necklace spoils the look. But those earrings are acceptable.”

      I’d finally put on my family’s heirlooms. “I’m not taking it off. We’re done here. Scoot!”

      “Well, if he runs away screaming, I’d like it on record that I tried to advise otherwise.” Nose in the air, Clyde lumbered down the hallway and returned to the couch and his Bachelor reruns. Titivillus, however, remained perched on the windowsill and eyed Johnny through the curtains like a cat.

      Giving my curls one last toss, I wrenched open the front door. Yes, the man had parked out front like a gentleman instead of presumptuously swinging around to the lot in the back and coming in through the kitchen. I swear it was like he was raised in the 1800s or something.

      “H-hey,” I said, looping a few curls behind my ear.

      The demons weren’t kidding.

      Johnny was in a pressed, button-down shirt – none of those flannels he liked to wear – dark slacks, and crocodile boots. He still wore that favorite fleece-lined coat, though. His hair was combed, but it still curled into his eyes, and I caught a whiff of piney cologne. Not that he needed it when he smelled like apples and woodsmoke all the time.

      Just … wowzah.

      I jerked my chin at the picnic basket in his hands. “We dining al fresco? In the winter?”

      A flush crept up his cheeks. “N-no. I just didn’t have a better transport system. You look …” He paused in what I hoped was a desperate attempt to quickly choose between the words ‘alluring’ and ‘hot damn.’ “Nice. You look really nice, Frances.”

      I pressed my lips together, hoping to hide the residual lipstick I’d hastily smeared off.

      “Good gravy, not that you don’t always look nice,” he said quickly. “I mean, it’s nice to see you. Again. So soon.”

      “And you’re letting out all the heat,” Clyde bellowed from the living room. “Either leave or come in, but shut the door!”

      “I’m sorry, whose house is this?” I shouted back at him. Forcing a smile onto my face, I turned back to the sheriff. “Come on in.”

      Johnny followed me into the kitchen, letting out a low whistle.

      “What?” I asked quickly.

      “I like your place. I mean, I really like it.” He hung his coat up by the back door and started to roll up his sleeves.

      I blurted out the first thing that came to mind. “A-and I like your shirt.”

      SERIOUSLY? Valerie demanded.

      I like your shirt? Really? Brittany threw up her imaginary hands. Frances, we have got to work on your flirting skills.

      Honeydew!

      Chuckling, Johnny put the picnic basket on my new countertop – granite! – and pulled out a dark green bottle. “Thanks, Frances.” The bottle hissed with compressed effervescence as he unscrewed the lid.

      “D-do you think that’s a good idea?” I asked. “I mean, to drink before such a big night?”

      “Of course, it’s a bad idea,” he replied, handing me a flute of bubbling cider. “That’s why I brought over the non-alcoholic version.”

      “Smart.” I took a sip – wow, that was incredible – and set the flute on the table. I scrubbed my hands nervously on my jeans. “So, uh, what can I do to help? You cut your hand pretty bad on that oyster—”

      “Not at bad as you think. You can put on some music, if you’d like, and just relax. I’ve got this. Besides, a chef who cuts himself and can’t carry on in the kitchen isn’t really a chef, is he?”

      I’d much rather help prepare dinner so I didn’t have to sit at the kitchen table with nowhere to look but at his sculpted ass which looked ridiculously more sculpted in those tailored slacks. After a minute or two of ogling – okay, it was three minutes, so sue me – I busied myself by setting the table.

      Kita had decorated it with a lemon-yellow-and-white gingham tablecloth complete with crystal candlestick holders and a blond wood fruit bowl. I dumped the artful display of oranges and apples into the sink, and Johnny let me fill it up with some warm garlic bread he’d taken out of the oven. I lit the candles and sat back down with my cider, wishing it was the alcoholic version so I could get out of my own head.

      Good thing I had roommates because they were great for that sort of thing.

      Clyde coughed from the living room, and when I looked, I saw the two demons peering around the doorframe into the kitchen like two children stealing a look to see if Santa was leaving presents under the Christmas tree.

      What? I mouthed at them.

      “We’re hungry,” Titivillus whispered.

      “What was that?” Johnny asked, glancing over his shoulder.

      “It’s smelling really good,” I said loudly.

      He smiled. “Good. I’m making Italian for you. I hope you like tomato cream sauce.”

      “Tomato cream sauce?” Clyde hissed. “Do you have any idea what that’ll do to your triglycerides?”

      I shushed him to be quiet. “It has salmon in it. You know, full of omega-3s?”

      “It’s a start. I’d still recommend some vigorous physical exertion. Perhaps after dinner?” He pointed down the hall to my bedroom.

      I mimed dragging a finger over my throat, and the demon shut up.

      “We’re almost ready,” Johnny said. “Do you want some more cider?”

      “Actually, do you have any salmon left over—”

      “Leftovers?” Clyde said indignantly.

      I shooshed him and meandered to the stove where Johnny was working.

      “Of course. It’s not like I’m cooking that entire fish for just us two.” He whisked some cream into the tomato sauce and leaned toward me. “The boys hungry?” he whispered.

      “Yeah,” I whispered back, “but they think this is some sort of date so they don’t want to come in here and interrupt.”

      “A date, huh? Is that why you got dressed up?” He gave my shoulder a teasing nudge.

      I instantly flushed. “Who says I got dressed up? And you got dressed up first,” I whispered hotly.

      “No, I didn’t. This is what I usually wear when I’m not in my sheriff uniform or trudging around outside.”

      “So you expect me to believe you’re dressed like a restaurateur all the time?”

      “Frances, I am a restaurateur.”

      “Well … you … can I have some fish for them or not?” I hissed.

      Johnny just grinned at my discomfort. “Help yourself.”

      I elbowed him in the ribs and snatched two portions from the cutting board. When I turned around to give them to the demons, Titvillus quickly shook his head.

      Summon us, Clyde mouthed.

      Are you kidding me? I demanded.

      Titivillus shrugged. He wasn’t a familiar demon, so he’d take his food either way.

      It’s not the same if you don’t summon us, Clyde insisted.

      FINE! I dropped the filets onto a plate and went to the refrigerator.

      “Something wrong with the fish?” Johnny asked.

      “Oh, there’s something wrong,” I said, glaring at the demons, “but it’s got nothing to do with the fish.” I snatched an egg out of the carton, grabbed a tomato Johnny wasn’t using, and went back to the table. Cracking it on the rim of the plate, I held it aloft so the yolk would splatter on both filets. Titivillus licked his lips eagerly. “With the life of the unborn, I summon thee!”

      “Oh, not this again,” Johnny groaned.

      “With the blood of mine enemies”—I squished the tomato and flicked the pulp from my hand onto the plate—“I summon thee! Clyde the Battler, Titivillus the Malicious Scribe, present yourselves for dinner!”

      With a lot of pushing and shoving, the two demons sprang into the kitchen.

      “Ow, you’re stepping on my tail,” Titivillus whined.

      “You’re ruining the summoning,” Clyde snapped. “O Master, what is thy bidding?”

      “Remove this filth from my kitchen table, devour it but not the plate, and do not make a mess in the living room. I am not cleaning up tomato stains!”

      “At once, Master!” Clyde snatched the plate and flashed away to the couch, Titivillus scrambling after him.

      “And say ‘thank you’ to Johnny!”

      “Thank you!” the demons roared.
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      “So much for not interrupting,” Johnny chuckled.

      Rolling my eyes, I set a new place setting and brought over the cider bottle as Johnny placed the skillet with our dinner in the center of the table. Calamari and mussels in tomato cream sauce over linguine with seared salmon.

      Wow, the man could cook.

      I don’t think I looked up once during dinner. If Johnny had wanted to talk, he just monologued internally to himself. The food was so good. Delicately cooked seafood, flaky salmon, a killer sauce that clung to those noodles that were so much fun to slurp, and of course crusty garlic bread to sop everything up.

      Move over fried calamari and limoncello cheesecake. I had a new favorite!

      When my plate was cleaned, I wiped my mouth with my napkin and leaned back in my chair with a happy sigh.

      “Good?” Johnny asked.

      “You can come over and cook like that any time,” I said, already half in a food coma. “Ugh, I’m so full.”

      “Would you like me to roll you to the couch, or do you think you can make it there yourself?”

      I threw my napkin at him. “Don’t be ridiculous. Clearly, I need help.”

      “Couch is occupied,” Titivillus shouted.

      “The bed is free,” Clyde offered.

      “Oh my GoneGods – is it hot in here?” I asked, jumping to my feet. “How much crushed red pepper did you put in that pasta?”

      “Just the normal amount—”

      I booked it outside, desperate to cool down. The wintery air buffeting off the wild winter wheat did a pretty decent job.

      The door banged closed behind me a second time, and Johnny in his fleece-lined coat joined me a minute later. He handed me my backpack, knowing I didn’t like to be without it, and ran a hand through his sun-kissed hair. “That wasn’t very subtle, was it?”

      “An eight-foot be-horned demon with embers for eyes and you expected him to be subtle?” I snorted.

      Johnny chuckled, looking out to the sky. Sundown had come and gone, and a red aurora lit up the dark heavens. We still had an hour or so before we’d hear those rotor blades though. He sat on the steps, tapping the heel of one crocodile-skin boot against the unstained planks. Glancing up at me, he patted the space next to him.

      Ooo! Here we go, Brittany squealed.

      Shut. Up.

      I nervously sat next to him. Well, not next-next to him, but on the same step. He eyed the gap between us, cocking an are-you-kidding-me eyebrow.

      “I’m sorry Clyde embarrassed you,” he said.

      “Oh, he’ll pay for that later,” I assured. Already my mind was buzzing with ideas.

      “But he’s not wrong, Frances. I’d … I’d love to cook dinner for you every night.”

      I bit my lower lip. What was wrong with me? Why couldn’t I commit? Even a lukewarm commitment like ‘we can try it’? Because Rule 4: Always run. Running was easier, duh-doy. But didn’t I always stop and fight when it was really necessary? Wasn’t he necessary?

      Glancing at my hands, which were twisting my sweater into knots, I forced myself to relax. “I know, but …”

      “But you want to take things slow. Make a snail look like a cheetah. I get it.”

      “Is that … okay?”

      “For you? Absolutely.”

      My heart fluttered at the warmth in his voice. I inched closer to him, close enough to touch. “Is this okay?”

      His arm wrapped around me in response.

      The nervous tension drained out of me in a rush as I leaned into him. He was so warm, so inviting, and I really needed this. I’d been running for so long, fighting, never truly relaxing because that’s when you got shanked in the kidneys. I was overdue for some basic comfort. Especially when that comfort smelled of apples and woodsmoke.

      My head sank against his shoulder as my hand found his, fingers intertwining. His thumb gently stroked back-and-forth over my hand, leaving little trails of warmth that the winter air quickly wicked away.

      I don’t know how long we sat on my back porch, gazing into the night sky, waiting with bated breath for what lay ahead in just a few hours, but when Johnny whispered my name, I felt like I had woken from a deep and restful sleep.

      “Hmm?” I hummed dreamily.

      “Frances.” His warm fingers traced along my jaw, his thumb tilting my chin up. “Can I kiss you?”

      I was wide awake in a heartbeat, my pulse spiking with nervous anticipation.

      Then, I gave an almost imperceptible nod.

      Ducking his head, Johnny Galastone pressed his lips against mine, the kiss as warm and tender as he was.

      I threw my arms around his neck.

      WOWZAH! Valerie boomed.

      Honey … Dew.

      I barely got the thought out. My mind could hardly form a coherent thought with my heart hammering away like a presidential drumroll.

      I just knew between one heartbeat and the next, I had somehow straddled Johnny’s lap, I had attacked the buttons on his shirt, and I had my cold hands pressed against his hot skin as his fingers knotted into my curls.

      After gorging myself on seafood pasta, I didn’t know how I could be so ravenous again.

      There was a rattle at the window – Clyde yanking back the curtains to investigate the frantic thumpity-thump of my heart – but the demon wisely remained indoors.

      Finally safe, at least for a few hours, I took a sledgehammer to every wall I’d ever built, burned each and every one of my Rules including that pesky sixth one, and surrendered myself into Johnny’s embrace.

      “Frances,” Johnny gasped. “There’s no rush. I thought we wanted to go slow, like snails—”

      “Shut up about the snails.” I crushed my mouth against his, and his arms tightened around me so quickly I almost squeaked. I’d forgotten how strong he was.

      Um, Frances? Brittany interrupted.

      Go. Away. I kissed Johnny almost angrily, determined to force the voice from my mind. Couldn’t I get a little peace around here? Johnny was offering it, generously, and I would be GoneGodDamned if I was going to lose this opportunity for …

      Love.

      That’s what it was, even if we hadn’t said the words yet.

      If I hadn’t said the words yet.

      We’d been attracted to each other since we’d first met – yay, pheromones – but over the last month, we’d grown truly comfortable with each other. We’d learned to trust, unreservedly, despite my shadowy past. We’d fought together. Saved each other. And not just because it was the right thing to do. It was because, deep down, I knew I needed this man in my life. And given his unending patience, gentle encouragement, and the fact I couldn’t seem to get rid of him despite my terrible table manners and demon companions, I knew he needed me just the same.

      Ignoring the voice, I focused on the one thing I wanted. Getting as close to Johnny as possible.

      Heedless of the buttons, I yanked open the rest of his shirt. Johnny moaned against my mouth as my hands slid across his chest. He was so warm that he shivered – with pleasure, I hoped – under my cooler touch.

      Frances? It was Charlotte this time, a little tremor in her usually unflappable voice.

      I swear to the GoneGods, if I get interrupted one more time—

      Look at your hands.

      It was a command. Charlotte had always been too aloof to be confrontational, too elitist to be bothered with the mundane. She’d never been so severe before.

      So I looked at my hands. They looked pretty normal to me, maybe a touch more chapped and redder in contrast to Johnny’s tanned skin.

      But then I saw what Charlotte was talking about. It wasn’t my hands she was concerned about; it was where they were. In my hunger to – let’s face it – grope Johnny Galastone’s swoon-worthy musculature, my right hand had wedged under his bandage. But my fingers didn’t feel the healing flesh of a one-week-old bullet wound. They felt smooth skin unmarred by even a scar.

      “Frances?” Johnny looked up from kissing my neck.

      I tore the bandage off his chest.

      “Ow! Why would you—”

      I yanked the bandage off his hand next. The fine white line of a scar glittered under the aurora’s light back up at me.

      ‘I’m a fast healer’, my ass. Only an Other could heal that quickly.

      The split lip the orc had given him.

      The shiner from the dwarf when he’d mistaken her gender.

      How he moved unburdened by sore muscles after his multiple fights with Bellamy.

      What was it that Landon had said? We saw a red flare, like the lance of a spotlight, erupt into the sky. After that, well … The Others went nuts. Absolutely enraged. Even your pal, the sheriff …

      Golden fire wreathed my hands, and a sepia-tinted lens snapped over my vision.

      I don’t know if it’d been Sunny’s reaction or mine, but it’d been instinctual.

      Visceral.

      And if I’d thought my reaction was a bit exaggerated, then Johnny’s was explosive.

      I spilled onto the grass as he lurched to his feet. Steam wafted from his skin, hot as a furnace, his chest heaving, and his eyes wide with panic. A rash rippled down his skin as I watched, covering him in red lace. When I looked back into his face, his eyes were yellow.

      Jaundiced.

      I’d seen a pair of jaundiced eyes in a red-rashed face before.

      Neil Talbert’s … after his face had been stolen by another.

      Thunder pounded in my blood as the Viking took over.

      SKINWALKER! she roared.
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      “N-No,” I whispered.

      Steam roiling off his lacy red skin, Johnny followed me down the porch steps in two rigid strides. His body twisted under the red light of the aurora, jerking like a puppet on hidden strings and casting strange shadows on the lawn.

      His eyes flickered green and yellow, panicked one second, enraged the next.

      Tuvi’s words surfaced from the back of my mind like the memory of a nightmare: “Every human is born with two wolves inside them. They are at constant war with each other, good and bad, moderation and indulgence, and the one you feed is the one that wins. For good or worse. Johnny has been fighting a long time, Frances, and his encounter with that skinwalker has given the opposition – his old self – more fuel.”

      “Frances,” he gasped.

      I lunged forward, snatching my backpack and holding it tight to my chest. My heart might have just gotten crushed, but I wasn’t about to let him interfere with the fate of the world.

      “It’s not … what you … think – ack!”

      Overhead, the aurora compressed into a flare, and Johnny’s erratic movements ceased.

      Smoothed out like a hot iron to a wrinkly sheet.

      Rolling his shoulders as if trying this skin on for size, Rabia lifted his gaze. Red eyes glared out of the face of the man I loved.

      Thu-THUMP.

      Clyde shot out of the new kitchen window like a bullet, spraying the porch with glass. He flashed in front of me, spines erect and talons flared, black flames dancing from his eye sockets. His lips peeled back, barring each one of his needle-like teeth. On his belly and chest, the seams between his scales glowed molten.

      “Code Red, maggot,” Clyde warned me. “Code. Red!”

      Like I didn’t know already. But I appreciated his communication.

      Ignoring the battler demon, Rabia calmly buttoned his shirt, at least, did up as many buttons that were left after I’d torn the shirt open. Then he lifted his red gaze again, cracking his neck from side to side.

      “Frances. Church.” That clashing cymbals timber of his voice blended eerily with Johnny’s baritone. “Here I was, just riding the aurora and looking for my last host, and whaddya know? I spy you – well, not you because of that infernal cloak you’re wearing – but this guy having his little reveal moment. Would’ve meant nothing to me had it not been for the drow’s picture.”

      GoneGodDamn that Bellamy.

      Rabia flexed his new biceps. “Who knew the biggest thorn in my side would actually lead me straight to the Other most suited to be my host? That’s the very definition of ironic, wouldn’t you say?”

      I pushed the terror aside and shoved myself to my feet. I wanted to protest, to rage against what he’d said, but it was the truth. Johnny was an Other.

      “A skinwalker, and an old one, too.” Rabia seized the porch railing with both hands, gave it a squeeze, and shattered the railing into splinters. He brushed the sawdust from his palms appreciatively. “I burned through my other hosts so quickly, but this one, this one might actually have the endurance I’ve been waiting for.”

      “‘Burned through’?” I gulped.

      “Unlike my daughter, who on principle will not incinerate her host, I am not burdened by scruples. I use them, just like I will this husk, and then throw it away.”

      So that’s why the Heralds had seemed so crazed after Rabia’s influence had worn off. He’d fried their brains, leaving nothing behind but his rage.

      My feelings for Johnny were just as mixed as a Mai Tai after a good thrashing in a cocktail shaker, but the idea of someone just discarding him like a used rag was unbearable.

      “But that’s just it, Rabia,” I spat. “You’ll never have a body of your own. Not without her. And since you can’t exist here without one, you’ll weaken. It’s only a matter of time.”

      Rabia did not seem as concerned as I thought he should. Instead, he just flashed me a wolfish smile. It twisted Johnny’s normally kind face into something I barely recognized.

      “But I don’t need time. At least, not as much as you think. This is a skinwalker, Frances. It has flesh memories.” He tapped Johnny’s sun-kissed head. “I know all about this boy Wyatt in an Ipy sarcophagus. And an artifact you’ll be giving to the World Army. Somehow the boy will release her from her prison … You’ve been a bit shady on the details, haven’t you? And why does he refer to the urn as an artifact? Oh, I see. You didn’t even trust him enough to tell him the truth, did you?”

      I yanked the silver dagger out of my machete sheath. “You’ll never get close to Wyatt.”

      Rabia-Johnny’s upper lip curled into a snarl. “You love this body. You couldn’t cut me. But I could.”

      He seized a splinter from the railing and dragged it across his cheek, slicing deeply into Johnny’s flesh. Blood sprang from the cut, dribbling into the corner of his mouth and staining his teeth red. Rabia smiled at me.

      I lurched forward. “STOP—”

      MORTAL PERIL OVERRIDE, Valerie boomed.

      My limbs locked, frozen in place with a fiery forcefield. It was as if the blood in my veins had turned into cement.

      “Like, get us out of here,” Brittany shrieked with my voice.

      Clyde scooped me up as Rabia lunged off the porch. The battler yelped as a quill was yanked loose, but a barbed tail wrecking ball style to Rabia’s gut threw him off.

      Once the scenery started to blur by in an unending smear of dark gray, Sunny released her hold on me.

      Sorry, sorry, sorry, Brittany said as I gasped for breath. But, like, he was gonna kill you or something!

      I would’ve risked a look over the demon’s shoulder if it wouldn’t have snapped my neck. Not that I would’ve seen anything anyway, but the instinct to see him one last time … But Johnny—

      Johnny is a skinwalker, dear, Charlotte said firmly.

      How in the EmptyHell did you not notice this before?

      ARE YOU SAYING THIS IS MY FAULT? Valerie demanded.

      Like, we were never ‘on’ when you were around him, Brittany said. When you honeydew us away, we, like, go into standby mode or something.

      I BLAME THE HELLION! HE IS MISTER POSSESSION KNOW-IT-ALL. WHY DID HE NOT SENSE THIS BETRAYAL?

      That was a valid point. Clyde was bound to protect me. He certainly never would’ve let me get close to – let alone handsy with – an enemy if he’d known about it.

      I’d have to ask him about that when the world stopped spinning.

      As if sensing my need to talk, Clyde finally slowed. I didn’t recognize the area. I didn’t vomit either, the general oh-shit-oh-shit-oh-shit vibe that permeated every fiber of my being locking the contents in my stomach.

      Instead of setting me down, Clyde prowled from tree to tree like a skulking creature out of a ‘50s horror flick, his lizard-like head on the swivel.

      “Finally,” he breathed. “He gave up.”

      “He’s been chasing us the whole time?” Brittany exclaimed through my voice.

      I shook my head. Back off. No more mortal peril overdrive. Lemme think! “So he’s been chasing us the whole time?” I shrieked.

      “Skinwalkers are very fast. This is not new to you,” Clyde said, a smidge condescendingly in my opinion. “And as he was not burdened with extra weight, he was able to keep pace as far as Martinsville.”

      “‘Extra weight’? I thought one person was almost nothing to you.”

      “Not if that one person has just gorged herself on seafood pasta. Did I not warn you about the effects it would have, maggot?”

      “On my triglyceride levels, not on your speed!” I tried to worm my way out of his arms, but he held me fast. I whumped him in the arm instead. “And why didn’t you tell me Johnny was a skinwalker?”

      YEAH! Valerie boomed.

      “He was not red on the inside,” he replied simply. “I am just as flabbergasted at his trickery as you are.”

      Like, was he wearing a cloaking device or something? Brittany asked.

      Something that would appear to the uneducated eye as a family heirloom? Charlotte said.

      MAYBE A TATTOO? YOU SHOULD HAVE OGLED HIM MORE! AND SINCE YOU NEVER SAW HIM FULLY NAKED, NOW WE’LL NEVER KNOW—

      “It doesn’t matter how he fooled us,” I snapped. “Johnny’s a skinwalker and he’s possessed by Rabia and he knows that we’re going to use Wyatt to release Sunny.”

      “We might have more time than you think, maggot. Do you recall what I said about double possession? What is a skinwalker if not an Other possessing a human’s skin? Another possessor will kill the host and send the possessors back to their realms.”

      “So why isn’t Johnny dead yet?”

      “Rabia is strong. He’s probably the only thing keeping that skin together.”

      “So … we kill the skin and expel Rabia?”

      Clyde nodded. “And after midnight tonight, after Saturn’s rings are fully destroyed, there will be no prison for Rabia to return to. He will be a spirit here on Earth. And since the Heavens and Hells are now closed …”

      HE WILL DISSIPATE LIKE A SNEEZE ON THE WIND. AS IF HE NEVER EXISTED, Valerie boomed.

      My heart plummeted into my toes. “You’re talking about killing Johnny. I … I don’t I think can do that.”

      “That peon’s face is a lie. The man you know as Johnny Galastone has been dead for a long time.”

      “I don’t believe y—”

      “We are talking about killing a skinwalker, maggot! The man no longer exists. Yet … I fear I won’t be able to manage it either. A skinwalker is bad enough, but a god-infused one?” Clyde shook his head.

      It’s up to us, then, Brittany said.

      “The plan hasn’t changed.” I squashed any feelings I had into a tiny little box and threw away the key. “We release you, you kick Rabia’s butt, Johnny gets un-possessed – we’ll deal with that later – and the world sleeps soundly tonight. We’ve just got to hope that Rabia doesn’t know where the World Army’s base is and that we can reach it first.”

      “But Landon said the sarcophagus won’t be ready until 11:30 pm. Accelerating the decanting process could kill the boy,” the demon protested.

      “We’ll have to risk it!” I barked. “Sunny can stabilize him at the same time, right?”

      Uhh …

      “You can figure it out on the way. Clyde, let’s go. But not at warp speed nine or whatever. I won’t be able to see to direct you.”

      “Would you prefer I wait so you may contact the suit to alert him of our imminent arrival?”

      “And run the risk of Rabia using Johnny’s contacts to triangulate my call?” I shook my head. “Besides, Landon likes surprises.”
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      INTRUDER ALERT! INTRUDER ALERT!

      Clyde threw the metal hatch over his shoulder and brushed his gecko-like fingers free of moss and pine needles.

      We were at an alternate entrance – the backup of the backup, it would seem – leaving the one with the helipad and its guards well alone. Clyde had found it after doing a perimeter sweep, and I’d thought it would be the best way to enter the base without any undue fuss.

      Apparently not.

      Our back entrance – cough, dank tunnel, cough – eventually led to a whirling metal fan protected by a grate. Guess this was a ventilator shaft or something.

      Clyde just shrugged his shoulders. “A momentary inconvenience.”

      The demon yanked the metal grate off its bolts, jammed it into the fan, and held the blades steady as I wormed through. He followed after, kicking the grate loose behind him. The fan started back up, groaning and creaking like an unoiled Tinman.

      After a turn or two, we finally got to a hallway that took us to the metal balcony overlooking the command center. The wall screen that had had a real-time satellite feed of Cornish Roost the last time I’d been here was now wholly devoted to Saturn and its disintegrating rings.

      “Zielinski, kill that alarm!” Landon barked. From the way he was leaning over the railing and the glass door sucking shut behind him, I got the distinct impression he’d just bolted out of his office. He whirled around when he heard my boots on the metal grating. “Frances! How in the EmptyHell did you manage to rip the emergency hatch off—” Catching sight of Clyde, he broke off his tirade so he could gasp in outrage. The demon fluttered a handful of six-inch talons at him in greeting. “It was you, wasn’t it?”

      “Emergency hatch? Then what in the EmptyHell is there a ventilator fan doing in there?” I asked.

      “It’s a dual-purpose tunnel!” he snapped, glaring at the demon.

      I’m not sure why Landon had such a deep loathing for my demon – Clyde had insisted he’d never met him before our time together – but I wasn’t about to let him point accusatory fingers at my battler who was only carrying out my commands.

      Boots clomp-clomping on the metal grate balcony, I closed the distance between us and smacked Landon’s finger out of the air. Grabbing ahold of his tie, I gave it a yank, and pulled him down the stairs behind me.

      “Aww, I wish she would do that with my tie,” Zielinski whined from the bullpen.

      “Frances, ack, let go!” Landon wrenched himself free and loosened the knot currently strangling him. “I could’ve choked—”

      “You know you like it.”

      “Frances.” He seized my arm. He released it when Clyde loomed behind him with a growl. “W-what are you doing here? The sarcophagus won’t be ready for another thirty minutes—”

      “We don’t have thirty minutes,” I told him gravely. Quickly, I gave him an update on the last half hour, conveniently glossing over the fact that I’d only discovered Johnny to be a skinwalker because we were about to have a wild outdoor visit to pound town on my porch. There were details, and then there were pertinent details. “So, basically, Rabia knows our plan. We have no time to waste. We’ve got to do this now.”

      “He might know what we’re planning to do, but he doesn’t know where this base is because that sheriff doesn’t know.” He looked at Clyde, giving him a disdainful up-down before asking, “You’re sure you weren’t followed?”

      “I’m insulted that you would insinuate I would put the maggot at risk,” the demon sniffed in his most condescending British accent. “That’s a ‘no’, in case your underdeveloped human brain had trouble comprehending.”

      Landon snatched the gun with its blue taser bullets out of his ankle holster. “You know what—”

      I snatched his tie and gave it another yank.

      “Ack – will you quit it?”

      “As long as you continue to wear a tie, I will continue to use it as I see fit.” I released it, flicking the silk into his face. “Rabia’s bent on claiming the phoenix for himself. Just because Johnny doesn’t know where this base is doesn’t mean Rabia can’t find out. To the world, he’s a respectable and well-liked sheriff.”

      “I’ll double the guard—”

      I shook my head angrily. “Landon, you’re not listening! He’s possessed a skinwalker. Their speed, their ferocity, it’s almost unmatched! We had trouble enough dispatching that one at the Corn Festival! Our only chance is to release the phoenix now—”

      “And risk blowing this base and everyone in it sky high?” he snapped. “I can’t authorize the disruption of the decanting sequence based on a hunch!”

      Scowling, I gritted my teeth. “I’m sorry it had to come to this.”

      Eyes narrowing, he swung his taser at my chest. “Frances, what are you—”

      “Clyde? I believe this man is threatening me. Do something about it. Politely.”

      Landon screeched, firing a taser bullet into the ceiling as Clyde flung him over the balcony railing. Flashing to the bullpen, Clyde caught Landon before he could hit the ground and dangled him by his foot, snarling and snapping his teeth.

      It’s go time, I told Sunny.

      The sepia lens snapped over my vision, and as I trotted down the metal stairs, each step sent out a rippling shockwave through the base. It was just like with the gashadokuro, a kind of sonar or radar ping via psionic blast just waiting to reflect off something out of the ordinary. I kept my attention on the sepia ripples, and Clyde kept his attention on keeping my path clear.

      The demon tossed agents and desk jockeys aside with inordinate amounts of glee, cackling like a deranged toddler. He had to use more force with some and less with others. Beefcake he suspended from the balcony by his belt, and all it took was knocking over Zielinski’s display of Other collectible dolls to keep the muscly tech out of our way.

      “My action figures!” he’d cried.

      Chin got stuffed into one of those big recycling bins, the lid weighed down by a particularly heavyset computer jockey who the demon had hog-tied with computer cables, and Landon got shot in the leg with his own taser gun.

      “How you like them tingles?” I snickered. “Payback’s a bitch, isn’t it?”

      Focus, dear, Charlotte chided.

      “Tiberius!” the demon squealed, racing across the bullpen to the row of plexiglass cells. Stabbing his talons through the breathing holes, Clyde ripped out a section of the glass wall large enough for the minotaur to squeeze through. “Brother, I am thwarting these suit-wearing cockroaches from impeding the maggot’s progress. Care to join me?”

      Tiberius gave his one horn and the stub of the other one a toss. Snorting, he scraped a hoof against the tiled floor. “It would be my honor, Brother of the—”

      “EEH!” Clyde said, cutting him off. “We do not speak of it.”

      Shouting a war cry, the agent nearest to them brandished a staple gun, squeezing the handle with both hands and ejecting pronged projectiles double-time. They bounced off Clyde’s scales with harmless little plings, but half a dozen embedded into Tiberius’s shaggy fur.

      Patronizingly, the two Others waited for the assault to end. The agent’s war cry tapered off around the same time as his ammo did, ending in a pathetic little mew.

      Lunging, Tiberius caught the agent as he tried to flee and hoisted him off his feet by his head. Squealing, the agent clawed at the massive hand, legs sprinting uselessly in the air.

      Clyde plucked the staple gun from the agent’s hands and waved it in front of his face. “Really?”

      “Ugh,” Tiberius snorted. “I hate getting shot with one of those. It’s like a hornet sting.”

      “Veritably worse than the bite of a plague fly. Hold him a little higher, if you would be so kind, Tiberius.” The minotaur lifted him another two feet into the air as the agent shrieked. Clyde leveled his head so the flames that flickered from his eye sockets cast orange light over the agent’s cheeks. “I will strive to express myself in the human vernacular so the gravity of my words will not be lost on your underdeveloped little brain.” He cleared his throat. “I’m not saying you deserve to have your arms snapped off and your entrails ripped out of your body and stuffed down your nasal passages because you seem like a good enough chap just trying to do his job, but come after us with a staple gun again, and, well, that’s what you get.”

      “No maiming,” I reminded them sternly. “You’re a good minotaur, Tiberius, remember? And Clyde, I said politely.”

      Tiberius’s tufted ears flattened against his head in annoyance. “Some days, I think I reformed too soon.” He set the agent down and gave him a little shove, knocking him onto his ass. The agent promptly peed himself, scuttled backward, then scraped himself off the floor so he could run whimpering into the bathroom.

      I left the screams and mayhem behind as I entered the door to the hallway that had the room where I’d been interrogated. According to Sunny’s sonar, this hallway was just one side of a square. With every step, the blueprint of this subterranean facility became clearer.

      The whole base was shaped like a square necklace with a smaller square pendant (that being the command center with its second-story offices and limited containment cells) – though Blanche would’ve described it as the cross-section of a breast in the middle of a mammogram – with the center of the larger square housing the kraken tank. Talk about a roomy enclosure.

      Each hallway was lined with dozens of rooms, and not all of them had external handles. There were pressure-release latches hidden in the walls, guarding rooms that I assumed only those with the highest of clearances were allowed to enter.

      Like the one on the opposite end of the command center. The one that glowed green.

      Bingo.

      Like, jackpot! Brittany squealed.

      YAHTZEE! Valerie boomed.

      I suppose ‘winner winner, chicken dinner’? Charlotte drawled.

      The sepia lens flickered out – Sunny knowing I’d need to save my strength – as I trotted down the hallway. I took the only right, the ceiling lights doing that thing where they turn on as you enter their sector and turn off as you leave with a loud foom. It made sense that the facility ran half of its sectors in low power; that command center took its share of juice, and a lot of power went into the water filtration unit for the kraken.

      I found the door, and by door, I mean the expanse of wall with a hidden latch, that had flared green in Sunny’s vision.

      This is it, I breathed.

      READY OR NOT, Valerie rumbled.

      I pressed my fingertips here and there along the wall without any success. I began to wonder if there was some sort of reader embedded in the granite that would scan a fob or a keycard. Any ideas?

      MINI FLAMBÉ?

      At my unspoken command, blue electricity crackled over my hands. I pressed my palms against the wall, and the crackles zipped away from my fingers like a bed of baby snakes newly released into the wild. They spiderwebbed across the flawless granite surface, outlining the hidden door in electric blue light and overloading the latch mechanism. There was a hiss, a puff of smoke, and the door sagged inward.

      A shove of my shoulder was all it needed, and I crept into a low-lit room that could only be described as a gallery. Glass-topped display cases housing jewelry and jewels and small weapons, each on their own black satin pillow, larger ones encasing armor that had once been enchanted or other such similar relics.

      It had so much in common with Don Dante Cardinelli’s trophy room I felt sick to my stomach. Except the items on display here were all inanimate objects, which made me feel marginally better. At least there were no nine-tailed kitsune pelts tacked over the fireplace or forest fairies carefully preserved on beds of red maples leaves. Certainly no black pearl urns the size of footballs or Antevortan Clocks telling you when you were going to die.

      But these artifacts weren’t the reason why this room had lit up like a road flare in the phoenix’s vision. It was because of the vault on the opposite side of the gallery.

      If I’d been a thief, I could’ve told you the make and model of this behemoth of steel-reinforced concrete, but it was built into the wall with a shiny black door and a big silver wheel and a multi-combination lock.

      BIG FLAMBÉ!

      Valerie blasted the vault with a combination of blue electricity and golden fire, somehow scorching an already black surface, completely melting the door handle, and blowing out the electric lock.

      I yanked on the molten slag of the vault handle, and the massive thing did a pretty good job of resisting me until Sunny put her back into it. It moved sluggishly, the brakes or locking mechanism or whatever resisting me without the proper authorization.

      Try telling a phoenix it didn’t have the proper authorization and see what happens.

      We’d dug so hard into the floor we’d actually cracked the granite.

      Whoops.

      Green light, faint and fluctuating, seeped into the gallery the more we pulled open the door. The phoenix’s strength ebbed the moment the gap was big enough for me to squeeze through, but she stayed present at the front of my consciousness, not willing to miss a single second.

      The inside of the vault was rather roomy, more like a massive panic room than a true vault. Two flat-screen televisions hung from one of the walls, one with a real-time feed of the command center – I saw Clyde flashing around here and there like a black smudge while Landon still twitched on the floor – and the other one monitored the room’s environment – including the radiation levels – as well as the environment within the Ipy sarcophagus.

      Ipy, the Egyptian goddess mother of Osiris, was a protection deity. (I’d learned that on the road trip when I’d been taking a break from learning how to summon demons.) The sarcophagus was carved in her likeness: a hippopotamus, half-submerged in reeds. And given the hippo’s ornery nature and pure destructive power, this was not a protection deity I’d ever want to mess with. Well, not without a phoenix backing me up, at any rate.

      Around its base, the vault floor had been jack-hammered apart, revealing dark brown earth underneath.

      Unlike every sarcophagus I’d ever seen in the movies or museums, this one didn’t have a stone lid. This one’s was made out of some kind of crystal, thick, yet transparent enough you could get a hazy picture of what was inside.

      Wyatt.

      The boy seemed asleep, but his face was scrunched up like he was having unpleasant dreams.

      “Uhh … you can’t be here,” a digitized voice said.

      I looked up from the boy’s face into the amber-tinted visor of a tech in what looked like an astronaut suit. My condescending facial expression reflected back at me.

      “I’m your relief,” I said, offering to take the scroll. He – or she – held an open papyrus scroll in his or her hands, the glyphs glowing amber as the tech muttered them in a dead language. “Landon sent me to give you a break. You know, because decanting the sarcophagus takes hours of concentration.”

      “As far as I know, Agent Carnahan and I are the only ones in this facility who can speak Ancient Egyptian, and since she’s in the medical ward being treated with radiation poisoning, I’d say you’re a liar. And what in the EmtpyHell did you do to the vault door?”

      “Sheesh, so distrustful. What are you, Landon’s nephew? Or niece?” The digitized nature of the suit’s intercom made it difficult to determine the gender of the tech, not that it mattered.

      The astronaut’s stance was as unamused as they came.

      I shrugged. “Okay, well, I wanted to do this the easy way, but since you’re being such a stick in the mud, it’s come to this.”

      With fire coursing through my veins, I snatched the tech, hoisted him or her over my head like I was Donkey Kong with a barrel, and tossed him or her out of the vault. The astronaut skidded across the granite floor like a curling stone, the papyrus scrolling itself back up with a snap and a flash of amber light.

      “Wait!” the tech cried. “The radiation—”

      “I’m not worried about,” I said, shutting the vault door behind him or her. “Toodles!”

      I faced the partially-open Ipy sarcophagus, rubbing my hands together. It was time to end this. Slinging my backpack onto my front, I opened the zipper and nudged things around so the urn would be on top. Beside it, the Antevortan Clock’s hand whizzed in a frantic circle.

      I think we, like, needed that scroll to open the sarcophagus, Brittany said, biting her imaginary lower lip.

      Nonsense. When did brute strength ever fail?

      The sacking of Troy, Charlotte answered immediately. Why do you think they had to make that horse?

      I ignored them both and spun the personality wheel for my favorite Viking. Valerie, do you know what time it is?

      The Viking warrior lifted her imaginary twin double-headed battle axes over her head with a roar. EXTRA LARGE FLAMBÉ!

      Golden fire sprang from every pore, dousing me in heatless flames.

      Together, the phoenix and I seized the lid of the Ipy sarcophagus and shoved.

      The crystal lid crashed to the floor with a thunderous boom, and the sarcophagus exploded.
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      And you thought Pandora and her unboxing video had been bad.

      If I’d been an android, there would’ve been an alert blinking in front of my eyes reading MORTAL PERIL ALERT. Then my vision would’ve cleared, and I would’ve seen a world of green.

      As it happened, the phoenix had lightning-fast reflexes – go figure – and had flung my hands out wide to protect us. You heard me. Out. Wide.

      Wreathed in gold flames, we held the power of the tribute at bay. The green energy writhed like a nuclear blast inside an invisible forcefield, like a rolling thunderstorm trapped in a snow globe.

      This magic was alive, raw, and desperate to dissipate.

      The phoenix also held the sarcophagus together – all three hundred or so fragments – in a floating jigsaw of puzzle pieces. And Wyatt, still asleep, lay suspended within.

      She’d also managed to catch this swirling ball of restless magic before it’d taken out the vault, so the monitors on the wall were untouched and continued to provide a live feed of the command center as well as Wyatt’s vitals.

      Surprisingly stable.

      I’d definitely chalk that up in the win column.

      Like, now what? Brittany asked nervously.

      I glanced down at the urn in my backpack. The blast had knocked off the lid, and the coal-like heart inside seemed to beat with the pulse of a hidden heart. It was so weak. A doctor would’ve zapped it with a defibrillator by now.

      Then I remembered the carvings on the wall of the hidden sea cave. The wavy lines coming from the pines. They could’ve been flames. They could’ve been lightning. They could’ve been tribute harvested from life itself. Who would’ve guessed that the very same ritual Reggie performed to extract the life out of plants to rejuvenate the ward around Saturn would’ve been the same needed to rebirth a phoenix from its ashes?

      We have to let it in, I said. And we have to do it fast. I was starting to feel the heat of the flames on my skin, which meant I was beginning to reach the end of my endurance. GoneGodDamn it! So soon?

      This magic is very strong, Charlotte said. It was not meant to be in stasis for this long.

      THEN WE WILL TAKE LITTLE SIPS. MANY LITTLE SIPS, Valerie declared.

      But, like, Brittany whined, Frances might reach her limits before—

      Then do it now! I barked. Don’t worry about me.

      I was just doing what I always did.

      I helped.

      No matter the personal cost.

      There was a gentle push, and I was forced to take a back seat in my own mind. Valerie, the strongest of the personalities, took over, and the Viking warrior breathed in deep.

      Inside, the green magic crashed against my cells like waves upon a shore, infusing me with more power than I’d ever felt.

      I could run faster than Clyde, faster than thought itself. I was more powerful than an atomic bomb. And frankly, leaping tall buildings in a single bound would’ve been child’s play. I could leap and touch the clouds.

      This is what Superman must’ve felt every time he’s gone for a spa day at the sun.

      With each inhale, the fury of the swirling-green-magical-thunderstorm-trapped-in-a-snow-globe lessened.

      With each inhale, my arms contracted as the containment field shrank.

      With each inhale, I became like a tomato so infused with summer rain I was going to burst.

      The coal-like heart in the ashes of the urn started to glow.

      How we doing? I asked through gritted teeth. I no longer felt powerful. I felt exhausted like I’d just spent an entire day on a tropical beach without sunblock. No amount of lidocaine-spiked aloe was gonna mitigate this burn.

      ALMOST … THERE …

      And we were. I could see it. My cells were no longer absorbing energy; they were releasing it. Golden fire, laced in emerald green, leached out of my muscles and into my bloodstream, racing to my chest with every pump of my overworked heart.

      It was beating hard now, frantic. The ashes in the urn started to swirl in rhythm to my pulse, spinning faster and faster. The coal-like heart pulsed brighter with every second. I was starting to get dizzy, light-headed.

      When the magic had been contained inside the boy, I’d been able to withstand its effects for quite some time. Now to be this close without a shield … my body was breaking down faster than the phoenix could heal it.

      But Sunny was too preoccupied to notice. All of her concentration was devoted to keeping that wild magic contained and siphoning it off a little at a time so we wouldn’t pop like an overfilled water balloon. And I had to focus on something else to take my mind off the fact that I was, well, dying.

      You’d think I’d be more upset about it. I wasn’t so much upset as determined not to do it.

      I hadn’t survived Dante Cardinelli and his Other organ-trafficking Family to go down like this.

      I hadn’t defeated a skinwalker and saved an entire town from imploding to have it end like this.

      And I certainly hadn’t trekked halfway across a country to save a phoenix and discover I actually loved a man who loved me back to have it end like this. The fact that this man was also a skinwalker – which were the sworn enemies of phoenix-kind – was not lost on me either. But what relationship didn’t have its problems?

      A flashing red light on the flat-screen startled me from my internal pep-talk, and an urgent voice blared over the intercom.

      INTRUDER ALERT! INTRUDER ALERT!

      Blinking, I fought to clear away the mental haze and register just exactly what I was seeing on the television.

      “Damn it, Zielinski,” Landon barked. “I told you to cut that alarm!”

      “I already did!”

      Still jelly-legged, Landon staggered over to Zielinski’s computer terminal and cuffed the desk jockey’s head.

      “Someone’s broken through the front gate,” Zielinski said, clacking his fingers over his keyboard.

      The satellite image of Saturn was immediately replaced by the security feed outside the helipad. The gate at the guard station dangled from its hinges, and a cop car with its sirens blaring accelerated across the strip, shot over the empty helipad, and crashed right through the front doors.

      I couldn’t feel the building shake from all the way on the opposite end of the facility, but I saw the feed tremble with the impact.

      Landon straightened in alarm. “What in the …”

      A moment later, the reinforced door on the second-floor balcony burst from its hinges.

      Beefcake, still dangling from the railing by his belt, swung himself out of the way as the door sailed over to the other side of the room, dented the railing, and crashed down into the bullpen, crushing half a dozen work stations.

      Zielinski and the other desk jockeys peeked out from where they huddled under their desks or from behind the stacks in the computer tower maze, eyes wide and disbelieving.

      I didn’t believe it myself.

      “Open fire!” Landon roared.

      Johnny Galastone, eyes red as rubies and not a scratch on him, trotted down the stairs into the bullpen, dodging the bullets as nimbly as if they were just annoying flies.

      Any agent that came at him was dispatched with the same ease. Whereas Clyde and Tiberius – who were nowhere to be found – had merely incapacitated them, Rabia killed them.

      It didn’t matter if he was snapping necks or kicking knees out of joints or breaking bones, the maniacal smirk remained on his face the whole time.

      After throwing Landon into the wall screen, Rabia sauntered up to the two-way television and flicked the gore off his shirt with a disgusted frown.

      Though Sunny was too busy concentrating on containing the force field and rejuvenating herself, my attention had never waved from him.

      Still smiling, he leaned forward and tapped on the screen. “Found you, little bird.”
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      “MAGGOT!” Clyde pounded on the vault door with his fist. “Code Red! Code Red!”

      With Sunny fully in control of my body and me on the verge of not being alive anymore, I didn’t have the strength to acknowledge him. I was becoming less like me and more like ether, as if the phoenix and I were switching places.

      Were we?

      Had this been her plan all along? To play at symbiotes only to turn parasitic and rob me of my body? She was growing stronger every second whereas I only grew weaker. The ashes had already swirled free of the urn, coating my skin in a layer of gray that smelled like charcoal. I had to admit, I still wasn’t clear on the whole how we were going to jumpstart her back into a corporeal form. I mean, how much magic did it take? And could it be the slow absorption rate we were doing right now or did it have to explode like a lightning bolt? The latter made more sense, but the former kept me alive. Which in turn, kept her alive. And it wasn’t like those cave drawings had come with a manual. But you could bet, if I survived this, I would definitely be writing this down in my notebook.

      Distantly, I heard the minotaur bellow and his hooves clopping down the granite hall as he charged. There was a thunderous boom as someone was thrown into a wall.

      “Maggot!” Clyde hailed me again. “Frances, I can barely hear your heartbeat! Frances – STAY AWAY FROM MY MASTER!”

      I was only dimly aware of the sounds of breaking glass, the screech of talons digging into the polished granite floor, the grunts and snarls and sinister laughter. But I knew when those sounds had stopped.

      Sun-ny, I croaked.

      The phoenix blinked, and a flare of panic – not mine – jolted through every limb. She’d finally realized what was going on outside of her own little world.

      Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit, Brittany panicked.

      ALMOST … DONE … Valerie ground out.

      The vault door, that insanely heavy one that even my battler hadn’t been able to pull open, banged against the wall.

      Rabia strolled inside, brushing the rubble from his shoulders and using the purple blood on his face to slick his sun-kissed hair out of his eyes. His chest strained against his soaked shirt as he inhaled deeply. “It’s dinnertime, and you didn’t invite me? Rude.”

      There was nothing the phoenix or I could do when Rabia thrust his hands into the swirling green light. She was too busy trying to contain it from destroying the whole building, I was just riding shotgun in my own body, and clearly no one had been strong enough to stop this rage-god-possessing-a-skinwalker body. No one except a phoenix that wasn’t born yet.

      “Mmm …” Rabia purred. “Delicious.”

      Helpless, we watched in horror as the green light soaked into Rabia’s every pore. It flooded into his mouth, his nose, his eyes, even into his ears. He just stood there, basking as if in the sun, shrinking the writhing orb with every second.

      But it had no effect on the phoenix.

      Because there was plenty of magic to go around.

      Wyatt had absorbed the tribute of the bicentennial. Double the tribute. Double the magic. Which meant half for each of them.

      Well, maybe sixty-forty because we’d gotten there first.

      Rabia hadn’t needed the phoenix after all. He’d just needed us to clear a path to the tribute, and we had done exactly that.

      Frances, Brittany gasped. I’m nearly there. It’s coming. I can feel it building—

      If you say like an orgasm, I’m going to gag, I said with a weak chuckle. That must’ve been clue enough that I was losing it if I was finding any humor in this situation.

      THEN WE FRY HIS ASS, Valerie boomed.

      We must be quick, Charlotte urged. He’s almost reborn!

      Whereas the phoenix and I had been taking it slow, as if wading into cold water, Rabia had just cannon-balled into the pool like one of those bratty kids with no manners. And Johnny’s body was not having a good time with it.

      Screaming, the skinwalker clutched his head and collapsed onto one knee as the green light continued to pour into his body. His sun-kissed hair had turned a sickly chartreuse, and an unseen wind whipped at his shirt, ballooning it away from his back.

      I blinked sluggishly as his shirt continued to expand and straighten.

      Since when did a shirt have a head poking out of its collar and hands from the sleeves? I mean, I know I was dying, but I was still cognizant enough for basic reasoning.

      It’s a shadow, I realized.

      And that shadow was rapidly materializing. Bones started to form, muscle layered next, then skin. Black hair whipped away from the head like a cloud of ink, and two black eyes stared back at us from a face contorted with sadistic pleasure.

      I knew it from Opis’s memory.

      I knew it from my nightmares.

      Reborn, Rabia stepped away from the crumpled form of the skinwalker.

      NOW! Valerie cried.

      The green light winked out with a loud foom, and the sarcophagus bits blasted into the floor. Wyatt landed with a thump, head lolling to one side.

      A white light, brighter than a star exploding, erupted from the urn.

      I felt a sudden tug-and-snap, which I equated to how it would be to have your heart burst inside your chest, and collapsed onto the ground.

      Faintly, I heard the crunching of bare feet over stone fragments, and Rabia leaned into my hazy field of vision.

      “Pathetic,” the god of rage spat. “You never stood a chance, Frances. Church.”

      Sneering, he leaned over to pick something off my chest.

      Whatever it was must’ve bitten him, for he lurched back with a curse. “Why you mouthy little bitch!”

      He made to snatch it again, but a forcefield threw him into one of the televisions. The screen cracked, and when Rabia pressed his hand against the back of his head, it came away with red blood.

      Not the immortal ichor he was used to.

      Glaring, Rabia flicked the blood off his fingers and stormed out of the vault. “Some other time, then,” he barked.

      As my heartbeat slowed, I had enough life left in me for one final thought.

      And that’s pesky Rule Six for ya.

      Trouble will always find you.
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      Death was a bitch.

      But being brought back to life?

      That was a real doozy.

      A lance of searing heat struck my heart like a branding iron. Fire rippled down every nerve like electricity.

      I lurched upright with a gasp, chips of the shattered Ipy sarcophagus shedding from my clothes like scales onto the cold floor. I was still in the World Army’s vault, the cracked television screens flickering on the opposite wall, the Ipy sarcophagus destroyed from when I’d wrenched off its crystal lid.

      Frantic to stop the burning, I pawed at my chest.

      There was a squawk of distress, and something pink tumbled into my lap.

      I caught it before it could spill onto the granite floor, cupping it with my hands. It was small, no larger than a tennis ball, and strongly resembled a peachick. But pink and with longer tail feathers. Its beak still crackled with electricity from when it’d zapped me. Sneezing, the chick shook the residual ash from its feathers and slumped against my fingers, using my thumb as a headrest.

      The poor thing was exhausted.

      “Sunny?” I whispered.

      The baby phoenix gave a weak peep in response.

      It was strange not to hear her. In my brain, I mean. I couldn’t feel the fire of her essence in my blood. Even when I’d given her the codeword ‘honeydew’ to beat it, I’d still felt the faint feather-like touch of her presence in the back of my mind. But now, nothing.

      That connection, that thing that had made us, us – besides those ridiculous nicknames – was gone.

      I felt empty inside. Hollow. Like a piece of me was missing.

      It was worse than when we’d been separated by half a continent. Because at least then I’d had the knowledge that we’d be reunited.

      This little bird in my hands … this was so final.

      Don’t get me wrong. I was happy she was free and had finally gotten her body back – that had been the plan this whole time – but I was devastated, too.

      As if sensing my distress, the baby phoenix nuzzled against my thumb, humming.

      It was a musical sound unlike anything I’d ever heard.

      Gently, I ruffled the pink crest feathers on her head.

      Then the real-world applications of her newfound freedom hit me like a sledgehammer. We’d ripped apart the Ipy sarcophagus before it’d been properly decanted, releasing an explosion of raw magic. We’d been able to contain it, to gradually absorb its power, but so had another.

      Sunny screeched when I yanked her close to my chest. “Oh my GoneGods, where’s Rabia?”

      The god of rage, and his new body, were nowhere to be found.

      I dimly recalled him storming out of the vault, but I’d been nearly dead so I couldn’t trust that memory.

      “He mustn’t have gotten far,” I whispered. But in truth, I had no idea how long I’d been out. He could be anywhere. Maybe still in the building.

      As if to answer me, there was a commotion in the gallery.

      I smeared the curls out of my eyes and yanked Bellamy’s dagger from my machete sheath. It wouldn’t be much against a god, but it was better than nothing.

      And I did not just practically birth this baby phoenix to have her taken away.

      A shadowy blur flashed right in front of me, and a nanosecond later, six-inch talons pierced right through my sweater as they seized me by the shoulders. If the firebolt to my heart hadn’t been enough to rouse me, the pain of ten non-acupuncture-rated needles certainly would’ve done the trick.

      “Maggot,” Clyde cried. His posh British accent sounded far less refined when he was screaming at me. “Thank all the EmptyHells, you’re alive!”

      “Let’s not shake the human who just came back from the dead,” I groaned. “And quit stabbing me.”

      Now that the phoenix and I were no longer bound, my skin was a lot more pervious to puncture wounds.

      The eight-foot be-horned battler demon yanked me in for a hug instead, nearly crushing every bone in my body. He was slick with blood, purple and thick like huckleberry syrup, but from what I could gather, he wasn’t mortally wounded.

      “You weren’t dead,” Clyde assured me. “Well, not dead-dead. But you almost were! If Sunny hadn’t—”

      Speaking of the phoenix, the chick – who had been smooshed against my stomach – started shoving with her feet and wings with indignant little peeps.

      “You’re crushing her, Clyde.”

      The demon immediately released me and plucked the chick from my hands. He lifted the baby phoenix up to eye level, his ember-like eyes snapping with little yellow flames of excitement. She pecked his scaly nose once, like she was giving him a kiss. A little zap of electricity passed between them. The demon’s lips peeled back into a smile that revealed every single one of his needle-like teeth.

      “Why hello, little fireling.” He ruffled her crest feathers with a talon tip. “Thank you for not turning my master’s brain into jelly. That truly would’ve been a mess. And what a pleasure it is to finally meet you.” He put the baby phoenix on the ground with a little pat. “Now, maggot, we have very little time, and I must inform you … Maggot?”

      I wasn’t listening. I’d just remembered we weren’t alone in the vault.

      Johnny.

      There was a pile of ash where the skinwalker had collapsed.

      So Rabia really had burned through him. And if he hadn’t, the violent birth of the phoenix must’ve incinerated him.

      I took a couple of deep breaths, forcing down the wellspring of tears that threatened to overwhelm me. Rule Two existed for this very reason. Emotions made you sloppy. Vulnerable.

      And I had a baby phoenix to protect.

      I crushed every tender moment Johnny and I had ever shared like a cockroach beneath my heel. They’d never been real, anyway.

      Halfway through my memory purge, a low moan drifted from the debris of the ruined stasis chamber.

      Wyatt.

      I scrambled over the shards of millennium-old sarcophagus to the brown-haired boy lying in the center of the heap. He’d been the one inside that stone coffin, containing the raw magic of the botched Corn Festival tribute in his very cells. The only reason why he hadn’t exploded was due to the nature of the sarcophagus, which was a kind of hyperbaric recompression chamber, but for magic.

      The boy was physically unharmed, but he was still in a coma. That didn’t stop me from yanking up his sleeve and checking his pulse. Strong and steady as a drum beat.

      I slumped back on my heels, deflated. I had plenty to be thankful for – he was alive and not bleeding out – but I’d been expecting him to be awake. He wasn’t in a statis chamber anymore, the tribute was out of his body, and magic no longer oozed out of his pores. He should be awake and hugging me or crying for his mother.

      The poor kid couldn’t catch a break.

      That was until the baby phoenix picked her way over the pile of rubble, scrambled up the boy’s chest, and pecked him on the chin.

      Wyatt gasped, a little wisp of green light escaping from his lips and wafting right into Sunny’s face like a noxious fume.

      The phoenix hiccupped and then doubled in size.

      “Woah,” I whispered.

      Stretching her wings with a self-satisfied wiggle, she flicked her (much longer) tail feathers and hopped back down to the floor. The now softball-sized phoenix sauntered over to my side like a strutting supermodel.

      “Miss Frances?” Wyatt pushed himself upright, rubbing his forehead.

      I forgot the phoenix and helped steady him, smiling with relief. “Heya, kid.”

      “Ah, the prepubescent meat sack has finally decided to join us,” Clyde commented dryly, his lizard-like head sliding into view over my shoulder. “So thrilled you are back amongst the cognizant. No doubt your mother, the Shover of Men, will be ecstatic at your return to consciousness. Now, maggot, as I was saying—”

      Marching combat boots drowned out his words, thundering like cannon fire outside the vault.

      That could only mean one thing.

      Landon Falls.

      I’d no less than busted a hole into his super-secret – cough, not, cough – base, broken into a vault whose door was thicker than my arm was long, ripped apart an antique sarcophagus, and released a magical energy that could’ve blown the place sky-high with the force of, oh I don’t know, a bazillion nuclear bombs.

      He was gonna be pissed.

      And he was also going to take Sunny. I remembered what he’d said as clear as if it was yesterday. Which is when he’d actually said it, so that made sense. Here’s the deal, Frances. We free that – whatever it is – and it helps us. Understand? We will use it for its purpose.

      He’d said ‘it’ instead of ‘she’, even after I’d corrected him.

      Agreement or no, I wasn’t about to let him take the phoenix and just use her like a weapon. Even if that had been the whole reason she’d been created for in the first place.

      I shoved myself to my feet, hissing as a shard of sarcophagus sliced my hand. Seizing my wrist to cut the blood flow, I stared in disbelief at the line that was seeping red all over my palm.

      I hadn’t bled in months.

      Not when the phoenix had healed me almost instantaneously from every hurt.

      Sunny hopped out of the way as the blood splattered against the granite floor, cocking her head quizzically as if she was just as startled at the sight of my blood as I was.

      Forgetting my wound, I shoved the empty urn – no longer black pearl in color but silver – into my backpack and slung it over my shoulders.

      I didn’t have time to hide the phoenix under my black scarf, so I scooped the phoenix protectively under my arm the second Landon charged into the room.

      Normally clean-cut and reeking of AXE body spray, now his tactical suit was covered in dust, there was blood matted in his goatee, and his black silk tie – which I had an inordinate amount of fun tugging on, mostly because he hated it when I did it – was being used as a makeshift sling for his left arm.

      His brown eyes widened at the sight of me alert and upright. Behind him, the rest of his ambulatory agents and the medical team with a stretcher quickly came to a halt.

      “H-how are you … ?” he stammered.

      I twisted my body away, shielding the phoenix from sight.

      “Did you think for one second that I would abandon my master if she was in not the most picturesque of health?” Clyde demanded. “I am insulted on the deepest level. As you can see, she is perfectly fine—”

      “She wasn’t a second ago!” he exclaimed. “Or was there another reason you came barging into the control center screaming your head off for assistance from, and I quote, ‘you pathetic excuses for overweight, crippled slugs’?”

      Clyde rubbed his hands down his chest as if he was smoothing out his scales, not looking at them. “That was in reference to you coming to the aid of the prepubescent meat sack. Obviously.”

      Wyatt gave a little wave from his pile in the sarcophagus rubble. “Can I see my mom now?”

      One of the medics rushed over to him and gave him a quick assessment – including a scan with a Geiger counter – before hoisting him into her arms.

      I gave the boy a small smile and a nod as he left the room. Then I went right back into guard dog mode.

      “Tell me it worked,” Landon said breathlessly. Like he was too afraid to hope. “Tell me that thing isn’t on the loose, and we have no defense.”

      So Rabia had gotten away. That sucked, but I wasn’t surprised. He’d done such a bang-up job – pun intended – incapacitating the agents on his way into the base that it was reasonable to assume he hadn’t been met with much resistance on the way out.

      Carefully, I shifted the phoenix out from under my arm, cupping her in both hands like she was an offering.

      Instead of huddling close, the chick stood up straight, puffing out her chest and crest feathers.

      Landon wrinkled his nose. “It’s so … puny.”

      Sunny flared out her wings with an indignant shriek and garbled something in a high-pitched chime of a noise.

      “What’s it saying?” Landon asked.

      “Does it look like I speak phoenix?” I replied.

      “Well, it had better learn to speak instead of sounding like a wind chime caught in a tornado.”

      With a screech, the phoenix spat out a glob of flame like she was hocking a loogie. The liquid fire splattered at Landon’s feet, catching on the hem of his pants.

      Cursing, he danced away, slapping at the fire with his good hand.

      “ ‘It’ is a ‘she’, like I’ve said before,” I said dryly. “And clearly she’s pretty feisty, so I’d watch what you’d say about her.”

      “Noted.” Landon licked his thumb and extinguished the last of the flames. Clearing his throat, he glared at Clyde. Pointedly. Like he was trying to convey something.

      Clyde hunched and tucked his talons under his chin in response, clicking them together nervously.

      “What?” I demanded.

      “You didn’t tell her?” Landon hissed.

      “I tried twice,” the demon grumbled. “But, you know”—he gestured to me and the phoenix with a wave of his talons—“distractions.” He cleared his throat awkwardly. “Maggot, surely you must’ve wondered why I, your devoted clutch mate, was not present when you … woke.”

      I gave an I-guess-so shrug of my shoulders.

      “Well, I was otherwise occupied with—”

      “Oh my GoneGods, Tiberius!” I cried.

      “No, no, maggot.” Clyde gave me a pat on the shoulder that nearly broke my collarbone. “He’s fine. Well, not fine – he has a concussion and a few stab wounds – but he’s stable. Ish.”

      “There’s something worse than my friend with holes in his body?” I screeched.

      “It’s the sheriff,” Landon said. “Johnny Galastone.”

      “The peon,” Clyde clarified.

      Sunny gave an angry peep and flared out her feathers in her best territorial display.

      I hardened my heart for the news. What more was there?

      That’s how Rabia had gotten onto the base. While still (mostly) imprisoned inside Saturn, Rabia had only – or could only, that was still left to be determined – possessed Others during his cross-country hunt for the phoenix, his last host being the kind-hearted sheriff of Cornish Roost.

      Whom we’d all up until that point had been convinced was human.

      The fact that Johnny was a skinwalker who’d been lying to me this entire time – something I’d discovered while we were making out on my back porch – was reason enough for me not to care what had happened to him.

      It’s not like I’d fallen in love with him or anything, I thought bitterly.

      I took a deep breath – or two – to keep my voice steady. “What about the skinwalker? He’s dead.”

      Clyde had been very specific that the double possession of a host – in this case, Rabia and the skinwalker had simultaneously inhabited the same stolen skin of a human – would destroy the host and expel both possessors. Apparently, the tribute’s magic had enabled Rabia to form a new body before the one he’d commandeered had disintegrated.

      My demon clicked his talons together nervously. “I’m afraid it’s worse than that.”
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      “Three layers of polycarbonate shielding – each able to withstand the bite-force of a two-thousand-pound great white shark – electrified floor, walls, and ceiling, a closed-system ventilation network laced with my own cocktail of aerosolized sedatives, and lastly, a straight-jacket rated at 0.5 Herculean units,” Zielinski said.

      “Woah,” I breathed.

      The data analyst, who looked like a Tech Ken doll brought to life with his black-rimmed glasses, black tie, short-sleeved button-down shirt that seemed a half-size too small to show off his muscles, planted his hands on his hips proudly. “Completely unbreakable.”

      I ignored his bulging biceps and asked, “Herculean units?”

      “It would take someone with half the strength of Hercules to break free,” he explained.

      “I see.”

      Where was all of this awesome stuff when I’d taken on the first skinwalker? I would’ve killed for skinwalker-approved sedatives and straight-jackets. But those were governmental agencies for you. Keeping all the goodies for themselves …

      We stood in the shadows of the second-floor balcony on the opposite side of the command center so the prisoner couldn’t see us. The bullpen had been rearranged since the attack, leaving a wide space between the computer workstations and the containment cells. A lot of equipment had been damaged, and a lot of personnel were in the medical bay … or the morgue.

      Rabia had killed less than I had originally estimated, thank EmptyHeaven. My two favorite agents, Beefcake – the virgin bodybuilder who obviously had a lot of competition in Zielinski – and Chin – the one with the Bruce Campbell-sized chin who screamed all the time – were among the wounded. Beefcake was in surgery now to remove his ruptured appendix while Chin watched nervously over his partner, a medic stitching his forehead shut.

      I’d seen them on the way to another surgical suite, demanding I treat Tiberius myself. And with a baby phoenix on my shoulder ready to spit globs of molten fire at anyone, who was going to stop me?

      Sunny had perched on a spare mayo stand, humming musically to herself, while I worked cleaning and stitching Tiberius’s puncture wounds. The holes had been ragged, made by blunt objects instead of sharp ones.

      Fingers.

      Rabia had stabbed him with his GoneGodDamn fingers.

      Clyde – twenty pounds of demon poured into five pounds of scrubs – had diligently held the bag of saline fluid over the wounds, the salt slowing down the minotaur’s accelerated healing.

      It’d been a two-hour procedure just to check there wasn’t any internal damage and to suture him up, and after I’d placed a sterile drape over the incision site, I got to work shaving him. Any kind of hair removal was normally done before a procedure, but I couldn’t stand to look at the mats and dreadlocks that had formed on his hide from neglect a second longer. After another hour, he looked like a champion poodle ready to strut his stuff at the Westminster Dog Show.

      Back in the command center, I could still smell the faint whiff of yak on my fingers as I rubbed my chin, trying to make sense of what I was seeing.

      The skinwalker was alive, and he still wore Johnny’s face.

      The auto-immune symptoms that plagued his kind ever since the gods left had appeared in full force. His skin, normally flawlessly tan, was covered in a lacy red rash. His green eyes were a muddy yellow, jaundice slowly taking over as the human skin rejected the possession. Sweat – from the increased body temperature – seeped out of every pore and darkened his sun-kissed hair.

      He sat on the bench-cot that was riveted to the floor, bent over at the waist and panting as if he’d just sprinted a marathon.

      “How in the EmptyHell is he still alive?” I whispered.

      Skinwalkers killed their victims to assume their identity. Johnny – or whoever this asshole skinwalker actually was – should be as dead as a doornail after he’d sired Rabia. The god of rage had burned through all his other hosts like the rabies virus, scorching them from the inside out until we’d cut them down.

      So, what made him so special?

      “This was the reason I was not with you when you woke, maggot,” Clyde said, his head lowered so he could speak softly into my ear. “I employed your tactic when faced with immense opposition – I ran and hid – when Rabia left the vault. He had, um, incapacitated Tiberius and me so soundly the first time I was hesitant to engage him again. But I listened to your heartbeat the entire time.

      “When I returned, the peon – I mean, the skinwalker – was rousing. I could not take the chance of him waking and catching you unawares. So, I took him and secured him in that cell before coming back for you. In those seconds I was gone, I heard your heart …”

      My loquacious demon suddenly grew very quiet, and those little blue flames I’d only seen once before simmered in his ember-like eyes. He hung his head and rubbed the partial cardinal-in-flight brand he’d given himself with a gecko-like finger. It was an almost exact replica of mine. “Demons aren’t allowed affection, but you are my favorite master.”

      I forced myself to smile. Under different circumstances, I would’ve been touched, but it was hard to feel anything but dread at our current situation. A skinwalker that should be dead but very much alive, Rabia on the loose, and a phoenix no larger than a softball with the maturity level of a preteen Beverly Hills socialite who we were relying on to stop him. I gave Clyde the most reassuring pat on the arm I could muster and turned back to the skinwalker.

      “If Johnny’s still in there, I want to know,” I announced to no one in particular.

      “Maggot,” Clyde began gently.

      “That thing should be dead, and it’s somehow alive. That has to mean something.”

      “Why would it matter?” Landon asked. “It killed my agents!”

      My fingers tightened into a fist. “I don’t expect you to understand.”

      Landon threw up his good hand. “I don’t believe this. We’re in the middle of a crisis, and all you want to know is if some backwater sheriff still has feelings for you? Is love going to conquer all?” he mocked.

      I turned and punched that sonofabitch right in the mouth.

      If I’d been infused with phoenix fire, that punch probably would’ve killed him.

      But it just knocked him on his ass with a split lip.

      “You have no idea how lucky you were just then,” I snarled, shaking the pain from my hand.

      Sunny gave an imperious swish of her tail feathers as I marched across the bullpen. I stopped just in front of the third shield wall, my reflection in the polished surface staring back at me. The light was so bright I was squinting, a frown etched into my face. From my shoulder, the phoenix cocked her head from side to side, admiring her new self. She had the wing claws of an Archaeopteryx, and no doubt if they’d been strong enough to hold a phone, she’d be busy snapping selfies.

      Inside the containment cell, the skinwalker trembled as he panted, staring at the floor. Every few breaths, he’d twitch, a violent tremor that rippled through his entire body.

      If I didn’t know any better, I would’ve suspected him to be an addict in the throes of withdrawal.

      Swallowing past a hard lump in my throat, I rapped my knuckles against the shield wall. “Johnny.”

      The skinwalker’s head snapped up, his eyes yellow-green like a snake’s.

      They bored into me for only a heartbeat – just long enough to turn my blood into ice – before they flicked to the phoenix.

      With a roar, the skinwalker hurled himself off the bench, ripping the restraints of his straight jacket apart, the buckles embedding into the first sheet of polycarbonate like ninjitsu throwing stars. His punches made the entire cell shake, the wall beginning to groan under the strain.

      “Code Red!” Clyde shouted.

      The phoenix threw herself from my shoulder, pecking and scratching furiously at the transparent wall. Her barely-feathered wings struggled to keep her aloft, but she managed through sheer willpower. She screeched – a disharmonious war cry that strongly resembled a grenade detonating in the chime-and-cymbal portion of an orchestra’s percussion section – and her pink feathers turned golden with rippling fire.

      CONTAINMENT BREACH! a digitized female voice announced. CONTAINMENT BREACH!

      “It’s melting the GoneGodDamn wall,” Landon shouted.

      Nothing was going to stop these mortal enemies from ripping each other apart, especially not three layers of polycarbonate shielding each able to withstand the bite-force of a two-thousand-pound great white shark. Sorry, Zielinski.

      I yanked my sweater cuffs down over my hands so I wouldn’t burn myself going after the firebird. I could always get another sweater, whereas second- or third-degree burns might require a skin graft.

      Clyde must’ve anticipated what I was going to do and flashed to my side, a gentle elbow-nudge sending me sprawling to the floor. He snatched the phoenix and pulled her away from the wall even as she thrashed. Orange flames of annoyance sprang from his eye-sockets as he yanked open his pouch. “Desist, or I will put you in the pouch!”

      Squawking angrily, the firebird simmered down, her golden feathers darkening into pink. Smoke still wafted from her nostrils. Clyde put her on his shoulder like a parrot and smothered the flames licking at his fingertips with a few claps of his hands.

      “Kill that alarm, Zielinski,” Landon ordered over the noise.

      The muscly tech hustled to the first workstation, clacked a few keys, and the bullpen quieted to its usual whirl of computer fan blades.

      Boom. Boom. Boom. Boom.

      I stared in disbelief as the skinwalker continued to punch at the shield wall, his face dark with murderous purpose. The polycarbonate, which was far more likely just to scratch than crack, looked like a roadmap of downtown Tokyo. A fractured mess.

      BREACH IMMINENT, the digitized female voice informed. BREACH IMMINENT.

      I scuttled backward from the shield walls like the terrified crab I was.

      With another twist of his hips, the skinwalker punched his left fist through the shield wall. Gripping the edges of the hole, he ripped the polycarbonate until the gap was large enough to fit his head through.

      “Gas him!” Landon screeched.
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      Zielinski smashed his palm down on a red button to release more of the aerosolized sedative, but it took an electrical charge to finally bring the skinwalker to his knees. He slumped to the floor of his cell, twitching, his horrible jaundiced eyes fluttering shut.

      The bullpen let out its collective breath when the digitized female voice said, SUBJECT UNCONSCIOUS.

      Clearing his throat, Landon stalked across the command center and came to a halt beside the battler demon. The phoenix hissed and wiggled free of Clyde’s hands, fluttering to the ground. Her talons clicked against the floor as she scurried over to me and climbed into my lap.

      Landon ignored her. “Uh … would you mind fitting him with another restraint?” he asked Clyde quietly.

      Apparently dealing with the skinwalker himself frightened him enough to converse with a demon he had up until now actively avoided.

      “Why?” Clyde asked, perplexed. “Do you have a jacket rated higher than 0.5 Herculean units?”

      “No,” Zielinski mumbled.

      “Then the restraint seems rather moot, wouldn’t you say?”

      “It had been perfectly adequate until he’d set eyes on that.” Landon pointed to the phoenix in my lap.

      The firebird flared her feathers and hissed.

      “Just do it, Clyde,” I said, trembling. “If you can be safe, do it.”

      Sighing like he was the most put-upon creature on the planet, my demon extended his hand. “Where’s the placebo jacket?”

      As Clyde trussed up the unconscious skinwalker like a Christmas turkey at a BDSM convention, I held the phoenix close, wrapping my arms around us both.

      I don’t know why I was shaking so bad. I’d faced a skinwalker before. Granted, Sunny and I had been one, but it hadn’t been like we were getting along at that point. And he’d worn a face I’d been strongly attached to. My old mentor, Dr. Neil Talbert.

      But this was Johnny. Someone I had grown close to, and not just his face. And the irony that up until the last few hours, he’d been the kindest man in the world was not lost on me.

      This skinwalker had played his part exceptionally well.

      He’d gotten me to fall in love with him.

      Humming in her musical way, the phoenix nuzzled against me.

      I put her on my shoulder much as Clyde had done and got to my feet. Showing more care than I thought he should, the demon carefully laid the skinwalker on his cot after he’d strapped him into his straight jacket.

      Zielinski knocked on the tertiary shield wall, a vial in his hand. “Hey, would you mind inserting this probe while you’re at it? I’d love to get some readings.”

      Clyde gave the muscly tech his most disapproving frown. “And where would I have to insert said probe?”

      “Any mucous membrane of your choice.”

      The demon gagged. “Mucous membrane? Would you prefer the nasal passages or the mouth? And do you have any idea where this one’s been? The plague pits of the Dark Ages were more sanitary than—”

      “Quit being a sissy and do it already,” I said. “You look into my mouth and nose all the time.”

      Sunny peeped in agreement.

      Clyde crossed his arms over his chest. “You are my maggot. I am bound to be familiar with your bodily functions so I might better anticipate your needs. That is a job requirement. This is job exploitation.”

      I pounded my fist against the polycarbonate. “GoneGodDamn it, Clyde, that’s an order. Quit screwing around in there and get it done!” Didn’t he know how dangerous that skinwalker was?

      “Fiiine. Though to employ a phrase you humans use, ‘a spoonful of honey catches more flies than a gallon of vinegar’. Or was it a liter?”

      I turned to the data analyst with a scowl. “Zielinski, I think your skinwalker-sedative cocktail is making my demon sassy.”

      “I haven’t even begun snapping my fingers yet, maggot,” Clyde informed me.

      Zielinski sent the probe with a pair of techs in gas masks, and the demon swiped it from the man’s shaking fingers. Clyde might be on our side, but he was still terrifying up close if you weren’t used to his battler form.

      It would’ve taken too long to extract and install a replacement polycarbonate shield, so the pair of techs just riveted a patch over the hole the skinwalker had made while Clyde inserted the probe and then got the EmptyHell out of there. Zielinski dialed back the sedative level and adjusted a few settings so the feed of the skinwalker’s vitals was featured in a small window on the big wall screen. With a sigh of relief, the muscly data analyst flopped down into his chair.

      “No breaks, Zielinski,” Landon said. “I want you to analyze that footage. And get that satellite feed back online—”

      I yanked Clyde aside when he exited the containment cell. “Now the skinwalker’s a Code Red?”

      “Was. He was a Code Red when he saw her.” He pointed to the phoenix with a talon. “He’s dormant now.”

      “Is that just because he’s unconscious?”

      “Unlike you two when you were bonded and you could turn her presence on and off, a true possession remains red to my eyes at all times.” He waved a hand toward the skinwalker. “To my eyes, he is human.”

      I gripped his arm. “But that’s not possible. He’s a GoneGodDamn skinwalker.”

      “If we were in Hell and I could access the Sages’ library on Level 7, there might be something I could discover as to why the peon—”

      “The skinwalker,” I corrected firmly.

      Clyde cleared his throat. “Of course. As I was saying, there might be something there that might explain why he is alive when he should be no more animate than a congealing glob of oatmeal porridge.”

      “But all the hellmouths and portals are closed.”

      “Yes. But the Sages are on Earth now. Perhaps one of these pinheads”—he gestured to the World Army agents—“know the whereabouts of a Sage we could interrogate.”

      Landon straightened when he caught us staring at him. Scowling, he stopped hovering over Zielinski’s desk and stalked over to where we were in front of the containment cell.

      “What’s going on here?” Landon demanded. “I think we can both agree that we’re past the point where we can keep secrets from each other.”

      The phoenix made some sort of “hmph” sound and gave her crest feathers a little toss.

      “Care to share what you know with the class?” he prompted. “That thing in there isn’t just a skinwalker, is it?”

      I shook my head slowly. “No. You know those weird auroras we’d been having lately?”

      Landon nodded. “The ones that started happening after that, uh, incident in Cornish Roost.”

      Crossing my arms over my chest, I thrust my hip out to the side. I’m not normally what you’d call a ‘Karen’ or whatever term those preteens are coming up with nowadays to describe Hera’s personality, but I wasn’t about to let this slide. “You mean the ‘incident’ where you’d sold me to the mob that had been hunting me for the past ten months while simultaneously torturing a Green Man to refine the magic out of tons of desiccated mythical creature remains only for a possessed Cerean nymph to contaminate it with blood in order to break the prison bars that were the only thing keeping the evil rage avatar of Saturn locked away from the world? That incident, Landon?”

      Landon would’ve adjusted his tie with an awkward cough if that tie wasn’t currently being used as a sling for his arm. So he just did the awkward cough and said quietly, “Yeah. That one.”

      It was the closest thing I was going to get to an apology, so I decided to move on. I’d circle back to that ‘incident’ eventually and get my pound of flesh at a more opportune time. “Anyway, those auroras weren’t just Saturn’s rings dissolving and getting ionized by the sun. They were, I don’t know, some sort of carrier pigeon for Rabia’s consciousness. His influence.”

      Landon just lifted an eyebrow.

      “It’s not unlike how my fiery underlord used to manipulate humans,” Clyde said with a nod. “He was unable to come to Earth, but he could still whisper in their ears. And of course there was a whole host of demons he could send on his behalf to cause mischief and mayhem.”

      Landon’s skin, usually the rich color of melted chocolate, had paled to the same color as those designs baristas made on cappuccinos.

      I knew the man had a history with demons, but he’d never divulged the details. It was probably the main reason we didn’t get along. I had a demon familiar-turned-battler bound to me, and he was viscerally opposed to them.

      I snapped my fingers in front of his face to regain his attention. He blinked, his face darkening with a frown.

      “Just go with me here,” I said. “There’d be an aurora, then a flare of light, and then an Other with a predisposition for murderous behavior would get possessed by Rabia and hunt us down. But Rabia couldn’t maintain the link for very long. And when he disappeared, a piece of his rage remained.” I thrust my finger at the unconscious skinwalker. “That’s why he went psycho when he saw Sunny.”

      “Skinwalkers are also the sworn enemies of phoenixes,” Clyde added. “Something we discovered when we encountered the first one. So he’s doubly predisposed to be aggressive.”

      “Aggressive?” Landon exclaimed. “He punched a hole in a shield wall!”

      Clyde clicked his talons together. “Enraged, then.”

      “So you’re saying there’s a piece of Rabia still inside him?”

      “Maybe?” I wasn’t really sure myself. And it’s not like I was going to interview him either. I doubt I could be put in the same room with him without hacking him apart with my machete. Which reminded me. I needed a new one.

      Landon rubbed his goatee. “If that’s true, maybe we can talk to him and find out what he wants.”

      “You have fun with that.” I snapped my fingers at Clyde. “We’re leaving.”

      Landon hurried in front of me. “And just where do you think you’re going?”

      “Well, we certainly can’t stay here. That’s Rule One. Rabia knows where we are, and how long do you think it’s going to take Rabia Junior over there to break out of his cell?”

      “We had a deal, Frances. You were going to get that bird to help us.”

      “Her name is Sunny. And my priority is keeping her safe. She can’t help you if Rabia busts back in here and snaps her neck, can she?”

      The phoenix bobbed her head in agreement.

      “Besides, she’s tiny! According to the myths, she’s supposed to stand anywhere between three and four feet tall, and right now she’s the size of a—”

      I grunted as my shoulder dropped from a sudden increase in weight. There was a puff of smoke and the phoenix – now the size of a football – gave an embarrassed warble.

      Clyde quickly drew a few numbers in the air with his talons. “It would seem Sunny is experiencing an exponential growth rate, no doubt due to her prolonged exposure to the tribute’s magic. If her mass has just tripled in size in just this short amount of time, then she should be fully grown in a matter of days.”

      Landon placed his hand on his hip and fixed me with a brown-eyed stare. “You were saying?”

      “Full-grown or not, Rabia still knows where we are,” I said doggedly. “It’s. Not. Safe.”

      “I don’t disagree. This base is compromised.” He turned to the bullpen. “Everybody! Pack it up. We’re going to Sublevel Four!”

      “Sublevel Four?” When Sunny and I had been using her radar to determine where the vault was just a few hours ago, I hadn’t seen anything like that on the blueprint we’d created. And Sunny’s radar was very thorough. “I didn’t know there were any sublevels.”

      Landon just gave me a superior smirk. “How would you? The only entry is in the kraken tank.”

      “Begging your pardon,” Clyde immediately piped up. “Did you just say kraken?”

      “Yes,” Landon answered warily.

      “And does this kraken have spawn?”

      “Spawn?”

      “He means eggs, Landon,” I groaned.

      Landon nodded hesitantly. And for good reason. Landon had given Hayate – that oni demon who’d been convinced I’d murdered his younger brother back in Chicago – a kraken egg so he could distract the demon and leave me defenseless in a bizarre test to see if I was human or not. I guess you could’ve called me ‘human plus’ back then since I’d been channeling the essence of a phoenix.

      But that meant nothing to Clyde. Bygones were bygones when eggs were involved.

      The demon seized my arm. “Maggot, he says he has kraken eggs. We’re staying.”
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      As much as I was loath to admit it, it was probably a good idea that we stayed here. Especially after learning there was a secret sublevel. If Sunny and I hadn’t found it, then I doubted Rabia knew about it. And what would be a better ruse than to make it look like we’d abandoned the place when we were actually just a few hundred feet below it?

      Landon had decided it was too dangerous to move the skinwalker, so he’d be left behind with a security camera pointed at his cell and his vitals monitored by Zielinski on his smartpad.

      Good riddance.

      Sunny and I stayed out of the way while those in the medical ward were airlifted out, except Tiberius. He was too large to move in a medical helicopter, so they reinforced a gurney to take him with us. As the only-bruised agents and techs packaged up the base, we sat off in the corner, me leaning against the wall and the phoenix pacing between my outstretched legs. Clyde loomed nearby, idly tracing the white brand on the inside of his wrist with a gecko-like finger.

      Sunny was being fussy. First, I’d caught her chewing on some electrical cords, then licking one of those dangly cardboard air fresheners, then nibbling on an aloe plant. The firebird was warbling in her chime-like way, scraping her talons against the polished granite.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, just as frustrated as she was. “I don’t know what you want. But you can’t go chewing on cords and sucking on air fresheners.”

      With an exasperated chirp, she hopped onto my knee and pecked at my backpack.

      “What? Do you want your urn or something?”

      I unzipped my backpack and held it open for her inspection. She hooked one foot over the edge and yanked, ripping the bag out of my hands.

      “Hey!” I gave her a nudge in the chest with my finger. “Rude!”

      The phoenix pecked at my finger, earning her another poke in the feathers.

      “Behave. Or I’ll have Clyde put you in a time-out.”

      “Maggot!” the demon gasped. “I am appalled that you would threaten the fireling with such a thing!”

      “What? Why? I just figured you’d put her in your pouch or something.”

      “Worst. Master. Ever. Of all time. Do you truly expect me to believe that you have no inkling as to what a true time-out is?”

      “Uh, well, here on Earth, the kid usually gets a spank on the butt and sent to sit on the stairs to think about what they did.”

      “Interesting.” The demon tapped his chin with a talon. “In Hell, the details of the time-out vary depending on what level you’re on, but they always include some sort of dismemberment. And pain. Lots of pain. Why, for spawnlings on Level 5, a time-out was the equivalent of undergoing a respawn in the Phlegethon River. Six-hundred-sixty-six hours of being stripped down to a cellular level by Hellfire.”

      The phoenix gave one, very small terrified peep.

      I blinked two very blue, very wide eyes.

      “But you say your Earthly time-out consists of a spank and being ostracized by the social group by sitting on the stairs, alone,” the demon continued. “And thinking. I wonder if this thinking lessens or magnifies the gravity of the fault. Hmm …”

      “Um … okayyy, how about no time-outs right now?” I told the phoenix.

      Sunny nodded hurriedly.

      “Let’s just calm down, and we’ll figure this out together. Like we always do.”

      With another nod, the phoenix disappeared into my backpack, kicking or nudging things aside with such increasing aggravation despite our little talk to keep our frustrations in check that I finally upended the bag and dumped her, and the rest of its contents, out onto the floor.

      “There. Happy?”

      Sunny flailed on her back until she managed to get her feet under her. After she flung a glare in my direction with her violet eyes, she hurriedly began sorting through the material representation of my life, flicking things aside with her wing claws, talons, or beak. She wanted nothing to do with her urn – now gleaming like the finest silver – and ignored the Antevortan Clock.

      I picked up the Clock, rubbing the smoky face with my sleeve.

      The hand had dropped down to a nine.

      Well, that certainly was an improvement.

      I could only assume it hadn’t dropped down to its coveted four because there was a god of rage still out there gunning for the phoenix. And so long as I stuck around, my luck and my lifespan didn’t look so good. Scowling, I shoved the Antevortan Clock into the bottom of my backpack and turned my attention back to the phoenix.

      She’d kicked the prepaid VISA cards aside, along with the few burner cellphones I had left – including the one I kept in a bag of chips – the container of salt, my med-kit, the pressed creosote flower, the lackluster lump of turquoise, and of course her urn. Sunny finally plunged her head into a pile of packages and emerged victorious with my last sachet of Welch’s Fruit Snacks.

      “Oh my GoneGods, you’re hungry. Or hangry, more like.” I felt like an idiot. Of course she was hungry. When we’d been bound, she’d gotten whatever sustenance she’d needed from me – I assumed – and now that she was a growing chick, she needed food. Duh-doy, Frances.

      Gripping the blue package with her beak, she slashed it open with a wing claw and started gnawing on the gummies. She spat them out after a second, warbling unhappily. Then she fixed me with a pair of pathetic violet eyes and peeped.

      “Clyde, you got any food in your pouch?” I asked.

      Glancing around to make sure no one was looking – a demon’s pouch is very private, you know – Clyde slipped a talon tip behind one of his scales and pulled open his pouch. He shoved one hand in, rooted around, and produced a solitary brown egg.

      Lowering himself onto all fours, he carefully placed the egg in front of the phoenix. “My last egg. If my willingness to offer this delectable and most treasured morsel to you is not proof enough of my affinity to the maggot, and by extension, to you, then I don’t know what is.”

      Sunny pecked a hole into the shell, darted her tongue inside, and immediately gagged.

      “Maggot,” the demon gasped. “She’s defective!”

      “Maybe because it’s raw?” I asked.

      “If she prefers cooked meat, then she is even more defective than I originally thought.” With a disgusted sniff, the demon scooped up the egg and threw it whole into his open mouth.

      Sunny rooted around the rest of my snacks, giving mournful little peeps.

      “Sorry,” I said, giving her crest feathers a little rustle. “Junk food’s all I got.”

      “And you wonder why your triglycerides are so high,” Clyde muttered.

      “Maybe this super-secret sublevel base will have something.” I shoved the rest of my possessions – my pitiful on-the-run-life – into the backpack and ate the gummies that the phoenix hadn’t gnawed. “We’ll get you fed.”

      “Sooner rather than later, maggot,” Clyde said. He’d scooped up the phoenix and was inspecting her with his talons much like he did with me, prying open her mouth, looking into her ears, poking or pinching to gauge her response. Tendrils of smoke wafted from her nostrils as the phoenix became more agitated. She finally bit him on the finger to get him to stop. He just gave her head a little pat. “Without the proper nourishment, she will not be able to withstand her accelerated growth rate. And she’s due for a growth spurt in the next fifteen minutes.”

      It was the same with large breed dogs and hippogriffs. If they ate a protein-rich diet and packed on too much muscle too early in their development, their bones didn’t have enough time to catch up and you were left with gangly, misshapen creatures. If Sunny wasn’t getting nutrients, her next growth spurt would take whatever energy reserves she had left and possibly kill her.

      The myths said phoenixes were immortal, being reborn of their ashes, but I’m not sure how that translated in this GoneGod World. The cycle could’ve very well been broken. I wasn’t willing to leave it up to chance to find out.

      There was one place in this command center that I was one-hundred-percent sure was going to have an assortment of edibles – the nutrient-dense kind, too – if I could just get over there without causing a scene. That was, after all, Rule Two.

      Slinging my backpack over my shoulders, I swiped the phoenix from Clyde’s gecko-like hands and perched her on my shoulder.

      As nonchalantly as I could, I meandered over to Zielinski’s desk.

      If it’s one thing I knew about bodybuilders, they always had meals on them.

      And if I could persuade anyone in this base, it would be him. After I’d free-climbed my way out of Landon’s custody during my interrogation here not too long ago, the man had basically become my number one fan. Like there was probably a blurry shot of me dangling from the balcony by just my fingers blown up to poster size and hanging on his bedroom wall. My chances were good that he’d accommodate me, but he was still a suit, employed by the World Army. Feminine wiles – even my awkward brand – might just be the extra punch needed to KO this deal.

      Like I said before, I’m no dumpster fire, but I had to work at flirting. It didn’t come naturally to me. I’d been too focused on not being my mother and having a stable career than going on dates. So I relied heavily on my opening move – my only move – and gave my long brown curls a little toss as I slid my hand across the back of his chair.

      It probably would’ve gone a lot better if my hair hadn’t then swatted the phoenix clean off my shoulder.

      The data analyst, who’d been busy click-clacking at his computer while the rest of the agents and desk jockeys packed for the impending move, practically fell out of his chair as the phoenix screeched.

      The surrounding techs started at the noise, at first wondering what had caused the commotion and then fanboying that I had come into their midst. Even the female techs were nudging each other excitedly.

      Rule Two: don’t cause a scene, my ass.

      Sunny’s wing claws dug into my sweater, halting her fall, and she dangled like a naughty kitten who’d lost its footing while climbing a curtain. I pried her free as she chittered like an angry bat, settled her in the crook of my arm, and gave my curls another toss.

      I shit you not, one tech actually swooned.

      “Heya, Z,” I said.

      “F-F-Frances.” His eyes widened. “I mean, Dr. Church!”

      I just beamed up at him, batting my blue eyes. “So … I was sitting over there, just minding my own business, and I couldn’t help but notice that you look like someone who takes care of his body.”

      A scrawny data analyst dropped the probably million-dollar equipment he was carrying and lurched forward, showing me his bicep. “I work out, too, Dr. Church!”

      “Meyer, dude, you’re embarrassing me,” Zielinski growled. He gave Meyer a nudge and side-stepped so his broad shoulders cut off any view Meyer could have of me. Then he realized that just left him and me, and he began to sweat. Swallowing, the tech adjusted his glasses and loosened his tie. “Ah … you noticed … me?”

      “How could I not?”

      Seriously, the dude wasn’t just Tech Ken. He was Nerd Superman. I gave him what I hoped was an appreciative glance.

      Chuckling nervously, he stumbled back into his chair. Seated once again and not having to worry about fainting with happiness, his confidence began to return. He slouched a little, trying to act casual. “So, uh, what can I do for you, doctor?”

      “You can call me Frances.”

      “Really?” he squealed, lurching upright.

      “Lucky,” Meyer sulked.

      “You can call me whatever you like. Zielinski, Z, Alphonse, though only my mother calls me that.”

      Okay, maybe it was time to back off on the charm. The man was about to have a joy-induced aneurysm, not to mention the rest of the techs who were just lingering nearby, making it look like they were working but really just living vicariously through Zielinski. Seriously, what in the EmptyHell made me so popular with these guys?

      “Well, I wanted to first say thank you for all your hard work decanting the Ipy sarcophagus,” I said. “That was really awesome—”

      “It really wasn’t any trouble. Frances. All it took was unlocking an Ancient Egyptian puzzle box for the scroll – which would’ve taken a lot less time if someone hadn’t spilled their coffee on the instruction manual, Meyer – and then preparing the precise blend of spices to—”

      “Shut up, man,” a female tech in a plaid tie hissed, fiddling with some computer cables. “She was paying you a compliment. Act cool.”

      “I got this, Gloria,” Zielinski hissed back.

      “Anyway … What are you working on?” I asked. You couldn’t go in directly for the kill with these types. You had to butter them up first.

      “Getting the satellite feed back up. Yeah, it’s pretty intense stuff. Like, outside of NASA, there are only a handful of people who can do it.”

      “Wow. That’s so … impressive.”

      “I thought all you had to do was turn your system on and off again,” Meyer said.

      “It’s a bit more complicated than that, Meyer,” Zielinski snapped. He flashed me a quick smile. “I guess, for someone like me, it’s just as easy as flipping a switch, but really you’ve gotta deal with cycling code, you gotta make sure you’re in the right orientation so you can bounce the signal back, plus troubleshoot all that space debris that’s been happening for like the last week—”

      “Which he obviously can’t do all by himself,” the curvy tech with the plaid tie named Gloria interrupted with a smile. “Lemons and I do the actual rocket science—”

      “I told you not to call me ‘Lemons’,” Meyer whined. “Do I have to call HR again?”

      “Guys,” Zielinski snapped.

      Sunny shifted impatiently in the crook of my arm, her tummy rumbling.

      “As fascinating as that all sounds, I’m having a hard time concentrating.” I mimed looking at a watch I didn’t have. “Huh, guess my blood sugar’s low. How do you guys work around the clock without any snack breaks?”

      The effect was immediate.

      The three techs – and all the others who were not-so-discretely loitering nearby – immediately yanked open their desk drawers, aka hidden snack chambers. And Zielinski, true to bodybuilder form, produced a cooler from under his desk.

      Jackpot.

      Someone swiped Zielinski’s Other action figures aside, and a variety of food items was arranged on his desk for my inspection.

      Under my arm, the phoenix started to wiggle with anticipation.

      “Thanks, everyone. Looks like my little friend’s hungry, too. Do you mind sharing?” I asked sweetly.

      There was a loud roar of murmured ‘go ahead’, ‘like OMGG, I hope she picks mine’, and ‘I can’t believe Frances is eating with us!’

      Sunny – showing much more tact than before – carefully picked through the food, guzzling down Gloria’s cup of masala chai, ripping into strips of someone’s homemade jerky flavored with Frank’s RedHot sauce, and plucking strips of fish – but only the spicy ahi tuna – from Zielinski’s sashimi plate.

      “Sushi? Really, dude?” Meyer asked.

      “It’s my cheat meal today!”

      But what really captured the phoenix’s undivided attention was Zielinski’s squirt bottle of wasabi sauce. She latched onto the nozzle like a tick and started sucking like a vacuum cleaner on overdrive.

      “That’s, uh, impressive,” Zielinski said.

      I plucked the bottle away from her, ignoring her mournful cries. “I’ll pay for that. Sorry, Z.”

      “Anytime. Anything for you, Frances.”

      “But why?” I whispered, leaning in close. I flicked my eyes to all the other techs basking in my presence. “Why do I have a fan club?”

      “You don’t know?”

      I shook my head. “No. And I gotta tell ya, it’s a little creepy.”

      “Well, for one thing, you’re a total badass,” Zielinski whispered excitedly. “I mean, you climbing around the bullpen like Spider-Man racked up major points with the desk jockeys.”

      The assembled desk jockeys all murmured in affirmation.

      “But that doesn’t seem enough.”

      “Okay, reason number two: you were the host of a phoenix! That is like comic book-level awesomeness!”

      We both glanced down at the phoenix on his desk who was licking the seasoning off a Flamin’ Hot Cheeto before replacing the now-devoid-of-fiery-spices corn puff back into the bag. Some badass. She was no better than a toddler eating only the marshmallows out of a box of Lucky Charms.

      “And three?” I asked.

      Zielinski slid open the center drawer of his desk and handed me a piece of paper. It was thick, like the card stock you’d use for wedding invitations.

      Across the top read FRANCES SASSING LANDON BINGO.

      “Oh my GoneGods …” I didn’t know whether to laugh or feel embarrassed, but one thing was for sure. I was a huge pain in Landon’s neck. After a moment’s hesitation, I decided to take that as a compliment.

      Zielinski tapped the paper. “As you can see, I’m only one space away from winning,” he whispered.

      A chocolate-colored hand suddenly reached over my shoulder and plucked the bingo card out of my stunned fingers.

      “I thought I told you to get rid of these!” Landon shouted.
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      “And where is that satellite feed?” Landon shrilled, throwing the Bingo card at the tech’s chest.

      Gulping, Zielinski used his rolly chair to propel himself between three different workstations that were still online, and finally the giant wall screen flickered on with a real-time picture of Saturn.

      Which was looking pretty naked without its rings.

      “Wait, that can’t be right,” the muscly tech muttered. He clicked a few keys, widening the shot. We still couldn’t see the rings.

      “It is right,” I muttered.

      Those rings had been Rabia’s prison bars. The tainted tribute had weakened their hold on the prison planet, allowing snatches of the god’s consciousness to possess Others to do his dirty work until he could finally break free.

      “Rewind so we can see what’s happened. From twenty-one hundred onward,” Landon ordered.

      That’d been when the base had been attacked.

      Zielinski rolled back to his workstation, and a second later the satellite feed was reset to the prescribed time.

      All activity in the command center halted as we all watched, breath held, as Saturn transformed.

      There was something profoundly disturbing about Saturn’s rings, thousands of tons of rock and ice, hopping up and down like Mexican jumping beans. Suddenly, the rings exploded like the spray of a bursting water balloon, scattering rock and ice like dandelion seeds, and a lance of red light shot from the yellow gas giant like an arrow.

      I forced myself to swallow against a dry throat, cradling the phoenix close as she peeped in distress. She’d understood what that red light had meant. Rabia’s spirit, finally freed, and born into a new body.

      But that wasn’t the worst part.

      The feed zoomed out, capturing the trajectory of the blast.

      Pale green Uranus got peppered like a grouse with buckshot during hunting season, Jupiter just absorbed the meteors like Pac-Man on a binge-fest of dots, the hurtling space debris missed Mars completely, but the shockwave rammed into the asteroid belt like an enraged rhinoceros.

      Asteroids erupted from their orbit like champagne from a sabered bottle, spraying directly toward a very familiar blue-and-green planet.

      Without being asked, Zielinski brought up a countdown to impact on the screen.

      The red numbers decreased at an alarming rate.

      2 days, 19 hours, 9 minutes. The asteroids would hit on Friday at 7:09 PM.

      This was worse than that GoneGodDamn Antevortan Clock.

      The wheels of his rolly chair squeaked as Zielinski slumped back, speechless.

      Landon dragged his good hand over his face, sliding to a halt over his mouth like he was trying to smother himself.

      It was so quiet you could hear a cockroach fart.

      “Really?” I asked, looking around. “Is no one else going to say it?”

      “Say what, maggot?” Clyde asked quietly, eyes glued to the numbers on the screen.

      “We are so totally fucked.”
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      Before they could agree with me – as any sane person would do – the digitized female voice that liked to broadcast when the shit was hitting the fan had another announcement for us.

      INTRUDER ALERT! INTRUDER ALERT!

      “Son-of-a-biscuit,” I said, scooping the phoenix from the desk. “This night just keeps getting better and better.”

      “Everybody to the tank,” Landon shouted. “Now.”

      The security camera feed on the wall screen continued to statically report what was happening in the second-floor hallway. A ceiling light kept flickering, and sparks fizzled from the ends of torn electrical wires. Distorted shadows loomed against the wall and across the floor as the intruder – or intruders – marched on the command center.

      There was a bang on the barricaded door and the screech of nails against metal.

      “That’s not going to hold!” Landon boomed. “Go!”

      He grabbed my hand and pulled me across the bullpen as the intruder banged against the barricade again. Its frustrated screech echoed into the rafters.

      With a squawk, Sunny dug her talons and wing claws into the knit of my sweater and held on like a jockey on a runaway horse.

      “It’s a cockatrice,” Zielinski cried, throwing his Other action figures into his cooler and hustling after us.

      INTRUDER ALERT! INTRUDER ALERT!

      “It’s gotta be a roc,” Meyer wailed. “But I don’t want to be torn to pieces!”

      Claws tore at the soldered metal, and something started to wiggle through.

      “That’s no roc. That’s the tentacle of a cthulhu spawn,” Gloria shrieked. “It’ll tear flesh from bone in three milliseconds!”

      “Not today!” Clyde flashed to the door and threw his weight against it. “Run, maggot!”

      Landon hustled me up the second flight of stairs toward the offices above the containment cells. From the gaps in the metal grating, I caught glimpses of the skinwalker still on his cot, unmoving. He was either unconscious, still heavily sedated by Zielinski’s special sleepy-time formula, or carefree knowing that whatever was trying to break into the command center wasn’t after him.

      Or maybe they were.

      Maybe this was a rescue.

      “Wait,” I cried, yanking my hand free of Landon’s grasp.

      “Maggot, what are you waiting for?” Clyde demanded on the opposite balcony. He paused a moment to slap a skinny black tentacle that had wormed its way through a hole. There was a shriek, and the tentacle disappeared. It would be back. “Cthulhu spawn are only BAMF-21, but there are never just one of them. My strength will eventually prove insufficient in bolstering this barricade!”

      An angry hiss came from behind the door, and something started to scream muffled profanities.

      “Do what you can!” I shouted back to him.

      “I’m already at the limit of my physical exertions. What do you want me to do? Use harsh language?”

      “If you think it’ll help!”

      Clyde pounded his fist against the metal patchwork door. “No solicitors,” he bellowed. “Go away, you shameless scoundrels!”

      INTRUDER ALERT! INTRUDER ALERT!

      “We can’t leave without him,” I told Landon, pointing to the containment cell below our feet.

      “Oh, for crying out loud,” he complained, “if this is another one of your love-struck—”

      “If you wanna get punched in the mouth again, by all means, finish that sentence,” I snapped. Sunny hissed at him, backing me up. “What if they’re here for him? We can’t give Rabia an ally!”

      Landon’s face hardened. “I’ll not lose any more people defending the creature that killed my agents and destroyed this base. And Rabia as sure as EmptyHell isn’t going to get him either. Zielinski, kill the skinwalker.”
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      I seized Landon’s arm. “No.”

      He shook me off, brown eyes glaring. “I don’t care what he used to be, Frances. He’s not worth it. Zielinski, do it.”

      Pale, the muscly tech pulled his smartpad out of his pocket and flipped it open. “He won’t feel anything, Frances,” he said quietly, tapping in a code. “I swear.”

      “Don’t do it, Z,” I said. Begged. “Please.”

      Why in the EmptyHell was I pleading for this skinwalker’s life? He was a liar. A thief. A murderer. The archenemy of my phoenix.

      But he still had Johnny’s face.

      Zielinski bit his lower lip as his thumb hovered over the smartpad’s screen.

      “Do it,” Landon shouted.

      “But, boss, she’s never steered us wrong before,” he protested. “Maybe we should just listen to her—”

      Meanwhile, across the bullpen, Clyde slapped at the skinny black tentacles that poked through the holes in the patchwork barricade like a caffeine-crazed teenager at a whack-a-mole arcade game.

      “How dare you call me an overgrown iguana!” Clyde gasped, angry red flames sprouting from his eye sockets. “No one calls me that but—” He pressed his eye against a hole and then gasped in delight. With the fervor of a child at Christmas morning, he started ripping apart the barricade like it was wrapping paper. “Maggot! It’s alright. It’s just—”

      “Stop!” Landon cried. “What are you doing? Call him off, Frances!”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “Call off your kill order, and I’ll make him stop.”

      “You’ll get us all killed, you know that?” he screamed into my face.

      I just narrowed my eyes. Sunny flared her crest feathers at him and opened her beak, threatening him with another fiery loogie.

      “Shit,” he snapped. “Fine! Zielinski, shut it down. And kill that alarm.”

      INTRUDER ALERRR …

      “Clyde,” I called. “Stop—”

      Clyde turned, tearing a pizza-box-sized piece of metal from the barricade as he did so. “But, maggot, it’s—”

      “It’s. Me!” A black-and-white chicken was shoved through the hole with an indignant squawk, and a winged, cat-sized demon followed after. He clutched a heavily-taped dip in his prehensile tail and wore an eyepatch with a grinning skull-and-crossbones over his right eye.

      “Titivillus?” I cried.

      “I can’t believe you left me and Madame Cluck behind,” the little demon wailed. “We could’ve been snuggled! Or refreshed! GoneGodBless it, I mean tortured and killed! Sunbeams and rainbows! Poo!”

      “Take a deep breath, Titivillus,” I said dryly. “You know you struggle to use your words when you’re upset.”

      “You gasp for air, DD,” he snapped. “I’ve just had every piece of me and my tail spanked like I was at a Fifty Shades of Grey convention!”

      Guess those hadn’t been skinny little tentacles poking their way through the holes in the barricade. It’d been Titivillus’s scrawny arms and tail trying to flag us to get our attention.

      Oops.

      “My sincerest apologies,” Clyde said, scooping up his chicken and giving her feathers an affectionate ruffle. “You should have articulated your presence more clearly.”

      “I’ll use a foghorn next time!”

      “As much as I’m thrilled to see you’re alive, did you have to bring the chicken?” I asked.

      Both demons glared at me.

      “She is my peckling, maggot.”

      “Madame Cluck is family,” Titivillus said gravely.

      “Well, I’m not thrilled at this whole situation,” Landon spoke up. “How did you find this place?”

      “That was easy,” the little cat-sized demon said, twirling his dip pen. “I asked for directions. You know, because I’m secure in my masculinity?”

      “This is a secret base! Who would know where it was?”

      “Ohhh …”

      “What did he or she look like, Titivillus?” I sighed.

      “She was pale and scrawny with lots of hair and a perfectly sculpted nose and no bling in her left ear.”

      I translated. “So dark-skinned and hulking, bald, with a ruined nose and lots of earrings in his …” This was starting to paint a familiar picture. I remembered an Other who matched that description. I’d ripped the bull ring out of his nose in the middle of a frozen water lily pond in the Missouri Botanical Gardens not too long ago. “Was he an orc, Titivillus?”

      The demon nodded. “No.”

      “And did he have a sickle-shaped tattoo on his neck?”

      The demon nodded again. “No.”

      “It’s the Furia,” I said grimly. “Rabia’s cult. How many?”

      “Just a handful.”

      “So a lot. Crap.”

      “Why would they be coming here?” Zielinski asked.

      “To finish the job, rescue the skinwalker, steal the phoenix, see if we were too stupid to stick around, take your pick,” Landon barked. “Which we are, apparently, because we haven’t even made it into the sublevel yet! Nooo! Frances here has to risk our future to save Mr. Identity Theft and Hell’s Reject Number Two.”

      A scowl darkened my face. “You’re coming unhinged, Landon.”

      “There is a fleet of asteroids coming to destroy earth in two-and-a-half days, a god of rage loose in the middle of Backwater, USA, and a phoenix – our only weapon against both – who’s more interested in her reflection than the fate of the world,” he screeched.

      The phoenix – who’d been admiring herself in the reflective glass of the office’s walls – gave an embarrassed peep.

      “I think you need a sedative,” I told him flatly.

      “I swear to the GoneGods, it’s like herding cats around here,” Landon ranted. “I’ve got half the tech department starting a mutiny because they belong to your fan club, a cult on our doorstep—”

      INTRUDER ALERT! INTRUDER ALERT!

      “Son-of-a-bitch!” Landon screeched, eyes bulging out of his head. “Everybody move!”

      “Zielinski, do you know how to get everybody down to the sublevel?” I asked quickly.

      “I said move—”

      The muscly tech adjusted his black-rimmed glasses proudly. “Of course. I designed it myself.”

      “Outstanding.” I whirled around and sent Landon sprawling with an uppercut to the chin.

      It might not have had the fury of a phoenix behind it, but Daddy hadn’t raised me to throw weak punches either.

      The World Army agent fell flat on his back, head lolling and groaning.

      “Now that Landon’s sedated, secure that skinwalker, load everybody up, and let’s get the EmptyHell outta here,” I shouted.

      A cluster of techs broke off to collect the skinwalker, and the rest of them traipsed up the stairs behind us.

      “ ‘Frances punches Landon twice in one day’. I thought it’d never happen,” Zielinski cried, dropping his cooler to yank the reclaimed cardstock out of his pocket. “And that’s Bingo for me, everyone! Pay up.”
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      We were in the submersible bay when the Furia flooded into the base.

      The bay was ringed by a catwalk on the second level with a ladder and a freight dumbwaiter. Below was an H-shaped dock with submersibles lined along three of the tongs and a crane dangling a full cargo net on the end of the fourth. One of the subs even looked like it was made out of solid gold.

      Must’ve been Landon’s.

      The black water trembled as the Others broke through the barricade into the command center.

      “We’ve been breached!” Zielinski announced. “I’ll try to keep ‘em busy.”

      The muscly tech sat down on his cooler, eyes glued to his smartpad. He’d transferred all the feeds onto it – the skinwalker’s vitals, the satellites monitoring Saturn and the incoming asteroids, the vantage points of all the still-working security cameras – before we’d left the command center and was frantically instructing the security systems to do whatever and all they could to thwart the invaders.

      Leaning over his shoulder, I caught a glimpse of the mayhem happening in the bullpen.

      Ogres, orcs – including that one I’d maimed in St. Louis – trolls, a hellhound, and a bunch of Others I never knew existed poured into the base. Some were humanoid from the waist up but green and scaled like a fish with gills on their necks and tentacled from the waist down. There was another group of Others who resembled frogs halfway through their transition from tadpoles, only they were the size of full-grown men with seagrass-like beards and thin lank hair. (They were siyokoy from the Philippines and vodyanoy from Russia as Clyde would later inform me). They destroyed everything as they went like a plague of locusts, but it was obvious they were looking for someone.

      First, Zielinski cut the lights. The security cameras immediately switched into night-vision mode, and the Others were made all the spookier looking ghostly green with their gleaming eyes.

      It only seemed to thwart the ogres who had very poor eyesight and fumbled around like drunk teenagers, but the rest of them seemed unhindered.

      The sprinkler system was activated next, and the orcs and trolls hated getting rained on more than cats. The ogres were too stupid to care, and the aquatic Others felt right at home.

      They were sprayed with fire extinguisher foam, mustard gas, and sliced up with laser beams, and they kept coming.

      “Okay, guys! I’m out of tricks,” Zielinski said, snapping his smartpad closed. “Double time!”

      Clyde took the command literally and started snatching a person under each arm, flashing down the ramp to the docks, and dumping his passengers into the nearest sub. He did this with their gear, too, and soon only the skinwalker in his stasis pod and the techs monitoring him remained.

      Spines erect and black flames sprouting from his eye sockets, the battler demon carefully loaded the stasis pod into the second-to-last sub, ready to pierce his talons through the observation window and kill the skinwalker if he even so much as blinked.

      My boots thunked against the dock as I jogged to the gold submersible.

      Techs Gloria and Meyer were finishing strapping a woozy Landon into his seat, and Titivillus held Madame Cluck tightly in the seat opposite him. I squatted over the hatch and pried Sunny off my shoulder, getting ready to hand her over into his care.

      Squawking, the firebird used her wing claws to climb her way back up my sleeve and onto my shoulder. I pried her away a second time and held her out in front of me like a naughty cat.

      “What? Are you afraid of the sub?” I’d forgotten that most birds didn’t like confined spaces.

      Her crimson tail feathers flicked side to side irritably, and she suddenly started warbling a tirade.

      Titivillus appeared out of the gloom below. “She’s complimented by the fact that you’re calling her a sissy. GoneGodBless it, insulted.”

      Oh right, phoenixes were notoriously brave creatures.

      “If you’re not scared, then why are you fussing?”

      Foom.

      My fingers tingled as the smoke cleared, and a soccer-ball-sized phoenix thrashed her yellow feet like she was trying to claw back through the air to get to me. I didn’t need Titivillus to translate this time.

      I held her close, letting her nuzzle under my chin as I ruffled her pink feathers. “You’re okay,” I told her. “Now don’t fuss. In case you’ve forgotten, some very not-nice people are trying to break down the door and steal you away from me.”

      Sunny peeped in alarm.

      “I know. Now sit with Uncle Titivillus and drink your chai.”

      I knew she didn’t like being apart from me, and I felt this overwhelming need to protect her. But I couldn’t very well get into the sub without knocking her around and possibly breaking a wing, and she needed to concentrate on growing instead of healing.

      Sunny went more quietly the second time I lowered her into the sub – still warbling under her breath – delivering her carefully into Titivillus’s outstretched hands.

      Clucking, the hen immediately gathered the exhausted phoenix under her feathers, despite them being almost the same size. Sunny stuck her head out from under the chicken’s wing with a distressed peep only for Madame Cluck to peck her on the top of the head until she disappeared back under the feathers.

      “Z, come on,” I called from the hatch.

      He handed me his smartpad and cooler but didn’t get in. “I’ve got to release the bait.”

      “The what now?”

      “Don’t worry! It’s automated!”

      I glanced at the bay door as the muscly tech sprinted down the H-shaped dock to the prong with the crane. The announcer lady was still telling us there were intruders in the building, and with that hellhound in their group, it’d sniff us out in a New York minute.

      And soon they’d be in the submersible bay.

      Sunny wasn’t strong enough to battle anyone yet – not with any endurance, at least – and Clyde was only one demon with a whole lot of injured folks to protect. And I didn’t have a machete. Our odds weren’t looking so hot.

      “Hurry up!” I shouted.

      Zielinski wedged himself into the crane’s driver seat, flipped a few knobs to get the thing going, and the cargo net swung out over the water.

      It was hard to tell what was in it, but it was dark and metallic-looking. Like lumps of unrefined ore or something.

      Cursing, Zielinski kicked a lever that didn’t want to budge.

      “What is it?” I shouted over the noise.

      The Others had reached the bay door – which was as thick as those found on submarines to seal any water out – and were ramming it with something. It was already dented.

      “The gears are stuck!” Zielinski shouted back.

      “Have you tried releasing the emergency brake lever?” Clyde suggested. “I’m told that works wonders.”

      “This is the emergency brake lever!” Zielinski said. “I need it turned off—”

      Clyde flashed to the crane and promptly ripped the emergency brake lever off. “There. Fixed. Works every time.”

      “No!” the tech cried. “It needed to be turned down, not ripped off.”

      “Oh. Well, that’s how we do it in Hell. So sorry.” Clyde threw the lever over his shoulder into the water. “That’s now permanently stuck in the ‘on’ position.”

      Returning to the sub, Zielinski dragged his hand over his eyes. “Without the bait, Ursula will go after the subs.”

      “You named the kraken after a sea witch?” I exclaimed.

      “It fits! And now she’ll crush us like empty soda cans.”

      I shoved his smartpad into his hands as the pounding on the bay door only grew louder. “There’s gotta be something you can do. You know, some sort of contingency plan?”

      That was Rule 5, people. Always have a Plan B.

      Zielinski shook his head. “This tank was designed with a partition. You open the hatch, the bait gets lowered in, she goes in, you close the hatch, and we all swim to safety. Then you reopen the hatch, and she’s back in the main tank.”

      “You crate-trained her like a dog?” I didn’t know whether to be shocked or impressed. Cesar Milan had nothing on Alphonse Zielinski.

      “Yeah. And without her ‘cookie’, she’ll eat us. And it gets worse.” He showed me his smartpad. There was a diagram of what looked like an underwater portcullis in yellow with a big flashing red X overlaying it. Flashing red anything was never good. “When Rabia attacked, he did more than just damage our personnel. He crippled a lot of systems, including the one that operates the hatch.”

      I ran a hand through my curls, yanking on my scalp. “So we can’t get it open.”

      “Not remotely.” He pointed to the gold submarine. “That’s why we have Goldie. Being a freshwater kraken, Ursula has a strong aversion to gold which allows that one sub to slip by unmolested and use the manual override to operate the hatch.”

      “So we just need to lure the big girl in there.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Can’t we just cut the net and dump the bait in and swim away while she’s busy?”

      “Apparently you’ve never witnessed the speed at which a kraken eats,” the tech said dryly. “It’s like a lightning strike. That’s why we have the pen.”

      “Son-of-a-biscuit.”

      “Maggot,” Clyde said, lifting a talon, “though I had absolutely no hand in our current bait-less predicament, I feel compelled to volunteer my services.”

      “You?” Zielinski asked.

      “Yes, me, Mr. Anabolic Steroid.”

      “Anabolic Steroid?” the muscly tech said, affronted. “I am all natural!”

      I put my hand on his arm in a silent gesture to let it go, and my fingers instinctually squeezed.

      Holy Bicep, Batman!

      The muscly tech was beefier than Beefcake.

      My demon ignored him. “I might be a battler demon, but I am a former familiar. Which means I can change into any animal. While I can’t transform into an Other, I can get relatively close to her species, say an octopus or squid? Perhaps I can convince her to go in peacefully?”

      “Careful what you say to her.” Titivillus popped his head above Goldie’s hatch. “Common Cephalopod into Kra-kan isn’t a direct translation. You don’t want to insult her. Kraken are affable. I mean, easygoing. GoneGodBless it, touchy! They’re really touchy. DD, I can’t live like this anymore. When are you gonna break my pen? Sunbeams and rainbows, I mean fix it?”

      “Later,” I said flatly, brushing the thought aside. That was way down there at the bottom of my to-do list. Right now, I was focused on how we got to the sublevel safely.

      “Well … it’s not the worst plan I’ve ever heard,” Zielinski said grudgingly. “But nothing too big, like whales or something, okay? The added mass will not only displace the water but possibly jeopardize the integrity of the tank.”

      “I do believe that’s the most intelligent thing you’ve said all day,” Clyde drawled in his posh British accent.

      I smacked Clyde in the shoulder. “Behave.”

      “We get the hatch open, you get her inside, and everything will be fine,” Zielinski said, graciously ignoring the demon’s comment. “If things go south, do you think you can cut that cargo net and give us a few more seconds?”

      “Honestly, what were six-inch-long razor-sharp talons for if not slicing things?” With a roll of his eyes, he transformed into a six-hundred-pound California sea lion.

      The dock immediately sank another two inches into the water.

      I gave the sea lion a pat on the head. “Be careful, okay?”

      Clyde flapped a flipper up to his head in a saucy salute and plunged into the water.
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      The water was pitch black.

      Sonar prevented the subs from crashing into one another in the darkness, as well as the infrared glow that illuminated all the cabins. We looked like a string of red currant berries dropped into a pool of tar.

      But we weren’t alone.

      Ursula was distorting the current in the tank, and the jet propulsion system was constantly auto-correcting us.

      I kept my eyes on the sonar screen embedded in the middle of the console as its pings echoed over the speakers. It was like an arcade game on its home screen, little green dots (the subs), a gold dot (us), and the blue square (Clyde) wandering around just waiting for other players to join.

      Hopefully no one else would.

      The sonar pinged every few seconds, updating the location of the icons on the screen. The green dots headed in one direction whereas the gold dot and the blue square went directly opposite of them.

      The battler demon hadn’t been able to stay in the form of a California sea lion for very long. With the water being basically opaque, he’d had to transform into something more suited to the lightless waters of the ocean deep. He was currently a gruesome three-foot-long anglerfish, his lure like a bobbing lantern in the dark. No doubt he was waiting to turn into his cephalopod of choice when we reached the pen, given that kraken were notoriously territorial.

      On the sonar screen, the green-dot subs were going very slow, afraid to disturb the water. Like a shark who could smell blood from a quarter-mile away, the freshwater kraken had a keen nose for iron ore.

      Or so Zielinski had told me.

      “You know the tale of the freighter SS Edmund Fitzgerald?” he whispered.

      We’d been whispering ever since we’d gotten below the surface, fearful the kraken would hear us. I wasn’t sure if she could, but then I wasn’t about to tempt my luck – we’d all seen how that’d worked out for me the last few weeks – so I kept my voice lowered.

      “I know the song,” I whispered back.

      “Well, it wasn’t a November storm with hurricane-force winds that sunk her. If the waves hadn’t knocked some of that ore overboard, Ursula never would’ve resurfaced from the deep. Unrefined iron ore is irresistible to them.”

      “But not gold,” I clarified.

      “Freshwater krakens hate gold, unlike their saltwater cousins,” Zielinski said confidently. “That’s why we can speed along at twenty knots.”

      But that confidence didn’t stop Zielinski from sweating like a hog in a slaughterhouse. Sweat beaded on his skin and fogged his glasses. His white, button-down T-shirt was sticking like a second skin, and the man clearly didn’t believe in wearing undershirts. Not that I looked.

      Okay, well, I looked, but I didn’t ogle him. For one thing, I’m human, and for another, the guy I’d fallen for turned out to be both an Other and a skinwalker. So that pretty much made me single.

      But this was a perilous situation, and I wasn’t going to end up like one of those bimbos you see in the horror films who’re too horny to be bothered by the axe-murderer creeping up the stairs. Plus, I was a professional. This was no different than an operating room and the sub our robotic surgical assistant. I took it upon myself to wipe Zielinski’s forehead with my sleeve to keep the worst of the sweat out of his eyes. He had all our lives in his hands, after all.

      Behind us, Meyer and Gloria stared out of the portholes into the inky blackness as if they could actually see something, and Landon continued to snore from when I’d hit him. Titivillus stroked Madame Cluck’s head nervously, and the hen smothered the baby phoenix under her feathers protectively.

      I was about to ask if there was anything I could do to help – not that I had any experience reading these dials or piloting a submarine – when a sudden whoosh of water pitched us hard to port. Clyde the anglerfish’s light corkscrewed in front of us like a falling star.

      After a startled curse, Zielinski righted us, and a new icon joined the others on the sonar screen.

      A red triangle.

      Ping. Ping. Ping-ping-ping.

      This sonar was just about as annoying as that automated voice had been when she’d kept announcing all the intruders.

      “Damn, she smelled them faster than I thought she would,” Zielinski said. “We’re not even to the pen yet.”

      “We need to distract her.” I whipped around in my seat. “Titivillus, Clyde needs to get that bait in the water now!”

      “If we drop the bait now, she’ll never go into the pen!”

      “And she’ll eat the subs if we don’t! Titivillus, do it.”

      The little demon – who had been giving Clyde directions this entire time by tapping Morse Code on his porthole window – rapped his little nails against the acrylic in a frantic series of dots and dashes.

      The anglerfish transformed into a thresher shark and torpedoed toward the surface.

      The red triangle gave chase for only a few seconds before diverting its attention to the cluster of green dots.

      “She’s going for the subs!” Gloria exclaimed.

      Told you so.

      “We can help them by getting to the portcullis,” I said.

      Gritting his teeth, Zielinski pushed the throttle open to full.

      A second later, the red triangle changed directions and made a beeline to where the blue square had reappeared.

      “Get out of there, you idiot,” I muttered.

      The blue square gave the red triangle a wide berth and zipped toward us. A giant squid swept past us just as the meager light of the sub illuminated something pale in the distance.

      Gold-plated, the portcullis looked like the entrance to the lost city of Atlantis, though it was missing kelp and barnacles and other sea ornaments I would’ve associated with an underwater kingdom.

      Zielinski finally risked a little light, and a wheel on the left side of the pen came into view. It looked like the kind you’d see on a vault door or even the helm of an old Spanish warship.

      Our sub leveled out just above it, and Zielinski switched the driving controls to the copilot – gulp, me – as he extended a set of robotic arms to turn the wheel.

      Rolling my head to loosen my neck, I gripped the control yoke with suddenly sweaty hands. “You got this, you got this, you got this,” I muttered.

      “What are you … doing?” Meyer wanted to know.

      Gloria whacked him in the arm.

      “Ow!”

      “Can’t you tell she’s psyching herself up? Now shut up and be supportive. You go, girl!” Gloria cheered.

      “Shhh,” Zielinski hissed. “I’m trying to concentrate.”

      Meyer flicked Gloria on the thigh. “Yeah, can’t you see he’s trying to concentrate?”

      Which was pretty hard to do with the sonar incessantly pinging that we hurry the EmptyHell up.

      The robotic appendages, which looked like the claw-like hands of a supersized LEGO Minifigure, clamped onto the wheel and started to turn. The wheel had a spoke lock, securing the wheel in place with every turn so the robotic arms could reset for another turn without the portcullis lowering. When pressed, a large button in the center of the wheel would disengage the lock to lower the portcullis faster than it had been raised.

      “Fat lot of good this’ll do,” Zielinski grumbled. “The bait is gone.”

      “It’s called Plan B,” I said. “Thought you government types were all about contingency plans, no?”

      Clyde didn’t wait for the portcullis to finish rising. Instead, he transformed into a spotted Moray eel and slithered through a gap in the grate. Once inside, he swiveled around and changed into the largest squid I’d ever seen.

      I knew he was burning time in his animal quick-change routine, which I also knew gave him an incredible high, but he had to be burning an insane amount of time to grow a Watasenia scintillans – aka the firefly squid – that was usually only three inches long to one that measured sixteen feet from mantle to tentacle-tip.

      What? I did a veterinarian intern rotation at the aquarium.

      “Let’s hurry this up,” I said crisply. So my battler doesn’t accidentally kill himself.

      As if he’d heard me, Clyde gave his tentacles a flirtatious flourish, and he began to glow.

      Electric blue light flashed like the spotlights at an underground rave, pulsing out a brilliant display.

      The frantic ping-ping-ping of the sonar lessened as something else captured the red triangle’s attention.

      Suddenly, the water wasn’t so dark anymore.

      Teal and purple lights answered Clyde’s pulsating blue display, and the tank lit up like an underwater firework show.

      I could see almost the whole tank now, including the subs that huddled together like a school of frightened sardines as they swam down to the floor. Glued to the opposite side of the tank were the kraken eggs I’d seen a few weeks ago, still teal-colored and healthy-looking. They pulsed vibrantly, echoing the display of their mother.

      They must’ve been spawned before the gods had left, but with no daddy kraken around to fertilize them, they would just remain glued to the wall in stasis until their nutrient sack ran out.

      Maybe that’s why the kraken had diverted her attack. Sometimes there was an instinct – a primal one – that trumped even the need to eat.

      The kraken eagerly diverted from the subs to the flamboyant display of what she must’ve assumed was a male kraken. After all, male kraken were typically a lot smaller than the females of their species. Maybe she hadn’t noticed he was actually a squid yet.

      Fingers crossed!

      Ursula was pinkish-gray like most deep-water creatures and horribly scarred, no doubt because she preyed on freighters and their propellers were more chop-happy than the runaway blade of a Cuisinart food processor. But despite her sickly coloring and marred appendages, the colors she produced from her bioluminescent spots were mesmerizing.

      “Whatever he’s doing, it’s working,” Zielinski said, still guiding the robotic arms. “The hatch is halfway open!”

      Abandoning the chicken and the baby phoenix – who was instantly smothered again by the hen’s feathers – Titivillus climbed into my lap, ducking under my arms as I fought to keep the sub steady. His little three-toed feet dug into my thigh as he pressed his face against the window.

      “What’s he saying?” I asked through gritted teeth.

      “He’s schmoozing,” the demon said. “You know, the usual. ‘Come here often?’, ‘Baby, what’s your sign?’, ‘If being sexy was a crime, you’d be guilty as charged’, that kind of thing. Which he totally got from The Bachelor last week. I saw that episode.”

      Suddenly Ursula’s lights changed from their gentle purple and teal coloring to orange and yellow.

      “What’s that mean?” I asked.

      “Um … She just asked him to mate,” Titivillus said. “GoneGodBless it, I mean go on a date! I think. It’s unclear.”

      “Dude, he’s in the tank with her for like five minutes, gives her a snack, and now she wants to suck face?” Meyer complained. “What’s his angle?”

      “Well for one thing,” Gloria said dryly, “I doubt he uses the phrase ‘suck face’. He’s got class, Lemons. Something you lack.”

      “What did I say about calling me Lemons?”

      Zielinski chuckled. “Who knew Clyde was such a ladies’ man?”

      Apparently, the demon was irresistible to Other females. First Blanche, the tooth fairy from the Schwarzwald, and then Quetzalli, the feathered-serpent quetzalcoatlita with the turquoise feathers. Now he could add kraken to the list of hearts he’d stolen.

      “There!” Zielinski cried suddenly. “It’s open.”

      The robot arms retracted from the wheel and hovered in front of the button, ready to push it once the kraken was in her pen.

      The sonar started to ping again as Ursula made her way closer to us. She flashed her orange and yellow question again, and Clyde whooshed back toward the rear of the pen with a muted response.

      Ursula’s spots darkened into an angry maroon.

      “Sunbeams and rainbows!” Titivillus cried. “We gotta get out of here!

      “She’s not even in yet,” Zielinski protested.

      “Then give her a pinch on her ass with those claws!”

      “I thought things were going well. What happened?” I asked. “What did he say to her?”

      “You know how I said Common Cephalopod doesn’t translate directly into Kra-kan? Well, that was a prime example. Turns out Ursula is a bit more sensitive to rejection because she has eggs in the tank, and that schmoozing squid of an idiot just told her he’d rather crawl out onto the burning hot sand of Bermuda and let the tropical sun boil him into shoe leather than snog a clingy cuttlefish like her!”

      I slapped the center console. “That idiot!”

      “So now she’s going to kill him. I told you they’re touchy!”

      Ursula had moved in front of the pen, having assumed it would be her new love grotto, her tentacles curling around the frame and effectively blocking all escape. Her spots still flickered an angry maroon, and it was clear from her tightly coiled body that she was going to throttle the squid that had insulted her. And make this pen his tomb.

      “I mean, silver lining, the rest of the team made it to the sublevel,” Zielinski said, tapping the sonar screen that was now devoid of green dots. “So, I guess his sacrifice won’t be in vain?”

      I smacked him in the arm. “That’s my battler!”

      “Ow,” the muscle tech whined, rubbing his bicep.

      I’d be grumpy later.

      My demon needed help.

      Jerking the control yoke to the right, I swung the sub starboard, shoved the throttle on full, and rammed the kraken straight in her squishy ass.
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      The kraken’s roar made the whole tank tremble.

      I wrenched the yoke toward my stomach, zooming the sub upward as Ursula and her tentacles whipped around.

      Titivillus yelped as he somersaulted into the rear of the sub, smacking Landon right in the face. The World Army agent woke from my upper-cut-induced stupor and screamed. Still screaming, he pried off the demon – who had wrapped his wings and tail around Landon’s head like a face-hugger from “Aliens” – and threw him into the back of Meyer’s head.

      “I don’t want him!” Meyer cried, smacking the little cat-like demon away.

      Titivillus landed in Gloria’s lap with a groan. When he realized it was the curvy tech he’d landed on, the demon settled his hands behind his head. “Why goodbye there.”

      “Where are you taking us?” Zielinski cried.

      “I don’t know!” I swerved the sub to the left. “That bitch was gonna kill my battler!”

      “Well now it’s going to kill us if you don’t put on some speed!”

      “Stop side-seat driving or do it yourself!”

      Zielinski smashed his fist into a button and my control yoke went slack. The muscly tech flipped half a dozen switches and the sub zoomed away from the kraken, leaving a screen of bubbles in our wake.

      “Everybody look out your windows,” he barked. “Tell me what you see.”

      “Squidy-badness my side,” Meyer yelped.

      “What side are you on?” Zielinski snapped.

      “Left!”

      I held onto the yoke as the tech swerved us away from the swipe of a tentacle.

      In the backseat, Sunny peeped in distress and was immediately smothered by the hen’s feathers. Seriously, that chicken was unflappable.

      Our sub swerved again, the tip of a tentacle smacking our aft end like a drumstick against a cymbal.

      My teeth rattled in my head as the sub shivered from the impact.

      “And this is why we can’t have nice things,” Zielinski shouted to no one in particular.

      “Loose the magnesium flares,” Landon barked from the back seat.

      The tech flipped a switch, and the water behind us flared in a dazzling underwater fireworks display.

      Ursula groaned, shielding her eyes with a tentacle, and our sub managed to sputter a few precious yards toward safety.

      “We’ve got water back here,” Meyer announced. “Goldie must’ve sprung a leak!”

      “Jeez, Lemons, you think?” Gloria unbuckled her seatbelt. “Help me with the patch kit!”

      The sonar screen pinged frantically as something fast moved in from behind.

      “We can’t take another hit like that,” Zielinski cried.

      A heartbeat later, Clyde the octopus suctioned to the window, panting.

      I lurched forward, slapping the acrylic. “Move! We can’t see!”

      Startled, Clyde inked all over the window and changed into a sailfish so he could keep pace with us.

      “We have to split up,” I yelled. “Distract her or something!”

      I wasn’t sure if he could hear me, but his fishy eye blinked twice as if to say he’d gotten the message and peeled away.

      A second later, the sonar screen showed the red triangle veering away from its attack on the gold dot, pinging for the blue square.

      And for good reason.

      Clyde gripped a kraken egg in his California sea lion teeth and was making a mad dash for the pen.

      “Turn around,” I said, slapping Zielinski’s shoulder. “We gotta push the button!”

      Ursula’s tentacles dazzled with maroon spots, trying to confuse him.

      It certainly worked on me.

      The sea lion dodged and swerved through the net of eight tentacles, finally reaching the pen. At the rear of it, he spun around in a flourish of bubbles and tossed the egg from one flipper to the other one in a one-man game of hot potato.

      With a shrill cry that sounded like tearing metal, the kraken flattened her tentacles and torpedoed into the pen after her egg.

      Clyde hurled it upwards as he dove down, changing into that speedy sailfish again and zipping around Ursula’s hulking mass.

      As he swam for the exit, Zielinski smashed the robotic arm against the wheel, and the golden portcullis shuttered into place with a resonating boom.

      Going too fast to possibly stop, Clyde transformed last minute into a striped nautilus, sucking his frilly tentacles into his shell as he somersaulted through a hole in the grate.

      There was a moment where we all held our breath, watching his shell gradually slow with its foamy trail of bubbles. Then he peeked out, glanced around to see if the coast was clear, gave us a wave of his frilly tentacles, and propelled himself toward our sub with little gasps of his siphon.

      Inside the pen, Ursula glued her egg to the wall where she wouldn’t crush it and turned angrily around. She slapped at the portcullis, cringing with every strike, and sent us what I could only assume was a very hateful message via flashing lights.

      “Ooo,” Titivillus said, his one crocodile-like eye glued to the porthole. “She just called Clyde a remora. It’s like ‘asshole’ in Kra-kan, only ruder.”

      Once back at the sub, Clyde transformed into an octopus and suctioned a tentacle around one of the robotic arms and let us drag his weary butt to the bottom of the tank where the sublevel hatch was.

      With the kraken safely contained in her time-out pen and us the only sub left in the tank, I thought the sonar screen would quiet down.

      But of course we weren’t that lucky.

      Seven new icons appeared on the screen – all red question marks – and fanned out into an arrow after us.

      Guess that meant the Others had finally breached the submersible bay.

      Landon, having fully recovered from his rude awakening, pushed his way to the front and loomed between the pilot seats. “We can’t let them catch us,” he said. “Zielinski, give me your smartpad.”

      As Landon braced against my seat, quickly typing a series of codes – not that I was looking over his shoulder or anything – Zielinski pushed the yoke as far away from him as he could, plunging our golden sub toward the bottom of the tank.

      “This is gonna be kinda rough,” Zielinski announced.

      The bottom of the tank was lined with faint orange dots of light like an airstrip, guiding us to the hatch outlined in yellow.

      At our approach, a little green beam scanned us, and the hatch opened into a water version of an airlock compartment. The golden sub banged against the bottom of the compartment, and the hatch shuttered closed, severing the webbed fingers of the frog-like vodyanoy. We all craned our heads to peer at the ceiling as the water level in the compartment lowered as it was forced through hidden ballast tanks, but the hatch was shut, sealing away thousands of pounds of water right above our heads. Only the fingers of the vodyanoy had made it inside.

      Landon typed another code in the smartpad, and the nearest wall opened like a great metal maw. The floor, which had suddenly turned into a conveyor belt, taxied us through the opening into a dry bay where the other submersibles were already docked. It was like a show garage but for underwater vehicles. I half expected to see a few jet-skis somewhere.

      The automatic conveyor took us to the nearest available parking spot, and the thick doors that kept the air-and-water-lock shut slammed back into place. It was nice to know there was a double security system to keep all that water out.

      Once parked, Meyer gave the exit lever a twist, and the submersible hatch released with a hiss.

      Climbing out of the sub, I left the others to unload their equipment as I rushed around to the front to find my demon.

      Clyde was sprawled on his back in a pool of water, the red seams between the scales on his chest and abdomen looking rather muted. His ember-like eyes were half-lidded, the fire within reduced to only a smolder.

      I seized his shoulders and gave him a little shake. “Clyde! Are you okay? Talk to me!”

      “I don’t care if he’s a familiar,” Titivillus said, his three-toed feet slapping in the puddles as he raced over to us. He didn’t have the strength to fly with a chicken in his arms and a baby phoenix wrapped around his shoulders like a feather boa. “Demons aren’t supposed to be exposed to water for long periods of time.” To prove his point, he shook his feet free of the water he’d walked through and stood on the only dry patch of ground, which was a metal grate that constantly tried to devour his little three-toed feet between its gaps.

      With a flap of her uncoordinated wings, Sunny abandoned Titivillus’s shoulder for mine. When she perched, she hooked her wing claws into my sweater and rubbed her head against my cheek. Even though we’d only been separated by a few feet for a short amount of time, it was a relief to have her back.

      Titivillus set Madame Cluck aside and jabbed Clyde in the leg with the brass tip of his dip pen.

      Nothing.

      I smacked his lizard-like cheeks with my hands. “Clyde. Clyde!”

      Titivillus climbed onto the bigger demon’s chest, flattening his head against the scaly hide to listen for a heartbeat.

      “His lungs are empty of water. I mean full of air. Poo!” Using his dip pen like he was an Olympic pole vaulter, he catapulted into the air and cannonballed onto Clyde’s gut. “Sleepy sleepy!”

      Clyde lurched upright, spewing water from his long neck like a fire hose. Groaning, he flicked the little demon off his belly and slipped a claw under a scale in his abdomen, opening his pouch. He slipped a hand inside and withdrew a teal-colored kraken egg the size of a soccer ball.

      “Worth it,” he groaned.

      I flung my arms around his long neck and gave him a hug. “Don’t ever scare me like that again!”

      Sunny seconded my request by pecking Clyde on the head repeatedly.

      “Uhhh,” Clyde groaned, rolling onto his hands and knees. He took a minute to shake the water off his scales and flexed his spine. “I hate aquatic beasts. It takes an inordinate amount of time for my bones to settle correctly after being cartilage—”

      “If you’re quite done with your yoga session, we need to clear the bay,” Landon announced crisply.

      “Hey!” I lurched to my feet, ready to clock him in the jaw again. “My battler nearly died saving us – including your sorry ass – so I think we can take a minute—”

      Landon raised a hand, cutting me off. “I mean, it’s not safe here.”

      My anger reduced to a simmer. “Oh. I’ll just get my stuff then.”

      Gloria handed me my backpack, trying to smother the smile that threatened to burst through her full red lips.

      As I slipped the straps over my shoulders, I asked, “Anything on your Bingo card where I ram a kraken in the ass?”

      “Not yet,” she said with a grin. “But we’ll make new ones.”

      “Come on, Gloria,” Meyer said, struggling to lift a plastic container. “Quit fangirling. I need your help with this.”

      “Oh like you wouldn’t do the same in my shoes,” she hissed.

      I ticked off the members of my – friends? Family? Clutch? Team? Whatever – and herded them out in front of me so I could keep an eye on them. Glancing over my shoulder to see if we’d forgotten anything, I spotted Zielinski staring at the airlock doors.

      “Z?” I called.

      “Fall in line, Zielinski,” Landon ordered with a sigh.

      “But …” He pointed to the doors.

      And that’s when we heard it.

      A muted pounding, and the seam between the doors started to buckle.

      Landon and I hurried over to the tech, peering around his muscly shoulders to the smartpad in his hand. He had a duplicate sonar feed on his screen, and the red question marks were all clustered in front of us, having breached the airlock and now fighting to pry or bludgeon open the bay doors.

      “They’ll flood the bay,” Landon whispered. “We’ll be crushed.”

      “I’ve got an idea, boss,” Zielinski said, hurrying to the wall in front of us that had a touch screen embedded into the granite. “Rabia might’ve damaged the systems on the upper levels, but this sublevel has its own operating system.” He tapped a few icons before a yellow diagram of a portcullis appeared on the screen. “With your access code permission, sir.”

      “This is going to make a mess,” Landon groaned, typing in his codes. “That tank will have to be sanitized.”

      Sunny squawked as a jet of water thinner than a stalk of spaghetti blasted her in the face.

      “I think that’ll be the least of our problems,” I snapped.

      Zielinski snatched Landon’s hand before he could press the big red “Authorized” button. “Please, sir, I’ve always wanted to do this.”

      Landon rolled his eyes and gestured for the tech to continue.

      Zielinski rolled his head and shoulders like he was loosening up to bench press four-hundred pounds. Taking a deep breath, he rammed his thumb against the button and thundered, “Release the kraken!”
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      It turns out Ursula not only had a thing for iron ore, but she also loved herself some Other surf and turf.

      Safe inside the sublevel command center – which resembled a conference room of an upscale hotel – we watched the wall screen in morbid silence as the red triangle zipped around and the red question marks blipped out of existence. Apparently, her tentacle dexterity was agile enough that she’d been able to pluck one or two Others out of the flooded water-lock before the rest of them had fled to the surface.

      “Maggot, as fascinating as it is to watch the kraken devour her prey, someone else is due for snack time,” Clyde said, nudging my shoulder. “Her next growth spurt is in thirty minutes.”

      Nodding, I pushed myself away from the conference table. “I’m on it.”

      The wall screen suddenly crackled, pixelating the sonar screen into the snow-shower of static.

      “What the hell?” Zielinski tapped a few buttons on his smartpad. “Boss, someone’s just hacked into the World Army server—”

      There was a snap, and the wall screen came back to life with an entirely different picture.

      I froze halfway out of my seat, staring at the live feed of a broad-shouldered man with long black hair and black eyes. Behind him was a dove-gray flag marked with a black sickle. The mark of the Furia.

      “Is this thing on?” Rabia asked, tapping a microphone bud at his throat. “Is it? And what about the picture? Are we broadcasting? I thought the blinking red light meant we were live. So what – GREETINGS, MORTALS,” he boomed with a malicious smile. “My name is Rabia, the god of rage, and I will enslave you all.”

      Sunny hopped up onto the table and flared her pink feathers with an ear-splitting scream.

      Everybody clapped their hands over their ears except for me. I snatched the soccer-ball-sized phoenix and shoved her under my sweater where Rabia couldn’t see her. I had half a mind to swaddle her in the black scarf I had around my neck, but that might’ve roused Landon’s suspicions. He was always so grabby when it came to magical artifacts, and I needed every ace in the hole I could get around that man, just in general.

      “It’s not a two-way screen,” Zielinski whispered to me.

      I relaxed, but only a fraction.

      “I am contacting you directly, World Army, since it was you who revived the phoenix,” Rabia continued. “That act of aggression against me leads me to believe you are up to speed on a variety of world events, including the one coming to destroy your planet in two-and-a-half days. What is it the angels used to say? Fear not.” Rabia flashed us another malicious smile. “As a god, it is well within my power to prevent such destruction. And I will do so in exchange for the phoenix. You might even say I’m taking the planet hostage. You have until six PM on Friday to make your decision. Hand over the phoenix and submit to my authority, or be no more. My minions will be in touch.”

      The feed cut, and the screen returned to its snowy static.

      There was a pregnant pause where nobody said or did anything, and then Zielinski started tapping madly on his smartpad. “He must’ve done something when he destroyed all those systems. Or maybe it was the Furia who’d invaded the base. I’m not sure—”

      “It doesn’t matter how,” Landon said, his voice strangely calm. “But expunge him immediately. All that matters now is we know what he wants.”

      “And he’s not going to get it,” I snarled.

      Sunny warbled her agreement from within my sweater.

      Landon ignored me. “Meyer, contact headquarters. We need to know if they saw that broadcast, too. Gloria, I want this base locked up tighter than Fort Knox. He’s not getting his hands on our only weapon.”

      “He’s … not?” I asked.

      Half of me had expected him to roll over and submit to Rabia’s demands. Landon had never been above sacrificing a few to save the greater good. And the phoenix was just one bird to save an entire planet.

      “Does enslavement sound good to you?” he demanded. “We have time. Not much, but some, and I mean to use it. Plan A: we give Rabia the phoenix, we lose our freedom, but we live. Plan B: the phoenix does what she was created to do, Rabia goes down, and we live. I vote Plan B.”

      “Landon, I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I could kiss you right now.”

      “Lucky,” Meyer mumbled.

      Flushing, Landon gave me an exasperated wave of his hand.

      “As pleased as I am that you two are getting along for the sake of our future,” Clyde interjected politely, “must I remind you that our only weapon is still in need of a snack?”

      “Right.” I dumped the phoenix out of my sweater into the demon’s lap. “But I need to make a call first.”

      “Cellphones are useless down here,” Gloria said, “but you can use that landline over there.”

      “Don’t be divulging any classified information, Frances,” Landon said warningly.

      “I’ll keep your precious little narrative intact, bossy-pants,” I said, punching a number into the phone base. “Please pick up, please pick up.”

      “Hello?” answered a familiar voice.

      Well, a semi-familiar voice. She sounded more Southern socialite now since she’d leveled up.

      “Blanche,” I breathed. “Oh, thank the GoneGods.”

      “Is that my angel?” Titivillus shouted from across the room excitedly. “Tell her I don’t miss her at all! GoneGodBless it, you know what I mean, DD!”

      I waved him to be quiet so I could hear.

      “Titivillus? Frances? It’s like two in the morning. Are y’all alright?”

      I still couldn’t get used to her being polite. “Listen to me, I’m good, he’s good, we’re all good, except Rabia has really screwed us—”

      “Miss Blanche?” chastised a voice in the background. “What have I told you about cellphone usage during your transition? That’ll be an extra class in etiquette for you.” The phone jostled, and that chastising voice addressed me. “To whom am I speaking?”

      “This is Frances, Blanche’s best friend. And who is this?”

      “My name is Miss Mildred Standish, Miss Blanche’s Transition Sister. And you, Miss Frances, are no longer her best friend.”

      “Excuse me?” I hissed.

      “It is customary for an Alium fatum knochen undergoing a transition to eschew her previous life, including all family, friends, hobbies, and—”

      “You mean strip her of everything that made her ‘her’ and then give her another personality?”

      “Precisely. It also prevents disruptive phone calls such as these from occurring and ruining her beauty sleep. No decent person would ever call at this hour anyway.”

      “Decent? Decency has nothing to do with this,” I shrilled. “This is an emergency!”

      “Those wishing to drag our protégés back into the muck of their previous lives always say that,” Miss Mildred replied crisply. “So, until her transition is complete, this cellphone will be deactivated. If you simply must contact our office, you can call the Hampton Chapter at 1-B-E-A-U-T-Y-4-Y-O-U. Have a shiny day!”

      If I’d been infused with phoenix fire, I would’ve crushed the phone. Our planet was going to be nothing but a cosmic dust storm in sixty-five hours, give or take a minute, and that sparkly bimbo Mildred wouldn’t even let me warn my best friend!

      “Landon, you got any booze around here?” I barked.

      Zielinski piped up. “Frances? I’ve got a little bottle of—”

      “Alcohol is strictly forbidden on base,” Landon answered crisply. “The chefs don’t even have cooking sherry. Anyone caught with it is immediately terminated.”

      “Kombucha, boss,” Zielinski said hurriedly. “I was going to say kombucha. It’s great for a pick-me-up.”

      “Gentlemen, ladies,” I announced with a defeated sigh, “since there is no bar, we’ll be in the cafeteria.”
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      “I’ll come with you,” Landon said. “Zielinski, I want a full diagnostic sweep of the sublevel system and its assets. We need to know what we have at our disposal. And I don’t want to see any kombucha.”

      “Right, boss,” Zielinski gulped.

      “Clyde, would you stay here and learn what this base has to offer?” I asked, scooping the phoenix onto my shoulder. “This might be our home for the foreseeable future. You know … before the asteroids come and kill us all?”

      I might’ve been more upset about that if I wasn’t so sleep-deprived. We all were. It’d been a little bit before midnight when Rabia and Sunny had been restored into flesh and bone bodies, I’d come back to life maybe an hour after that, and then we’d spent some time figuring out the cosmic consequences of Rabia getting loose before the Furia had attacked.

      It’d been one hell of a day.

      “But won’t you need assistance wrangling that one?” he asked, indicating the phoenix with a talon. “You know she doesn’t like her vegetables, and I refuse for her to have a triglyceride count as high as yours.”

      I waved the bottle of wasabi sauce in front of his nose. “That’s why I have this. Ten out of ten baby phoenixes recommend.”

      At the sight of her favorite sauce, Sunny chirped and half-flapped, half-clawed her way down my arm to get at the bottle. Smiling, I squeezed a dollop of the wasabi onto my finger and let her devour it with little darting licks of her tongue.

      “Ugh, you’re no better than a human smothering her child’s broccoli with cheese sauce,” Clyde groaned. “Worst. Master. Ever. Of all time.”

      “I’ll make sure she eats her veggies, Dad,” I said.

      “And what about me?” Titivillus demanded.

      “Go give the chicken a bath,” I replied. “We can’t have her stinking up a place with recycled air. But be careful with her wing—”

      “I know, I know. It’s broken. And my pen?”

      “Later.”

      “Are you coming, or do you want to write them a checklist, too?” Landon said irritably, holding the door open.

      In the hallway, our footsteps echoed loudly as we went to the cafeteria.

      The Sublevel, as I was calling it, resembled a bomb shelter. Everything had a purpose, nothing was frivolous, and there was not a splash of color anywhere other than that drab green color the Army liked to use on everything. It was like living inside a cocktail olive.

      There were barracks, a training area where the agents could keep fit, a medical suite, myriad storage rooms, and a cafeteria stocked to the gills with canned goods, MREs, and butane cooking stoves.

      It was monitored by a skeleton crew – one that rotated out every month – restoring the sanity of the caretakers and providing f resh produce for the next crew. I wanted to ask why an otherwise deserted backup base would be manned, but in the grand scheme of things, it didn’t matter.

      What mattered was the last rotation down to the sublevel had only been four days ago, so there were still some fresh fruits and vegetables lying around.

      Everything a growing phoenix needed.

      Landon pushed open the door to the cafeteria, letting me enter first. Instead of drab green, the walls of the cafeteria were painted khaki. It wasn’t much of an improvement.

      I frowned at Landon as I entered. He was not normally this gentlemanly.

      “What in the EmptyHell is wrong with you?” I hissed as we each took a tray.

      Landon dumped some compostable cutlery onto his tray. Water for washing was precious down here, so everything was biodegradable when it could be. “What are you talking about?”

      “Holding the door for me. Not arguing with me about wanting to get some food. Plan B where you actually put up a fight and don’t sacrifice anyone for the greater good. You’re being nice, and it’s freaking me out. Now spill it.”

      Landon bit his lower lip and nodded when the server asked if he wanted the last of the salad before it went bad. It was already looking a little brown around the edges. We went through the line without him answering me, Sunny tugging on one of my curls whenever she saw something she was excited about.

      When we sat down at a deserted table, Landon finally mumbled into his food, “I’m sorry for how I acted when I was having my psychotic break. You’ve been stressing me out since November.”

      I reached across the table and unscrewed the water bottle cap for him. He still had his arm in his tie-sling. “I’m not sorry for punching you. You deserved that.”

      Sunny looked up from munching on a ring of pickled jalapeno and chirped in agreement.

      Landon moved his salad around with his fork, carefully removing the brown bits. I dug into my Thanksgiving dinner of dried-out turkey smothered in overly-salty gravy with shriveled peas and gluey mashed potatoes. But hey, it was better than any one of those sandwiches Clyde had made for me.

      Beside me, Sunny picked through her smorgasbord of pomegranate arils, pickled jalapenos, curried cauliflower, and apple sauce topped with cinnamon. Apparently she was vegan now. Not once did she touch the green beans I’d heaped on her plate. Until I squirted a pool of wasabi sauce beside it.

      “Just think of them as fries with ketchup. And you gotta eat those. Don’t just push them around your plate,” I told her sternly.

      “Eat up,” Landon encouraged. “We need you battle ready.”

      The phoenix choked, slinging a piece of cauliflower in a saliva-coated cartwheel across the table.

      I quickly offered Sunny the cup of spiced milk to clear her throat. “Fairy farts, Landon, did you have to use the ‘b’ word?”

      “What? It’s why she’s here, isn’t it?”

      “You don’t have to be so insensitive about it. She’s a kid!”

      “Exactly my point. Isn’t she due for another growth spurt soon? When do you think her powers will mature? What’s she capable of, anyway?”

      “Why don’t you put a fork in it and slow down a minute?” I said defensively.

      Landon’s brown eyes narrowed, his fork of chopped salad halfway to his mouth. “I’m sorry. I’m just worried about the fate of the world. Don’t mind me.”

      I took a breath to calm myself. The man was infuriating, but he wasn’t wrong. This had to be a working dinner (or was it breakfast?). Despite what Clyde had said, teamwork might be out of the question for the two of us, but multitasking was definitely something we could agree on. With asteroids the size of Rhode Island coming to spank us at the end of the week, we didn’t have the time for petty squabbles.

      “When I was her host, our powers were spotty,” I said. “But they were always the same variant of three core abilities. Manifesting and manipulating fire or lightning, psionic blasts, and creating forcefields, plus—”

      “I knew the helicopter was your fault,” Landon crowed.

      Valerie – the phoenix’s Viking personality – had created a forcefield when a hurricane-force wind had damaged our helicopter, protecting us, Beefcake, Chin, and the pilot, as we’d plummeted to the ground. We’d all been able to walk away with a few bruised muscles when we should’ve been dead.

      “You mean when we saved your ass?” I asked. “Yeah. That was us.”

      “But I watched you with the Eyes of Sia. You didn’t present any trace of magic. How was that possible when you were the host of a phoenix all this time?”

      “I’m not sure how it worked, exactly, but I could turn her on or off in my consciousness. Like Alexis or Siri. I made sure she was always ‘off’ – hiding, in the back of my mind – whenever you were around.”

      Landon scowled.

      “Dude, you interrogated me, remember? You were kind of a dick about it, too.”

      “In my defense, you always seemed to be at the center of magical disturbances. Big ones. Usually that means the presence of very powerful Others. There are only a few mythical creatures out there that can actually pass for human without burning time, and none of them are benevolent. Your skinwalker sheriff is proof of that.”

      “He’s not mine,” I growled.

      “I had to be sure. And what you two have done, binding like that, it’s unchartered territory. A magical and scientific wonder—”

      “I swear, if you come anywhere near me with a probe, Landon, you’re going to get much more than an uppercut to the face.”

      Landon rolled his eyes. “Noted. Now, what else were you saying about her abilities?”

      “When we were together, I was pretty much impervious to physical damage. And we could see through each other’s eyes. I had enhanced reflexes, strength, speed … I was basically a comic book hero.”

      “That’s incredible.”

      “It came at a cost, Landon,” I said firmly. “Channeling her power almost killed me. More times than I can count. My body was breaking down faster than she could heal it.”

      “Now that she’s in her own body, we don’t have to worry about that, do we?”

      “I’m not so sure about that. She’s not growing like a normal bird or even a normal mythical creature,” I said, lowering my voice. “Clyde believes the tribute’s magic did something to her. If she uses too much of her energy in between spurts, she might not have enough strength to make it through the next one. I think she could die, Landon.”

      Sunny dropped her pomegranate aril on her plate and looked up with two frightened violet eyes.

      “Which is why you need to eat your vegetables,” I told her gently, trying to keep her calm.

      “And in this GoneGod world, if she dies, will she be reborn from her ashes?” Landon asked.

      It was a rhetorical question. Neither one of us wanted to postulate an answer, especially not with the baby phoenix sitting on the table beside us.

      Landon gave his head a little shake, clearing his thoughts. “So why does Rabia want her? Why give us that deadline an hour before the asteroids hit? What’s worth the risk to stay on a world scheduled for planetary destruction?”

      “I know from our previous discussions – when Rabia wasn’t possessing Others to capture and torture me – he wanted to use the phoenix’s power to give himself a new body. But the tribute did that.”

      “I remember you saying a while back that she was created as a failsafe. To kill Rabia should he ever resurface. He must know of her purpose as well.” He tugged at his goatee thoughtfully. “And if you can kill your enemy while it’s still a child, why not?”

      “Yeesh, remind me never to have any kids.”

      “I’m not talking about me! I’m just saying it’s a practical philosophy.”

      “Uh-huh.” I pushed the shriveled peas around my plate and stole one of Sunny’s green beans instead. “I don’t trust that god any more than I could throw him. What’s to say he won’t try to take her before the deadline? It’s like you said. Why risk the wait?”

      “If his intent is to kill her, maybe he’s looking for a weapon. She’s pretty powerful even as a chick, and I’m sure she’ll put up one hell of a fight if he ever got his hands on her.” His fingers twitched like he was debating whether or not to reach across the table and give my hand a reassuring touch. “We’re safe here, Frances. If Rabia had thought we were still here, he would’ve come himself instead of sending a scouting party. And since Ursula took care of all of them … All he can assume if he sends someone else to check on their status is that we abandoned the base and released a kraken to eat anyone that might come looking for clues. Trust me, he’ll be waiting for us to resurface elsewhere.”

      “And with those asteroids coming, it won’t be very long.” I leaned over the table and grabbed Landon’s wrist, looking at his watch. Fairy farts. Five minutes until Sunny’s next growth spurt. I uncapped the bottle of wasabi sauce and squirted a drizzle over the remaining food on the phoenix’s plate. “Keep eating, Sunny. Don’t stop.”

      Violet eyes widened happily at the sight of her favorite sauce, and the phoenix hunched over her plate and started to devour everything.

      Landon wrinkled his nose. “Ugh. It’s like putting ketchup on a donut.”

      I shrugged. “Wouldn’t stop me. Donuts are great.”

      “You’re … something else, Frances.”

      I beamed at him, giving my curls a little toss. “Thank you.”

      No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t stop the corner of his mouth from lifting into a faint smile. “And … here. Take my watch. Looks like you need one.”

      “Uh … thanks.”

      Suddenly there was a faint foom and another puff of smoke.

      Sunny emerged from the ashy cloud, her feathers a paler pink than they’d ever been before.

      I cradled the chicken-sized phoenix against my chest. Sunny was open-mouth panting, which was never a good sign in the veterinarian world and rarely a good sign in the medicus world.

      “What do you need?” I whispered.

      GoneGodDamn it. I hated that we weren’t bound anymore. I didn’t know what she was feeling right now. Was she just exhausted? Was she in pain? Why was she so cold? And why couldn’t she talk yet?

      While she panted, I gently slipped my fingers through her pale pink feathers and probed her body. She felt emaciated, dehydrated. Clyde had been right about the growth spurts. She needed to pack on as much muscle and fat between each one if she was going to survive. I’d force-feed her sticks of butter to get her weight up if I had to.

      Landon was mercifully quiet as I examined the phoenix, even sliding her unfinished plate of food closer so I wouldn’t have to reach for it.

      I didn’t think it was going to help. Phoenixes were fire molded into flesh and feathers. This cold bird needed a heat boost.

      “Clyde,” I whispered forcefully. “I summon you.”

      The cafeteria doors banged against the walls as the demon flashed to the edge of our table.

      “She needs heat,” I told him.

      Without being asked, Clyde inserted a talon behind a scale on his abdomen and loosened his pouch. He took the phoenix carefully, inserting her tail first. But instead of stuffing her all the way in like he had with Titivillus, he hooked her wing claws over the scaly rim so she looked like a joey in a kangaroo pouch. The red glow of his internal fire darkened her feathers considerably. They now reminded me of the color of bubblegum ice cream.

      “The explosive reaction of her growth spurts could damage me,” he informed me. “Irreparably.”

      “We’ll make sure that doesn’t happen. But isn’t this going to burn time, keeping your pouch open?” I asked quietly. “And holding her, specifically?”

      Clyde nodded. “But not a considerable amount.”

      “But you’ve already lost so much transforming into all those sea creatures.”

      The battler smiled happily. “The high was incredible. Though it would’ve been much more enjoyable if I hadn’t been in peril the entire time.”

      “Just keep an eye on your own internal clock,” I told him. “But … thanks.”

      Sunny peeped her gratitude, too, wiggling into a more comfortable position and humming musically to herself.

      “And while you’re in there, you might as well eat.” I offered her a wasabi-smothered green bean, but the firebird turned her beak away, refusing to even look at it. “But wasabi’s your favorite.”

      Sunny shook her head vehemently.

      “Great,” Landon muttered. “Now she’s being picky. Just like a diva.”

      The phoenix trumpeted angrily, warbling what I could only guess was a diatribe of teenage-like insults.

      I pinched the bridge of my nose with a sigh. “Clyde, please bring Titivillus here to translate.”

      The battler demon flashed away and, before a heartbeat had passed, had returned with the Master of Miscommunication.

      “This had better be bad, DD,” the cat-sized demon sulked, wearing a shower cap and tapping a sudsy bath brush against his leg. “I was at the end of giving Madame Cluck a bath. Middle! I was in the middle. Poo!”

      I pointed to the phoenix. “Translate.”

      The phoenix was still warbling angrily, twin tendrils of smoke rising from her nostrils.

      Titivillus’s one good eye widened as he listened to the firebird. “Ooo, she just called the suit a jackdaw. It’s like ‘asshole’ only ruder.”

      “But why won’t she eat?” I pressed.

      “She says the green sauce of death is burning the hell out of her sinuses. I’m paraphrasing, obviously.”

      “More like waxing poetic,” Clyde sniffed.

      “I am the Master of Miscommunication, the Malicious Scribe, the Nefarious Earworm,” Titivillus said, poking Clyde with his sudsy body brush. “You do not have a monopoly on loquaciousness, Mal—”

      “Clyde,” the demon corrected firmly, angry red flames sprouting from his eye-sockets.

      Titivillus gulped visibly. “Right. Anyway, she says she loves the wasabi sauce now. I mean hates. GoneGodBless it, when are you going to fix my pen, DD?”

      “As soon as you stop calling me DD,” I said tartly. Seriously, what was with me and nicknames? Maggot. Frankilicious. DD. No doubt Zielinski and my fan club had their own title for me. Captain Badass or something. And with a title like that, it was only a matter of time before our merry band of misfits would be voting on a team name.

      “DD. What does that even mean?” Landon asked.

      “Destroyer of Dreams,” Titivillus said proudly, giving his wings a little self-satisfied stretch. “I thought of the alliteration all by myself.”

      “That’s surprisingly accurate,” Landon mused.

      “Why?” I wanted to know. “Do I invade your dreams?”

      A maroon blush crept up his dark cheeks. “No.”

      “Liar,” Titivillus snorted.

      “Can we just stay focused here?” Landon demanded, his voice oddly strained. “Why won’t she eat?”

      “She said she doesn’t like it anymore.”

      I raked my hands through my curls, tugging on my scalp. “That’s a pretty sudden change.” One we didn’t need. She needed to eat, GoneGodDamn it.

      “But entirely within the realm of reason, maggot. She’s just accelerated through five years of growth. Tastebuds develop and mature over time. I’m sure there was something you liked as a child that you abhor now.”

      “Olives,” I said with a shudder. “It’s like some idiot drowned a bunch of grapes and then on a dare tried to pass them off as a culinary delicacy. Except the whole world fell for it, and he’s a millionaire now on the Mediterranean coast with an empire built on the backs of gullible saps. But I know the truth. Olives are nothing but brine-soaked lies.”

      The four of them just stared at me.

      “What?”

      “You do know olives have been cultivated for over six thousand years, right?” Clyde asked dryly. “There is no millionaire on the beach laughing at the gullibility of an entire planet.”

      “Says you.”

      Titivillus’s one eye twitched. “Were you tortured with olives as a child?”

      I crossed my arms over my chest and looked away. “I don’t want to talk about it. I just don’t like olives. Or pecan pie.”

      “I don’t even want to know the backstory about that one,” Landon said, standing. He pointed to the four of us. “Figure her out, get her fed, and I’ll see you all at o-seven-hundred in the training area. We need to get her battle ready.”

      “But that’s in four hours,” I protested. “What kind of sleep—”

      “You promised, Frances,” Landon said sternly. “And these walls won’t hold when the asteroids come knocking. The smallest of them is a global killer. You said she can create forcefields. In sixty-four hours, she’ll create the biggest one she’s ever made, or we all die.”
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      Instead of catching a few precious hours of sleep in the barracks, we’d been given special permission to have our own room. It’d been hastily cleared out of whatever it’d been storing and smelled faintly of lemon-scented cleaner. They’d given us a bunch of thin bunk-sized mattresses and any spare bedding, which wasn’t a lot. The Sublevel was at max capacity, and there wasn’t a lot to go around. But they still managed to find a spare jacket for me, which I immediately slipped into. It was cold down here, and I no longer had a phoenix to keep my blood toasty warm.

      Quite the little home-maker when he wasn’t distorting communications – written or otherwise – Titivillus had made our lair as cozy as possible.

      The gray mattresses had all been stacked in the center to form a double-layer queen-sized bed, the pillows and Army green blankets thrown artistically around to resemble a Moroccan lounge. It looked more like a bunch of moss-covered stones, but I didn’t tell him that.

      Madame Cluck had her own roost – a broom balanced on two mop buckets – over in the corner, but the broody chicken insisted on mothering the phoenix, even though they were now the same size and she still had a broken wing.

      “It’s futile to resist,” I told Sunny, giving her a little sucks-to-be-you pat on the head.

      Squirming, the firebird warbled angrily as Madame Cluck puffed out her feathers and smothered Sunny under them.

      In addition to arranging the queen-sized bed, Titivillus had taken it upon himself to unpack our meager belongings on the rack of shelves, each person getting his or her own shelf for their own use. The highest shelf belonged to Clyde and held his favorite Aldie books plus all the things he’d collected as a Capriformer. The milky quartz paperweight, a feathered hat, a box of dog treats nearing their expiration date, superglue, and a lasso.

      The second shelf was mine, the Antevortan Clock and the urn sharing the center spot. Upon our decision to go with Plan B, the time had jumped up from a nine to an eleven. I tapped the smokey glass face with a fingertip, wondering if the vibrations would coax the hand to retreat to a lower number. It didn’t.

      I was getting pretty tired of this GoneGodDamn Clock, but I still couldn’t look away. It was a glimpse of the future, and who didn’t want to alter their actions to ensure the best outcome?

      The pressed creosote flower, the lackluster turquoise, and the oni demon’s baby tooth also had special spots, but none of the mundane items of my backpack – the burner cell phones, the snacks, my beta-blockers, the prepaid VISA cards – were out on display. Just the things that had meaning.

      The lowest shelf was Titivillus’s, and it was also the barest. His spare eye patch – the one with the pink rhinestones outlining a heart – his broken dip pen, a notepad, and a roll of duct tape that he used to keep his pen together. He also had Blanche’s clutch on his shelf, filled with her hairpin and make-up and all the other little things she’d left behind on the beach in Portland.

      It was a touchy subject for him, so I pointed to the mound of bedding in the center of the room. “What’s all this?”

      “Clutch mates sleep together,” Clyde said as if I’d just asked the stupidest question ever.

      “Unclearly,” Titivillus agreed.

      “What do you mean ‘obviously’?” I asked. “You’re a Known demon. Aren’t you the fly-solo-kinda guy?”

      The scribe flattened his wings against his body, his spade-tipped tail flicking. “Perhaps now, but this is then. Sunbeams and rainbows, you know what I mean!”

      “Uh-huh. But if I find you curled up on my chest like a cat, you’re getting booted,” I threatened.

      “At least I don’t shed,” the little cat-sized demon muttered.

      “And what about you?” I asked Clyde. “Aren’t you going to have to scrub yourself in salt?”

      “We weren’t clutch mates then,” the battler sniffed. “This is different.”

      Though I knew they were exhausted, neither of the demons moved toward the bed. They waited, staring at me pointedly. Titivillus tapped his foot against the floor with little slap-slap-slaps like the sound of splattering water as I checked the lock on the door, and Clyde drummed his talons against his muscled arms as I set a drip for Sunny.

      I rigged an intravenous set I’d raided from the medical bay into a liter bottle of masala chai that Gloria had graciously donated to the cause of Feed Baby Phoenix. While Zielinski had taken his Other action figures and his cooler with him to the Sublevel, Gloria had fled with her entire collection of teas. Masala chai was the only thing Sunny seemed to like throughout her growth spurts, and the cinnamon, clove, and cardamom gave the dank storage room a more pleasant scent.

      I set the tube’s terminal end and the roller clamp within easy reach of the firebird so she could sip whenever she needed a nutrient boost. If she could fight her way free of Madame Cluck’s feathers, that is. I’d made it from the powdered goatmilk I’d found in the cafeteria’s kitchen – who needed a dozen crates of that stuff? – and Sunny seemed to love it.

      “Are you quite done yet, maggot?” Clyde demanded. “Some of us would like to partake in our regenerative allotment!”

      “Then go to bed!”

      “As if we could with you puttering around like a busybody.”

      I checked the lock on the door one last time – old habits were hard to break – dusted the Antevortan Clock – still eleven, you little bastard – and since there was no ice to make, I sank onto the right side of the bed.

      “You can’t sleep on the right side,” Clyde informed me.

      I rolled over to the left side.

      “You can’t sleep there either,” Titivillus said.

      I flounced onto my back in the middle of the mattresses.

      The demons immediately swarmed.

      Clyde, being eight feet tall with a column of quills running down the length of his spine, curled up on his side, his chin nestling against the top of my head and his tail curling around my feet. Titivillus became a ball against my ribs, using my shoulder as a headrest.

      With a peep, Sunny snatched the end of her intravenous line in her curved beak, squirmed out from beneath a half-asleep mother hen, and wiggled down between Clyde and me, using the fire in the demon’s belly to warm her backside.

      Thus pig-piled – or demon-piled? – I drifted off into a heavy sleep listening to the music of the phoenix humming happily to herself.
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      At seven o’clock the same morning, Sunny – who had undergone another growth spurt around four – was now the size of a peacock, long neck, legs, and tail feathers included. Her feathers, which were bubblegum pink just a few hours ago, were now almost magenta.

      She was resting from her transformation in Clyde’s pouch, her wing claws hooked over the rim and sucking on the tube of masala chai.

      We hadn’t had time to make it to the cafeteria yet to see what this version of the phoenix preferred, but she’d seemed ravenous for the Twizzlers I kept in my backpack. Clyde held the strawberry licorice wands between his talons one at a time, and the firebird snatched them with her curved beak, gulping them down like they were giant worms.

      Intent on her Twizzlers, Sunny paid Landon no mind as he crossed the training mat with two other agents in tow. They were Chin and Beefcake, the latter clearly disobeying the doctor’s orders for bed rest and popping pain medication like they were Skittles.

      I stepped forward with a genuine smile, pleased to see the virgin bodybuilder and the sissy screamer were recovering well. Landon often used them as his personal brute squad, but I didn’t hold it against them. According to Zielinski, they were secret members of the Frances Fan Club, knowing Landon would fire them if he knew they were playing Bingo with the rest of the desk jockeys.

      Zielinski was there too, already tapping away on his smartpad. Unlike the others, he wasn’t wearing any protective gear.

      “You training?” I asked.

      “Oh, no,” he said with an embarrassed laugh. “I’m just here to record.”

      “Z’s just a desk jockey,” Chin teased.

      “You should try sparring sometime,” Beefcake said. “Or are those just vanity muscles?”

      “And you two can just remember who saved your asses from the kraken,” Zielinski sniffed, stalking over to a bench where he’d be out of the way. “And if anyone wants to arm wrestle, I’ll be over here.”

      Landon sighed pointedly at me, tapping his bare foot against the training mat.

      He was dressed for training, despite his arm being strapped against his chest with a proper splint instead of his tie. Black tank top, black hakama trousers – the martial art variety you see Japanese swordfighters wear – and yup, you guessed it, a katana in his belt. The rose-tinted Eyes of Sia perched on the end of his nose, ready to illuminate any magical ability or item.

      “What?” I asked defensively.

      I was still dressed in yesterday’s clothes – my date clothes, plus the black scarf I hastily tucked under my sweater – and the surplus Army jacket, so I knew I looked a bit thrown-together, but I didn’t stink. And I’d finger-combed my curls and brushed my teeth this morning, so he really didn’t have anything to complain about.

      Landon pointed behind me. “Did you really have to bring the chicken?”

      I glanced at Madame Cluck who lay quietly in Titivillus’s arms. I’d protested the very thing just a few minutes ago when we’d been in our room, but the demons – both of them – had insisted she come.

      I shrugged. “She’s family.”

      “And what’s with the demon? He a nursemaid or something?”

      I bit back a smile at the sight of the battler demon. Clyde did look rather pathetic rigged out like a walking masala chai dispenser. He wore his messenger bag like a bib, the intravenous line from the bottle inside dangling within easy reach of the firebird in his pouch. He had a cloth draped over his arm like a butler, ready to mop up any spittle around Sunny’s beak.

      Clyde gave a disdainful lift of his chin. “I am the herald of hurricanes, the fiendish of foes, the tamer of hellhounds, and nursemaid or not, I can still rip your arms off your body and shove them down your throat in under three seconds.”

      Landon gritted his teeth. “Frances, if we’re going to get your phoenix battle ready, I need you to promise me your demon won’t interfere.”

      “Clearly you mean assist, pinhead,” Clyde said. “I am an Other, after all. A battler from Level 5, to be prec—”

      “My sources say you’re a failed familiar from Level 4. You were a scorekeeper and caddie on Level 5, not a battler.”

      Orange flames sprouted from Clyde’s eye sockets. “Who told you th—”

      “I’ll not let an amateur ruin our chances. If anyone knows how to get ready for a fight, it’s me. Besides, this is my base, not yours.”

      Landon might look a little gimmicky with his hakama trousers and katana, but there was no doubt in my mind he knew how to use that sword. He was World Army, too, an agency that worked closely with Others. Maybe some had taught him Other-specific fighting techniques?

      “Your word, Frances,” he prompted.

      I shook my head. “Landon, you’re more paranoid than me—”

      “Order him not to hurt me or the rest of my staff.”

      Clyde frowned. “Maggot, I find this request highly suspicious.”

      “Fiiine,” I groaned. “Clyde, I order you not to hurt Landon or anyone else in this room for the duration of this training exercise.”

      I wasn’t stupid. The World Army could take the phoenix by force if they wanted to. Landon could’ve lied about Plan B. But since I had a battler demon in tow, they’d never dream of it. Unless he was sidelined.

      “That’ll do.”

      Landon twisted and backhanded me across the face.

      “Boss!” Zielinski cried.

      Taken completely by surprise, I fell to the mat on my hands and knees. Blood sprayed from my split lip in a red mist, and I swore I saw stars for a second.

      GoneGodDamn, that hurt. Landon must’ve used his sleeping hours meditating or something because there was nothing but pure resolve in that strike. He was focused, unshakable, whatever stress he’d felt from dealing with me completely gone.

      This was the real Landon I hadn’t seen before.

      If his intent was to enrage my clutch, then he got the reaction he desired.

      Clyde lowered into a fighting crouch, angry red flames snapping from his eye sockets. His teeth and talons were both bared, the column of quills standing erect on his spine.

      Sunny spat the tube of masala chai out of her mouth with a screech, yanking on Clyde’s pouch with her wing claws to scramble out.

      Even Titivillus dropped Madame Cluck to the ground, shaking his fist with an angry, “You humble do-gooder!”

      I rocked back onto my knees, wiping the bloody spittle from my mouth with my wrist. “Oh, that is it. You know what? I used to call you Mr. Tall, Dark, and Handsome, but now I know what TDH really stands for.”

      “And what’s that?” Landon sneered.

      “Temperamental Dick-Head!”

      The katana unsheathed with a shiiing, and the silver edge kissed me coldly under the chin.

      I glared into his blazing brown eyes. “You. Wouldn’t. Dare.”

      “What have I told you, Frances? I’m not above sacrificing one or two for the greater good, no matter who they are. And if this is what it takes for that bird to mature, then so be it.”

      There was a sudden push, and the katana sliced me across the throat.
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      Frankilicious! NO!

      The katana had only cut through my top layer of skin, but the phoenix didn’t know that.

      Clyde lurched back with a pained shout as the firebird ejected from his pouch.

      Between one flap of her pink wings and the next, the phoenix became a living flame. Golden fire burned from every feather, and when she screeched, the agents covered their ears from the three-octave chime that threatened to burst their eardrums.

      That wasn’t Sunny anymore.

      Landon had awoken the Viking.

      The firebird’s feathers darkened to navy blue as she swooped between us, her wings as voluminous as thunderclouds and sparking with white electricity. With a screech, she slapped her wings in front of her.

      Landon and his shiny katana were thrown back from the thunderous blast, barreling into Beefcake and Chin.

      One hand clamped against my throat, I threw the other one up to shield my eyes.

      Screeching again, the firebird launched into the air, banking around like a blazing comet. Then she flattened her wings against her body and dropped like a fiery spear out of the sky.

      “Clyde,” I croaked. “Get them out of there!”

      The battler demon flashed around me and tackled the three agents out of the way as the phoenix detonated against the ground.

      The resulting blast knocked me onto my back and slid me halfway across the mat, my vision totally white and my ears ringing. It was like a flashbang grenade had gone off.

      Pushing myself up onto my elbows, I blinked until the room refocused into a blurry haze.

      Clyde – seemingly immune to the attack – slunk away from the agents, his order completed. I’d only told him to get them out of the way, not linger to see if they were alright. And he was taking my command quite literally. He flashed to my side, pressing one gecko-like hand against my back to help me sit up.

      “Stupidest. Master. Ever. Of all time,” he growled, inspecting my hair, mouth, and throat with little jabs of his talons. “What did you think that pinhead would do when you ordered me not to harm them? You gave him carte blanche!”

      I may have ordered Clyde not to hurt them, but I’d given no such instruction to the phoenix.

      Landon’s good hand was flailing for his katana, Zielinski had been blown backward off the bench, Chin was screaming in fright, and Beefcake was busy vomiting all over the floor. Someone seriously needed to give him some Dramamine and Chin a Xanax.

      And the phoenix wasn’t done yet.

      Her crest feathers erect, she lowered her head with a hiss as she stalked forward, electricity crackling from her beak.

      “Sunny,” I rasped. I pulled my hand away from my throat, glaring at the thin red line of clotted blood across my palm. Landon had to be an expert swordsman to cut my throat without actually cutting my jugular. “Sunny.”

      The Viking phoenix whipped around, angry at the interruption, and then her violet eyes widened with a surprised squawk.

      I lifted my chin. “It’s just a scratch.”

      The golden fire snuffed out, along with the electricity, and the phoenix raced over to me. She hopped into my lap, warbling happily, shoving her head under my hands so I would have to ruffle her feathers. After a moment, she lifted her curved beak and touched my throat. There was a gentle bloom of heat, and I knew she had healed me.

      “Thanks, Sunny.” I cupped her little face in my hands. “For a moment there, I thought I heard your voice.”

      The phoenix blinked her little violet eyes at me. I couldn’t tell if she was acting coy or if she truly didn’t know what I was talking about.

      “I could’ve sworn I heard you call me Frankilicious,” I whispered, searching her face. “Only Allie called me that.”

      Suddenly her eyes rolled back into her head and her legs buckled.

      “Sunny!”

      “She’s only exhausted, maggot.” Clyde scooped her up and carefully replaced her in his pouch. He inserted the masala chai drip into her beak and gently ruffled her crest feathers as she sucked the liquid down.

      Her little skirmish had left her exhausted.

      I shoved myself to my feet, wobbling slightly. My vision may have cleared, but my ears were still ringing a bit from the blast. “You. Asshole,” I spat at Landon.

      Even with one arm strapped to his chest, he did that martial art thing where he flipped onto his feet. I squashed my jealously – he couldn’t dangle by rafters with his fingertips, after all – and remembered I was angry with this sweet-smelling TDH.

      “I had to see what she could do,” he said simply.

      “Boss, these readings are off the charts,” Zielinski exclaimed, hurrying across the mat and thrusting his smartpad under Landon’s nose. “And she’s not even fully grown yet!”

      “Excellent.”

      I pointed at my neck. “You sliced my throat!”

      “It was just a little cut.”

      “You could’ve killed me!”

      “Do you think I carry this sword around just because it makes me look like a badass?”

      “Yes.”

      He scowled at me. “I’ve been training with this sword since I was eight. Blindfolded. If I’d wanted to kill you, I could have. And I had to make her believe it.”

      From Clyde’s pouch, Sunny plucked the drip from her beak with her wing claw and jabbered something in her musical voice.

      “What’s she saying?” Landon asked Titivillus.

      “It’s a little slurred from having her mouth full, but I’m pretty sure she called you a cuckoo,” he replied, crossing his skinny arms over his chest. “It’s like ‘motherfucker’ only ruder.”

      “Where does she even learn this language?” Landon exclaimed.

      “Some of it is just purely instinctual,” I growled.

      Ignoring me, Landon turned his scowl on her. “I don’t care what you call me so long as you hold up your end of the bargain. Now that I know what you’re capable of, we can start building up your endurance.”

      I threw up her hands. “Can’t you see she’s exhausted?”

      “She’ll just have to muscle through,” Landon said firmly. “Discipline is never easy, but it yields fortitude in time.”

      I couldn’t argue with any particular point. I hadn’t become the rock-climber I was today without constant practice. “Okay, Mr. Philosophy,” I grumbled. “But she gets breaks. She’s due for a growth spurt in three hours.”

      “Agreed.”
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      Landon gave his katana a flick of his wrist, and Zielinski tapped a key on his smartpad. The dimly-lit training room immediately brightened, revealing an obstacle course I would’ve expected to see at a circus training ground instead of in a governmental facility.

      There were ladders and hoops of various sizes dangling from the ceiling, cargo nets and tightropes, trapezes and tunnels.

      “We will begin with general endurance and maneuverability,” Landon announced.

      Sunny gave an intimidated peep and sank farther into Clyde’s pouch until only her wing claws and eyes could be seen over the rim.

      “Now, now, little fireling,” the demon said, plucking the firebird out of his pouch. “You will not be doing this alone. Maggot? Permission to assist the fireling?”

      “Granted.”

      Shucking his messenger bag, the battler demon transformed into a red-tailed black cockatoo and whizzed around Landon’s head, defecating on his bare shoulder before flittering into the rafters.

      “Rawk! Ready when you are, pinhead,” the cockatoo squawked.

      Cringing, Landon ignored the sticky white deposit on his shoulder – which was still steaming – and signaled with his katana.

      “You know,” Zielinski said, sidling up next to me, “if this was a movie, this would be the part where there’d be inspirational music and a training montage.”

      I smiled in spite of myself. “I couldn’t agree more. You got ‘Don’t Stop Me Now’?”

      “Do I?” the desk jockey exclaimed, tapping on his smartpad.

      Bluetooth speakers, hidden in the rafters, started blaring Queen’s peppy ballad.

      Beefcake’s foot started tapping as Chin’s shoulders started to rock. Landon smacked them each with the flat of his blade and shouted at us, “Are you kidding me? This is serious!”

      I put my finger on the volume adjust on Zielinski’s smartpad and cranked it up another ten notches. “What? Can’t hear you!”

      I played DJ, keeping the peppy music flowing with the likes of Van Halen’s “Jump” and Fall Out Boy’s “Immortals”, as Zielinski recorded the phoenix’s training.

      Clyde the cockatoo flew the obstacle course with Sunny, encouraging her with his parrot-like voice.

      They climbed the cargo nets with her beaks and claws, teetered across the tripwires, flew between the hoops, and swung from the trapezes by their beaks. Landon had devised a strenuous course, and he timed them each run, much like I had done with Tiberius in the corn maze. If they improved, they got a two-minute break where Sunny would suck down as much masala chai and scarf down as many Twizzlers as she could get her beak on.

      After an hour of endurance training, they moved on to combat techniques. Beefcake and Chin had set up different targets during the endurance training, and Landon traded his katana for a whip. If I didn’t know him to be such a callous asshole, I might’ve actually been turned on by his whole Japanese-circus master routine.

      But despite all the strutting and the smoke wafting from her nostrils, Sunny couldn’t manage more than spitting a few wet globs of molten fire that burned holes in the training mat. Even her wings couldn’t produce more than a weak wind. The targets, meant for jettisons of flame or thunderclaps, remained untouched. When Landon dumped a bucket of airsoft shots over her head, hoping for a forcefield, all they wound up with was a phoenix who looked like she’d survived a hail storm.

      I raked my hands through my hair, yanking on my scalp. “This isn’t going very well.”

      “That’s because a human is trying to teach an Other how to fight,” Clyde said. Back in his eight-foot be-horned demon form, his British accent sounded more condescending than posh. “I believe this is the correct time to use the human phrase ‘I told you so’. We are instinctual creatures. You can’t simply point us at an object and expect us to incinerate it without the proper incentive.”

      “I think that’s why he’s cracking the whip. To startle her.”

      “You assume because you find the crack of a whip startling, so will she. She is a phoenix. For all we know, she could be like a basilisk and find the sound of a snapping whip arousing.”

      “Gross!”

      “It’s not unlike what you did to try to rouse Tiberius.”

      “Can we not use the word ‘rouse’ at all? Like, ever again?”

      “What about the word ‘titillating’?” Titivillus suggested.

      “That’s even worse!”

      “For a medicus, your immaturity level is astounding, maggot,” the demon sniffed, shaking up another bottle of masala chai for the phoenix. He set it in his messenger bag and primed the line. “I will clarify. You played battle sounds and had the minotaur smell fresh blood, two things you knew he found invigorating, while he was comatose. Perhaps the phoenix needs something equally stimulating.”

      “I have no idea what could possibly stimulate a phoenix. Especially since she keeps changing with every growth spurt.”

      “She was bred for battle, maggot. She needs an adversary. A battler.”

      “So maybe we can get Zielinski to create a holographic projection of Rabia to fight against?”

      The demon threw up his talons. “Me! She needs to skirmish against me! By the fiery underlord’s pitchfork, you can be very obtuse for a medicus. Stand aside, maggot.”

      Clyde marched across the training mat, his talons gouging holes with every step.

      Landon stumbled back at his approach, dropping his whip for his katana. He still didn’t trust the demon, not that I blamed him. Clyde had thrown him off a balcony less than twelve hours ago, after all.

      “Out of the way, pinhead,” the demon boomed. “Let the Other who knows a thing or two about fighting handle this.”

      Before Landon could protest, Beefcake clamped a hand on his shoulder and hauled him out of the way as Chin snatched up the whip and ran over to where Zielinski was recording.

      Clyde thrust a talon in front of the phoenix’s beak. “Thou embodiment of flame and thunder, I, Clyde, Battler of the Phlegethon River, the smith of suffering, the—”

      Sunny leaned forward and gave his talon a little peck with her beak, giving him a kiss with a tiny sizzle of electricity.

      “What? No!” the demon boomed. “We are enemies, fireling, and you must for the foreseeable future fear and otherwise find me exceptionally intimidating—”

      The phoenix warbled happily and scampered forward for a sip from the masala chai drip.

      My fearsome battler had forgotten to shed his nursemaid regalia before engaging the phoenix in a fight, and Sunny obviously thought it was time for a pep talk and a snack. Settling on the mat in front of the demon’s feet, the phoenix sucked on her tubing and looked up at the battler with expectant violet eyes.

      “Well, this is going spectacularly,” Titivillus said, leaving the chicken wrangling to me and heading for the bench and his notebook. “Let me know when she finally sets his ass on fire.”

      Across the training area, Landon irritably tapped his thigh with the flat of his katana blade.

      “Boo!” Beefcake heckled. “No snacking! It’s fight time!”

      Clyde plucked the drip from Sunny’s mouth, shucked the messenger bag, and threw it over his shoulder. I caught it before it could knock Titivillus off the bench like he was one of those pellet gun targets at a state fair.

      “You are embarrassing us, fireling,” the demon growled. “Now, defend yourself!”

      But the phoenix was feeling sour at having her snack so rudely taken away from her, so she refused to budge from her spot on the mat, turning her head petulantly.

      Clyde nudged her with his foot.

      Poked her on the head with a talon.

      Gave her tail feathers a yank.

      Confused, my demon glanced over his shoulder at me for help. “She won’t fight me,” he whined. “And she’s acting like a diva. I told you not to spoil her with that wasabi sauce!”

      There was a loud clap as Landon slapped his hand over his eyes, dragging it down his face.

      “What do you want me to do?” I said helplessly. “We’re not bound. I can’t order her to fight you.”

      “You’re not speaking her language,” Titivillus said, not looking up from his pen and notepad. “Call her something like an ugly, mangy, pizza-faced, beauty pageant runner-up for last place.”

      Sunny sprang into the air with an enraged squawk, smoke wafting from her nostrils. Screaming, she bulleted toward the cat-sized demon.

      With a terrified squeak, Titivillus abandoned his pen and notepad and flapped out of the way as the phoenix pounced on the bench. Hissing, the firebird launched into the air after the demon.

      “Oh my GoneGods,” I muttered, shaking my head. Like Tiberius, whom I’d had to insult to spur him to do better in the corn maze, apparently Sunny needed her vanity attacked. “I can’t believe this is working.”

      “Your legs are crooked, and your feathers have split ends,” Titivillus shouted, tucking his spade-tipped tail out of the way with a yelp as the phoenix snapped after it.

      The two of them zipped around the training area, the winged cat-sized demon slinging insults and desperately trying to stay out of beak-chomping range of the ego-bruised phoenix.

      “But I’m the battler,” Clyde whined, shoulders slumping in disappointment. “She should be fighting me.”

      I gave the battler a there-there pat. “Sorry, buddy. Maybe next time?”

      “You smell funny. Ahh!” Titivillus dove into a tube just as the phoenix shot a loogie of molten fire that would’ve singed his wings. “I just got those fixed!”

      He scrambled out of the tube and flapped for the rafters as the phoenix chased after him. A tiny bolt of electricity from her beak tasered him into a free fall, and Titivillus somersaulted through the air like an Olympic high diver with Sunny in hot pursuit, claws extended to snatch her insulter out of the air and throttle him.

      “That is enough!” Landon shouted angrily.

      Clyde caught Titivillus before he could splatter on the mat and snatched Sunny out of the air before she could pull out of her dive. He held them at opposite arm’s length, dangling the thrashing phoenix upside down from her feet and gripping the little scribe by his tail as he woozily recovered.

      “All you did was make a mockery of my time,” Landon snapped. “Do you think flaming snot and tasers are going to stop the asteroids? Or Rabia? I need a phoenix, not whatever pathetic excuse this is!”

      “Your frustration, while warranted, is not productive,” Clyde informed. “We received a far more satisfying response from Other-to-Other interaction than a human trying to spur her into action as if she were a common circus animal.”

      “He’s right, boss,” Zielinski said, looking up from his smartpad. “Her internal combustion levels were the highest we’d seen them since, you know, when you attacked Frances.”

      Landon pursed his lips and pointed to Titivillus with his katana. “He’s going to run out of insults, or she’s going to grow immune to them. We need something more constant.”

      “Since she won’t fight me,” Clyde sighed, “then I suggest you find someone else. An avian Other, to be precise. Someone with whom she can have aerial combat.”

      Zielinski suddenly became very absorbed in his smartpad, Beefcake gave Chin a knowing glance, and Landon stared stoically ahead, tapping the tip of his katana against the mat.

      “What?” I demanded. “You know where we could find someone like that?”

      Landon ignored me. “Do you really think this is what she needs?” he asked Clyde. “I need results, demon.”

      “No matter what lies your sources spin, I am a battler, pinhead. My kind was forged in the magma of the Phlegethon River, our destiny to hone our abilities until we could become Destroyers to be unleashed upon your Earth to ruin and ravage. I know all about results.”

      Landon mulled it over with little taps of his katana against his leg.

      Though Clyde hadn’t been exactly truthful – what demon was? – he was a battler. Maybe not one forged on the Black Plains of Level 5, but he’d become one on Earth.

      And I trusted his judgment.

      “Zielinski,” Landon barked. “We’re going to the sublevel.”

      “I thought we were already in the sublevel,” I said.

      “This is the sublevel’s sublevel.”

      “Isn’t that like a basement?”

      “Technically that would be a subbasement,” Titivillus corrected.

      “Zielinski, get us the wine,” Landon barked.

      “Wine? Why do we need wine?” I asked.

      “We don’t need anything. You’re not coming. None of you are.”

      “Excuse me?” I pointed to the phoenix. “That bird is a minor, and as her guardian, I must thoroughly vet all who might come in contact with her.”

      “Seriously? You’re pulling the ‘concerned parent’ card?”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “All. GoneGodDamn. Day.”

      “And she cannot go where I cannot follow,” Clyde sniffed. “Maggot-familiar privilege, pinhead. We are bound.”

      “And you obviously don’t need a translator,” Titivillus said. “So I’m staying here. GoneGodBless it, I’m coming!”

      Landon threw up his good hand. “Fine! We’ll meet at the sublevel’s sublevel’s entrance in fifteen minutes.”

      “You really gotta get more creative with the names around here, Landon,” I said, leading my clutch out of the training area. “It’s hella confusing—”

      “Just go!”
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      The door to the Basement, as I chose to call it, was thicker than the vault door that had guarded the Ipy sarcophagus. And it wasn’t just one door. It was three.

      The first was opened by a simple three-combination lock, but it opened a door as thick as my leg was long.

      The second was an iron portcullis hung with dozens of muslin pouches stuffed with dried herbs. I recognized the scent of lavender, rosemary, myrrh, and mint, among myriad others that stung my nose.

      But it was catnip to the phoenix, and I had to pry her away so she’d stop trying to lick away all the myrrh resin.

      “It’s there for a reason,” I chided.

      The third and final door looked like a Mayan calendar and involved a great many twists of dials and presses of animal carvings before it opened with a gentle foom.

      Zielinski went first, smartpad in one hand and the bottle of wine in the other, then Landon – who had changed back into his tactical suit but still had his katana – then me.

      I expected to find a stairway leading deeper into the limestone bowels of the Indianian earth but was greeted with a tunnel instead. Clyde immediately turned into a badger and waddled inside, Titivillus riding on his back. Only Madame Cluck remained behind – Landon had been very firm about that – and chickens didn’t really like underground tunnels anyway.

      The phoenix stuck close to me, holding onto my sleeve with her beak like a toddler would hold onto her parent’s hand. Beefcake and Chin brought up the rear, Chin with a dolly and Beefcake with an electric cattle prod in his hand.

      There was no electricity to light our way but rather pale orange will-o’-the-wisps in lanterns at our feet like aisle lights in a cinema.

      “Is that humane?” I whispered as we walked past.

      I got too close to one of the lanterns, and the wisp slammed against the glass, flaring brightly. I had just enough time to see an angry skull with slanted eye sockets bare its pointy teeth at me before I leapt to the other side of the tunnel with a yelp.

      Landon steadied me with his good hand. Then, realizing he was touching me, yanked his hand away and let me stumble into the uneven limestone wall.

      “Asshole,” I muttered.

      He either didn’t hear me or chose to ignore me. “Most wisps are harmless, but these, as you’ve seen, are malicious little spirits. They used to be found in bogs and misty places, luring travelers to their deaths instead of guiding them like their benevolent relatives. After the gods left, they’ve liked getting into traffic lights and mucking around with the electronics to cause collisions.”

      “So, what? This is like a prison work detail?”

      The orange light shone on his teeth as Landon smiled, turning it sinister. “After a fashion. Keep up.”

      The tunnel widened into a dark chamber, and Zielinski fumbled around with what I assumed was a corkscrew. A moment later, I heard a bottle being uncorked, then a double-clap, and the chamber came alive with blinding light.

      “Ugh! Not so bright, Kevin,” Zielinski cried.

      “Sorry,” a tenor voice apologized. The word was pronounced ‘sah-ray’, the speaker obviously hailing from the Deep South.

      Quickly, the light dimmed to a gentler glow.

      “What in the EmptyHell?” I shrieked.

      Yanking the phoenix with me, I flattened against the wall as a green caterpillar the size of a Honda Accord loomed over us. Each segment of his body was crowned with three clusters of bayonet-like spikes, and his brown head, which looked like the plated backside of an armadillo, reared back with excitement as Zielinski offered him the uncorked bottle.

      His three rows of hands – feet? – suctioned against the glass and held it to his lips as he greedily sucked the bottle dry.

      “Ooo,” the caterpillar named Kevin said, a shiver of pleasure rippling down his green segments and making his spikes quiver. “I do love a good Riesling.”

      Wiggling free of me, the firebird curiously approached the gigantic caterpillar.

      “Bless my future wings,” the caterpillar gasped. “I’d never thought I’d live to see someone like you. Aren’t you the most beautiful thang in the world?”

      The phoenix gave her tail feathers a little swish at the compliment and tapped one of his segments with her beak, giving him one of her electric kisses.

      “Oh, you saucy little scamp,” the caterpillar squealed. “That tickles! But careful, little miss. A prick of one of those darts might put you to sleep, but more would put you in an eternal slumber.”

      “By the GoneGods, what is it?” I whispered to Clyde.

      Titivillus toppled to the ground as the badger rose up onto his back feet, sniffing.

      “No warning next time would be unappreciated,” the little demon snapped, dusting himself off.

      I snatched him up so he wouldn’t get stepped on and placed him on my shoulder like I had done the phoenix when she was smaller. The little scribe settled his wings, put his pen in my backpack for safekeeping, and wrapped his prehensile tail around my forehead to hold on.

      Clyde the badger gave the caterpillar an inquisitive sniff and then sneezed.

      “Sorry,” Kevin apologized, blushing. “It gets awful dank down here.”

      “I’m detecting a faint accent,” the demon said.

      “Faint?” I hissed. “He sounds straight out of Savannah.”

      “No, not that one, maggot. Another one. If I’m right, this is the larval stage of a Polyphemus moth. Did you know it’s one of the only Others whose powers degrade as they level up? Greek. Born from the tears of the cyclops Polyphemus. BAMF-25, but BAMF-10 when in the adult moth stage. Larval stage: gluttony 1000; sleep darts 600; sedate with wine. Adult stage: hypnosis 300; sedate with wine.”

      “Ah yes, fermented grape juice. It is the downfall of my people,” Kevin lamented. “Ever since that rascal Odysseus made our father drunk as a skunk, we have shared in his predisposition for inebriation. And there’s nothin’ like a perfectly chilled Moscato d’Asti or a bubbly rosé champagne.”

      “I think I got some champagne still, but you finished the last of the Moscato last time,” Zielinski said.

      The caterpillar pouted and crossed his three sets of arms over his fat chest. “Fine. But no more of that pino grigio. More like gagio. It’s drier than bark mulch.”

      “At least he’s got good taste,” I said. Before my time on the run from the Chicago mob where I’d given up alcohol – it only dulled your senses, and you needed all of them when you were constantly looking over your shoulder – I’d enjoyed a fruity Moscato with a slice of limoncello cheesecake.

      “Who said that?” the caterpillar wanted to know, swinging the light to shine directly in my face. The floodlight was his terminal segment, so for all intents and purposes, he was quite literally mooning me. “Well, aren’t you a pretty little thang. Bless my future wings, Landon! Did you bring a date? Ooo, I just love romances! I read them to our guests here every afternoon from two to four. Is this an enemies-to-lovers scenario or forbidden love?”

      The World Army agent blushed and then gave a fierce scowl. “I need prisoner 104, Kevin.”

      Guests? I hadn’t thought of myself as a guest when I’d been imprisoned in the Cornish Roost sheriff station not too long ago. And that’d been less than a day.

      “Always business with you,” Kevin commented, swinging the floodlight to illuminate the far end of the cavern. “You never know how to relax and just have a little fun. And she looks like fun with a capital F.”

      “She’s trouble, is what she is,” Landon said flatly.

      “She likes the kinky stuff, huh?” Kevin said, inching toward the prison cells. “This must be one of those Fifty Shades of Grey type o’ thangs then. Landon, Mr. Straight Laces, you surprise me!”

      “What? No!” Landon exclaimed. “That’s not what I—”

      “You do like it when I tug on your tie,” I said, doing just that. “Don’t lie.”

      He smacked my hand away. “Just get me Prisoner 104, Kevin!”

      The caterpillar’s segments squelched against the limestone floor as he inched toward the far left of the cavern. Half a dozen cells honeycombed the limestone walls, but it looked as if thorny vines kept their prisoners inside instead of iron bars or plexiglass.

      “What is this place?” I whispered to Zielinski.

      “They’re containment cells—”

      “You mean prison cells.” I was always one to call a spade a spade, especially if someone was trying to bullshit me. Or sugar-coat a situation.

      The muscly tech nodded, unperturbed by my tone. “These are the worst of the worst, Frances. They’ve all done terrible things to humans and Others alike.”

      “Then why keep them alive?” I asked. “Landon doesn’t seem to mind killing a few people a year to make the world a better place.”

      “I heard that,” Landon said dryly.

      “It’s not like we haven’t tried,” Zielinski said with a wince. “We just don’t know what their weaknesses are.”

      “If they’re so deadly, why are their prison bars these thorny vines?” I asked. “That doesn’t look very safe.”

      “They’re completely unbreakable,” he replied quietly. “And they’re flexible, too. But don’t touch. Their sting can cause cardiac arrest. Or put you in a coma. Experiences differ.”

      As Kevin backed his hind end up, the prisoners shielded their eyes or slunk away.

      Prisoner 101 was a chupacabra – so that’s why they had all that goatmilk in the cafeteria – but I didn’t think their species was dangerous enough to merit one being locked up in a prison a hundred feet below ground. Guess this one had to be exceptionally bad.

      Next door, in cell 102, was a creature I’d never seen before.

      She looked like an emaciated old woman, but no one could confuse her for a human. Her skin so closely resembled gray stone that I bet it actually was, and long white hair fell as finely as spider silk over her shoulders to her waist. Her lips were stained from something she’d eaten, and there were deep hollows around her eyes. It looked like she clutched a long obsidian knife in her right hand, but when Kevin’s floodlight passed over her, that obsidian knife was actually her index finger.

      “What is that?” I breathed.

      “A spearfinger,” the caterpillar replied. “Likes to eat livers. Prisoner 104 is this way.”

      We passed a third cell, the mew of the Other inside immediately melting away my trepidation. Inside was the fluffiest tabby kitten I’d ever seen with lamp-like green eyes.

      “It’s so cute,” I squealed, instantly falling in love with the little creature. The phoenix even warbled in her musical voice, completely besotted. “Surely there must be some kind of a mistake—”

      “It’s a Yule Cat,” Kevin said flatly. “Or kitten, rather.”

      “By the fiery underlord’s pitchfork,” Clyde yelped, transforming into his eight-foot be-horned self and seizing my shoulders. “Get away from it!”

      I stumbled to regain my footing. “What? Why?”

      “You know the story of the white rabbit that looked all innocent before it ripped out the throats of half a dozen of King Arthur’s knights before it was killed with a sacred hand-sized explosive?” Kevin asked.

      “Uh … that sounds really familiar, actually.”

      “It’s like that.”

      I yanked my hands back and hid them under my armpits, lest I be tempted to touch anything else.

      Kevin’s floodlight-butt moved on to the next cell, to Prisoner 104.

      I recoiled from the thorny bars with a gasp at the hulking figure within.

      Unlike the other creatures who had shied away from the blinding light, this one stood at the edge of its cage, staring back at us with large, hateful eyes.

      It was a vulture the size of a Shetland pony and not one of those pretty Egyptian vultures. This was like a Griffon vulture who’d been struck by lightning, run over by a semi, then tossed into an industrial dryer set on ‘high.’ Unlike most birds, this one breathed through its open beak, a rasping sound that made me think some nearby pervert was having a good time in the shadows. A pile of molted maroon and sulfur-yellow feathers buried its feet, and more stuck out at odd angles from its wings and chest like it wasn’t done yet.

      “You,” Clyde gasped. “That’s your source, pinhead? You can’t trust anything he says!”

      The gigantic bird rumbled an evil laugh, clacking his ugly horn-colored beak.

      “You two know each other?” Landon demanded.

      “Unfortunately,” the demon said, inspecting the quills on his spine as if he expected to suddenly find some missing. “He was the creature that crowed the time on the Black Plains. When he wasn’t trying to rip out my quills! You have to have another avian Other. Something other than him.”

      Landon shook his head. “This is it. If that phoenix needs a bird to train her, this vulture is the only option.”

      “No,” Clyde said. “Not a vulture. A rooster. An infernal one.”
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      Kevin swiveled around and plucked a bayonet-like spike from one of the myriad clusters that dotted his back. “Alrighty then, time for sleepies!”

      With an angry squawk, the infernal rooster hopped back toward the rear of its cell.

      “Bless your heart. Like that’ll stop me.” With a mighty whack of all three of his left hands, Kevin punched a hole in the thorny vine-like bars.

      “But I thought you said they were unbreakable,” I whispered to Zielinski.

      “Completely unbreakable to all but a Polyphemus moth,” he clarified. “They’re a secretion from his, um, equivalent of a spider’s spinnerets. And he’s immune to their sting. Also fascinatingly, that sleep dart defense is only useful against Others. Humans are quite immune to its effects.”

      The infernal rooster screeched as Kevin stabbed it with his sleeping dart, then wriggled his bulk out of the cell, breaking down all the remaining thorny vines so Beefcake and Chin could truss the Other up.

      “There’s still a dose left in here.” Kevin handed Landon the spike. “Use it when you’re done with his work detail.”

      Landon said, “Sure, Kevin” in a tone of voice that could’ve only meant, ‘If he doesn’t make me kill him first.’ He turned to Beefcake and Chin. “Load him up.”

      With Zielinski in the lead, Beefcake and Chin strapped the infernal rooster onto the dolly like he was Hannibal Lecter and rolled him away. Clyde the badger herded the phoenix and Titivillus in front of him, and Landon paused at the entrance of the tunnel to wait for me.

      “Thanks, Kevin,” I said. “Sorry, I was, uh, surprised before.”

      “My size can be rather intimidatin’, but I really am a marshmallow inside.” He rubbed his six hands over his fat green segments. “Not outside, obviously. Just one prick of my spikes and you’d make Sleepin’ Beauty’s curse look like an afternoon catnap if you didn’t bleed out first. If you were an Other, of course.”

      Well, that was a picture I wasn’t going to get out of my head anytime soon. “Um, right. Good to know. Anyway, thanks again.”

      “Tell Alphonse I want a juicy white wine next time,” Kevin hiccupped. “Something that reminds me of the sun.”

      “Will do.”

      The caterpillar’s floodlight flickered out with a double clap, shrouding the cavern in complete darkness once again.

      Well, almost complete. The nefarious will-o’-the-wisps flickered orange light against the limestone tunnel, lighting my way back to the Sublevel.

      As I turned to go, a silky baritone voice called from the far end of the cavern.

      “Aren’t you going to come by and say hello?”
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      At the sound of his voice, the chupacabra whined, the Yule Cat gave a painful mew, and the stone-woman spearfinger rumbled to the far end of her enclosure.

      “Frances,” Landon hissed, grabbing my hand. “No.”

      I wrenched free of him and snapped, “Lights on, Kevin.”

      The caterpillar clapped, and his floodlight shone toward the last cell on the left.

      “Oh, I wouldn’t, miss,” Kevin cautioned, shaking his head. “Prisoner 106 is a particular brand of nasty. And he smells terrible.”

      Ignoring him, I marched past the sniveling chupacabra, the cowering spearfinger, and the trembling Yule Cat, and the two empty cells in between. Apparently, Prisoner 106 was dangerous enough that they’d left a gap between him and the other prisoners.

      I stood within an arm’s length of the thorny vines, my face an impassive mask as I stared into the prison cell.

      The skinwalker looked back at me with jaundiced eyes. I quickly averted my gaze lest he attempt to steal my skin. I focused on his collarbone, that suprasternal notch I’d seen so many times before because Johnny had never liked to close the top button of his shirts. The rosacea rash covered every inch of his exposed skin, and he twitched as if he was having muscle spasms.

      The smell of rot permeated the air between us.

      “Why don’t you cut the crap and just wear your birthday suit?” I snapped. “That face means nothing to me.”

      Skinwalkers were hideous when they weren’t wearing a stolen skin – a flayed, wolf-like creature with antlers and glowing yellow eyes – but it was better than looking at a face I’d loved.

      “But it means something to me,” the skinwalker replied. “It is mine.”

      “Bullshit. You stole it like all the rest.”

      Smiling sadistically, the skinwalker shook his head slowly, his blond hair swishing into his eyes. He rubbed his palm against his stubbly chin. “I was gifted this skin by a dying man centuries ago. It’s in remarkable condition, don’t you think?”

      I kept my mouth shut. When this skinwalker had been Johnny Galastone and I had been ignorant, I would have wholeheartedly agreed. Physically, the sheriff of Cornish Roost had been handsome and lithe like a racing greyhound. Personality-wise, he’d been the kindest and most generous man I’d ever met. To say I’d had a crush on him since our first meeting would’ve been an understatement.

      “You played your part well,” I forced out between gritted teeth. “You can stop pretending.”

      “Nah.” The skinwalker rolled his head and shoulders like he was limbering up. “I’ve been repressed so long I want to get out and stretch my legs, as it were.”

      “Repressed?”

      “Repressed, malnourished, starved. Take your pick.”

      “You’re not making any sense.”

      “I know I’m rambling.” He gave a self-deprecating laugh. “It just feels so good to finally be able to say something again. Thanks to my little friend, I’m never giving this body back.”

      The frown deepened on my face.

      “Oh, that’s right, you have no idea there are two of us sharing this body. It’s frightfully cramped in here, especially with our new little friend. What? Don’t believe me?”

      The skinwalker’s countenance changed for only an instant, the rash vanishing from his skin, the yellow leaching from his eyes until only the green of springtime grass remained.

      That was the face I knew.

      My heart thumped wildly as a faint whiff of apples and woodsmoke wafted under my nose.

      Johnny’s expression was frantic. “Fran—”

      The skinwalker returned as quickly as a door being slammed shut. “Aww, sorry he had to go so soon.”

      “What in the EmtpyHell was that?” I shouted.

      “It’s exactly what you thought it was.”

      “Why? Why show me that?”

      “Because, dear Frances,” came the silky reply, “they will never believe you.”

      Something inside me snapped. I flung myself at the bars, ready to rip this skinwalker’s heart out. “You bastard!”

      Except I only got out, “you bas—” because the vine-like bars I’d clenched sent me to the floor in a convulsive seizure. Foam bubbled out of my mouth as I thrashed on the floor like a fish out of water.

      As my vision blurred and I drowned on my own spittle, the skinwalker crouched down, the vines separating us only by inches. “Rabia sends his regards, Frances. Church.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 176

          

        

      

    

    
      The pain was excruciating.

      It was like being stung by wasps.

      Or gripping a smoking hot pan and unable to let go.

      Maybe even like getting wrapped up in a swarm of sea nettle jellyfish.

      I regained consciousness in the infirmary, driven awake in a panic by the five-minutes-to-growth-spurt alarm on my watch. “Sunny!”

      Landon slammed his hand on the top of my sternum and shoved me back down against the bed. “How could you have been so stupid?” he shouted. “You played right into his hands, even after I’d warned you!”

      “Johnny’s alive!”

      He rolled his eyes. “Oh, come on, Frances, not this again. After your little episode, your demon came back for you, and he told me the skinwalker was redder than a Christmas tree light. Your sheriff is dead!”

      I bit my tongue. The skinwalker was right. No one was going to believe me. But Johnny was – impossibly – alive. It went against everything we knew about skinwalkers. They always killed their victims. So how could my sheriff be trapped in the skinwalker’s body?

      But as much as I hated to admit it, the whole skinwalker-Johnny situation had to be on the back burner because neither one of them could stop the asteroids hurtling toward Earth, and Rabia and Sunny could.

      “Okay, fine. Agree to disagree. Where’s Sunny and – ugh!” I shrieked. There was something cold and mucusy touching my hands. “What is that? And why am I in restraints?”

      There was a surgical bucket on either side of the hospital bed filled with what looked and felt like rubber cement. Only it smelled of rotting cucumbers.

      “That’s Kevin’s snot, if you must know,” Landon said. “You know when you suck on a wound to get the debris out? It’s like that. But for the sting.”

      “But it’s snot!”

      “That’s what you get for touching the bars.”

      Gagging, I fought against the restraints that kept my arms over the buckets. I might not be able to get free, but I could flex my wrists and have my hands out of the goo.

      “Uh-uh!” Landon said, giving my sternum another push. “Keep your hands in the buckets, Frances, or do you want to go into a coma and miss the end of the world?”

      “Well, when you say it like that, a coma sounds delightful.”

      “That’s just what Rabia wants. To put you out of the game. Do you want that, too?” He jerked his chin at the infirmary window. “What about them?”

      Clyde – in his eight-foot be-horned battler self – had stooped so he could see inside. Sunny was just tall enough to see unassisted, and Titivillus had squashed himself against the glass, balancing on the ledge by his tiptoes. Sunny poked the glass like I was a fish in an aquarium, Titivillus gave me a thumb’s up, and Clyde raked his talons against the glass in a wave as he peeled his lips back in his best imitation of a smile.

      Landon shuddered.

      My clutch was a bunch of idiots.

      “Well?” Landon demanded.

      “Nooo,” I groaned, sinking my hands into the goo. It really did a wonderful job taking the sting away. “Now take your hand off my chest, you pervert. Seriously, fondling a girl’s boobs while she’s restrained in a hospital bed? That’s pretty sleazy, even for you.”

      His dark face turned maroon as a blush flared on his cheeks. He snatched his hand away and started undoing my restraints. “I’m not a pervert.”

      “Jury’s still out.” It took all my willpower to keep my hands in the buckets. “So, how long do I have to stay like this?”

      “Until the stinging stops.”

      “Then let’s jerry-rig some Ziplock baggies of this stuff and get me out of here. Clyde,” I shouted so he’d hear me through the window. “Growth spurt is any time—”

      Foom.

      When the smoke cleared, the phoenix was the height of a grey crowned crane. Her long legs were strong and feathered like a hawk’s, her golden talons almost as long as Clyde’s. Magenta pink tail feathers formed a train almost the same length of her body, each one now edged in gold. Her cockatoo-like crest was erect in delighted surprise as she surveyed herself in the window’s reflection.

      That was, of course, until she fainted from exhaustion.

      Clyde caught her as she swayed, inserting the drip of masala chai into her beak and stuffing her into his pouch to recuperate. She was almost too big for it now.

      “She’ll be fully grown in a few hours,” Landon muttered, glancing at the wall clock. “Perfect timing. Kevin’s sleeping dart will have worn off by then, and she and the rooster can start training.” He turned to me, a slightly sadistic glint in his eyes. “There’s nothing you can do for the next few hours, so why don’t you stay here and marinate your hands?”

      “You made that sound like a question, but you’re not really giving me an option, are you?”

      Landon nodded, the whisper of a smile tugging on his full lips.

      I slumped back in my hospital bed. “That’s what I thought.”

      He gave my knee a smart pat-pat. “Heal. I’m going to send your pack of miscreants to the cafeteria while we wait for the rooster to wake up. Surely Hell’s Rejects One and Two can figure out what to feed the phoenix.”

      “If it’s human flesh, I suggest you get your affairs in order promptly, pinhead,” Clyde suggested cordially, flashing a toothy smile.

      Landon swallowed thickly, fingering the hilt of his katana. After a tense moment, he reluctantly tore his gaze from the demon. “I-I’ll make sure someone brings you lunch. Something other than macaroni and cheese.”

      “Who are you, my dad?”

      “Your demon says your triglycerides are high. How do lightly-boiled chicken breast and rice pudding sound?”

      “Like a one-way ticket to a colostomy bag.”

      “Sounds like you’d like a prune juice chaser.” He bit back a smile and placed a bottle of water on the mayo stand within easy reach.

      “Don’t spoil me or anything.”

      Landon gave me a little wave as he left the infirmary, shooing my clutch away with his unsheathed katana.

      Reluctantly, I glanced at my hands before sticking them back into the caterpillar’s nasal secretions. My palms looked like I’d snatched an electric fence. Chemical burns and angry red blisters. Those Polyphemus moth larvae really knew how to stick it to Odysseus’s descendants.

      It’s just a bunch of Jell-O, I told myself. Just a bunch of Jell-O that looks like raw egg white and smells like—

      “Can I get some nose plugs in here?” I shouted to anyone who could hear me.

      No one came.

      There was no TV, no music, no magazines, no nurses to flit in as quick as birds and check on my hands as well as my sanity. No visitors either. This wasn’t like the hospital in small-town Cornish Roost where the Doreen Collinses of the world would bustle in unwanted and try to force baked goods down your throat.

      It was basically a prison, but a plush white-collar one compared to the one in the Basement.

      The one that imprisoned the skinwalker.

      And Johnny.

      My Johnny.

      Tuvi had been right all along. The shaman had said that Johnny had two wolves warring inside him: the skinwalker and the man Johnny had once been. And the man had successfully caged the skinwalker for decades if not centuries. It shouldn’t have been possible. But after Rabia had possessed him, the god’s rage had destroyed whatever barrier the man had erected and had set the skinwalker free. That’s why the body was finally reacting, finally showing signs of auto-immune disease.

      But Johnny was still there. He’d fought free for just a second to show me he wasn’t gone. I’d smelled the freshness of apples and the tang of woodsmoke above the sweat and decay. There’d been no mistaking it. And his eyes had cleared, if only for a moment.

      But skinwalkers were liars. Thieves. Undefeated Identity Theft Champions.

      I would’ve raked my hands through my hair if they weren’t covered in giant caterpillar snot, so I just banged my head repeatedly against the mushy pillow instead.

      One of two things was going on here.

      1. The skinwalker was just playing me. Showing me what I wanted so I’d make a mistake.

      2. Johnny was truly trapped inside – the skinwalker’s prisoner – and was trying to break free.

      Either way, one thing was certain.

      When this was all over, I was going to beat the shit out of that skinwalker until he either gave me my sheriff back, or I killed him.
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      “That. Gone. God. Damn. Skinwalker!” I bashed my head repeated against the pillow, a frustrated cry ripping from my throat.

      Why where things always so complicated? A god of rage on the loose, asteroids, a phoenix who couldn’t fight, and a trapped almost-lover. I swear, if those trickster gods didn’t stop screwing with me, I’d find where they’d gone to, put on my ass-kicking boots, and knock the GoneGodDamn door down.

      A dark blur whizzed into the infirmary, skidding to a stop on the tile floor. Clyde deposited a woozy-looking phoenix onto the foot of the bed and tossed Titivillus onto the counter. The little demon immediately hurled into a bedpan. Guess he wasn’t used to super-speed either.

      “Maggot!” Clyde exclaimed. “Why is your heart rate so high?”

      “Because I’m so sick of this shit,” I yelled at the ceiling.

      “You are no longer restrained. Simply remove your hands from the buckets,” the demon said. “Though I would recommend you immediately dose yourself with an anti-inflammatory for the discomfort you will inevitably endure should you prematurely abandon the nasal secretions. Morphine would be quicker, but I wouldn’t want you to become an addict. You have enough medical conditions with your triglycerides.”

      That’s not what I’d meant at all, but it was useless to complain. He already knew what was at stake. And he was already doing all he could to fix it.

      Cringing, I stuck my hands further into the goo, willing my hands to heal faster.

      I could’ve asked Sunny for help, but that’d just drain her energy reserves. I had to heal the old-fashioned way, the way it’d been before we’d even met.

      The old-fashioned way sucked.

      “How’d you do in the cafeteria?” I asked. It was a small problem, but tackling this whole world-ending catastrophe could only be done one step at a time, and this was definitely something we could handle. If not, the asteroids could just kill Earth right now.

      “Well, she lost her lunch somewhere in the hall back there. It seems this version of Sunny prefers anything with a high fat content. She’s currently on a diet of butter, olive oil, nuts, and all the queso from the cafeteria’s stock of Mexican MREs. You can only imagine what this is doing to her triglyceride levels.”

      The phoenix, having recovered from her faster-than-thought commute, was eagerly slicing through an MRE with her wing claw, squeezing the spicy queso into her beak like it was Go-Gurt.

      “Could be worse. At least most of those are high in omega-3s,” I said. “And how’re you and Titivillus? I doubt they have a lot of raw meat on hand.”

      “True. But I have discovered a marvelous invention called freeze-dried eggs. Mr. Anabolic Steroids—”

      “You mean Zielinski?”

      Clyde nodded. “He told me it’s like all-natural protein powder. Just add water.”

      “He’d know.” I remember squeezing his bicep in a momentary lapse of concentration as the Furia had tried to break through the submersible bay.

      My battler put his talons to his lips to shield his mouth as if he was telling me a secret. “I put four cartons into my pouch. You know, in case of emergencies.” He picked up the water bottle Landon had placed on the mayo stand. “Are you using this?”

      “Knock yourself out.”

      “What is this?” a reprimanding voice said from the doorway. “This is an infirmary, not a break room.”

      Clyde swiveled his lizard-like head over his shoulder. “Says the pinhead with a tray of food in his hands.”

      “Aww, is this a lunch date?” I asked Landon.

      He put the tray on the now vacant mayo stand. Despite all his bluster before, there actually was a little cup of macaroni and cheese beside a plate of boiled chicken breast and broccoli. “What are they doing here?”

      “Why do you ask?” Clyde demanded, shaking up an eggy protein shake. “Were you hoping for some alone time with the maggot?”

      “Of course not!”

      The demon leaned in close, sniffing. “Your pheromones would argue otherwise.”

      Landon put a hand on his katana warningly.

      “What is it?” I asked him. “You could’ve sent someone else.”

      “Our timetable has moved up … in more ways than one.” He dragged a chair over to my bed and dropped into it with a sigh.

      I just flopped my head on my pillow with a dejected sigh, clenching my hands in the buckets of goo like I was trying to strangle it. “Gimme the bad news first.”

      “Zielinski finally got in touch with headquarters and our other bases. Headquarters has ordered us to proceed with Plan A, and at five PM instead of at six to ensure Rabia has enough time to destroy the asteroids.”

      I almost ripped out of my hospital bed. “What?”

      Landon shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “I have to send them regular updates, Frances. They’re not convinced Sunny is showing the rate of advancement that would enable her to be ready in time. She might be nearly full-grown, but her maturity level and combat abilities are nowhere near where they think she should be.”

      He glanced at the phoenix who was licking a stick of butter like it was a popsicle. She looked like one of those kids at summer camp with ice cream all over her face. Her innocence cut my heart sharper than any machete.

      “But don’t they know what’ll happen if we hand her over?” I protested. “Rabia becomes the Supreme Overlord of the Earth. And he’s not gonna be benevolent.”

      “But we’d survive,” he said quietly.

      “Landon, you can’t—”

      He held up a hand. “Of course, I argued against it. I’ve persuaded them not to make any rash decisions, like come down here and take the phoenix into their custody. We still have some time left to turn this around. But …”

      “Don’t say it. Just. Don’t.”

      He nodded, running a hand over his cropped hair. “And there’s more. Rabia’s in Chicago.”

      My eyes narrowed. “Chicago. Isn’t that just poetic?”

      That’s where this had all started. I’d stolen/kidnapped/forcibly removed the urn with the phoenix’s ashes from Don Dante Cardinelli’s fireplace mantle in Chicago ten months ago. What I hadn’t expected was the chain reaction that had followed me ever since.

      “So what’s he doing in Chicago?” I groaned.

      “He’s gone to the Cardinelli estate,” Landon said, clearing this throat. “What’s left of it, anyway.”

      I sat up in alarm. I can’t believe I’d remembered it with all the other craziness going on. “Oh, crap.”

      “What? It’s just a ruin—”

      “Don’t you remember what Michaela Cardinelli had said back at my clinic after you’d strapped me to a chair and she had her goons beat on me like a punching bag?”

      Landon huffed a sigh. “You’re never gonna let me live that down, are you?”

      “Not for like, at least a century.”

      “I apologized—”

      “You didn’t actually,” Clyde said, lifting a talon. “You just explained your motives. That’s not the same.”

      “Moving on,” Landon said, annoyed. “What did she say?”

      “She said Don Cardinelli had discovered how to use the phoenix to grant him immortality.”

      “So what? Rabia’s already a god.”

      “No, he’s actually not,” I said, shaking my head. “He has a new body, but he’s mortal.”

      “Maggot, you’re not making any sense—”

      “He tried to take the phoenix shortly after she was born, and she blasted him back with a thunderclap,” I said excitedly. Hope wasn’t lost. “He bled, Landon. Bright red as any human’s. If he were a god, it would’ve been gold ichor. Or he wouldn’t have been wounded at all.”

      Landon tugged on his goatee. “If what you’re saying is true, then he might have all the knowledge he needs to succeed where Don Cardinelli had failed. That announcement had just been a bluff.”

      “Not exactly,” Clyde said hesitantly. “If he does indeed possess the process to glean immortality from the fireling, he could still very well save the planet from destruction. Plan A, however deplorable, is still a viable option.”

      “But you’re not even sure if he’s learned how to do it yet, right?” I asked. “All you know is that he’s been to the Cardinelli Estate?”

      “Correct. I have agents in the area keeping tabs on them.”

      “Them?”

      “He has the Furia with him. He’s being guided by a drow.”

      “By drow, do you mean a dark elf with long white hair who dresses like he’s just left the catwalk of a Goth-meets-Renaissance-Fair-knife-thrower-inspired fashion line?” I clarified.

      “Yeah,” Landon said, surprised. “That’s really accurate, actually.”

      “Bellamy,” Clyde growled.

      I would’ve thrown up my hands if they weren’t currently covered in slime. “He’s like a GoneGodDamn cockroach!”

      Landon frowned. “I’ve never heard of him. And we like to keep tabs on those who might be … troublesome.”

      “Call your agents back, Landon. Bellamy has unparalleled tracking abilities, and he should’ve died like half a dozen times since I’ve met him, but nothing seems to stick!”

      Landon leaned back in his chair. “I’ll take it under advisement.”

      “You’ll do it, Landon,” I said forcefully. “I’m not kidding around. Rabia might be human, but we have no idea what abilities he might’ve retained. He was able to possess people when he’d been trapped in a planet a million miles away. He could be a superhuman for all we know. Please. For once, do what I say!”

      Landon shifted uncomfortably in his seat as four sets of eyes bored into him. Clyde even had red flames dancing in his.

      “The maggot requires an answer, pinhead,” he prompted darkly.

      “If we back off, we won’t know what he’s learned. Or what his next move is,” Landon protested.

      “Isn’t that why you have drones?” I asked.

      “That’s fair. Fine.”

      I slumped back in my hospital bed, relieved. “Is there any good news you wanted to share? Something a little less doom and gloom?”

      “The infernal rooster’s awake.”
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      Ichabod – as introduced to us by Clyde – was trussed up in a restraint that looked like the love child between a cargo net and straight jacket with what seemed like a strip of manilla Play-Doh molded along the back of it. A little bead of red light blinked steadily from the plastic explosive.

      Landon pulled an all-too-familiar transmitter from his breast pocket.

      “It’s just a small shape charge,” he explained. “One press of the button destroys the restraints, and he’s loose.”

      “And then you stab him with Kevin’s spike to put him back under,” I said.

      “Yeah. After we catch him. Which was one hell of a feat the last time, so it’ll be interesting to see how this time goes.”

      “Hence all the guys with guns.”

      Lining the training mat on one side were twenty, heavily-armored agents with tactical shields and carbines that had to weigh twenty pounds.

      Landon, Zielinski, my clutch – yes, including Madame Cluck – and I stood behind a plexiglass window that observed the training area, kind of like an interrogation suite in a police station. Except there was no two-way mirror.

      Ichabod could see us.

      Twin yellow eyes bored hatefully into mine.

      Yeah, like I’d never seen that look before.

      “Alright, let’s get this over with.” Turning to the phoenix, I ruffled her pink-and-gold crest feathers. “You know how momma dogs teach their pups how to go down the stairs, painstakingly patient for however long it takes? Or how momma chimps let their young ride on them until they feel brave enough to leave on their own? And then there are birds, who basically kick their fledglings out of the nest?”

      The phoenix nodded, looking up at me with trusting violet eyes.

      “Well, this is a momma bird move.”

      I yanked open the door into the training area, shoved her through it, and slammed it shut after her.

      With a startled squawk, Sunny whipped around and flapped her wings against the door, demanding to be let back in.

      Landon shook his head. “You’re worse than I am.”

      “But at least I have some remorse,” I growled.

      He jammed his thumb into the transmitter button, and the shape charge on the infernal rooster’s back exploded.

      With a screech, Ichabod flung off his restraints and launched into the air.

      He went after the agents first, but they turned him away with their bullets. Lead or rubber, I couldn’t tell, but they only seemed to annoy rather than harm him. Wheeling around, he set his sights on something he could take his rage out on.

      With a peep, the phoenix tumbled away as Ichabod struck, his thick talons gouging rents in the foam training mat. Sunny scrambled to right herself and flapped into the air.

      Then we watched an encore performance of one creature chasing another around the training area, except it was Sunny fleeing for the sake of her feathers this time.

      Landon pounded his head against the plexiglass window in defeat.

      I, however, was not about to give up.

      “She just needs a little incentive,” I said, flinging open the door.

      “Maggot, no!” Clyde cried.

      “Stay back,” I ordered, marching into the training area.

      “Are you crazy?” Landon shouted, his voice muffled by the plexiglass. “Get back here, Frances!”

      “Oh this is definitely going on the Bingo card,” Zielinski said, making a note on his smartpad. “‘Frances takes on murderous buzzard’. Hey, be careful out there!”

      Titivillus followed me just inside the training area, Madame Cluck still in his arms. “But who’s going to fix my pen when you die?” he protested.

      “Dr. Church, you should really get behind us,” a familiar voice urged. “These are live rounds.”

      It was Beefcake, unrecognizable in his tactical gear except for his size.

      I ignored him, planting myself in the center of the training mat. So far, I’d gone unnoticed by the Others flying around in the rafters like overgrown rabid bats.

      Cupping my hands around my mouth, I shouted. “Oye! Quit dicking around and set his GoneGodDamn ass on fire!”

      Ichabod peeled off his assault, screeching with delight at the prospect of terrorizing someone else.

      You can do this, I thought, hoping Sunny could hear me. She probably couldn’t, but I could still hope. C’mon, Sunny. You have four of the fiercest personalities I’ve ever met. A diva oozing self-esteem. A SoCal surfer who loves to live life on the edge. A classy dame who’s seen some shit and can dish it out. And a GoneGodDamn Viking for EmptyHeaven’s sake! The four of you should be the baddest bosses on the planet. Now show me the money!

      I fought to keep my hands at my sides as I stared at the feathery death diving straight at me. If I’d actually had a machete, I would’ve been tempted to draw it. Bellamy’s dagger didn’t have the reach I needed, plus it would’ve just given Sunny an excuse not to follow through.

      I had to be defenseless for this to work.

      The phoenix stayed aloft with great flaps of her pink-and-gold wings, her violet eyes wide in disbelief.

      A second passed, and then we both realized she wouldn’t be able to get to me in time.

      Ichabod was too close, and she was too far away.

      Something inside me crumpled.

      I’d trusted her so completely, knowing she’d never let me down.

      Except she had.

      But I wasn’t angry. I was just disappointed.

      And the phoenix could see it in my eyes.

      Then I heard it as clearly as if it’d been screamed directly into my ear.

      Frankilicious! MOVE!

      But I didn’t. Something about Ichabod’s yellow stare had me fused to the spot, my mouth opened in mute horror as he outstretched his talons like a falcon, straight for my throat. I was too paralyzed to even think the chorus of “Hollaback Girl”.

      With a scream, Sunny’s feathers turned as dark as a thunderstorm, the pink color leaching from them as they flapped in front of her in a giant arc.

      There was a deafening clap, the blast wave knocking the infernal rooster aside just as Clyde tackled me out of the way.

      I groaned as we rolled to a stop, quickly blinking away the spots in my vision as Clyde caged me in his arms and legs, quills erect and barbed tail lashing as he roared a challenge at the infernal rooster.

      But Ichabod was having his own set of troubles.

      White lightning crackled from the phoenix’s eyes and beak as she dove after her prey. Her feathers were still dark, their gold edging glowing white-hot with electricity.

      But the infernal rooster was a tenacious bastard and banked in the air to meet her.

      I winced at the booming smack as they collided, locking talons like battling eagles. They swirled in a tailspin toward the ground, shrieking and slashing.

      The lightning crackling over the phoenix might’ve been enough to deter most adversaries, but Ichabod was either dumb or oblivious. He snapped his ugly horn-colored beak at her long neck, trying to crush her windpipe.

      Sunny’s curved beak wasn’t meant for pecking. It’d been designed to rip flesh. She yanked a mouthful of feathers from Ichabod’s shoulder and spat them into his face.

      “Break off!” I shouted frantically. “The ground!”

      Sunny gave a distressed cry at the sight of the training mat fastly approaching and tried to yank her claws away.

      Chuckling evilly, Ichabod just tightened his grip and, being the heavier bird, twisted in midair so he was on top.

      He was going to crush her into the ground.

      “Clyde,” I screamed. “Intervention!”

      In a blur of shadow, he flashed across the training mat.

      I flattened against the ground as a forcefield threw him ass-over-teakettle over my head.

      There was a blinding light as the phoenix softened her fall, the same forcefield blasting the infernal rooster sky high.

      Any partially-molted feathers exploded off him as he hit the rafters.

      Spread-eagle on the mat and panting, Sunny lifted her head as the infernal rooster shook the blow off and dove, claws outstretched.

      I knew she was truly exhausted this time. She barely had anything left, but there was a determined glint in her violet eyes. She wasn’t going to go down without a fight.

      But she didn’t have to fight alone.

      “Clyde,” I bellowed, launching to my feet. “Titivillus!”

      The little cat-sized demon tossed Madame Cluck aside and jumped into the sky with frantic flaps of his little bat-like wings.

      Indignant at the rough treatment, the chicken squawked loudly and landed in a flutter of feathers.

      The effect was immediate.

      Forgetting the phoenix entirely, Ichabod pulled out of his dive and banked, thumping against the training mat loudly a few yards from the hen.

      The chicken jumped at the sudden appearance with a startled bah-cock and then promptly ignored him.

      But Ichabod’s yellow eyes were riveted on her.

      Suddenly, he dipped a maroon-and-sulfur-yellow wing and stalked in a circle around the hen. The chicken clucked, not paying much attention to him, and scratched at the mat.

      Clyde flashed to the phoenix, snatched her off the mat, flashed back to me, and deposited her in my arms. Sunny gave me a tired peep and sagged against me, exhausted.

      “You did good, girl,” I murmured.

      Titivillus reached us then and caught one of Clyde’s horns, sliding down it like a firepole and pooling on top of the battler’s head in a panting heap.

      “We all bad?” he gasped.

      “You abandoned my darling peckling,” Clyde snapped up at him. “She could still be mauled or killed. I knew I never should’ve left her in your care!”

      “I am a horrible babysitter,” Titivillus protested, affronted. “I mean, abysmal. Deplorable. GoneGodBless it, I mean wonderful! Sunbeams and rainbows. Poo!”

      “She’s fine, Clyde,” I said, shocked at the turn of events myself. “Somehow.”

      Clyde pointed with a talon. “What is he doing?”

      Ichabod had straightened, flaring out his tail feathers, and continued to stalk around the hen, high-stepping like a Lipizzaner stallion. The hen was watching now, clucking appreciatively.

      “Uh … that’s a courtship display,” I announced, eyes wide.

      “A what?” Clyde demanded.

      Titivillus slapped Clyde upside the head. “Isn’t it obvious? He’s asking her out on a date! Or to mate. It’s unclear.”

      “OVER MY DEAD BODY!” the battler roared.
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      Like an overprotective father, Clyde barreled into Ichabod, tackling him away from the hen.

      The infernal rooster screamed and struggled, slashing with his spurs, but he was no match for the battler when he had black flames of fury dancing in his eye sockets.

      Clyde pinned Ichabod’s belly to the ground, his hands wrapped around the rooster’s thick neck. His lips peeled back from his needle-like teeth, ready to rip the infernal rooster’s head off.

      Madame Cluck squawked in panic, flapping her wings frantically.

      “She’s saying, ‘Daddy, no!’ ” Titivillus translated.

      “I know what’s best for you,” Clyde roared. “And he most definitely is not!”

      “Demon,” Landon shouted.

      He threw Kevin’s bayonet-like sleeping-spike, and the demon rammed the sedative into the rooster’s ass.

      Madame Cluck raced over to Ichabod as he screamed, rubbing her head against his ugly horn-colored beak as he slumped against the ground, unconscious.

      Clyde scooped his peckling under his arm, ignoring her angry pecks and her even angrier clucking.

      “We will discuss this later,” he snapped at her.

      The demon deposited the hen into Titivillus’s hands and retrieved his messenger bag.

      I was still in a seated position, the phoenix in my lap, her long tail feathers – which had returned to their pink-edged-in-gold coloring – spread around me like the train of a wedding dress.

      We only had a few minutes alone before we were going to be swamped by demons and agents alike. I leaned over so my lips were against her crest feathers.

      “I heard you, Sunny,” I whispered. “I’m sure of it this time.”

      The phoenix ruffled her feathers and averted her violet eyes, warbling something that clearly meant ‘I don’t want to talk about it.’

      “Too bad,” I said hotly. “You haven’t been straight with me, Sunny.”

      It all made sense now. The pink feathers. The vanity. The attitude.

      “Except you’re not Sunny, are you?” I hissed. “You’re Brittany.”

      I hastily released the phoenix as my alarm went off.

      There was a puff of smoke and a muted clap – like thunder heard from far away – and an emaciated phoenix the size of a flamingo slumped against me. Clyde rushed forward and carefully stored her away in her regeneration chamber – aka, his pouch – and then crossed his arms over his chest as he glared down at me, angry red flames dancing in his eye sockets.

      “Worst. Master. Ever. Of all time,” he bellowed at me. “You could’ve been killed! Not only would that have absolutely destroyed my reputation, but then you would’ve left me clutchless. How could you?”

      “How could I? How could you?” I shouted back. “I gave you a direct order!”

      “Which eventually compromised your safety. We are bound, maggot. I cannot let you be harmed!” He thrust his wrist with his white cardinal-in-flight brand into my face. “Does this mean nothing to you? Of all the egotistical, arrogant, and black-hearted humans in this world, I got saddled with you! Selfless, righteous, compassionate—”

      “It sounds like you’re complimenting me!”

      “Maybe I am!”

      Panting with anger, Clyde yanked a bottle out of his messenger pouch and mixed up another goatmilk masala chai like it was baby formula. The demon had even dripped a few drops against his inner wrist to check the temperature before sticking the drip into the phoenix’s mouth.

      I took a deep breath to rein in my temper and sat on the training mat, yanking snacks out of my backpack. I hadn’t had a chance to eat the lunch Landon had brought me, and being angry only compounded my hunger pains. And there was a lot to be angry about.

      The phoenix had been withholding information.

      Never once had she corrected me when I’d referred to her as Sunny instead of Brittany, and with Titivillus paraphrasing everything due to his cursed speech impediment, I’d never picked up on her specific dialect. She should have told me she was a singular entity instead of the amalgamation of the personalities I’d assumed she would be after her birth.

      And you know what they say about assuming …

      I felt like the world’s biggest ass.

      I tore into a package of Teddy Grahams with my teeth.

      “What’ll it be this time?” Titivillus asked, dangling from one of Clyde’s horns by his tail as he rummaged through the messenger bag.

      “You really ought to be minding my peckling,” the larger demon snapped. “She is on a one-way ticket to a time-out if her attitude doesn’t improve.”

      “That sounds a like a ‘dad’ problem, not an ‘uncle’ one,” the littler demon replied. “Now, fireling, you still want the stick of butter or the Twizzlers?”

      The phoenix warbled something, turning her head up with an insulted, “Hmph!”

      Titivillus was quick to translate. “Refined sugar? Like, are you cray-cray? Don’t you know that’ll go straight to my hips?”

      “Is that a direct translation?” Clyde asked.

      “You know she doesn’t like it when I paraphrase,” Titivillus sniffed.

      “You do it all the time!” Clyde tapped his chin with a talon. “Maggot, I do believe something’s wrong with the phoenix. I would not believe a bird of her caliber capable of using the word ‘like’ so improperly, nor employ the slang ‘cray-cray’ that seems so popular with your human youth.”

      I scraped myself off the training mat, regarding the phoenix sourly. “I know. We’ll discuss this later, Brittany.”

      The phoenix choked on her masala chai.

      “Brittany?” the battler exclaimed. Then he regarded the phoenix with a gasp, his ember-like eyes wide. “By the fiery underlord’s pitchfork! You’re right, maggot!”

      Stuffing the rest of the Teddy Grahams into my mouth, I went off to talk to Landon.

      He wasn’t going to like this.
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      Landon and Zielinski were bent over the tech’s smartpad, watching a split-screen replay of the phoenix’s target training earlier this morning and the one just now when she’d defended me from the infernal rooster.

      “I don’t get it,” Landon muttered. “She’s lethal one minute and a complete dud the next. It’s like she’s two different birds.”

      “Heh, funny you should say that,” I began lamely.

      Landon would’ve crossed his arms over his chest if one of them hadn’t been lashed down in a sling. “Frances, what haven’t you told me?”

      “Full disclosure, I was operating under the same assumption you all were. You know, until just now.” I raked a hand through my curls, yanking on my scalp.

      “Explain.”

      “Well, when I was bound with the phoenix, it wasn’t just one of them. It was four,” I said in a rush.

      “What?” Zielinski exclaimed. “How did your head not explode?”

      “Oh, trust me. It tried to. Several times. But that’s not the point,” I said hurriedly. “From my understanding, the gods left at the exact moment the phoenix started her rebirth cycle, trapping her consciousness in her ashes and preventing her from being reborn. Because of that, her personality split into its constituent parts – child, adult, senior, and warrior – and all existed at the same time.”

      “So she basically had a stripped-down version of multiple personality disorder,” Zielinski said.

      I nodded. “When she was reborn, I assumed those four personalities would fuse back into one, or at least harmonize. But, uh, that doesn’t seem to be the case.”

      “You know what they say about assuming,” Zielinski began.

      Landon shushed him. “Are you saying she’s still fragmented?”

      “Um … yeah. Physically, she’s an adult phoenix right now, but mentally … she’s still stuck as the preteen diva I’d named Brittany.”

      Zielinski turned the smartpad around to show me the replays of the phoenix’s attacks. “That is a mature phoenix, but she only seems to appear when you’re in danger. What’s suppressing her?”

      “She … she might be in limbo. Or something like it. Or dead.”

      “What?” Landon demanded, the vein in his forehead suddenly throbbing.

      I threw up my hands. “I don’t know! Allie broke an oath she made me, and after that, something inside me snapped. I’d thought she’d died. Or went away. But I’ve heard her specific voice now. Twice.”

      “So without this adult personality, this Allie, the phoenix cannot advance. I mean, the personalities will stay fragmented.”

      I nodded. “And Valerie – that warrior personality – apparently only comes out when the shit is hitting the fan. Allie sees that I’m in mortal peril and somehow unlocks the rest of the personalities and voilà, firebird of epic proportions.”

      “Well, the shit is gonna hit the fan big time when those asteroids enter our atmosphere,” Landon cried. “Not to mention Rabia—”

      “Son-of-a-biscuit, Landon, keep your voice down. It’s true Valerie might be able to handle that one event, but she has no endurance. Allie was the bridge between the personalities, and when she, I don’t know, left, it was up to me to get them to work together. But we’re not bound anymore. So it’s not like I can spin the wheel of personalities to get the one we need to do the job.”

      “So what you’re saying is that if the phoenix doesn’t get her personalities to fuse again, we’re going to have to kill you and hope she directs her attack accordingly?”

      I started to back away. “Uh, not exactly …”

      Zielinski nudged Landon not-too-subtly in his good shoulder. “Sounds like we need Hecate’s Torch, boss.”

      Landon dragged a hand over his face. “Oh, goody.”
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      When the base had been evacuated, the magical artifact gallery had been packaged up and brought to the sublevel via submersible. The storage room, which strongly reminded me of a museum warehouse, was dimly lit and musky, the crates stacked on one side with the curator tables and cleaning supplies on the other.

      Most of the artifacts were still in their crates – hastily thrown inside mounds of chopped paper and nail-gunned shut – which was great for preserving their integrity but pretty inconvenient for us because the crates hadn’t been labeled. There hadn’t been any time.

      Not that we had much time to spare right now, either, not with two days standing between us and an asteroid assault. Despite the urgency, the agent overseeing the unpacking process shot across the room at our appearance and barred the doorframe with one muscled arm.

      Tall, she was built like a Muay Thai fighter with flawless, mocha-colored skin. Her hair, part of which had been dyed magenta, formed multicolored braids down to the middle of her back. A hair clip in the shape of a winged scarab kept them clustered at the nape of her neck, out of the way.

      Her brown eyes, so much like Landon’s, glared right at me.

      “Oh no you don’t,” she said, shaking her head vehemently. “I’m not letting that one step foot in here. Did you not see what she did to my sarcophagus?”

      She had to be referring to the Ipy sarcophagus, that magical stasis pod that had kept the tribute from leaking out of Wyatt.

      My blue eyes narrowed.

      The agent that’d been performing the sarcophagus’s unsealing ritual – the decanting process, as Zielinski had called it – had been covered head to toe in a radiation suit with a shielded mask. It’d been impossible for me to determine the gender of the person I’d yanked out of my way and bodily thrown out of the vault. But from the look on her face as she glowered down at me, it wasn’t that hard to piece together.

      “Your sarcophagus?” Landon asked. “I think you mean my sarcophagus. You were only called in from the Detroit office because Agent Carnahan got radiation poisoning, and I had to deal with this situation”—he gestured to me—“instead of decanting the sarcophagus myself.”

      “Pish. You only wish you were half the artifact curator I was.”

      “Whose base has the bigger vault, huh?”

      “But who saved that collection, huh?” she mocked, flicking her black-and-magenta braids over her shoulder.

      Clyde leaned over to whisper in my ear, “This is so much better than reality TV.”

      Landon thrust a finger into the woman’s face. “You’ve always been a copycat—”

      “Get your finger out of my face.”

      “Quit being such a cantankerous—”

      She actually bit him.

      If she wasn’t already so determined to hate me, I would’ve liked her immediately.

      “Ow! Why you – I do not have time for this!” He gestured to us waiting in the hallway. “Come on.”

      Landon made to brush past her, but her arm braced across the doorframe tightened, the lean muscles bulging. “Out of the question, Cuz.”

      “It’s funny that you think you have a choice, Laura,” he replied crisply. Then he dropped his voice to a whisper as if that’d prevent my bat-ears from listening in. “And I am not your cousin while at work. You know that.”

      “Fine,” she said, crossing her muscled arms over her chest. But she didn’t move aside. “But Granny’s gonna hear about this.”

      His brown eyes narrowed, glaring. “You do not get to play the Granny card.”

      “I can’t wait to hear what she’s gonna say after you let her only granddaughter get thrown across a room.”

      “You’re World Army. Getting tossed around is in your job description.”

      “Not in mine,” Zielinski said with a nervous chuckle. “I’m just a tech.”

      “Shut up, Zielinski,” the cousins barked.

      “Whaddya think Granny’ll smack you with this time, Cuz?” Laura continued, clearly relishing the thought of her cousin enduring the wrath of their family’s matriarch. “The flipflop or the wooden spoon?”

      “Ooo,” Clyde said, clicking his talons together appreciatively. “I approve of this Granny’s disciplinary choices. Tell me, when she puts you in the time-out, does it involve sitting on the stairs in solitary contemplation or something more … robust?”

      She snorted. “You do something bad enough to merit a time-out, you’re gonna get whipped with either the cane or the belt, and good luck sitting then.”

      Clyde turned to me excitedly. “Maggot, I simply must meet her.”

      “Laura’s brought home enough creeps in her time,” Landon said dryly.

      At his cousin’s indignant squeak, Landon brushed past her and into the room.

      More warily, he told Clyde, “And you’re definitely not meeting Granny.”

      I followed quickly on his heels. Laura looked scrappy, and without the phoenix’s fire in my blood, I don’t think I could’ve gotten into the room on my own had she decided to bar my entrance. Not that I wanted to fight her. My strengths came from evasion, of being quick and nimble enough not to get caught. I’d only become a bit of a brawler after the phoenix had basically made me invincible.

      Laura and her team of two helpers had been in the middle of carefully opening each crate and categorizing its contents. They hadn’t found Hecate’s Torch yet, so anyone who had two hands to use grabbed the nearest crowbar and started prying crates apart.

      Clyde ripped them apart with his bare hands.

      “At least wear the cotton gloves!” Laura cried.

      “That particular textile might be sufficient when handling artifacts of human origin,” Clyde drawled, “but if you wish to protect yourself from the effects of handling Other magical items, your gloves should be of dragon scale.”

      “Most of these are inert,” Landon said, peering over Beefcake’s shoulder. “Remember, magical items in this GoneGod world only work if their user truly understands the significance of their purpose. Basically, nuance matters.”

      With my back turned to the group, I tucked the black scarf below my jacket collar. It had a habit of creeping loose, and I didn’t need Landon’s Eyes of Sia and their magic-sensing rose-tinted lens figuring out my fashion accessory did more than keep me warm.

      As we tore open the crates, Titivillus dove inside and rooted around in the chopped paper like a mole. He’d surface with an artifact, hand it to the nearest person, and go dive for more. Brittany stayed out of the way, perched on a crate whose contents had already been logged.

      Which was just as well because I was tearing through these crates like they were personally responsible for all my problems.

      I’d been emotionally assaulted by a skinwalker, stung by caterpillar nettles to within an inch of my consciousness, we’d released an infernal rooster intent on killing everything and everyone – except a Plymouth Rock hen – all of which could’ve been avoidable if I hadn’t assumed anything about the phoenix.

      Why in the EmptyHell didn’t I have a Rule about assumptions?

      “Hey, boss,” Chin hailed. “I think I found it. But isn’t it supposed to be yellow or something?”

      We all crowded around the crate as Chin brushed the chopped paper away from the artifact.

      “That’s a torch?” I asked.

      It looked more like a large quartz prism, the kind you’d buy at a gem shop and then use as a bookend.

      “What would you prefer to call it?” Laura wanted to know. “Hecate’s do-hickey-thing-that-lights-up?”

      My forehead creased into a scowl. I was already miffed at the phoenix, and this Laura woman had been glowering at me even before I’d stepped over the threshold. Do you know how hard it is to work when someone else is just staring daggers at you all day?

      “Well, if calling it that would make you lose the attitude, then I’m all for it,” I said.

      “Lose the – You threw me across a room and destroyed my sarcophagus!” she shouted.

      “I didn’t see your name written on it,” I retorted.

      “It. Was. Priceless.”

      “If I regretted it, I would’ve apologized by now.”

      “You could’ve blown up the building!”

      “Coulda, woulda, shoulda but didn’t. We contained the blast. You can calm down now.”

      Landon dragged a hand over his face. “Here we go.”

      “Did you just tell me to calm down?” Laura seethed.

      “Yup,” I said, eyes flashing. “You hard of hearing, or do I need to repeat myself?”

      She yanked off her cotton gloves and threw them aside. “Oh, that is it.”

      Laura shoved Beefcake out of her way and got right into my face, using her height to try to intimidate me. If Landon couldn’t make it work, she certainly wouldn’t. I’d taken on skinwalkers, jorogumos, manticores, yetis, and everything in between. What did this human woman have that could scare me?

      Behind me, Clyde abandoned the crate he’d been trying to reassemble and bared his teeth. Laura started, but she didn’t back down. Visibly sweating, Landon yanked his katana out of its sheath and flanked his cousin.

      Brittany – though we still weren’t on speaking terms – flared her feathers with a hiss, tendrils of smoke wafting from her nostrils. Not to be outdone, Titivillus yanked his pen out of my backpack and braced himself on my shoulder, ready to jab Laura in the eye with its brass nib.

      Before she could open her mouth, I cut her off. “You’re gonna have to let it go, lady. I don’t regret throwing you out of the vault. It was for your own safety.”

      “You’re just like him, you know that?” she snarled, pointing at her cousin.

      I actually blinked in surprise. “What?”

      “He doesn’t mind sacrificing a handful to save a hundred, and you’re the exact opposite. You’d endanger thousands to save one. Those desk jockeys might extol your vigilantism with their Bingo cards, but I know the truth. I’ve seen the reports. You blew up a carnival attraction – which could’ve killed hundreds – just to take down a skinwalker—”

      “I’m sorry, have you defeated many skinwalkers in your life? Do you have a better way of disposing of them?”

      “Then you subjected an entire town to the perils of tangled ley lines for the sake of one boy. Next, you freed the Roman god of rage and nearly blew this base sky high!”

      The hair on the back of my neck bristled at the comparison. And it really hadn’t been me doing all those things. It’d been us. But I wasn’t about to shift the blame onto the phoenix. We’d been in it together, made those decisions together. And they’d been the right ones, the hard ones, no matter what this woman said.

      I leaned forward, closing the distance between us. If we’d been crocodiles on an Animal Planet special, the late Steve Irwin would’ve said something like, “Crikey! There’s gonna be a whole lotta teeth and blood tonight!”

      “But I haven’t been wrong yet, have I?” I asked.

      “You’ve been lucky,” she hissed.

      “Or did I chess master the shit out of those situations?”

      Her brown eyes narrowed.

      “Listen, unlike your cousin and yourself, I didn’t sign up for this detail. I’ve just been dropped like a newborn giraffe into impossible situations and did my best. I’m a medicus,” I said, throwing up my hands. “My training is to focus on the problem in front of me, not the million ‘what ifs’ floating around. There’s a difference between practical and theoretical altruism, and unlike you guys, I perform the former.”

      Landon tossed his katana at Beefcake – who deftly caught it – and yanked his cousin back before she could tackle me.

      “Right now, my only priority is helping that bird, not assuaging your tender little feelings, okay?” I snapped. “And I’d really appreciate it if you’d just focus on the bigger picture here.”

      My blood was boiling, and if the phoenix and I had been bonded, electricity would’ve been snapping at my fingertips.

      Laura snorted, backing away with a shake of her head. “Big picture. Huh, isn’t that the term he uses all the time?”

      I’m sure my stomach would’ve sunk into my toes if I hadn’t been clenching every muscle in my body.

      No. She wouldn’t make me second guess myself or make me feel guilty. That the term fit was just a coincidence.

      “Frances is right,” Landon told Laura. “And I’m sure she’ll treat your department with greater respect in the future.”

      “Well, if she needs someone to translate Ancient Egyptian, she can call Carnahan!” Laura stormed back to her curator desk and snatched up her own smartpad to start cataloguing everything we’d unpacked.

      I’m sure I could’ve come up with a pithy remark, but I let it go. Arguing was stupid when we had a god of rage running amok. Instead, I looked at Landon expectantly. “So, Hecate’s Torch. I guess we need to light it or something?”

      Landon took the quartz prism from Chin and hefted it into the light so we could all see it. “How much do you know about Hecate?”

      “Not a lot,” I admitted. “Isn’t she an underworld kinda goddess?”

      “She’s much more than that,” Clyde lectured in his most patronizing drawl. “She is an Ancient of earth, sea, and sky. Her domain was the underworld, and she was the patron goddess of boundaries and crossroads as well as poisonous herbs. The modern world has criminalized her due to her chthonic nature, but she was really quite gentle. She was the one who led the search party with her torch when Persephone was taken.”

      “Exactly,” Landon said. “And this Torch is a light for crossroads specifically. It illuminates all manner of converging or diverging paths, and in the phoenix’s case, her fragmented self.”

      “So you’re saying we fire that sucker up and that’ll force her personalities to converge?” I asked.

      “That’s a very crude way of putting it, but yes.”

      “Heh, good luck with that,” Laura snorted from her curator table.

      Landon shot her a you’re-not-helping glare. “While Dr. Laura’s input is rather childish, she’s not wrong. Hecate’s Torch should be yellow, not white, in order to work.”

      “So how do we do that?” I asked impatiently. I didn’t need a theology lesson. I needed answers.

      “It needs a charge.”

      “You mean like a battery?”

      Landon nodded. “But the only thing that can charge a magical artifact is another magical artifact. Or a jolt of pure elemental energy. Like a lightning bolt.”

      We all looked pointedly at the phoenix.

      Ducking her head, Brittany slunk back a few steps.

      “But since we all know how unrealistic the chances are of a lightning strike, we’re gonna have to rely on a charge from another source,” Landon said.

      I didn’t like where this was going. “What’s the bad news? Your tone says there’s bad news.”

      “I agree with the maggot,” Clyde said. “You, pinhead, are experiencing three if not four of the most common physical responses of nervous behavior.”

      “The bad news is we don’t have a magical artifact at this facility strong enough to provide the necessary jolt,” Laura said.

      “Son-of-a-biscuit.” I clawed my fingers through my curls, yanking on my scalp. “So what you’re saying is, there’s no hope. Then why in the EmpyHell didn’t you lead with that?”

      “It’s not hopeless,” Landon protested. “We just put you in harm’s way again to activate the phoenix—”

      “‘Activate?’ She’s not a computer program! It has to be instinctual.”

      “That’s your complaint?” Laura scoffed. “Not that Cuz wanted to use you as bait?”

      “Well, yeah,” I sulked. “That, too. Obviously.”

      I guess I’d gotten so used to the Antevortan Clock telling me I was going to die in a matter of days that I’d grown numb to it. I mean, I’d risked my life with the Infernal Rooster to get a response out of the phoenix already. But like I’d said, it had to be instinctual. She might not choose to use a lightning bolt because another attack might be more tactically advantageous. And if she got hurt in the process trying to defend me, we risked losing the only asset we had against Rabia.

      My demon sliced his hand through the air, talons glinting. “I’ve had enough of my maggot being in danger. Out of the question!”

      “And she still has to break my pen,” Titivillus declared. “GoneGodBless it. I mean, fix it!”

      Surprising everyone, Clyde leaned forward and tapped the prism with a talon. Landon tensed, clearly uncomfortable, and he fought to keep still. Clyde had been around the World Army agent dozens of times now, and Landon still acted like the demon was just as freakish and blood-thirsty as a great white shark that’d grown legs.

      Ember-like eyes squinted, the demon seemed to listen to a frequency that the rest of us couldn’t hear.

      “Just as I suspected,” Clyde said, straightening. “Maggot, for the sake of your life, I think I might have an alternate solution.”

      “You do?” Landon and I asked, me hopeful and him disbelievingly.

      “But it would require us leaving this subterranean haven.”

      “And go where?” Landon demanded.

      Clyde ran a hand over his pouch. “My external storage unit.”
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      “You’re not coming, Brittany,” I said for the twelfth – or was it the twentieth? – time.

      We were back in our storage/dorm room, Titivillus sitting on the mound of bedding applying a fresh strip of duct tape to his pen while Brittany ruffled her pink feathers and warbled irritably. The little demon had stopped translating ages ago and couldn’t be prodded no matter how many times the phoenix prompted him to translate with pokes of her beak.

      It was clear from her tone that she was not pleased with the situation.

      Only Clyde and I were packing, the demon carefully collecting and storing each of his precious keepsakes that the Capriformer horoscopes had told him to acquire into his messenger bag, and me stuffing my life back into my worn-out backpack.

      My fingertips trailed over the smoky face of the Antevortan Clock. It read an ominous eleven-thirty.

      No surprise there.

      I was tempted to leave it there on the shelf in this dusty old storage room buried a hundred feet below the surface, forgotten, but in the end, I stuffed it into the canvas with everything else I owned.

      Its predictions, its warnings, were a siren’s song I couldn’t ignore.

      At least not yet.

      I slung the backpack into place, giving my brown curls a shake to free them. Turning to the phoenix, I gave her a pat on the head. It was fifty percent patronizing, fifty percent compassionate. “We won’t be long.”

      Brittany, clearly not believing me, spat a fiery loogie at my feet.

      Rolling my eyes, I stomped it out with my boot.

      “We’ve been over this,” I sighed. “You’re staying here with Landon, where it’s safe, and Clyde and I are going to go get – what is it again?”

      “A scepter,” Clyde supplied.

      “Right. Clyde and I are going to go get a magical scepter from his storage unit, bring it back here, charge up Hecate’s Torch, and then we’re gonna set you to rights so you can kick some bad guy butt. In the meantime, you’re going to practice your lightning strikes as best you can in case it’s a dud on our end.”

      “It won’t be,” Clyde said without looking up from his packing.

      I appreciated his confidence, but there was Rule Five to consider. Always have a Plan B.

      “We’ll Skype or Facetime or whatever every day,” I assured the phoenix. “And Uncle Titivillus is going to watch over you and Madame Cluck. You didn’t think I’d leave you all by yourself with Landon, did you?”

      That was the only decision I wasn’t pleased with. I wasn’t convinced Landon viewed the phoenix as anything more than an asset, despite his arguing with headquarters not to confiscate her early, and with me conveniently out of the way, there was no telling what he’d do to get what he wanted. Which was one of the reasons why I was leaving Titivillus behind. Landon was clearly unsettled – even afraid – of demons, and I hoped the pint-sized creature would be enough to leave him shaking in his boots. He’d also act in my best interests since I was the only one who could fix his pen.

      Or so I still led him to believe.

      I couldn’t quite figure out how to tell him it’d been Sunny – Valerie, actually – who had broken his pen. A week ago, I wouldn’t have cared – I was just using him to help me find Sunny and Clyde – but now, I felt kinda guilty keeping him in the dark that I had no idea how to fix a dip pen carved from a stone of the Lethe riverbed.

      Titivillus let out a rueful sigh. “I used to be the most heinous of Known demons, the perverter of words, and now I’m a nanny.”

      “But a highly appreciated one.” I gave his head a little pat, scratching behind his ear.

      “I was a janitor the first night I was bound to the maggot,” Clyde said. “At least you’re not being subjected to manual labor.”

      “We all have to make sacrifices sometimes,” I said tartly. “Now come on.”

      “I still like it,” Titivillus protested. “It feels like we’re breaking up the clutch! The team! The band!”

      “If you’re insinuating I’m Yoko Ono or Nick Jonas, I’m going to smack you.” If anything, I was the glue of this whole operation!

      “Titivillus is right. We are a clutch, but a nameless clutch is more apt to fragment. That’s why all the battler clutches on Level Five had names. It provides purpose, pride, camaraderie.” Clyde touched a gecko-like finger to the partial cardinal-in-flight brand on his inner wrist. “Besides, we already have the same sigil.”

      “I don’t have a sigil yet!” Titivillus exclaimed.

      Brittany warbled her agreement.

      “I could heat up a talon and remedy that deficiency quite readily.”

      “No, no, no.” I tugged the demon’s arm down before he could do just that. My sleeves rode up, revealing the brand Don Cardinelli had burned into my skin. “This isn’t a mark I’d want for anyone.”

      “If you are unwilling to share our sigil with the rest of the clutch, then we must at least be united with the same name,” Clyde said matter-of-factly. “And from my anthropological studies, it seems groups of like-minded individuals prefer to dress in identical clothes. Perhaps we should get some while we’re out as well.”

      “Our mission is to retrieve the scepter, not take a side quest to get uniforms at Dick’s Sporting Goods!”

      “I believe the word you’re looking for is ‘jersey’,” Titivillus corrected.

      “We are not a sports team!” I shrilled.

      “But no three-quarter length sleeves,” Titivillus told Clyde. “They make my arms look stumpy.”

      “Now that the cut of these jerseys has been determined, we must decide on the colors. They would best be determined after we agree upon our clutch name,” Clyde said. “All in favor?”

      “Aye!” Titivillus said, raising his pen.

      Brittany warbled in agreement, lifting her wing.

      “Make it quick,” I grumbled.

      “What about Thunder, Lightning, Conflagration?” Clyde suggested.

      “ ‘TLC’? You want to name us after a ’90s pop band?”

      “Not anymore.”

      “The Reavers?” Titivillus asked.

      “Nah, that sounds like something from a canceled space cowboy franchise.”

      “The Ravagers?”

      “I’m pretty sure a comic book company owns that one.”

      “Revengers?” Clyde offered.

      “That’s definitely taken.”

      “The Rapiers,” Titivillus said.

      Clyde smacked the little demon on the back of his head, knocking his skull-and-crossbones eyepatch askew. “That’s a felony.”

      “He means the sword, Clyde,” I sighed.

      “Still sounds like twenty to life,” the battler sulked.

      I just pinched the bridge of my nose and groaned.

      “We could always use an acronym,” Titivillus suggested.

      “And force our adversaries to guess its meaning instead of being properly informed and intimidated in a timely fashion?” Clyde snorted. “I should think not.”

      “Says the demon who constantly uses the term BAMF.”

      “But BAMF is so commonplace,” Clyde said. “Everyone knows it stands for Battler At Maximum Force.”

      “No, it doesn’t. It means Bad Ass Motherf—”

      “Finally!” I cried. “We’re here.”

      Instead of meeting Landon at the submersible bay – Goldie still hadn’t been fully repaired from her tangle with the kraken – we met him at the opposite side of the facility in front of a Mayan-like door similar to the one that barricaded the Other prisoners in the Basement.

      “I thought you said this base only had one entrance and exit,” I said dryly. “Keeping secrets?”

      “Surely you must recognize the irony of that statement, coming from you,” Landon replied, straightening his tie. “And this is the super-secret backdoor if you must know.”

      Behind him, Beefcake dialed in the code to the Mayan-like door, and a woosh of stagnant air blew into the hallway. Stepping out of the way, he picked up a duffle bag as Chin extracted a smartphone from his pocket.

      Landon snapped his fingers at his agents and their supplies. “For your trip.”

      Clyde snatched the duffle bag from Beefcake’s startled hands. “How delightful! Maggot, regard all of these pockets. Why, it has more storage space than a Class 3 Bag of Holding.”

      “Well, duh,” Beefcake said. “That’s a standard-issue World Army tactical duffle, bro.”

      “It can even fit all of my Capriformer paraphernalia. What a marvel of engineering.” The battler eagerly transferred his collectibles – the lasso, the dog biscuits, the quartz paperweight, and all the rest – into the vacant pockets.

      “The smartphone’s for you, too,” Landon told me, holding it out to me. “Zielinski took the liberty of creating a music folder for you, but try not to waste the battery. It’s linked to the servers here so you can video call on our secure network. Just put your finger on the screen, and it’ll lock to your fingerprint.”

      As I did as instructed, Chin snapped a metal bracelet around my wrist.

      A yellow light zipped around the circumference like a trapped comet.

      “A tracking bracelet?” I shrilled. “Again?”

      “Sorry,” Chin whispered. “He made me do it.”

      “Try melting that one to slag this time,” Landon snickered.

      “You asshole!”

      Clyde threw his empty messenger bag into Beefcake’s face. “How dare you distract me with incredible storage space and superior craftsmanship. You called me bro!”

      “Serves you right for trusting someone outside your clutch,” Titivillus said, but he brandished his heavily-taped dip pen anyway. “You go high, and I’ll go low. Their ankles are mine!”

      The phoenix flared her feathers with a shrill battle cry.

      “Now, now,” Landon said firmly, though he still sidestepped away from a swipe of Titivillus’s pen. “That tracking bracelet is in everybody’s interests. If you should get into trouble, we’ll know right where to send help. And when you need to find your way back to the base, you just press that little button on the side and it’ll guide you back to me. I mean us,” he amended hastily.

      Glaring at him the entire time, I tugged my sleeve over my new fashion accessory and stuffed the smartphone into my backpack. “Anything else before we leave, Mr. TDH?”

      “I’ll miss you?”

      He’d said it sarcastically, but I chose to take him seriously. After that little stunt with the tracking bracelet, this was an opportunity to get even.

      “Oh, Landon, I knew you cared,” I cried, jumping into his arms.

      Well, one arm.

      The World Army agent crashed back against the door as I clung to him like a monkey, his good arm instinctively wrapping around me as my legs tightened around his waist. Snatching his tie, I yanked his neck down.

      “How ‘bout a kiss goodbye?” I asked softly.

      His brown eyes – which I discovered were a beautiful shade of dark toffee – widened in surprise.

      I knew he was uncomfortable around me, and the way his breath came in shallow gasps had nothing to do with my thighs locked against his waist.

      Or maybe it did.

      “You’re … serious?” he whispered shakily.

      “Maybe. You wearing that leopard print thong I like?” I’d made that rumor up weeks ago as my way of getting in touch with him over the wiretaps. I’d just talk into the dial tone, making up the most absurd fantasies about Landon and coconut oil and stripper poles that he’d been forced to answer my calls.

      His brown eyes narrowed. “What if I was?”

      I stuffed his silk tie into his open mouth. “Oh EmptyHell no, Landon. Not even then. You’re a Temperamental Dick-Head, remember?”

      Laughing, I jumped down as he spat out his tie. I shoved past him into the tunnel, my battler shuffling along behind me.

      “Take care of the kids while I’m gone, bae,” I called over my shoulder.

      “Lock the door, Benson,” Landon growled behind me. “I know the fate of the world is at stake, but I’m not sure I want her to come back.”
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      The fresh winter air felt incredible in my lungs even as the cold stabbed me with a thousand miniature ice daggers.

      The Mayan-like door had opened up to a series of underground caves more complicated than a neuron network. Without the smartphone telling us which way to go, we would’ve been lost before taking our first step. It still led us down some false spurs by mistake, the map sometimes freezing and becoming fuzzy from all the underground interference.

      When we’d finally emerged under an evening sun – living underground was really messing with my circadian rhythm – we were both relieved to be free of that limestone maze.

      I’d only taken a breath or two, stretching my arms wide like I’d just woken from a deep sleep, before Clyde scooped me up and flashed away.

      Beating my fists against his arm, I got him to slow down enough that I could speak. But he cut me off before I could even start.

      “It’s unwise to linger in the area, maggot,” he said, his lizard-like head swiveling on his long neck like a periscope. “The Furia might still be lurking.”

      Though I didn’t disagree, I also didn’t think it was very likely. The Furia wasn’t a fraternity that looked out for its members with brotherly affection. They were a cult, worshipping the one god of rage who’d sworn to enslave humanity and bring darkness to the world. He was the night to Queen Opis’s day, the death to her life. She might’ve gone with the other gods when they’d left, but she hadn’t left us mortals defenseless. And if that wasn’t reason enough to thwart Rabia’s plans, the fact that he wanted to use Sunny to give him immortality – and possibly steal her own life in the process – was good enough for me.

      I turned my face from the wind, snuggling my cheek against Clyde’s warm scales and using my curls to shield my face. The tactical duffle bag had come prepacked with protective winter gear for me – parka, knit hat, gloves – and when you’re zipping across the heartland of the United States at a speed faster than thought with no windshield in the middle of winter, it got pretty cold.

      “Where are you taking us?” I asked into his armpit.

      “We’re already there.”

      The sun had finished setting in the time it had taken to get here, where ever that was, but the place was awash with light. It was coming from one of those old-timey riverboats docked at the end of a pier, a mixture of yellow and red that flickered like fireflies on the surface of the water. There was a party going on, too, and music the kind you’d hear in rowdy pubs carried with the breeze.

      “Where are we?” I asked.

      “I forget how unkeen human eyes are in the dark sometimes,” the demon drawled. “This is the Ohio River, maggot. We’re still in Indiana.”

      As my eyes adjusted to the dim lighting, I could finally make out we were standing on a hill, the forest behind us, the river below us, and what looked like a sparsely-lit compound between us.

      A blinking neon green sign in an arch across the bankside of the pier read STOWAWAY RIVER CRUISES & STORAGE.

      “That’s a novel business plan,” I commented appreciatively.

      “Hardly. Pirates have been using it for centuries. And Tequila learned from the best.”

      We traipsed down the hill, the frost-covered grass crunching underfoot. The storage facility seemed like any other, but unlike every other, there was no fence to enclose it. No security cameras. And the floodlights on the perimeter were odd, too: three-way bulbs on stakes sticking out of the ground at ankle level that encircled the facility in a beam of teal light. The top bulbs washed the units in a wavering teal cast, making it seem like these cement buildings were actually submerged underwater like sunken treasure.

      As we approached the standalone keypad – there wasn’t even a guard hut with a traffic gate – Clyde pulled me aside with a gentle but firm tug.

      “It is likely that Tequila is entertaining her guests on the riverboat, but if she should appear, you must promise me not to stare,” he instructed. “She’s a bit … unusual.”

      “Clyde, I’m a medicus,” I scoffed. “I think I’ve seen a little bit of everything that I can keep a straight face.”

      “Good.” He shuffled over to the keypad and flicked open the plastic protective cover with a talon tip.

      Peering around his shoulder, I watched him tap 0-3-1-5-4-4, his talon clicking against the plastic keys.

      “That number have any special meaning for you?” I asked.

      Clyde flicked the protective cover back into place as the keypad glowed green. “I would use the word ‘unforgettable’ instead of ‘special’. It’s the day Julius Caesar died.”

      I gulped, knowing that had been the same day he’d been sent back to Hell to receive a brand from the fiery underlord himself so he could never be summoned to Earth again. A familiar demon forever grounded, never to bond to a human or shapeshift again. And never to humiliate the familiars on Level 4 ever again, either.

      Reaching up, I gave his arm a sympathetic pat.

      The familiar-demoted-to-scorekeeper regarded me with his ember-like eyes. “At first, I was … terrified when the gods left. But without them leaving, I never would’ve been set free. And I never would’ve leveled up to become a battler. They never gave me a chance. You did.”

      “Aw, I love you, too, Clyde.”

      And I did. He wasn’t a hapless annoyance anymore that I had to put up with. Sure, he was still clumsy, but there was no mistaking his loyalty. And his own weird brand of affection.

      The battler snorted. “Demons cannot love. Your emotion cannot be requited and thus is wasted.”

      But there was a definite smile as he shuffled forward through the beam of light.

      Smiling, I followed after him, and that’s when the ground exploded.
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      Grass and frozen chunks of dirt sprayed into the air as miniature cannons popped out of the ground. They weren’t real cannons, but they certainly looked like it, angry red dots blinking where the gunpowder vents would’ve been. Their muzzles, large enough to hold chicken egg-sized shot that would leave a hole in my body the size of a basketball, swiveled right at me.

      “By the fiery underlord’s pitchfork!” Clyde cried. “I forgot to enter the guest code.”

      “Can you enter it now?” I shouted at him.

      “Don’t move.”

      “Wasn’t planning on it.”

      Clyde flashed to the keypad, frantically typing in another code.

      Instead of disarming, the red dots on the cannons just blinked faster.

      “Not better!”

      “Oh, what is that code?” he muttered, typing in another one. “I never planned on bringing guests. Would you happen to know the date when Edward Teach acquired Queen Anne’s Revenge?”

      “Why would I know that?” I shrieked.

      “You’re a medicus. Isn’t that title afforded to those of above-average intelligence? Surely you must have all manner of useless trivia rattling away up there in your brain.”

      “I haven’t had much time to watch Jeopardy lately, in case you haven’t noticed! Especially since you keep changing the channel to The Bachelor.”

      After a third failed attempt at the right day, there was a screech down at the riverboat. What looked like a green missile ejected from the rear by the paddles.

      There was a flutter of feathers as the green missile barreled Clyde aside, and a charcoal-gray beak typed in a code. The blinking red lights flickered out, the cannons pitched skyward, and whatever had thrust them above ground now retracted them beneath the soil.

      “Shiver me timbers!” squawked a voice. “If it isn’t the Landlubber. Ye remember where the X is that marks yer booty but don’t remember yer key?”

      The feathers settled on top of the keypad stand and smoothed into the form of a yellow-naped parrot. A fat one. As in, one too many FatBoy GutBuster Deluxes. But unlike a normal parrot, this one’s feathers glowed with a faint luminescence, and its eyes shone like twin copper pennies. It cocked its head expectantly.

      “I remembered my keycode without difficulty, Tequila, I just forgot the guest code. Obviously,” Clyde sulked.

      “Ye brought a guest? Ye?”

      “Yes, yes, I’ve made acquaintances—”

      “ ‘Acquaintances’?” I piped up. “I am your master, Clyde.”

      “ ‘Master’?” Tequila swiveled her head until she could see around Clyde’s bulk. Her orange eyes flared in alarm. “Why ye scurvy scallywag! That thar’s a human!”

      Clyde ducked his head and tucked his talons under his chin, clicking them together nervously. “I may have forgotten to mention that Tequila runs an Others-only operation, maggot.”

      “And you said I shouldn’t stare.” I planted my hands on my hips. “She’s a parrot. What’s so unusual about her except her African gray-like vocabulary?”

      “A parrot?” the parrot screeched. She lurched into the air, heading straight at me like an obese homing pigeon.

      “Parlay,” I cried. I threw my hands up in the universal sign of surrender as the parrot flew threatening – if clumsy – circles above my head. “If she pecks out my eyes, I’m disowning you, Clyde.”

      “Parlay? Cast the inventor of that word into the briny deep!” Tequila cried. “Aye then. Explain yerself, Landlubber. And spare me yer rambling nonsense!”

      “The human female is a medicus known as Frances Church, and we’ve come to access my storage unit,” Clyde said quickly. “She is also my maggot. I-I mean, master.”

      “A medicus?” The parrot landed hard on the packed earth, as if she was heavier than she looked, and cocked her head at me again. Her luminous orange eyes stared at me as if they could see right into my soul. “Aye. And a worthy master for a familiar, so it seems.”

      “Battler, Tequila. I’m a battler now.”

      It was true. Clyde really was a battler now. He used to be a wimp with no coordination, having to engage opponents on my orders, but he’d defended the World Army’s base from the Furia – when it’d really just been Titivillus, but he hadn’t known that – and had volunteered to face the kraken by himself. And like a true battler, he’d claimed a token of his victory. A kraken egg.

      “Avast ye!” Tequila said with a slash of her luminescent wing. “Go to yer treasure chest, Landlubber. And when ye’re finished, ye’ll board me boat. I have a matter or two that needs settling.”

      Clyde gave a sharp nod, and the parrot heaved herself into the air, flying low back to her riverboat.

      I pointed to the ground at my feet. “Get. Over. Here.”

      At my explicit command, Clyde flashed directly in front of me.

      “Hold out your hand.”

      Clyde extended a talon-spiked paw the size of a catcher’s mitt.

      I smacked him on the back of the hand and thrust my finger into his lizard-like face. “Bad demon.”

      Clyde’s shoulders slumped.

      “Details matter, mister,” I told him with mock sternness. “I don’t want to be on the wrong end of a cannon ever again, you hear me?”

      He nodded hurriedly, hoisted me into his arms, and flashed to his storage unit. Slipping his talon behind a scale on his abdomen, he opened his pouch and extracted a brass key to the padlock.

      Frowning, I touched the padlock with a fingertip. “That’s it? Just a little piece of metal to keep Others out?”

      Clyde inserted the key and gave it a twist. “Anyone wanting to lease from Tequila swears an oath not to disturb the contents of a unit not his own. These crude locks are merely a formality.”

      “And I bet the cannons help curb illegal booty looting, too.” I nudged him with my elbow. “See what I did there? Booty looting. ’Cause she’s a pirate?”

      “Your cleverness knows no bounds,” the demon drawled. “And the cannons are for any snooping humans, actually.”

      I stuffed my hands under my armpits lest I trigger another boobytrap.

      Clyde rolled up the storage unit door just enough for us to slip under and shut it quickly, wary of watchful eyes. He flicked a switch on the wall, and the dim orange-tinted light that seemed standard of all storage facilities flickered to life.

      I didn’t know what I expected to find, but it certainly wasn’t this.

      It was neat.

      Like, military precision style.

      I never would’ve guessed that my clumsy, bumbling idiot of a demon who’d set fire to my kitchen and stabbed my couch full of holes and destroyed my porch could be so … tidy.

      Along a metal rack on the left wall, which ran the entire length of the unit, hung all manner of archaic weapons. A double-headed scythe, a warhammer with a heavy mallet on one side of the shaft and a vicious-looking spike on the other. A pair of hook swords. A boomerang with an edge sharper and finer than a scalpel. There were many others, all carefully organized from largest to smallest.

      I scanned the weapons rack twice, looking for a machete.

      I didn’t find one.

      On the opposite wall were the shelves you’d see in a pawn shop, completely laden with knickknacks. No doubt all the things he’d collected over the years of reading Miss Chumki’s horoscope every day.

      One thing in particular did stand out among the junk: the plain little wooden box that held the key bone of the gashadokuro we’d defeated in Portland. If anything, it belonged in one of Landon’s artifact vaults. Then again, the World Army might use it to resurrect the monstrous Other for their own misguided purposes.

      I left it alone.

      “Um … look around, if you wish,” Clyde said, lumbering to the desk at the far end of the unit.

      I wasn’t sure if he actually wanted me to – this felt like I was reading someone’s diary or riffling through boxes of forgotten memories in someone’s attic – so I busied myself looking for the scepter instead.

      Since I was only human – no longer infused with Sunny’s power – I kept my hands to myself. Clyde had said this artifact was exceptionally powerful, and I wasn’t about to touch something I didn’t understand. Not without a phoenix’s fire in my blood.

      “You have so many weapons,” I murmured.

      “I was a weapons caddie when I was ejected from Hell,” he said, sorting through the desk’s drawers. “As you know, using my pouch for large or magical items burns time. I needed a secure place to store them.”

      I gave the weapons rack a thorough look for that scepter, my stomach starting to sink into my toes.

      “Ah! Here we are.”

      My hopes lifted. “You kept the specter in the desk?”

      “Of course not, maggot. Don’t be ridiculous. Who stores scepters in desks? I found the map.”

      “What map? I thought the scepter was here.”

      “Here? Of course not.”

      “Wait, what? Why is it not here? Don’t make me slap your hand again!”

      “A flimsy storage unit could not possibly mask the scepter’s potency. Oath or no oath, Others would be breaking down the door to get it.”

      I raked my hands through my curls. “Clyde …”

      “But what is here, maggot, is the map where I hid it.” He smoothed a map of Big Bend National Park across the desk and placed his talon on a portion of the Rio Grande labeled Santa Elena Canyon. “And X marks the spot.”
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      Tequila had four former Atlanteans guarding the dock, but they let us pass unmolested.

      Tiki torches lit the way to the riverboat, and wind chimes made of coconut shells and bamboo clacked hollowly in the breeze. The waterworn planks of the deck squeaked underfoot as the demon lumbered down the dock.

      “So what is Tequila, really?” I whispered. “I mean, she looks like a parrot, but she’s obviously not. And she, uh, glows. I thought it was the moonlight at first, but it’s definitely her.”

      “She’s an alicanto,” Clyde replied, his voice low. “Chilean. BAMF-17. Nocturnal. Consumes and refines ore. No known enemies.”

      “If she’s Chilean, why does she talk like a pirate?”

      “She joined Blackbeard’s crew back in the 1700s. He’d found her injured, and since he had an affinity for parrots, already having two macaws and a cockatoo, he nursed her back to health. And because he was a pirate and constantly amassing new inventory – the shiny variety – she had a diverse food supply handy and didn’t need to rely on the mines anymore. And her nose could point him in the right direction of finding more.”

      “So she’s like a bloodhound but for metal. That’s incredible.” We’d reached the end of the dock, and I could smell the sweet warmth of rum wafting from the riverboat. “What do you think she wants us for?”

      “She’s a pirate,” Clyde replied. “She’ll demand treasure. Or a favor.”

      Somehow I just knew it was going to be the latter.

      “Permission to come aboard?” Clyde shouted at no one in particular.

      “Permission granted!” someone shouted back.

      The Bonny Anne was a three-level, stern-wheeler paddle steamboat coated in gold paint with black lacquer accents instead of the typical white-and-red. Grinning skulls adorned the railings, and strands of jewels dripped from the banisters. It was all fake, but something told me it hadn’t always been that way.

      No sooner did we step foot onto the worn deck than an elf with big golden hoops in her ears threw a hooded cloak over my shoulders. She was unlike any elf I’d ever seen: russet-skinned with black and white stripes on her face, arms, and legs, almost like a zebra’s. She stood seven feet tall with eyes that glittered like the finest amber. Silently, she directed us upstairs with a pointing finger. Clyde insisted I go first, bringing up the rear and guarding our backs.

      “Just keep yourself covered, maggot,” he rumbled lowly. “Others-only establishments can be … rough.”

      As I climbed the wide stairs, I stole a look over the banister. The first floor was the dining area, chock full of oversized tables and dominated by a big oval bar where more nereids mixed and served cocktails. Three heavy-looking chandeliers hung from the ceiling, their crystals scattering rainbows over the golden paint. Large flat-screen TVs toward the bow covered everything from sports to beauty pageants.

      I made a mental note to call Blanche again.

      On the second floor was a stage for burlesque shows – as evident by the female fauns in fishnet stockings and satin bustiers – and gambling tables. Poker, craps, roulette, and a knee-height ring where Others bet on miniature Jin Chan frogs fighting for coins. Though they could no longer safely consume coins in this GoneGod world, the instinct to acquire and hoard them was still strong. Their beefy legs kicked away their competition as their sticky pink tongues snapped up the coins.

      Clyde nudged me in the back to keep moving, and I jogged up the rest of the stairs until we were on the third level. Given the even more garish decorations, this just had to be the VIP section as well as the location of Tequila’s office.

      The battler drummed his talons against the gold skull-and-crossbones detail on the black lacquered door. The skull’s eyes changed from black to orange as Tequila examined us from the twin peepholes. A latch lifted a moment later, and we hurried inside.

      Since the Bonny Anne was basically the love child of a pirate galleon and a Mississippi steamboat, I expected the office to look like a captain’s quarters with a big desk covered in maps, bookshelves built into the walls, maybe even one of those globes that acted as a hidden wet bar, but it wasn’t anything like that.

      It still had the maps, but they were pinned to the walls. Instead of a desk, she had perching branches, and there were so many it was like someone had chopped off the canopy of an Amazon fig tree and stuffed it inside. And, because she was a pirate, there was treasure strewn about the place.

      Taking one look inside the cramped office, the eight-foot be-horned battler transformed into a small sun conure and flew to the nearest branch. Meanwhile, I tiptoed around Spanish silver platters and ducked under strands of pearls and slipped on stray rubies. Unlike the jewels elsewhere on the boat, these were the real deal.

      Spying a dip in a branch that could serve as a human-sized seat, I brushed the stray green feathers aside and immediately cut my fingers. “Ahh!”

      “Maggot!” The conure landed on my lap, cocking his head to the side to look at my bleeding hand. He grasped it between his charcoal toes, black talons digging into my flesh as he twisted it this way and that.

      “Oh, apologies, me hearties,” Tequila said. “They’re quite sharp.”

      “What are they?” More carefully this time, I retrieved a feather and twirled it between my unwounded fingers. “It’s … metal?”

      “Only the finest copper from Chuquicamata in Chile,” the Other said proudly.

      The metal feather was as thin as tissue paper, the copper oxidized to that Statue of Liberty green. It still had all the barbs and the hollow quill and was light as … well, a feather.

      “That’s incredible.”

      Tequila smugly preened her faintly glowing feathers that were still attached.

      “Alicanto are living metal,” Clyde the conure squawked into my ear. “Or at least they were before the gods left.”

      “Which is why I asked ye here. I require a boon,” Tequila said. “Or rather, recompense for yer trespass. And that parrot comment.”

      I let the feather drift to the treasure-strewn ground and glared pointedly at the battler-turned-sun-conure. Clyde hid his face under a wing.

      “Ye, Landlubber, will be scraping the barnacles and other such mollusks that have affixed to me keel.”

      “But, Tequila,” the conure whined.

      “And me?” I asked.

      “Ye’re a medicus, correct? Then you’ll medicate. Me guests, me crew, and me.”

      My jaw dropped to the floor. I was a second away from lurching to my feet in protest, to tell this Other just exactly why we didn’t have time for that – cough, Rabia and asteroids, cough – but she awkwardly flapped over to the branch.

      “Ye don’t learn anything from a punishment unless it hurts,” she said, almost daring me to argue. “Or would ye preferred to be keelhauled?”

      Son-of-a-biscuit. This was going to take some time, time I didn’t have, but if I resisted, Tequila had that zebra-striped elf and all those nereids to keep me on board, which would waste even more time. Even if Clyde spirited me away, he’d no doubt forfeit his storage unit with all the treasures, and some of them really were priceless.

      I closed my mouth, gritting my teeth. “Fine. Shall we?”

      “It’s of a rather sensitive nature,” Tequila said, suddenly hesitant.

      Getting the hint, Clyde took this opportunity to excuse himself. He flung himself over the balcony, transforming into a striped fish halfway to the water. He disappeared with a splash, and Tequila flapped to my side, eying me with one of her luminous eyes. Unlike her feathers, which were copper-green, her eyes were as shiny as freshly minted pennies. Instead of looking me in the face, she looked at my chest. At my heart, specifically.

      “My kind were compasses to the best of buried treasure,” she told me quietly. “But we could not mine it ourselves. So we led those with good hearts to our caches, knowing they would leave plenty for us to eat. My brothers and sisters and I would feast, growing brighter every night, and weighing so much we could not fly. But after the gods left, we could no longer metabolize the ore. Aar, and then the bellyaches we had to endure!”

      “What do you need me for?” I asked. I said it kindly, but there was a slight hurry-up edge to my voice. Asteroids. Less than two days. Chop-chop.

      The alicanto fidgeted from foot to foot. Then she lifted a wing to shield her beak in case Clyde reappeared. “I’m … constipated. Chronically.”

      My blue eyes flew open. “Oh!”

      “Metabolizing metal takes a long time, but it’s clear I’m … impacted, now.”

      I put on my professional face. “Have you been treating yourself with anything?”

      Tequila waved her copper-green wing in a wide arc, gesturing to her treasure. It was then I noticed all the dark glass bottles strewn about the place. “Those aren’t rum bottles.”

      “Then what are they?”

      “I’m a captain! I can’t possibly have my crew know I’m chugging Metamucil by the gallon.”

      “Understood. Well, um, I think I know how to help.” I stood, rubbing my hands on my thighs. “But you’re not going to like it.”

      

      
        
        ⁂⁂⁂

      

      

      

      I’m sure there were dozens of other ways to clear an alicano’s stuffed colon than a saltwater enema, but I legitimately didn’t have the time to do the research, and part of me wanted some payback.

      “Thar she blows!” Tequila cried with relief.

      There was a loud series of plops as the blockage dropped into the basin of saltwater, and I stared in disbelief at the golden eggs that glittered back up at me. “Huh. I thought only geese laid those.”

      Bow-legged, Tequila turned around and peered into the water herself.

      They weren’t true eggs since they hadn’t come from her oviduct, they were just perfectly refined gold … poop.

      “Try the gold, my brother said. It’ll be delicious, he said,” the alicanto groaned. “Aar! This is what I get for varying my diet. It’s rum and oysters from here on out!”

      But she was feeling better already. And she was no longer fat, either, her potbelly disappearing as her intestines flattened. She was sleek again, a picture of perfect health. Her feathers had brightened visibly, and the yellow patch on the back of her head that had made me originally think she was a yellow-naped parrot darkened into the same copper-green as the rest of her body.

      Tequila thrust her foot into the basin and retrieved the gold. I watched, mortified, as she threw it amidst her treasure. “Gold is gold,” she said with a shrug. “Muandi will get ye set up downstairs.”

      What, no thank you?

      Scowling, I retrieved my backpack and headed for the door.

      “And medicus,” Tequila said, “feel free to help yourself to dinner and the bar. On the house.”

      I gave her a small smile.

      Guess this piratey parrot wasn’t void of manners after all.
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      Muandi the elf, the one with the big hoop earrings and zebra-like stripes, set me up at one of the oversized tables in the corner of the dining room – oversized because most Others weren’t human-sized – so I felt like I was in a child’s seat at a pirate-themed Applebee’s. She set a metal cup and a bottle of dark rum in front of me, but I didn’t touch it.

      It’d be dangerous to get boozed up in a rowdy place like this, and I was already breaking enough Rules as it was.

      Rule One – never let them know where you are … and already a queue of Others and their infirmaries was snaking toward my table.

      Rule Two – don’t cause a scene … see the aforementioned queue of Others.

      Rule … You get the picture. Don’t judge me. Lately, they were seeming more like Preferred Methods of Surviving, not hard-and-fast Rules.

      So for the next hour and a half, instead of retrieving the scepter with Clyde, the no-humans-allowed rule aboard the Bonny Anne was waived, and I played medicus.

      It was … wonderful.

      With each sprained wrist, pinched tentacle, and lacerated fin, I felt a piece of me returning. All the bits of myself I’d lost along the way. I’d run away from myself as much as I’d run away from the Cardinelli Family. Somewhere, before I’d even started working for the mob, my focus had shifted from empathy to ambition. Ten months of being on the run had stripped my ambition away, but my empathy hadn’t returned in full. Sure, it came and went in little spurts, but I’d been too focused on my own survival to even care much about someone else’s.

      Yet here I was with less than two days to live before asteroids tore through the planet unless I handed the phoenix over to Rabia, sparing a few precious hours to help Others in need. Besides, despite every setback we’d had along the way, we could still be victorious.

      I was starting to hope again.

      And being here, treating Tequila’s crew and her savory and unsavory patrons alike, I felt a little bit more like my old self with every Other. Each of them was like the griffin I’d first treated as a veterinarian, distrustful yet in dire need of help. And I won their trust with my calm and compassionate treatment, just like I’d done with the griffin. A particularly friendly old oni demon – his skin russet with age – even persuaded me to take sake shots with him after I’d pried a broken tusk out of his mandible.

      “Do you mind if I keep this?” I asked him, cleaning the tusk off in the rum. “My friend likes to … collect rare bones.”

      “Hai,” the old Japanese demon said, bowing from the waist. “Take it with my deepest thanks.”

      Yet my instinct for survival came crashing back when a dark figure dropped into the chair opposite me. He flicked fine white hair over his shoulder and dropped a bloody sack onto the table.

      “Good evening, sha,” Bellamy said.

      

      
        
        ⁂⁂⁂

      

      

      

      The Cajun drow had swapped his welding goggles for sunglasses – getting cracked in the face with a phoenix-fueled fist had made them irreparable – and he set a stack of orange flyers on the table beside the bag. After he weighed the stack down with a staple gun, he extracted and twirled a new dagger between his fingers. Plain steel with a fat emerald in the butt of its hilt, it wasn’t nearly as pretty as the moonstone-and-silver one I’d stolen from him.

      The very same I had tucked away in my machete sheath under my jacket.

      Bellamy still had that cavalier air, slouching in his seat as if he had not a care in the world, but I knew those purple eyes behind those tinted shades were trained on me.

      I kept my face a disinterested mask and forced my heartbeat to slow. There was no point in summoning my demon unless he was needed. If he came ripping through the boat to protect me, not only would he piss off the crew, he’d disrupt the guests, and some of them were powder kegs on their good days. Besides, Bellamy had sat down without any aggression.

      Except for the bloody bag he’d dropped onto the table.

      “I’m sorry, this table is reserved for Others with medical problems.” I flicked my eyes at the bag. “You finally lose a finger from all those knives you like to play with?”

      A hint of a smile tugged at his thin lips, and Bellamy placed his dagger on the table and wiggled all ten fingers at me.

      “Pity,” I said flatly.

      “I did not come ’ere to fight. This is, ’ow you say, serendipity?”

      “Uh-huh,” I said, unconvinced.

      “Here are your dinners,” a nereid interrupted, sliding a platter in front of each of us.

      A two-inch-thick steak with a fat dollop of herbed butter melting into the seared crust wafted its flavorful aroma under my nose. My stomach growled loudly.

      I flicked my finger back and forth between the plates. “Is this serendipity, too?”

      Bellamy shrugged. “You’ve been working ’ard.”

      So he’d been here a while, watching me. Why hadn’t he done anything before now? Despite being a medicus, I was still walking on eggshells around here. This was a haven for Others, and I was an interloper. Tolerated only because it was Tequila’s wish. If he’d wanted to stab me in the gut with his dagger, not many would look twice.

      I didn’t touch the steak, though my stomach was fiercely trying to persuade my hands to do otherwise. “What are you doing here, Bellamy?”

      He cut into his steak with his dagger, lifting a slice to his lips with the blade point. “You’ve been difficult to find, sha. And not just because of dat scarf. ’Ave you learned yet ’ow to walk between shadows? Or become invisible? Death ’ad to be wily to take his souls, you know.”

      I touched the shawl-size length of Thanatos’s Cloak around my neck. Even though I knew what it was, that didn’t mean I truly understood it. How could a mortal understand Death? I doubted I’d be able to ever use it to its full extent.

      Bellamy shook his head, clicking his tongue against his white teeth. “Tsk tsk, sha. A fantastic asset and you’re wasting its talents on digital obscurity. Give it back. Let someone who appreciates its true self wield it.”

      I let my hand drop from the scarf and crossed my arms over my chest. “What are you doing here, Bellamy?” I repeated.

      “I’ve been forced to broaden my net,” he sighed, gesturing to the steamboat with a long dark finger. “A place like dis ’as many eyes. I came ’ere to, ’ow you say, motivate de crew.”

      I craned my head to get a better look at the stack of flyers. There was no picture of me, but there was one of Clyde, Johnny, Titivillus, and Blanche. Reading upside down, there was a call to action to report any sighting of these individuals to the Furia for a small reward, plus an advertisement for POTLUCK AND BONFIRE, CORNISH ROOST TOWN SQUARE, 6 PM FRIDAY.

      “ ‘Potluck and bonfire’?” I asked.

      “It’s code for a bloody fistfight. Law enforcement doesn’t like it when you advertise battles.”

      Smart.

      As nonchalant as possible, I gestured to the orange flyers with a dismissive wave of my hand. “We’re out of the decade where you put pictures of lost children on cartons of milk. How effective can these be?”

      Bellamy shrugged. “The Furia network ’as social media covered, but a lot of Others are old school, preferring word of mouth. Or wanted papers.”

      “Aren’t you an industrious little bee,” I said sourly.

      He ginned a set of perfect white teeth. “But now dere is no need. Fate ’as delivered you into my hands.”

      “I’m not in your custody yet,” I barked.

      “Come now. Rabia’s offer is fair. Give ’im the phoenix. Den ’e can save the world.”

      “Only to enslave it later.”

      “Enslave de humans, you mean.”

      I leaned forward in my seat. “Didn’t you ever wonder what happened to his Heralds, those Chosen Ones he possessed to prepare the way for his return?”

      Bellamy didn’t look up from his food. “You killed dem.”

      “Well, yeah, but before that. Rabia burned through them, Bellamy. His rage destroyed them, leaving only husks behind.”

      The drow’s dagger paused in the air for a fraction of a second before cutting into the steak for another bite. “Sacrifices must be made—”

      “I may have killed their bodies, but Rabia killed their souls. Is that what you want in a leader? Someone who rewards his devoted servants by obliterating everything that they ever were?”

      “It is your word against ’is.”

      “What about actions? Tell me, Bellamy, how many of your Furia brothers and sisters have died since his return? How many has he sent ahead of him instead of doing the job himself?” I knew part of the answer would be twelve. That’s how many Ursula the kraken had eaten. “When last we spoke, he seemed only intent on gaining immortality so he could settle an old score with his ex-wife. I heard nothing about restoring the glory of an old dark elf empire.”

      Bellamy stopped eating. “The one who doubts ’is course ’as no path.”

      “Bullshit.”

      The dark elf stared at the table a long time before he stabbed the bloody bag with his dagger. With a flick of his wrist, he simultaneously cut through the knot and tossed the bag forward.

      Severed ears – human ears – spilled over my untouched steak.

      I lurched away from the table, letting my heart beat wildly in my chest.

      Bellamy raised his gaze, gesturing to the ears with a sweep of his dagger. “It’s ’ard to keep an ear to the ground if you do not ’ave any left on your ’ead.”

      The World Army agents.

      Landon hadn’t called them back in time.

      The window to our left shattered as Clyde barreled through in his demon form. Water sluiced off his hide, the rest of it steaming off as the seams between his scales glowed red like a forge. Lunging, he barreled over the table, knocking it aside and scattering soaked flyers, steaks, and ears everywhere. Seizing the dark elf by the throat and pinning him against the wall, Clyde snatched Bellamy’s wrist before the drow could ram the dagger between his ribs.

      Clyde’s lips peeled back to reveal each one of his needle-like teeth.

      Behind him, the music squealed to a stop. There was a sharp whistle, and an Atlantean with a copper-green armband – the mark of Tequila’s crew – shoved the gawking diners and barflies aside to intervene.

      I stepped in front of him, hands raised to ward him off. I was hoping the goodwill I’d earned from helping solve his impotency problem was enough to not have him sweep me aside like he was swatting away an annoying fly.

      It did.

      But from the look on the patrons’ faces, they didn’t like their evening interrupted, especially by an Other defending a human, medicus or not.

      I tapped Clyde on the hip repeatedly. “Time to go.”

      “Do you ’ave any idea who you’re dealing with?” Bellamy asked, his voice strained from the demon’s hand clenched around his airway. “Rabia is rage. Unbridled ’atred. ’Is will to dominate is immeasurable.”

      “Yeah?” I spread my hands wide. “Well, we’re Team FRAK.”

      “Is that with a ‘C’ or a ‘K’?” Bellamy croaked.

      “What did I say about using an acronym?” Clyde complained. “Now you have to elaborate. Even I don’t know what FRAK stands for!”

      “Frances’s Rabia’s Ass-Kickers,” I explained. More forcefully, I added, “And we’re here to frak you up!”

      Bellamy and Clyde shared a look.

      “It needs work,” the demon said.

      “Oui,” the dark elf agreed.

      “Thanks for ruining the moment,” I blamed them both.

      “Rabia’s offer still stands,” Bellamy said. “Surrender the phoenix, and ’e destroys the asteroids.”

      “And so does mine,” I growled. “You’re a bad guy, Bellamy, but you don’t have to be. Leave Rabia.”

      “And what? Join you? And Team FRAK?”

      I flashed him my most charming smile. “Why not? I’m a medicus. I help your kind. Who’d be a better ally? Me, or the god who wants to enslave the world? You think about that. No doubt you’ll find us again.”

      “I could remedy that,” Clyde said, squeezing the dark elf’s throat. “His persistence, while admirable, is as dangerous as it is inconvenient.”

      Turning a darker shade of indigo, Bellamy clawed at the demon’s fingers with his one free hand.

      “Let him go,” I ordered. I’d meant what I’d said. Bellamy – infuriating and sadistic as he was – was still an idealist with a (debatable) good heart. He was only in the Furia because he wanted his people to stop living like rats underground.

      Sputtering, the drow crumpled to the deck as the demon released him.

      I crouched down by the gasping dark elf, swiping his new dagger so he couldn’t use it on me.

      “Not again,” he cried.

      I gave him a light smack on the head with the flat of the blade. “Join us, and I’ll give it back. And if that and being on the right side isn’t enough, we have …” I chewed my bottom lip. “Quick, Clyde. What’s a perk to being on our side, besides, you know, life in general?”

      “Eggs.” the demon answered immediately.

      I dragged my hand over my eyes.

      “E-eggs?” Bellamy asked, bewildered.

      “Chicken eggs, kraken eggs, so many eggs,” Clyde said dreamily.

      The dark elf looked from me to the demon, confused. “Why would I want eggs?”

      I smacked Clyde in the ribs. “You were supposed to incentivize him.”

      The demon snatched me into his arms and hopped out of the way as the dark elf yanked a knife from his vest. He kicked Bellamy in the face and raced off the Bonny Anne. “Hmph. It would’ve worked on me.”
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      I lowered the Big Bend National Park guide and squinted into the morning sun. “You ever hear of a vinegarroon?”

      Clyde grunted in the negative and shoved our canoe into the water, hopping in behind me. He didn’t pick up a paddle. The demon’s back was wonky from his time as a fish in the Ohio River, his legs were tired from all the cross-country running, and he hadn’t eaten much in the last thirty-six hours beside those powered egg shakes. Add those all up, and you had an exhausted demon on your hands.

      Which was why we were taking the canoe. He wouldn’t have to get his feet wet, he could catch a few hours of sleep, and (hopefully) be back in fighting shape before the next round of shit hit the fan.

      “It’s like someone put a lobster and a scorpion into a cocktail shaker and made a nightmare,” I continued. “It can shoot acetic acid out of its butt!”

      “I highly doubt the acidic discharge emits from the creature’s anus,” Clyde drawled.

      “To-may-to, to-mah-to. According to the guide book, they like to come out at night. Tents should be securely closed, and your shoes turned upside down.”

      “We won’t be here that long, maggot.” He unzipped the tactical duffle and extracted one of the four raw chickens we’d bought at the local grocery store. He’d protested their purchase at first, but they were the best deal, and we were on a tight schedule. Tearing the packaging off with his talons, he whispered, “I’m so sorry” before he put the entire broiler into his mouth. He crunched once, twice, swallowed, and started in on the next.

      As he ate, I picked up the oar and paddled into the brown water of the Rio Grande.

      We were in the Santa Elena Canyon, its beige cliffs rising so high on either side they blocked out the sun. Pebbled shores lined the low river, and it was so still – except for Clyde crunching on chicken bones – that every dip of my oar sounded like I was smacking the water.

      Texas was mild in the winter, hardly more than sixty-five degrees, but I started to break a sweat from all the paddling. Clyde lazed in the back of the canoe, soaking up the sun with one of those tanning mirrors.

      “Are we there yet?” I asked.

      I imagined him cracking open an ember-like eye and swinging his long neck from side to side. “No. Wake me up when you see the ferns.”

      It was peaceful in the canyon, at least it would’ve been if I hadn’t constantly heard the phantom ticking of the Antevortan Clock counting down to midnight. But that midnight wasn’t the asteroids or Rabia. It was the choice we were all going to have to make. Whether or not to sacrifice the phoenix to Rabia in the hope that he would then use his newly-restored god powers to defend the planet instead of leaving us all behind to die.

      I stabbed the oar at the water frantically.

      I had half a mind to explore the music folder on the smartphone, but I didn’t need the distraction or the escapism. Like my beta-blockers, I no longer needed the ceaseless stream of white noise to block out any unwanted thoughts … or guests. It probably would’ve taken a smack in the head with a two-by-four to break my concentration.

      The sooner we got the scepter, the sooner we could merge the phoenix’s personalities, and the sooner she could do what she was created for. Kick cosmic ass.

      And when that was done, maybe I could figure out what to do about Johnny.

      I didn’t break for water. I didn’t break for food. I didn’t even slow to give my screaming muscles a break. Though we were headed downstream and the current was easy, I was still propelling a canoe laden with gear plus a full-grown human and a five-hundred-pound battler.

      “Maggot, I am detecting increased heart rate levels,” the demon said drowsily. “Did one of those, as you so charmingly put it, ‘nightmare cocktails that shoots acid out of its butt’ crawl aboard? May I remind you that now I am mortal, I require a sleep allotment in order to regenerate my energy stores.”

      “We’re at the ferns,” I grunted.

      The canoe rocked violently as the battler lurched upright. “Already?”

      “I was incentivized.”

      “Frances the Puny Yet Strong, you have lived up to your name again,” my battler said proudly. “And I have absorbed enough nutrients and REMs to operate at eighty-percent efficiency. That should be proficient enough.”

      Talking about nutrients made my own stomach rumble – I hadn’t eaten that succulent-looking steak last night, especially not after Bellamy had added a side of severed ears to the plate – and my throat was tight with thirst. I rummaged through the tactical duffle bag for an MRE and a water bottle. As Clyde hid the canoe in the ferns, I scarfed down a packet of beef stew topped with multigrain crackers and chugged a carb-enhanced orange beverage that tasted like flat Fanta.

      “I hope you did not overindulge in your hunger, maggot,” the demon said, stretching like he was warming up to run a marathon, “because we still need to climb.”

      “C-Climb?” My stomach sank like a stone to my toes. At least it would have if it wasn’t so full.

      The fifteen-hundred-foot cliff loomed above me, its surface pitted and craggy with all manner of foot- and handholds. I was immediately transported back to my thirteen-year-old self, only the rock was gray instead of beige, and I was on top of the cliff instead of at its base. And there’d been a cougar hunting me instead of a battler demon helping me.

      I crouched down and stuck my hands into the pebbly shore for the chalky dust. “Well, this cliff isn’t going to climb itself.”

      “If you were to climb, maggot, it would take you approximately twenty minutes to reach the appropriate height. Seventeen if you hadn’t overindulged on those horrid prepackaged meals. With me, it’ll only take three seconds.”

      “Do you ever tire of being so condescending?” I asked sourly.

      “Wasn’t it a human who coined the term ‘the truth hurts’?” he replied.

      I just rolled my eyes and climbed onto his shoulders, my chalky hands tightening around his horns. “Giddy-up.”

      “I am not a horse, maggot.”

      “You insult me, I insult you.”

      With a huff of annoyance, Clyde sprang into the air. His talons sunk into the cliff-face three-hundred feet above the water.

      “Ahh!” Every sphincter in my body clenched, and my legs became iron bands around Clyde’s neck.

      “Ack!” The demon gagged. “Maggot, you’re … choking … me.”

      My stomach roiled like a can of shaken Coke. “I think I’m going to be sick.”

      “And we’re going to die if I can’t breathe.”

      “I can’t unlock my legs,” I said, panicked. “My body literally won’t let me. You’re gonna have to wing it.”

      “Worst. Master. Ever. Of all time.”

      His throat strained against my thighs as he sucked in the deepest breath he could and jumped up and to the right. I’d never been afraid of heights before, but now I was seriously reconsidering it. Maybe it was because they weren’t my hands against the rock, feeling for every fingerhold. Maybe it was the wind buffeting strong enough to snap my neck with every jump. Whatever it was, I just wanted my feet on solid ground.

      Forever.

      With one final jump, Clyde slithered into a cave completely hidden from view from an upturned ledge nine hundred feet above the Rio Grande.

      “Land!” I scrambled further into the cave and promptly vomited all over the stone.

      Clyde massaged his throat. “I must commend you on your leg strength, maggot, but your esophageal sphincter needs work.”

      “I’ve jumped off cliffs evading cougars,” I panted. “I’ve plummeted through hundreds of feet of air after helicopters have exploded. But nothing, nothing, has never made me afraid of heights. Except. That.”

      Clyde lumbered past me, giving my shoulder a patronizing pat. “As you humans say, put your big girl panties on. We have to climb down when we’re done, too.”

      “Why’d you hide it up here anyway?”

      “Not up. Down. It was a combination of factors. Partly because stone is generally a good dampener, and the scepter’s guardians are chthonic. Or used to be.”

      The cave – or tunnel, rather – burrowed into the cliff with such a rat’s nest of twists and turns it was impossible for the demon to flash without face-planting into a wall.

      When the light started to fade, I extracted a flare from the tactical duffle bag strapped to his back and scraped it against the wall. The beige walls turned cinnamon in the red light. Holding the flare out to the side, I led the way into the bowels of the earth, the demon slithering on all fours behind me like an alligator.

      The tunnel was warm until suddenly it wasn’t. The temperature dropped like someone had flipped a switch, and Clyde confirmed my suspicions that we were now underground. He’d said the guardians were chthonic, after all.

      “I’m not going to run into anything … unsavory in here, am I?” I asked warily.

      Clyde shook his head, throwing strange shadows on the wall. “Not until after the door.”

      I had a flashback to the unique prison in the Basement, guarded by malicious will-o’-the-wisps and the wino Polyphemus moths. “Joy.”

      “At our current rate of descent, we should reach the aforementioned door in approximately forty-seven minutes,” my battler informed. “That is plenty of time to come up with a better clutch name than FRAK.”

      “I thought it was pretty good,” I mumbled.

      “A clutch name is a like a joke. If you have to explain it, it doesn’t work.”

      “Fine, fine, fine. So we’ve got a medicus, a phoenix, two demons, and a tooth fairy trying to thwart the Roman god of rage and his merry band of sadists.” I had to include Blanche. She’d been with me from the start, even if she wasn’t with me now. “What do we call ourselves? Besides the beginning of a joke.”

      “I’m quite partial to the Fiery Arsenal of Righteous Thunderbolts.”

      I craned my head around to give the demon an are-you-kidding-me look.

      “What? Sunny has fire, and thunderbolts is a clever amalgamation of ‘lightning bolts’ and ‘thunderclaps’, I am a walking arsenal, even without my weapons, and you are the righteous one who ensures we adhere to a morally acceptable path. Blanche and Titivillus fill in the gaps in both temperament and action.”

      I just shook my head.

      “I don’t understand your hesitation, maggot. It’s a concise representation of what our clutch is capable of.”

      “And apparently we’re capable of great flatulence as well,” I said. “You named us Clutch FART, Clyde!”

      The demon paused. “That is unfortunate. Maybe no one will notice?”

      “Doubtful.”

      “Hmm … If we were in Hell, we’d be the laughingstock of the entire Black Plains. What about Fiery Thunderbolts of Retribution, then? Though it really is lacking that compelling flare.”

      “What about Team Firestrike?”

      “Clutch, you mean,” the demon corrected. “We’re not a conglomerate of players that can be dropped or traded at whim. We are bound.”

      “So … what do you think?” I know I liked it. It was concise, and it told our adversaries we weren’t to be messed with, or otherwise it was reign-of-fire time.

      “It’s rather one-faceted,” the demon replied. “I appreciate a little more heraldic grandeur—”

      “Don’t I know it, Mister I Can Run Faster Than Thought And Winner Of The Most Verbose Other Ever Award.”

      “You’re not at all amusing, maggot.”

      I gave the demon a rub on his shiny black scales between his horns and tossed the spent flare to the side. It was pitch black in the cave, and that wasn’t an exaggeration. I would’ve had more luck finding a black cat outside on a moonless night than Clyde in that tunnel if it hadn’t been his smoldering embers-for-eyes.

      “That tickles,” he informed me gravely as I fumbled around for the pack I knew to be lashed to his back. I’m not sure whether he himself knew if that was an enjoyable experience or not.

      “Found one,” I said. I stuck a second flare in my back pocket just in case and tickled Clyde’s armpit, this time on purpose.

      A rumble escaped him that sounded more like a car backfiring than a giggle. “Enough! It’s like when the infernal roaches clean my scales. Only more so.”

      I shuddered at the mental image of swarming cockroaches, or even those flesh-eating scarabs from “The Mummy”. I struck the flare frantically on the wall, suddenly desperate for light.

      But the flare didn’t catch.

      I tried again.

      Scritch-scritch-scritch.

      “Why isn’t it lighting?” I cried.

      Little yellow flames of annoyance sprang from the demon’s eyes, affording the tunnel a meager amount of light. It still wasn’t enough to see my feet, and that’s where the phantom infernal roaches were scurrying about at this very moment. “Are you doing it right?”

      “Apparently not!” I quickly ran my fingers over the length of the flare, searching for a defect. I found one. “Why in the EmptyHell is it wet?”

      “Those won’t light if they’re wet.”

      “You think?”

      I tried not to panic. I had a battler with me, after all. Growing up, I’d had a healthy respect for the dark, but I’d never been afraid. Yet since the gods had left, there were a lot more creatures that went bump in the dark now.

      I gave up on the wet flare and yanked the other one out of my back pocket. Just as I was about to scrape it against Clyde’s scales – they were always nice and warm – I realized I could see him. I mean, really see him. And the cast to his scales wasn’t the yellow of his flames.

      I shrank against Clyde as a faint aquamarine light illuminated the beige stones.

      “You said all the baddies were on the other side of the door,” I hissed, gripping the two flares out in front of me as if they were nunchaku.

      “They are.”

      “Then what in the EmptyHell is that?”
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      A waif, transparent as a sheaf of mica, floated around the bend in the tunnel. Thin-framed and dressed oddly in a sleeping gown, her feet floated a few inches above the ground. A phantom breeze played in her fine long hair, and an insane amount of drool dribbled out of the corners of her mouth.

      “Ah,” the demon said, suddenly brightening. “We’re close then. Maggot, she is nothing to be afraid of. The ‘baddies’, as you call them, are indeed on the opposite side of the door, though they are not inherently bad. They’re quite kind, actually. Not that they won’t rip out the throats of intruders, of course. No, this is just the doorman. Or woman, to be precise.”

      I was still pressed up against his scales. “So, who is she?”

      “This is the spirit of overactive salivary glands. Some call her the patron saint of infants – ever wonder why they’re so sticky? – or the protector of the sleep-deprived. Slobber on somebody when you’re asleep, and they’re more likely to find you pathetic and unworthy of their attention rather than physically harm you for invading their personal space. But she’s most commonly known as the Drool Spirit.”

      “She’s commonly known?” I whispered, cringing as more drool slipped past her lips. It didn’t soak into her dress but rather dripped off her chin and turned into glittering flecks of light before it hit something tangible. The stone floor, for example. On contact, the aquamarine drips turned into viscous puddles.

      The demon shrugged. “In certain circles, then. She is sister to your Sandman. She had but one purpose, and most have forgotten about her existence.” He lifted a paw and shielded his mouth so the spirit couldn’t hear us. In theory. “She’s not accepted in polite society, Other or otherwise, for obvious reasons. She needed a purpose, so I gave her one. Name one human or Other who’d willingly wade through a saliva-coated tunnel.”

      I’m sure there were a handful of amphibian-like Others that wouldn’t mind a smear or two of mucous, but I couldn’t think of any who’d find their way to this corner of Texas and this cave/tunnel in particular. Otherwise, it seemed like a pretty thorough deterrent to me.

      “I’m not one of them.” I scrambled onto his shoulders, riding him like a horse. I hooked my feet under his armpits and held onto his horns. If he tried to shake me off, I’d order him to submit.

      However, the demon remained calm and waited for me to stop fidgeting. If anything, he sighed at my lack of poise.

      “How are you okay with this?” I demanded, gesturing to the mucous-lined tunnel. “You were practically miserable in that cave in Portland.”

      “Well, I hadn’t expected to come back here, had I?” the demon shot back. He shivered, the tremor rippling through his hide so forcefully he almost shook me off.

      Gulping, Clyde sidestepped around the waif and squelched down the tunnel. With each squish of his gecko-like fingers, a tremor of revulsion rippled from his horns to his tail.

      At least it didn’t stink like Kevin’s sting-deactivating snot.

      Oblivious to us, the Drool Spirit wandered around in her section of the tunnel, and soon her faint aquamarine light disappeared completely.

      I held on tightly in the darkness, afraid to slip off. If Sunny and I had been bound, I would’ve channeled her phoenix fire into a torch in my hand, and we wouldn’t have had to rely on flares we couldn’t activate in wet conditions.

      Not for the first time, I felt the empty hole in my chest. It ached when I thought about it too much, even caused physical pain. I rubbed at my sternum, gritting my teeth and willing the pain to go away. It’d been too long since my last talk with Brittany, but I wasn’t going to get good reception down here.

      When Clyde’s talons scraped against bare stone, I tried another flare.

      It came to life on the first try, and so did the hellhound at the end of the tunnel.
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      The red light washed over bared teeth and burning eyes and pointy ears. Everything was sharp, ready to shred and tear and mangle.

      “Son-of-a-biscuit,” I shrieked, yanking on Clyde’s horns. “It’s a hellhound!”

      “Ow! Maggot, it’s just the door,” the demon admonished. “And it’s a xoloitzcuintle. Or xolo, if you find the pronunciation difficult.”

      My hands remained tight on my battler’s horns as I stared at the unmoving hellhound. It was actually just a relief carving – a very life-like carving – of a snarling canine head in a rectangular slab. “Y-you mean the Mexican hairless dog?”

      “Other. The xolo is an Other, maggot. BAMF-19.”

      “Ah, so it’s like one of those weremouse things, right? Where an Other pretends to be an animal to better assimilate?”

      “How do you know about the weremouse?” he asked, truly surprised. “That is one of our kind’s best-kept secrets.”

      “Not as well as you think.” I sometimes forgot Clyde and I had spent some time apart. He’d been in Portland, hiding the phoenix from the Furia when I’d met Pepe, the leader of the weremouse colony on Tuvi’s reservation. “My shaman’s tribe knew all about them. And they’re the ones who gave Blanche a blood transfusion and saved her from dying of manticore venom.”

      For once, my loquacious demon was speechless.

      Not surprisingly, he recovered quickly.

      “Like most Others who are able to pass for animals, the weremice’s and the xolos’ BAMF levels are relatively low, between fifteen and twenty,” he told me. “Usually because they have other things to occupy their time other than fighting for resources. For example, the xolos’ primary function before the gods left was to guide souls to the underworld.”

      “Sounds fun.” I pointed to a hinge below the relief carving of the snarling dog. “Is that a doggie door?”

      “They have to come out to hunt sometime,” he said.

      I slid off his shoulders, tugging the tactical duffle bag free of his quills, and stood off to the side as he slithered forward. With careful precision, Clyde tapped on a series of stone teeth.

      To my surprise, the teeth chimed like a grandfather clock signaling the top of the hour.

      There was a hiss of compressed air, and the door with its snarling figurehead slid backward.

      Creeping forward, I peered through the doorway.

      There was light in here, murky from all the twists and turns it had to take from the fissures in the rocks. A few bolder shafts had managed to pierce their way through, as sharp and thin as katana blades. Boulders littered the ground, and the cavern ceiling arched high above us.

      It was absolutely massive, and it sparkled.

      The entire cave was flecked with mica, the stone glittering like black diamonds.

      We walked out onto a ledge like we were walking out into the night sky.

      Then I sneezed, the sound echoing like thunder.

      And the smell of dog was everywhere.

      And something else, too. Something … fishy.

      “Gilbert! Valeska!” Clyde called. “I’m ho – oof!”

      I leapt back into the tunnel, ripping Bellamy’s daggers from my machete sheath as a matte black shadow barreled into Clyde.

      The battler yelped as a quill was torn loose from his hide. With a shout, more in disbelief rather than anger, the demon twisted, flinging his attacker aside and bashing his barbed tail into the rock above the door.

      I scurried farther into the tunnel as chunks of beige stone rained in front of the cave entrance. Coughing against the dust, I prowled forward carefully, wishing for the hundredth time I had the phoenix’s fire coursing in my veins. Her sepia-tinted vision would’ve been much appreciated in this low light, not to mention the lightning I could cast from my fingertips. But it wasn’t her power I missed. It was the knowledge that I had someone watching my back. Literally.

      Not that Clyde didn’t do a great job. He did. It was just … different.

      Sheathing one of the daggers, I used my free hand to scramble over the rock. Clyde and the shadow – I still hadn’t been able to get a good look at it – were circling and snapping. The shadow was half the demon’s size but had twice his bloodlust. It was relentless in its attacks, harrying like a hornet.

      It was so good at its job that the demon hadn’t even noticed the second shadow, and bigger than the first, approaching from below.

      “Clyde!” I shouted. “There’s another one!”

      Big mistake.

      The first shadow’s head snapped in my direction, eyes glowing like twin full moons, and a growl that sounded like an avalanche rose from its throat.

      Some people make the mistake of running away, but with any prey-driven animal, the minute you show it your back is the moment they make you dinner. So, despite my bladder’s protest, I yanked the second dagger out of the machete sheath and shouted my own challenge.

      Bigger mistake.

      Those jaws snarled and snapped, its teeth glowing like moonstones.

      It yelped as Clyde snatched it by its haunches and flipped it over his shoulder like a luchador wrestler. Whining, the shadow scrambled for purchase as its momentum shot it off the ledge. In a last-ditch effort, it clamped its jaws around Clyde’s tail.

      With the bellow and a flurry of limbs, the two of them tumbled over the edge.

      “Clyde!” I shouted.

      “Valeska!” the second shadow cried.
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      I slid to a stop at the edge of the ledge, dropping onto all fours to peer into the cavern below. “Clyde?”

      The demon had landed on top of a big boulder and was currently wrapping his tail around his legs like a cat to keep it out of reach of the snarling dogs below.

      In the miserly light, they were no longer shadows but canines larger than Great Danes. The xolos were hairless except for a buzzed mohawk from the crown of their heads to the nape of their necks, their matte black skin sleek over their hound-like bodies. Long tails whipped back and forth, and their snarling teeth were as luminous as moonstones.

      The female was smaller and leaner, but she’d been the vicious one who’d attacked Clyde. Unharmed from the fall, she stood on her rear feet, jaws snapping. The male sat on a nearby boulder, intent but unhurried, letting his mate rile the demon.

      “Gilbert, Valeska!” the battler admonished. “It’s me, Clyde. Your employer.”

      Valeska paused in her snapping for only a heartbeat to register his words before continuing again. However, Gilbert rose to his feet, his whip-like tail wagging slightly.

      “For reals?” Gilbert asked. He gave the air a thorough sniff.

      Despite his ferocious appearance, I immediately likened him to a surfer bro.

      “I am insulted that you two have forgotten me after such a short time,” Clyde lamented. “Four years is a blink of an eye for Others like us.”

      “Yeah, it’s him alright,” Gilbert said, sitting back down. His tail continued to wag.

      “I remember you just fine,” Valeska snarled.

      “Then I demand an answer for your hostility!”

      “You charged us with protecting the scepter against all who may enter here,” she said, circling the demon’s boulder and looking for a way up. “Those were the terms of the oath.”

      “I remember it well. So why do you have me pinned up here?”

      “You did not exclude yourself from the oath. You have come into the cave, and thus you must be attacked, employer or not.”

      “Sorry, man,” Gilbert said with a shrug. “The wife’s right. And happy wife means happy life. You gotta die.”

      “Are you shitting me?” I cried from the ledge. “Clyde, you idiot—”

      “Intruder!” Valeska yowled.

      With a yelp, I yanked the black scarf up over my head, channeling thoughts of invisibility into the fabric.

      “Hey,” Gilbert said with a whine. “Something wrong with the light in here? She just … faded.”

      Did I actually do it? Did I turn invisible?

      I looked down at my hands and pouted. It was like Gilbert had said: I’d only faded, or rather, turned a kind of semi-transparent. As cool as it was, it was still freaky as anything being able to see the outlines of rocks and my boots through my hands.

      “Never you mind that. She’s with me,” the demon said, quills bristling. “We are bound. If you harm her, I will have to rip you apart.”

      “We take down the demon, and then we kill the human,” Valeska told Gilbert.

      “What?” In my panic, I lost all concentration and solidified.

      “Ah! There she is again.” Gilbert nodded. “Agreed.”

      From his height on the nearby boulder, Gilbert leapt across the expanse, hitting Clyde right in the chest. The battler tumbled ass-over-teakettle, sprawling on the cavern floor, but Gilbert didn’t pursue. Instead, he hopped lazily from his new perch to the ground, letting Valeska give chase.

      I had half a mind to scramble down the ledge and give my demon some help, but against two xolos that were tall enough to look me in the eye, I wasn’t going to be very effective. So I stayed where I was and became a cheerleader for the battler.

      “She’s on your left!” I shouted. “Now she’s on your right!”

      Valeska was quick and nimble despite her great size. Gilbert followed behind at a slower pace, swinging wide to cut off the demon’s path. It didn’t take me long to figure out their pattern. The female would harry and herd, and the male loped behind at a Y angle, reserving his energy until the demon was trapped and he could use his brute strength to finish the job.

      “Can’t we revisit the terms of the oath?” the demon asked, flashing from boulder to boulder.

      The xolos were almost as fast, allowing him only a few precious seconds to dig through the rocks in search of the scepter before he had to run away again.

      “So you can come up with other ways to exploit us?” Valeska howled. “Not a chance!”

      “Exploit you?” the demon said, affronted. “You said the oath was acceptable!”

      “It was before the food you left us rotted!”

      “We’ve been on half rations for years, man,” Gilbert said, pausing to scratch his ear. “That giant squid you dragged in here didn’t stay cold forever.”

      “And what about the swinging canine portal I installed?” Clyde asked.

      “The doggy door? We are xolos, you pompous lizard,” Valeska sniffed.

      “We aren’t coyotes or jackals, man,” Gilbert agreed. “We hunt in packs. And we couldn’t leave the scepter unguarded. That would’ve violated the oath.”

      I cupped my hands around my mouth. “Son-of-a-biscuit, stop trying to talk to them and just get the scepter!”

      “I don’t know where they put it!” the demon shouted back. “That was part of the oath!”

      “GoneGodDamn it.”

      Vaulting over the fallen rubble, I darted back into the tunnel for the tactical duffle bag. Maybe it had something in it that could help us.

      Amidst the rope and MREs and signal flares, there were Clyde’s Capriformer knick-knacks. The quartz paperweight, the feathered hat, superglue, the lasso. Then my hand hit a cardboard box.

      It was the container of almost-expired dog biscuits.

      Okay, so maybe Miss Chumki was onto something. But I wasn’t about to admit that to Clyde.

      I ran back onto the ledge, shaking the box.

      Gilbert, farthest away from Clyde, skidded to a halt. His head whipped around, nose lifting high into the air to scent. “Cookies!”

      Valeska slowed, and I swear I could hear her stomach rumble from across the cavern. She glanced back at the demon with a whine, torn between her duty and her hunger. With a frustrated growl, she gave up the chase.

      Guess that calamari really had seen better days.

      The two xolos loped over until they were under my ledge. They milled around, and I was unsure whether they were looking for the way up or just impatient for a biscuit. I certainly didn’t want them any closer, especially since they’d agreed to kill me after they’d dispatched my battler.

      I tossed a silver-dollar-sized biscuit over the edge. The dogs bickered for a moment before Valeska gave Gilbert a rough hip-check out of the way. She snatched up the cookie and crunched down quickly, afraid he’d try to steal it. Gilbert sat back, lips pulled back tightly, whining in frustration.

      Sentient or not, intense hunger activated our most primal instincts.

      I lobbed another one high into the air, the xolos scuffling for the morsel yet again.

      “Hey,” Clyde whined. “That’s my Capriformer collectible.”

      Both dogs spun, snarling.

      Glaring, I made a cutting motion with my hand, miming that he shut up. I was keeping the dogs busy, allowing him time to search for the scepter unmolested.

      “Oh, I get it,” he said, his voice carrying loudly across the cavern. “I’ll look for the scepter while you keep them busy. Outstanding, maggot!”

      I mimed strangling him.

      Clyde ducked his head in apology and started to flash from spot to spot, throwing rocks over his shoulder as he searched for the scepter.

      Gilbert raised his head. “Hey—”

      “Good doggies!” I quickly flung two cookies in front of the dogs.

      The xolos gave the treats their undivided attention, looking expectantly up at me when they were done devouring. Valeska was a pro at catching the biscuit mid-air, but she took her time eating it. Gilbert always let them drop so he could confirm its identity with a sniff – even though he could see me taking them straight of the box – and then swallowed them whole. So to keep them busy, I had to sling cookies like frisbees to make them last.

      “We’re getting down to the crumbs, Clyde,” I announced. “How we doing?”

      “I’ve searched almost everywhere. They must have been very thorough when they buried it. Not surprising, since they are dogs. Very infuriating for me, though.”

      Valeska growled at being referred to as a common dog, but she didn’t move from her spot. There were still crumbs to be had.

      I rattled the box in front of them. “Which pupper wants a crunchy treat? Do you? Do you? Whatcha gonna do for it?”

      Gilbert actually sat back on his haunches, paws tucked against his chest as he begged.

      Valeska snapped at him in a silent demand that he retain some modicum of dignity. He ignored her, yipping for my attention. In spite of his threat to kill me later, I found the big beast rather adorable. Valeska was more aloof, duty-driven, her affection not so easily given. As a veterinarian, I’d known plenty of dogs like her. You just had to be patient and make them jealous.

      I focused all my attention on the big male. “Who’s a good boy?”

      “I am! I am!” Gilbert volunteered.

      “I know he is.” I took the second to last biscuit and gave it a toss.

      He scarfed it up and licked his lips.

      To the female, I dropped a bunch of crumbs. True to form, she looked less than impressed. But it was all she was gonna get until she played nice. Which had better be quick because I was running out of cookies.

      I held up the last one. “Who wants it?”

      This time, both xolos sat prettily, pointy ears perked and moonstone eyes riveted on me. I flung it between them to fight over.

      It landed in front of Gilbert’s paws, and he gave it his customary sniff. Just as he was about to lap it up, Valeska flattened against the ground, whining pathetically.

      Gilbert looked from his mate to the cookie and back to me. I gave him a shrug.

      “Fiiine,” he sighed, scooting the wishbone toward his mate with his nose. “Because I love you.”

      Valeska gave him a big lick on the cheek and daintily scooped it up as Gilbert looked pitifully at me.

      “Any luck?” I shouted at Clyde.

      “I’ve looked everywhere!” came the distant reply across the cavern.

      I dangled the cardboard box above the dogs’ noses, shaking the crumbs. “What about right where you left it the first time you were here?”

      “That would be both lazy and irresponsible of the xolos.”

      “And yet you’d never look there!” I tossed the xolos the box. “That’s it, Clyde. Now or never!”

      “What are we, amateurs?” Valeska snorted.

      Gilbert tore through the box. “I know, right? You moved it the minute he left.”

      Valeska looked up from licking the cookie dust off the cavern floor. “I thought you did that.”

      “No, you said you were going to do it.”

      “Don’t take that tone with me, or do you want to sleep in the dog house tonight?”

      The xolos whined as a yellow light cut through the gloom, and I threw up a hand to shade my eyes.

      “I found it,” Clyde bellowed triumphantly.

      There was a flash of shadow, and my battler joined me on the ledge, a wrought iron scepter in his fist. The jewel at its top glowed with a sickly yellow light as if it had one of those nefarious will-o’-the-wisps trapped inside.

      Clyde wagged a talon at the xolos.

      They flattened onto their bellies, sniveling.

      “Bad dogs,” he told them sternly. “You were told to hide this.”

      “That wasn’t part of the oath, man,” Gilbert whined. “That was just a suggestion.”

      “You failed the oath. I have the scepter now.”

      “And our lives are forfeit,” Valeska wailed.

      “Hold on a sec,” I said, grabbing the demon’s arm. “Their oath was to protect the scepter, right?”

      “That is correct, maggot, but it is implied—”

      “Uh-uh. They held up their end of the bargain. They protected it. You just succeeded in reclaiming it. The terms and conditions have been fulfilled.”

      “I suppose that’s true.”

      “Well huzzahs all around,” Gilbert said, sitting up and wagging his tail. “We don’t have to kill you for intruding, and we don’t have to die for you getting the scepter! Now, are there any more of those cookies, or was that box it?”
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      Gilbert Horatio Veracruz and Valeska Valentina Veracruz, as they were introduced to me by Clyde, thanked us for the cookies and followed us out of the cave, no longer bound by the oath. Now that we were friends, or something akin to them, Gilbert shoved his head under my hand and insisted on head scratches as we climbed through the bowels of the cliff. Valeska, still somewhat aloof, politely asked me to examine her teeth after she’d discovered I was a medicus.

      The Mexican hairless dog that I knew of – apparently the non-magical mutts of xolos and dog interbreeding – usually had dental issues, but Valeska’s were fine except for a chipped carnassial tooth. It was a minor slab fracture that didn’t extend past the gumline, so it’d be fine unless she chipped it again. She thanked me more reservedly than her mate, who was profusely exuberant when I treated a patch of alopecia behind his ear that he’d been scratching at.

      At the mouth of the tunnel overlooking the Rio Grande, the xolos leapt out like it wasn’t nine hundred feet above the river and navigated down the sheer cliffs like mountain goats.

      Steeling myself, I helped Clyde don the tactical duffle bag, slipped the scepter between the handle straps, and climbed onto his shoulders. I held onto his horns tightly and squeezed my eyes shut.

      My stomach sank into my toes like the Titanic into the Atlantic, and a merciful second later, I was sprawled on the pebbly shore of the Rio Grande gasping for breath.

      “Never. Again,” I wheezed.

      “It is an efficient traveling method, and you know it,” the demon retorted. “With the asteroids entering our atmosphere in thirty-five-hours-forty-one-minutes-and-twelve-seconds, I should think you should be grateful.”

      “I am, quit having a hissy fit.” Groaning, I pushed myself upright and eyed the scepter. “So what does this thing do?”

      “Please do not touch, maggot.” Clyde held the scepter in both hands, regarding the yellow jewel ruefully. “This is a transfiguration scepter, but even I am unsure on how to use it properly. It … it cursed my … friend.”

      Wet blue flames leaked out of his eye sockets.

      “Then we’ll be really careful,” I said gently.

      Sniffling, he blinked quickly, snuffing the blue flames. “Precisely.”

      With a firm thrust, he plunged the butt of the scepter into the pebbles and lumbered off into the ferns to retrieve our canoe. I extracted the smartphone from my backpack, pressed my finger against the screen, touched a few keys, and waited for Landon to answer.

      The screen flickered to life, but it wasn’t Landon who answered it.

      Titivillus’s one crocodile-like eye took up the entire screen, his third eyelid sliding over the gelatinous orb to keep it moist. “Is it on?”

      A musical warble sounded in the background.

      “I can’t see you, but can you see me?” the little demon whispered loudly. His eye was replaced with his mouth full of sharp little teeth as he spoke into the camera.

      “Titivillus,” I groaned, “just back away from the screen—”

      “Can you hear me?”

      “Yes, I can! And why are you whispering? Just back away – son-of-a-biscuit, Brittany, if you can hear me, yank his ass away from the screen!”

      Titivillus yelped as he was roughly pulled away by his tail. The phoenix spat his tail out of her mouth and gave me a wave with her pink wing.

      My heart leapt at the sight of her, and the pain in my chest subsided. “Good girl.”

      Titivillus shoved the phoenix aside and loomed toward the screen again. “Have you heard anything from Blanche?”

      I shook my head. “Sorry, but I’m gonna try calling her again real soon.”

      The demon hung his head. “Okay …”

      Brittany nudged him aside with her beak and warbled musically for a very long time, no doubt filling me in on everything I’d missed. She nudged Titivillus again, prompting him to translate.

      The little demon just sighed dejectedly, still bummed about Blanche. “Salutations and whatnot.”

      Brittany immediately bit him on the ear.

      “Ow!” The little demon shooed her away with a few jabs of his dip pen.

      “You know she doesn’t like it when you paraphrase,” I said dryly.

      “And I’m not an Instagram feed or TikTok account who has to tell you about all the different food she ate and what products she uses to keep her feathers looking so shiny,” he grumbled, rubbing his ear. “She wants to know if you died.”

      “I – what?”

      “GoneGodBless it! I mean, did you get the scepter?”

      “Yeah, I—” I yanked the smartphone closer as the background on their end came into focus now that the demon wasn’t taking up the entirety of the screen.

      Behind the Others, the skinwalker – clearly drugged with Kevin’s sleeping dart – was strapped to a chair and getting punched by Beefcake and his brass knuckles. Landon stood nearby, his katana naked in his good hand, its blade glazed with congealing blood. Zielinski and Chin were there, too, the muscly tech’s face tight as he watched something on his smartpad and the agent taking a water break, his knuckles split from one too many hits.

      I remembered my own time strapped to a chair, being beaten to death by the Cardinelli Family – or so they thought – and screamed, “Landon! What in the EmptyHell are you doing?”

      Landon’s head whipped in my direction, his face darkening.

      Titivillus abandoned the screen as Landon marched forward, and Brittany fled in a flurry of pink feathers.

      “What have I told you about answering the calls?” he barked off-screen.

      Landon’s button-down shirt with its shiny buttons filled the screen before his hand set the katana and its stained edge on the table. A moment later, the screen lifted to show his sweat-dappled face. He turned around, the background blurring from the tortured skinwalker to a demure olive-colored wall.

      I was seething. “Landon, you assh—”

      “I told you I’d be working the problem on my end,” he cut me off, his toffee brown eyes hardening. “Did you think I’d go easy on a skinwalker? Especially one with a remnant of Rabia inside him?”

      He had a point, but it was still torture. Especially if my Johnny was truly trapped inside that skinwalker’s body.

      “Everyone knows information gleaned from torture is unreliable,” I growled. “Or haven’t you watched any spy movie ever?”

      Landon rolled his eyes. “That’s a rather moot detail because he’s not talking.”

      The screen suddenly jerked sideways, and Zielinski’s face smooshed against Landon’s. “I’ve been monitoring his vitals, Frances. There’s definitely some internal conflict going on. And sometimes the skinwalker seems on the verge of talking, but then something prevents him.”

      That’s because Johnny’s outnumbered two to one, I thought bitterly.

      Landon shoved Zielinksi out of view. “Those reading are minor blips at best, Frances.”

      “Still counts,” I snapped. “Look, we got the scepter, and we’re heading back after a short detour—”

      Landon shook his head. “No. Detours.”

      “I wasn’t asking your permission. Now put the skinwalker back in his cell.”

      He lifted a dark eyebrow. “I don’t take orders from—”

      “Brittany!” I shrilled. “Flambé!”

      A thin jettison of molten fire, like a miniature flame thrower, lanced across the screen.

      “Shit,” Landon swore.

      The view jumbled as the World Army agent danced away from the fire-spurting phoenix. I ended up watching the smoke curl around the ceiling as I listened to the sound of shrieks and warbling laughter.

      Beside me, Clyde threw down the canoe and swiveled his lizard-like head around to peer at the screen. “What’s going on? I thought I heard screaming.”

      “Make it stop,” Landon cried.

      “Is someone torturing the pinhead?” Clyde asked cheerfully. “How delightful.”

      “Do you yield?” I asked into the smartphone.

      “Gah!”

      There was a bunch of scuffling, and a pink downy feather wafted across the screen. More smoke buffeted against the ceiling.

      “Anyone there?” I asked. “Did Landon stop torturing the skinwalker?”

      “No,” Titivillus answered.

      But without being able to look at him to confirm whether or not this was one of his miscommunication moments, I had to take his answer at face value. “Then keep going, Brittany. Try mixing it up with some lightning or something.”

      “Don’t give her ideas,” Landon squealed off-screen.

      The view jumbled again, and I was shown an empty chair. “He’s being taken back to his cell right now,” Zielinski said quickly. “Please make her stop, Frances. She’s targeting everyone else now for practice.”

      “Son-of-a-biscuit. Brittany!”

      I saw the pink phoenix shooting little lightning bolts from her talons and fiery jets from her beak. In between strikes, she’d lower her head and flare out her wings, charging the agents like an angry roadrunner. Beefcake was jabbing with the chair like a lion tamer, and Chin ran across the screen, screaming with his pants on fire.

      “Brittany! Brit – You’re too far away, Z. She can’t hear me.”

      “I’m not getting any closer,” Zielinski exclaimed, his voice going up an octave. “She can shoot eight-foot streams of molten fire now!”

      Clyde nudged me in the shoulder with his talon. “Have Mr. Anabolic Steroids give the contraption to Titivillus.”

      “I told you, I’m all-natural,” Zielinski complained, but he thrust his smartpad into Titivillus’s small hands.

      “You’ve got to be in of your mind,” the little demon told us. “GoneGodBless it, I mean out!”

      “Don’t be such a lava slug,” Clyde said. “You’re a demon. You’re fireproof.”

      “Only substantially,” he protested. “I mean marginally! I’m a Known demon, don’t you forget. We’re not like you Unknowns of the lower levels!”

      Clyde wagged his talon at the smartphone. “You’re embarrassing all demonkind right now, Titivillus. Go forth and do your duty.”

      We watched as the view inched closer toward the attacking phoenix. Her continued training with Ichabod had really paid off, and she was exponentially better than when we’d left her. Nowhere near ready to incinerate asteroids or take on Rabia, but we weren’t at square one either.

      “Brittany,” I called when we were closer. “Brittany!”

      The phoenix paused mid-thunderclap and cocked her head at the screen, her crest feathers swishing like she’d just flicked her hair.

      “You did a good job, but reel it in, girl,” I said. “Save some of that for Rabia, okay? No more flambé.”

      The phoenix snorted with annoyance, but she broke off her attack. Tendrils of smoke wafted from her nostrils. Then she warbled musically, excited.

      I didn’t need Titivillus to translate. “Yep, I saw everything. You were one badass boss, Brittany. The way you set fire to Chin’s pants? Priceless.”

      Giving a small peep that could only be interpreted as ‘you know it’, the phoenix started to preen her feathers.

      Titivillus gave an annoyed “Hey!” as the smartpad was roughly extracted from his little hands.

      Landon’s face – covered in sweat and half an eyebrow scorched off – glowered at me. “How dare you – ow!” He looked down. “Are you stabbing me with a pen?”

      “Take that,” Titivillus cried. “You don’t just grab things out of other people’s hands, you son-of-an-angel!”

      “Ow! Stop it.” Facing me again, Landon’s eyes were more pleading than forceful. “Get back here immediately.”

      I just blew a kiss at the screen. “See you when I see you, bae. And take care of the kids.”
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      With Clyde paddling, we made it down the Rio Grande in maybe half a minute. The canoe and its paddle – or what remained of it – were deposited at the landing site, and then the demon hoisted me into his arms.

      “I heard some talk about a detour,” he prompted.

      “Cornish Roost,” I answered. “Specifically 5221 Sycamore Drive.”

      “That’s the peon’s address.” The demon fixed me with an ember-like stare. “You’re trying to fix the skinwalker, aren’t you? Maggot, we barely survived the last one—”

      “You weren’t there in the dungeon,” I said hotly. “Johnny’s still alive. And I’m helping him. I have to.”

      “He’s not even part of our clutch—”

      “Then I’ll initiate him. Right now.”

      “That’s not how it works. He needs to be present and consenting—”

      I nodded quickly, brown curls bouncing. “He consents. Trust me. So much consenting going on right now.”

      “There are rules—”

      “And I’ve been a rule-breaker since you met me, despite my best efforts,” I said irritably. “So no surprise there. Johnny’s a clutch mate, Clyde. End of discussion.”

      He rolled his ember-like eyes. “Sentimentalist. Master. Ever. Of all time.”

      I wormed into a more comfortable position in his arms and gave his forehead scales a little rub. “Good demon.”

      

      
        
        ⁂⁂⁂

      

      

      

      Bellamy’s orange flyers were plastered all over the corn goddess statue in Cornish Roost’s town square. And literally every store front. If the Furia hadn’t defamed us enough on social media, the sheer number of flyers in this little town – which were no doubt found in every town in the whole of Indiana because Bellamy was thorough like that – would do a pretty good job.

      But we weren’t here for our reputations, nor to interfere with the Furia who were roaming the streets and combing through the countryside. They were looking for something, or for someone, and we’d be stupid to linger.

      Clyde flashed to Johnny’s house, and I walked right through the unlocked door.

      Remember how I’d said everybody out here in the Midwest was a trusting fool and never locked their door? Yep, the sheriff of Cornish Roost was one of those fools.

      Or had been.

      I shoved the thought aside and jogged up the stairs to his bedroom.

      The charcoal sketches of the skinwalker that had previously been layered upon every surface, minus the ceiling, had been removed. The place had been aired out, the bedding changed, the half-eaten plates of food and empty hard cider bottles cleared away.

      But the vase of black-eyed Susans was right were I’d placed it, on his nightstand.

      Without wasting time, I dropped onto all fours and dug that old chest out from under his bed. During his spirit walk, I’d gotten a whiff of the special smoke, and with it, a glance into his memory. Or soul. Or spirit. Whatever made him, him.

      Johnny had been wearing a supple buckskin coat with a tame squirrel riding on his shoulder. The same buckskin coat, hard and no longer supple, was folded in the bottom of this chest, a musty diary dating back to 1845 on top of it.

      I carefully flipped open the front cover, using my fingernail to peel the first page away from the leather. In faded ink was the name John Chapman written in neat cursive letters.

      Aka, Johnny Appleseed.

      Crazy Carl had known all along.

      The American legend was living a quiet life as a small-town sheriff and restauranteur in the middle of the Midwest heartland.

      As a skinwalker.

      “Not for much longer,” I muttered.

      I pulled his dreamcatcher off his bedpost and tossed it into the chest. Traipsing down the stairs, I tossed the chest into Clyde’s waiting arms and ransacked the first floor. Apples, a selection of plants from his greenhouse, a spare fleece jacket that smelled faintly of woodsmoke. His primary jacket was still at my house, but that was ground zero. The Furia would surely be nearby, waiting for me to be stupid enough to return.

      Not this time.

      I did the same outside, pretty much repeating what I’d gathered for his spirit walk, but on a much grander scale. I was going to drive this skinwalker out with a Mack truck if I had to.

      “We are approaching the scenario again where I am running out of arm real estate,” Clyde said dryly as I kept heaping things onto the pile he held. “At this rate, you will be on my shoulders again. I won’t be able to run faster than thought without snapping your neck, you know.”

      “Hey, we are the professionals of ‘making it work’. We’ll just go a little slower. But I need to make a call first.” I dialed that stupid 1-BEAUTY-4-ME number into the smartphone.

      “Hampton Chapter of Tooth Fairies United USA,” a peppy operator greeted me. “How may I direct your call?”

      “I’d like to talk to Miss Blanche, please. I’m her friend.”

      “That is so sweet of you to call. All of our other protégés get calls every day, but Miss Blanche hasn’t got a one since she arrived,” the operator said chattily. “I bet she’ll be pleased as punch a friend of hers is checking in on her progress. Support is so crucial during this time, you know? Let me just check her availability … Oops! Looks like she’s in her interior design class. I’ll transfer you to her Transition Sister, Miss Mildred, so you can leave a message. May I ask who’s calling?”

      “Frances Church.”

      I was immediately disconnected.

      I called another fifteen times and was disconnected fifteen times.

      “This Mildred is either a very busy tooth fairy, or you are very unpopular,” Clyde observed.

      “I am very unpopular, aren’t I?” I dialed the number one more time and didn’t even let the operator finish her greeting. “This is Angelique Belmont, and my daughter is about to have her wedding absolutely ruined. Who sent us pigeons instead of doves? And I specifically asked for lobster at the reception, not those sea-roaches you call shrimp! We have forty-five minutes until my daughter walks down that aisle, so you get me in touch with Miss Mildred Standish this. Instant!”

      “J-just a minute, Mrs. Belmont,” the operator stuttered. “Your call is very important to us—”

      “It had better be for the amount of money I’m spending! What’s taking so long?”

      “Transferring you now. Have a shiny—”

      “You have a shiny day, you sparkly bimbo!” I put my hand over the receiver and whispered to Clyde, “They’re transferring me now.”

      “I should hope so,” the demon rumbled. “You’re terrifying as a mother-of-the-bride. I pity the spouses of your future spawn.”

      The hold music quickly clicked off, and I heard Mildred inhale deeply, preparing herself to deal with her high-strung client. With her most genteel voice, she said, “Mrs. Belmont, thank you for calling—”

      “Oh, shove it, Mildred,” I said flatly. “I want to speak with Blanche.”

      “Oh, it’s you.” I could hear her manicured nails drumming against her desk. “Poor Miss Jacqueline is bawling her eyes out now and ruining her make-up because of you. How did you know we had Angelique Belmont as a client?”

      “It just sounded like a pretentious enough name to get me transferred to you.”

      “I don’t appreciate you tying up our phone lines like that. Sixteen calls? Was that entirely necessary?”

      “It is when you won’t talk to me,” I snapped. “I want to—”

      “Talk with Miss Blanche, I know. And as explained before, it’s simply out of the question. Alium fatum knochen transitions are the hardest to secure, and the Transition Sisters who actually succeed with their protégés are legendary. And soon, I will be among their ranks.”

      “You don’t even care about her.”

      “Nonsense. I want her to succeed just like all my girls.”

      “Then why are you censoring her calls?” I pressed. “Jacqueline said the other protégés get calls from friends all the time.”

      “The other protégés are not Alium fatum knochen. Like I said, the transition is a lot harder for them. They come out of the horrid forests of eastern Europe, hardly better than beasts—”

      “Blanche is not a beast!”

      “Well, she certainly won’t be for much longer.”

      “You … you’re keeping her in the dark so the only person she can confide in is you!”

      “Enough,” Mildred shrilled. “You are not speaking with her, and that. Is. Final. My, I can see where Miss Blanche gets her predisposition for trouble. You, Frances, are a bad influence. And I won’t have you sabotaging my protégé nor my chance to become the next President of the Hampton Chapter. Now have a sparkly day!”

      I ripped the phone away from my ear and shouted at it. Mildred couldn’t hear me because she’d hung up, but it made me feel better.

      “When our business with Rabia has ended,” Clyde said, “I will break down the door to her precious Chapter and eat every single one of them, if you wish it. Fairy flesh is to demons as refined carbs are to humans. Not very nutritionally dense but incredibly tasty. I believe Mr. Anabolic Steroids refers to such nourishment as the ‘cheat meals’.”

      “I’m seriously considering it.” I shoved the smartphone in my pocket. “But it sounds like Blanche doesn’t need rescuing just yet, thank EmptyHeaven.”

      “It’s just as well. I wouldn’t want my triglyceride score to rival yours. Shall we?”
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      “What’d you do? Stop for souvenirs?” Landon asked.

      Clyde carefully stepped out of the pile of Johnny-intervention supplies he’d deposited on the floor, plucking the scepter free. “She made me do it.”

      I just shrugged and held out my arm. Giving me an I-don’t-approve look, Landon jerked his head at Chin. The agent unlocked the tracking bracelet from my wrist and took it with him so I wouldn’t be tempted to throw it at Landon. Smart.

      Giving Landon an I-don’t-give-a-GoneGodDamn look, I rubbed my wrist, not out of pain, but to return some feeling to it.

      “As Madonna says, I’m a material girl,” I told Landon. “And they’re not souvenirs. They’re … important.”

      “Tree bark’s important?” Beefcake asked, genuinely curious. He lifted a piece of applewood and gave it a sniff. “Is it the skin of a dryad?”

      “You can’t just leave it all in the middle of the hall,” Landon said. “This is a base, you know. We have rules.”

      “The maggot is a rule-breaker, or haven’t you noticed, pinhead?” Clyde said.

      “Don’t I know it,” Landon sighed, eying me.

      I flashed him my most charming smile. “But I get shit done, don’t I?”

      “Your most redeeming quality.”

      “You’re welcome. Now where are the kids?”

      I know I called them ‘kids’, but in reality, they were my senior by a few thousand years. And who knew how many lives Sunny had lived? She’d been the first of her kind, born in the heart of a star waaay back before Ancient Rome was ancient. With demons, it’s not like you counted their scales to see how old they were. And since most of them were liars, you couldn’t believe what they said anyway.

      “The phoenix was in training when you arrived – my training area is toast, by the way – and that bat-cat hellspawn’s with her,” Landon answered. “And what took you so long? You had one objective—”

      “Woah, woah, woah,” I said, waving my hands. “Slow your roll, TDH. You weren’t there. We had to go to Clyde’s storage unit for a map, a facility humans aren’t allowed into, so in exchange for me not having to walk the plank—”

      “Walk the plank? What? You run into Other pirates?” Landon snorted.

      I nodded. “Some of them straight off Blackbeard’s ship.”

      “Seriously?”

      “But that’s not even the worst part. Bellamy found us, no surprise there.”

      “Bellamy?”

      “The drow tracker,” Clyde supplied. “And you should really learn people’s names, pinhead. It’s a far more efficient way of communicating.”

      “That’s rich, coming from you,” Landon scoffed.

      “Bellamy had the ears of the agents you sent to tail Rabia in Chicago,” I told him, crossing my arms over my chest.

      Clyde did the same, and we both glared at the World Army agent judgmentally.

      Landon paled. Beefcake and Chin glanced at each other, swallowing thickly.

      “I believe this is where the human phrase ‘I told you so’ comes into play,” Clyde drawled.

      “I don’t know where their other body parts are, in case you’re going to ask,” I continued, “but after we got away from him, it’s not like we could just walk in and take the scepter. A pair of xolos were guarding it. After we kicked some canine butt—”

      “But not permanently. Gilbert and Valeska are allies,” Clyde interjected.

      “I made the one and only detour to Cornish Roost,” I finished. “So excuse me if we didn’t adhere to your timetable that doesn’t allow for any wiggle room whatsoever. I doubt you could’ve been faster.”

      “Sure I could’ve. I wouldn’t have stopped at Cornish Roost.”

      “You weren’t getting anywhere with the skinwalker.”

      “And you think you can?” Landon lifted a doubtful eyebrow. “Don’t you remember what happened last time?”

      I clenched my hands against the memory of the sting. “I don’t need your permission, Landon. I have more of a claim to him than you, and if he’s not talking to you, maybe you need a feminine touch.” I gave my curls a little shake.

      “Or maybe he needs to prey on your sentiments again and break free. You can’t trust him.”

      “Well I need you to trust me. Or do I need Clyde to clear a path for me again?”

      The battler flared his quills and talons right on cue.

      Landon gulped but stood his ground, even though his good hand had flown to his katana hilt. The last time Clyde had cleared the way for me, Landon had been thrown over the balcony and shot with his own taser gun.

      “Fine,” he said. “Scepter first.”

      “Of course.” I gestured down the hallway. “Lead the way, TDH.”

      “And you two,” Clyde said, pointing to Beefcake and Chin with his six-inch talons, “can bring all this to our quarters. As recompense for that tracking bracelet and tactical duffle bag deception earlier.”

      He flared his quills, yellow flames leaping from his eye sockets. The agents had no way of knowing that the yellow flames were just manifestations of his excitement, not anger. His excitement in threatening them. “Yes?”

      “Sure thing!” Beefcake said quickly.

      “Just don’t eat me,” Chin whimpered.

      Cackling with laughter – which was as booming and resonant as cannon fire – Clyde lumbered down the hall, tactical duffle slung over his shoulder and scepter clutched in his fist.

      Landon’s hand slowly moved from his katana hilt as he fell into step beside me.

      “Is that the Tall, Dark, and Handsome reference, or the other one?” he asked quietly.

      I gave him a sadistic smile. “You’ll never know.”
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      The phoenix practically threw herself at me when I entered the training area.

      She was only ten pounds, but so were cannonballs during the American Revolutionary War and look how that turned out. I coughed as she knocked the wind out of me, her feathers enveloping me in a screen of pink as she warbled musically. The sound of her voice was more beautiful than any music I’d ever heard. I held her as tightly as I dared – she was a bird, after all – and marveled as the scent of cinnamon and cardamom perfumed the air between us.

      I suddenly felt whole again.

      She nuzzled her head against my cheek, her feathers tickling my nose.

      “I missed you, too,” I murmured into her colorful crest.

      She fluffed her feathers, and more of that warm, spicy scent filled the air.

      Guess all that masala chai she was guzzling was leaking out of her pores.

      Still warbling, Brittany pushed away from me and faced a training dummy. A jettison of flame later, and the dummy was a pile of ash. She looked back at me expectantly, her crest feathers raised excitedly.

      I nodded appreciatively. “GoneGodDamn girl! You’re getting really good! Ichabod been helping you with that?”

      The infernal rooster was hunched over by a bench and surrounded by ten agents with heavy-looking carbines that could be used as clubs if they ever ran out of bullets. But he seemed to be ignoring them. His full attention was on the black-and-white Plymouth Rock hen perched on the bench, snuggling into his leg. His ugly, horn-colored beak preened the chicken’s throat. If they’d been people, he would’ve been giving her a hickey.

      Angry red flames sprouted from Clyde’s eyes. “I do not approve.”

      Titivillus slashed his dip pen out to the side like it was a spear, barring the larger demon’s path. “She’s the only one keeping him in line. He behaves, he gets five minutes of snog time.”

      “They’re snogging?” Clyde thundered.

      “Cuddle!” Titivillus quickly corrected himself. “Cuddle time! That’s the deal.”

      The angry red flames downgraded into the orange ones of annoyance. “I still don’t approve.”

      Brittany chirped loudly with an exasperated flap of her wings that could only be interpreted as ‘back to me, now!’

      “Sorry,” I told her with a grin. “Go ahead.”

      With a firm nod, the phoenix attacked again.

      A thunderclap blew another dummy into the far wall, and an electric bolt split a third in half. These were all great precision strikes, but they were still weak. Rabia would be able to dodge any one of those, and even the smallest asteroid would just keep on coming.

      But I let none of that show on my face.

      It was a mask of proud optimism, which wasn’t too difficult to maintain because one, I was proud of her progress, and two, I was optimistic because we had the scepter now.

      We were in the home stretch.

      I felt something tug on my jeans.

      Looking down, I discovered Titivillus by my boot, his taped dip pen in hand.

      “Did you bring us jerseys?” he demanded.

      I shook my head. “That was pretty low on the priority list. Sorry, Titivillus. But we did come up with a team – I mean, clutch – name.”

      “And?”

      “Clutch Firestrike,” I said.

      Brittany whistled, and she shot a few jets of flame into the air. They rolled out into fiery Os, which she then flew through in a very acrobatic display. With the wind of her passage, the fire snuffed out, leaving smoke that smelled faintly of spice trailing after her.

      “That means she hates it,” Titivillus said. “Sunshine and rainbows! I mean, loves it.”

      “I still think we should put it up to a vote,” Clyde sniffed. “I’d like you all to consider Clutch Fiery Arsenal of Righteous Thunderbolts.”

      Brittany shook her head vehemently, crest feathers swishing.

      Titivillus whacked Clyde in his meaty calf muscle with his dip pen. It promptly broke at the taped seam, so the little cat-sized demon broke it apart and used both halves to smack at the larger demon’s toes.

      “Ow!” Clyde howled. “Desist at once, you pathetic excuse of a pestilence!”

      “You want to name us Clutch FART, you overgrown iguana?” the little demon hollered. “We’ll be the laughing stock of all demonkind!”

      “Maybe they won’t notice?” Clyde asked weakly.

      “As if. I mean, for sure. GoneGodBless it, of course they will. Gah! DD, when are you gonna fix my pen?”

      “Later,” I answered crisply. “Sunny comes first. Everybody pack up. Landon wants us in the artifact room ASAP.”

      “Then shouldn’t you have led with that?” Titivillus asked.

      “Yeah, but it’s Landon. Since when do I do whatever he wants?”
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      “No. No. No. No,” Laura said, barring the way into the artifact room with one of her wiry arms.

      I merely ducked under her arm, Brittany and Titivillus following in my wake.

      Clyde remained in the hallway with the scepter, looking the artifact curator up and down expectantly. After a moment he asked, “Are you going to move, or should I just shove you aside?”

      She thrust a finger at the scepter. “What is that?”

      The demon quickly hid it behind his back. “Nothing.”

      “Don’t lie to me!”

      Clyde snorted. “I’m a demon. You might as well tell me to stop breathing.”

      “Landon,” Laura shrilled. “What is that undocumented, unresearched artifact doing here? You have no idea what it’s capable of!”

      “Would you like a demonstration?” Clyde asked darkly, quills bristling.

      I made a cutting motion with my hand in front of my throat in the universal sign to quit it. Sulking, the demon’s quills lowered, but his barbed tail continued to flick against the floor irritably.

      “We’re just here for Hecate’s Torch,” Landon told his cousin, scooping up the colorless prism from its satin pillow. Placing it carefully into a foam-lined case, he latched it shut with his good hand and gave it to Zielinski. “We’ll be using it in a contained environment. So calm down.”

      “I am calm!” Laura shrilled. “But you’re talking about artifact manipulation. Even in the best circumstances, it’s unpredictable.”

      “Then you can come with us. Use that degree of yours.”

      “And be blown apart for my trouble?”

      “You can stay behind the blast shield with me,” Zielinski offered.

      “Don’t worry,” I said sweetly. “I’ll throw you out of the room if you’re in danger again.”

      Laura just glared at me. Then she turned her anger on Landon. “I must formally insist that you—”

      “Noted,” Landon growled. “And I’m using my authority as the director of this base to overrule you. Now you can observe with Zielinski, or you can stay here. But either way, you’re going to shut your mouth. This is happening.”

      Fuming, Laura crossed her wiry arms over her chest. “Granny’s gonna hear about this.”

      “Then I’ll wear a helmet to the next family dinner.” With a jerk of his chin, he motioned us to leave the room.

      “I’m not going to wish you luck,” she called after us. “Especially with her around. You know she’ll just blow something up!”

      “Even if you were to wish us luck, that would be a rather futile effort considering these artifacts are in no way related to the goddess Fortuna or any other fortune-altering deity,” Clyde sniffed. “You’d have a higher probability of influencing the outcome of our endeavors by using one of those cookies you find at American Chinese restaurants. Hmph. You’d think an artifact curator would know better.”

      Completely flabbergasted, Laura opened and shut her mouth a few times in an effort to create a scathing retort, but no words came out.

      I gave my battler an affectionate pat as he lumbered down the hall. “You’ve always got my back, don’t you?”

      Clyde nodded gravely. “Clutch Fiery Arsenal of Righteous Thunderbolts for life.”

      “We are not calling ourselves that.”

      “Now that we have an official clutch name,” the demon continued, ignoring me, “perhaps we should acquire the rights to a musical accompaniment?”

      “You want a theme song now?”

      “All the losers have them,” Titivillus piped up. “I mean, greats. The greats have them. Plus, all the best TV shows have catchy intros.”

      “I vote for Ohio Player’s ‘Fire’,” Clyde said. “Especially with lyrics like

      
        
        Fire

        Fire

        Got you burnin’ burnin’ burnin’

        Ooh. Ooh, ooh, ooh.

      

      

      The lyricist even included the screams of the maimed already in the song. How thoughtful.”

      “It’s actually ‘got me burnin’’, and that song is about sex, Clyde,” I said dryly.

      “It is not!”

      “Yes, it is,” Landon said, wincing as if it pained him to interfere with our conversation.

      “What about ‘Scream’ by Usher?” Clyde pressed. “It has the word ‘scream’ right in the title.”

      “Also about sex,” Zielinski said.

      Clyde threw up his hands. “What is with you humans and songs about procreation?”

      “You mean fornication,” Titivillus corrected.

      “Semantics.”

      Landon snapped his fingers. “Heads in the game, people. We don’t have a lot of time left, and we especially don’t have time for you to figure out theme music.”

      “But an intimidating presence means everything,” Clyde protested. “Do your events of athletic prowess not play inspiring music before commencing the competitions? Is there not a fanfare to announce the presence of your country’s leader? What of the haka the Māori use for intimidation?”

      “I get the point,” Landon said flatly, shouldering open a door.

      As Landon held open the door, Zielinski slunk inside, and I herded Brittany and Titivillus in after him.

      Clyde remained planted in the hallway, the scepter in his hands and his tactical duffle slung over his shoulders like a backpack. He looked like a demon on his first day of kindergarten. “Maggot, as Clutch Captain, I must insist you intervene!”

      Clutch Captain, huh? That sounded pretty cool.

      But it made my heart ache. ‘El Capitan’ was what Crazy Carl had called me. He and his faithful redbone hound Penny still needed avenging after what that Rabia-possessed Cerean nymph had done to them.

      I snatched Landon’s tie and gave it a yank. “If my battler wants a theme song, he gets a theme song.” Then I jumped up and grabbed Clyde by the horn. “And you, Clyde, get your butt inside. We’ve got a phoenix to help. And then we can decide on a theme song.”

      Lowering his head, the demon lumbered inside. “Yes, maggot.”
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      Hecate’s Torch, aka the Colorless Obelisk-Shaped Dust-Collector, scattered rainbows across the ground.

      We were in one of those spare rooms with dim lighting, the kind where the floor was just bedrock that always seemed damp this deep into the earth. The meager lights barely cut through the gloom.

      The six of us crowded around a small table, staring down at the unassuming crystal said to have once been owned by one of the most ancient of goddesses.

      “Most, if not all, magical artifacts are common items imbued with power,” Zielinski said. He spoke quietly as if the prism were a sleeping baby he was afraid of waking up. “Hecate’s Torch is, at its core, just quartz. But quartz is a fascinating mineral. It is piezoelectric, which means it can develop an electrical response when mechanically stressed. That resulting frequency can be honed, focused, which in turn gives Hecate’s Torch its various abilities.”

      “So … Clyde needs to press the scepter down really hard on the Torch to charge it?” I asked.

      The muscly tech held up a finger, and then he walked briskly behind a reinforced metal shield with its own plexiglass viewing port. His hand shot up above the shield, giving us a thumb’s up. “Anytime now,” he called, voice muffled. “You all should be fine. I think. Go ahead!”

      “Sissy,” Landon muttered.

      “Sissy, but not stupid,” the tech said.

      Landon shook his head. “Zielinski’s right. We should all be back there, besides the demon and the phoenix. Just in case.”

      “Clutch Firestrike stays together,” Titivillus said, ramming the butt of his dip pen against the bedrock floor.

      “You ready?” I asked the phoenix.

      Brittany settled her wings, gave her tail feathers a swish, and nodded sharply.

      “Then let’s fire up this Torch.” I gave Clyde a light smack on the arm with the back of my hand. “Clyde, Most Nefarious of Demons Forged of Fire and Smoke, I summon thee to charge this here dormant prism with thy yellow jeweled specter thou holdest in your mighty hand!”

      “Ooo!” the battler said gleefully. “I love it when you give me commands properly.”

      He raised the scepter above his head like a club, the yellow jewel glittering like a star.

      Just as he swung his arm, Landon threw out his hand. “WAIT!”

      “By the fiery underlord’s pitchfork,” the battler cried. “What is it, pinhead?”

      “Boss?” Zielinski asked from behind the shield. “Should I keep recording?”

      Landon swiped the dormant Torch from the pedestal and slipped it into his breast pocket. “I’m thinking we better practice first.”

      “What do you mean?” I demanded.

      “That scepter is of unknown origin,” he said. “I’d feel more comfortable if we tested it out on something.”

      “I’m gonna stop recording,” Zielinski called, voice muffled.

      “Maybe another piece of quartz to see how they each react?” Landon said, ignoring the tech.

      I made a show of looking around the dimly lit room. “You see something like that lying around?”

      “Maggot! I’ve got it!” my battler cried.

      He carefully placed the scepter on the table, keeping the jewel pointed away from us, and rooted around in his tactical duffle. With a triumphant “Ah-ha!”, he extracted a cloudy sphere.

      “Your paperweight?” I asked doubtfully.

      Clyde’s talons wrapped around it defensively. “It’s not just a paperweight, maggot. It was one of the items I was urged to acquire under the direction of my Capriformer astrologer.”

      “Your horoscope told you to get a lump of glass?” Zielinski asked, still behind his armored screen. It was like he was a turtle talking out of his shell.

      “It’s milky quartz,” Clyde shot back. “And not exactly. Miss Chumki had expressed I acquire the first item I was attracted to. It had to be instinctual.”

      “And you picked a lump of quartz,” Landon said. “What are you? A crystal lizard?”

      “Back. Off,” I said, poking Landon in the chest. I didn’t believe in astrology, but I wasn’t about to let Landon belittle my demon for his beliefs. “And you should be thanking Clyde for generously volunteering his prized possession for this trial run.”

      My battler nudged me with a talon. “See? Yet again Miss Chumki is proven correct. It turns out I did need this! Just like you needed the dog biscuits!”

      He placed the sphere on the table and paused. This lump of quartz didn’t send out rainbows across the ground, rather, it muddied the light. Its cloudy-white color came from all the micro-fissures within the crystalline structure from gas being trapped inside during its formation.

      What? My mom was one of those alternative healing devotees, remember? I learned far more about crystals growing up than I’d ever wanted to. I just wanted to climb rocks, not learn about how they were made or that you use amethyst for stress relief and black obsidian for protection.

      “Well, what are you waiting for?” Landon demanded.

      “Should I start recording?” Zielinski wanted to know.

      I waved to the muscly tech to get on with it.

      Landon sighed impatiently. “What’s the hold-up, demon?”

      “Clyde?” I said gently. “You’re not having second thoughts, are you?”

      Maybe in addition to being a Capriformer, my battler was a crystologist.

      “No, no, maggot. I … I just wanted to remember it as it was, in case, you know, something happens to it.”

      “GoneGodBless it,” Titivillus cried. “It’s just a rock!”

      “And it’s my rock!” Clyde shouted back. “It spoke to me out of the dozens in that shop! It is special! It has meaning. It—”

      Son-of-a-biscuit. We were going to be here all night at this rate. Clyde was far too attached to this lump of silicon dioxide, so much so I was doubtful he was going to go through with it.

      And as much as I wanted to support my battler, I had a certain someone depending on me for my actual help, not just my support. Oh yeah, and the lives of everyone on Earth. That had to take precedence.

      Huffing a sigh, I body-checked Clyde out of the way, snatched up the scepter, and clubbed the glowing yellow jewel as hard as I could against the paperweight.

      The quartz sphere leapt into the air like a bottle rocket, showering us with white sparks. It shook like the trapped gas inside was desperately trying to break free, and the white sparks only increased.

      We all scurried back a few feet, out of the path of the sparks, hands shaded over our eyes as we watched the sphere throw a fit.

      “Is it supposed to do that?” Zielinski asked timidly behind his shield.

      “I’ve never seen quartz do that,” Titivillus cried.

      The light fizzling from the sphere grew more blinding by the second.

      “That’s because it’s not quartz.” Landon thrust a finger into the air, pointing. “Look!”

      Within the frothing white crystal, whose insides had seemed to have liquified somehow, a jagged shape glowed orange.

      “Hey!” Titivillus exclaimed. “Isn’t that a demonic rune? Or is it two? The runes for ‘six’ and ‘split’, I think?”

      “Demonic runes? No wonder you were attracted to it,” Landon shouted at Clyde.

      “Clearly I was unaware of that at the time, now wasn’t I?” my battler shot back. “Do you honestly think I would’ve endangered the maggot by bringing an object with sealed runes into her hovel? They’re too dangerous. That’s why they’re sealed!”

      “And you’ve just unsealed them,” Landon shouted at me.

      I was already backing away from the writhing quartz, which had turned completely orange now. “I’ll apologize later. And shouldn’t we be running away or something?”

      “Most definitely,” Clyde cried. “Run like the wind!”

      As if sensing our impending retreat, orange tendrils erupted from the floating sphere. They lashed out like electric eels, sinuous and sparking, zapping Landon in the chest, Clyde in the head, clipping Titivillus in the wing as he tried to flap away, and Brittany square on her feathery ass.

      There was no orange eel for me, and I could only assume it was because I’d been the one who’d activated this demonic paperweight. There was no eel for Zielinksi either, so I guess the runes’ effects were affected by line-of-sight, too.

      Demonic runes, am I right? Fiddly little bastards.

      Its power spent, the runes flickered out, and the milky quartz dropped back onto the table, steam wafting from its polished surface.

      I hissed as the scepter turned icy in my grip, the metal suddenly covered in frost. I’d heard of Hell freezing over, but never its artifacts. The scepter clattered onto the table as I cradled my freezing hand against my heart. Where was that phoenix fire when I needed it?

      Blinking rapidly, I waited for my eyes to adjust to the once-again low lighting. “G-guys? You okay?”

      “Never better,” a gravelly voice answered me.

      A hulking figure rose from the dark smoke on my right where my battler had been. Had he grown? And sprouted a new set of horns?

      The flashback of the time when he’d expanded in size to take on Hayate and Kita and their street gang of cynocephali and goblins came to mind. There’d been a whole lot of black smoke and red cinders. I hadn’t been afraid then, but this was now.

      “Clyde? Is that you?” A tremor had slipped into my voice.

      Red flames sprouted from his eye sockets – all four of them – and illuminated a face that was both familiar and foreign to me. It still had that lizard-like quality, but instead of sleek and fine-scaled like a velociraptor’s, it was broad and plated like a dragon’s. His teeth had widened from needles to spades, each one serrated for tearing through flesh. Two new horns erupted from his skull and a smaller third one from his chin like an inverted rhinoceros horn.

      If the old Clyde had resembled a goofy-looking ball python, then this new version was a horned desert viper.

      Sinister.

      And if I’d thought he’d been thick with muscle before, he’d packed on another solid three hundred pounds to go with the extra six feet he’d grown. His lashing barbed tail, which would’ve made a stegosaurus green with envy, gouged through the bedrock as easily as if it were modeling clay.

      “C-Clyde?”

      “Who is this Clyde of which you speak, human?” the demon boomed. “I am Malfius the Inferno. Where I walk, conflagrations follow. I shall cover this earth in ash, and even the skies will turn black with mourning!”

      This time, I think I actually believed him.

      Trembling, I forced myself to use my firm voice, the one I used on misbehaving Rottweilers and Leonbergers. You know, the big ones that if they bit could take your arm off if they wanted to. “Well, we’re certainly not going to have any of that. As your master, I forbid—”

      The demon tightened a hand into a fist the size of a champion-strain watermelon. “Master? I am a Destroyer forged from battle upon the Black Plains. I have no master, not even the fiery underlord himself! I will begin my reign of fire on this Earth starting with you. Master.”

      Yep. Definitely believed him. “Shit.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 193

          

        

      

    

    
      Something tackled me out of the way as the demon swiped with his twelve-inch talons.

      We shored up against the metal shield, making Zielinski yelp.

      The scent of cologne – maybe AXE body spray? – filled my nostrils as tactical silk pressed against my face.

      “Ugh, my head,” I groaned.

      “That is the least of your problems, Dr. Church,” a familiar voice said, pushing off of me. “If you don’t keep your head on a swivel, you’ll never see the next blow coming. Demons are crafty.”

      A hand the color of dark chocolate extended toward me.

      I let Landon hoist me to my feet. “Since when do you call me Dr. Church?”

      “You can’t expect me to call you Frances. That’d be unprofessional,” he replied, but he wasn’t looking at me. He was looking back the way we had come. “It’d be best if you draw any weapon you have access to. Incoming!”

      We dodged to either side as the demon Malfius charged, crashing into the metal shield. It was no more than a concave piece of metal with a plexiglass window, but it was thick and heavy and riveted to the ground. Malfius rammed into it as if it was nothing more than a sheet of aluminum foil.

      Zielinski screamed this time, the metal closing in around him like a clamshell.

      “Here!” Landon shouted, leaping into the air and slicing with his katana.

      It was then that I realized he’d regained full function of his other arm. His collarbone was no longer broken, and he gripped his sword with both hands, muscles straining against his tactical suit as he cut down like he was felling a tree.

      Malfius whirled, dodging the attack, and I jumped and rolled to evade the swish of his barbed tail.

      Clyde had talked at length about ExP – experience points – BAMF ratings, and leveling up, but now I had a new appreciation for all that battler jargon. This ‘leveled-up’ demon was worse than any of the Others I’d faced yet, even the gashadokuro – that Japanese bone monster who’d attacked us in Portland – which had ranked in at BAMF-95.

      “I’ll send you back to Hell where you belong,” Landon shouted again.

      Apparently the demonic rune had not only healed his body but had given him a bravery – or stupidity, the line was so fine between those sometimes – boost. Landon had always been nervous around Clyde, sweaty, fidgety, quick to draw a weapon. He’d never wanted to get too close – physically or emotionally – so to see this Landon actively engaging this demon to keep me out of harm’s way was nothing short of astounding.

      “What are you waiting for?” another voice whispered. “Hide!”

      A small hand wrapped around two of my fingers and yanked.

      “Titivillus?” I whispered back as Landon and Malfius battled behind me. “Hide where?”

      “In the shadows of course, DD,” came the acidic reply.

      I was pulled out of the meager light and into a dark corner. Glass crunched underfoot. Someone had destroyed the light bulbs. Smart.

      “You do not take that tone with me, Titivillus.” I paused, frowning. “Why aren’t you, you know, talking funny?”

      “I might be the Master of Miscommunication,” he informed me, “but I myself do not succumb to it—”

      “Since when?”

      “—unlike that poor idiot.”

      I blinked in the low light at a second cat-sized demon facing the wall, drooling. It was the spitting image of Titivillus, only, you know, stupider.

      Staying close to the wall, I slunk forward to get a closer look. “That’s not possible—”

      “Ow! You’re stepping on me!”

      Startled, I felt around at the figure at my feet. Whoever it was had his legs drawn up to his chest and his arms wrapped around them, making himself into the tiniest ball a six-foot man could. There was an unmistakable scent that I knew too well, but I’d already smelled it. I felt around some more: close-cropped hair, goatee, square jaw.

      “Landon?” I cried.

      “Shh! Lower the decibel of your exclamation, master, lest we all be apprehended and maimed.”

      “Clyde?”

      Behind me, barely outlined in the dark corner, was my battler. He stood remarkably straight, talons clasped in front of him as if he was about to recite a poem.

      “What are you doing over here?” I whispered. “Shouldn’t you be out there battling or something?”

      “And risk this?” Clyde tapped his head. “Battles are fought by those who are incapable of thinking their way out of seemingly impossible situations. By concealing myself from view while those two dullards focus on wounding each other, I shall survive to see another sunrise. Thus, I may continue my duties as your assistant and familiar. Come, master, there is space beside me in the shadows for you here as well.”

      Two Clydes, two Titivilluses – Titivillusi? – two Landons. I shoved it all aside to digest later because there was someone I hadn’t seen yet in this chaos.

      The phoenix.

      “Brittany!” I called. “Sunny?”

      Smart-Ass Titivillus slapped me on the back of the head. “Just give our position away why don’t you?”

      “You do not strike the master,” Familiar Clyde reprimanded.

      “What are you gonna do about it?” Titivillus demanded, flying right into the demon’s face.

      “Reprimand you thoroughly with words as they are indeed mightier than the sw—”

      Titivillus slapped Clyde across the snout to silence him. “And the sword is what we’re gonna get if you don’t shut up!”

      I seized Titivillus by the tail and yanked him back. “Nobody hits anyone else, or as Clutch Captain, I will beat all of your asses. Starting with yours, Titivillus. I’ve always wanted a crocodile skin purse!”

      The little demon rubbed his cheek, glaring, but he didn’t retaliate.

      “Titivillus has broken my epidermis with his talons,” Familiar Clyde announced with the same vigor as a minimum-wage grocery cashier asking for a price check on unmarked produce. “He is by far the most unrefined clutch mate ever. If you had wounded me just two inches higher, you might have compromised the integrity of my right eye. Such an impairment surely would have affected my performance as a familiar. Shame on you!”

      I didn’t say it, but now I knew why the assassination of Julius Caesar had been a success. Familiar Clyde was far better suited for scholarly work than a protection detail.

      Nevertheless, I felt along the demon’s jaw and found three little sticky cuts. “They’re already healing, Clyde. Now has anyone seen the phoenix?”

      “Are you kidding? The minute Malfius showed up, I high-tailed it over here,” Smart-Ass Titivillus answered.

      Dopey Titivillus just stared at the wall, still drooling. His saliva – clearly caustic – was starting to burn a hole in the bedrock.

      “I don’t like demons,” Landon whispered. He hid his head in his arms. “They get inside you and torture you and make you burn. No, no, no, no.”

      He was so paralyzed by his fear of demons that he couldn’t even move away from these three, which were probably the most harmless demons he would ever meet.

      Familiar Clyde pointed with a talon. “Master, I believe what you seek can be found over yonder.”

      I peered in the direction he pointed, catching sight of something reddish in the gloom on the opposite side of the room.

      That was a long way away.

      Swallowing nervously, I glanced to the left where Brave Landon battled Malfius. The katana blade clanged off the demon’s scales, and the demon’s talons slashed through the tactical suit like it wasn’t Kevlar-reinforced silk. Despite Brave Landon’s seemingly unflappable energy and courageous heart, I knew he wasn’t going to be able to last much longer. Malfius was larger than Kita the spider-woman had ever been and far more vicious than the oni Hayate had ever dreamed of being.

      I snapped my fingers at the others behind me. “I need you to cause a distraction.”

      “Are you out of your mind?” Smart-Ass Titivillus asked.

      “At least provide backup for Brave Landon,” I said. “I need to find Sunny, and if she’s split like you all are, I’ll need to figure out a way to deal with that. And I can’t if I’m worried about Malfius cutting my head off.”

      “He most definitely would attempt such a heinous act,” Familiar Clyde agreed. “It would be quite effortless on his part as you are a human and thus inherently weak. Like beheading a shrimp. Your head would pop right off.”

      Taking a deep breath so I wouldn’t throttle him, I continued, “As Clutch Captain, I am ordering you three to run interference. Do not kill him.”

      It was obvious that the demonic runes had activated a spell that had split each one it’d hit with those orange eels into his dominant personalities. And it wasn’t as simple as halving them into Good or Evil. From the personalities in front of me, Landon had been divided into Demon-Slayer and He-Who-Runs-From-Demons, Clyde into BAMF Elite (aka Malfius) and Orator Extraordinaire (aka Familiar Clyde), and Titivillus into Sassy-Smart-Ass and Dumber-Than-A-Bunch-Of-Rocks.

      Yet each piece tempered the whole, and if Smart-Ass Titivillus scratching Familiar Clyde had proven anything, it was that these pieces could be hurt. Maybe even killed. And that portion of you – whatever made you brave or smart or compassionate – would never come back. That’s why I needed all of them to contain Malfius. It reduced the chances of any one personality getting dead, and it kept the biggest, baddest Other we’d ever seen from getting loose and killing everyone in the Sublevel.

      “Okay, everybody,” I said. “As a team. Even you, uh, Handicapable Titivillus.”

      Dopey Titivillus just stared at the wall, eyes glazed over and drooling.

      “Fat lot of good he can do,” Smart-Ass Titivillus grumbled.

      “I’m not coming,” Wimpy Landon muttered into his knees.

      “These hands are for scholarly work! Scientific discoveries! Not weapons of thoughtless destruction,” Familiar Clyde lamented.

      “Are you kidding me? You’ve got six-inch talons,” Titivillus snorted. “What kind of dexterity can you even manage with those babies? You’d probably rip right through the pages of your precious books and stab right through your flasks!”

      “Have you never seen the artful grace and maneuverability of chopsticks? My talons are exactly the same.”

      Blocking out their bickering, I crouched in front of Landon. He was absolutely paralyzed with fear. Whatever had happened to him as a child must’ve been beyond traumatizing for him to be frozen like this. I took his face in my hands, my blue eyes boring into his brown ones.

      “You are not that boy,” I said forcefully. “Look.”

      Wimpy Landon flicked his gaze over my shoulder at the demon the size of a Winnebago. His shoulders shook so badly they nearly rattled my teeth out of my head.

      “No, not at him,” I said. “At yourself. That is you fighting that demon. The one who trained for years with a blade so he would never feel helpless again. You’re already doing it, Landon.”

      The trembling lessened, but it didn’t go away. Unfolding himself, he stood shakily and loosened his tie. “I-I trained blindfolded so I wouldn’t … I wouldn’t see”—he paused to take a shuddering breath—“I-If I’m blindfolded, I might be able to forget it’s a demon.”

      Silk tie around his eyes, he unsheathed his katana with a faint shiiing. Apparently when the demonic rune had split him in half, it’d made duplicates of his personal possessions from his katana to his tactical suit. Thank the GoneGods for that.

      “Clyde,” I said next, “I need you to help, too.”

      “That is a Destroyer-level demon,” he informed me gravely. “BAMF-100. Completely unbeatable.”

      “I don’t need you to beat him. I just need you to keep him busy.”

      “Do I look properly equipped to engage in martial combat with a demon like that?”

      “You, Clyde, are very much a familiar right now,” I said, pinching the bridge of my nose. “Which means you can change into any animal that ever existed. Have you ever thought of a T-rex?”

      The demon’s ember-like eyes widened. “They had over sixty teeth.” Then he shook his head. “Its size proves problematic, however. Assuming the form of an adult Tyrannosaurus rex would burn considerably more time—”

      Before he could talk himself out of it, I asked, “What about a crocodile?”

      “An alligator has a better bite force due to the shape of its snout,” he countered. He tapped his chin with a talon, considering. “I only have to harry him?”

      “That’s it. Just keep him away from me and the phoenix.”

      “And should the situation sour, retreat is always an option.”

      I gave him an encouraging pat. “Let’s really try to make that a last resort, okay?”

      Familiar Clyde nodded, and a moment later, an alligator waddled out of the gloom.

      “Titivillus,” I began.

      “I know, I know,” the Smart-Ass version said. He flew by me, carrying the dopey version by his tail. “Maybe he’ll drool enough to make Malfius slip and fall on his ass.”

      “Good teamwork, Titivillus.”

      “I know I’m kind of amazing, but let’s not make a big deal about it, okay? Especially when I’m hauling this loser around.”

      The two Titivilluses flew off, leaving a trail of curses and drool in their wake.

      Without a second to lose, I slunk to the opposite side of the room. To my left, battle raged as Alligator Clyde snapped at Malfius’s heels and Dopey Titivillus blinded the Destroyer with caustic drool. The Landons fought like twins, one blindfolded and the other not, katanas glinting like moonlight as they flashed in identical attacks.

      I was so preoccupied watching the battle to make sure they didn’t catch sight of me that I never saw the figure looming in the shadows, waiting for me. We ricocheted away from each other, and I would’ve fallen if he hadn’t grabbed my hand to steady me.

      “If I knock you off your feet, I want it to be on purpose,” a deep voice said. “And preferably onto a bed.”

      “Landon?” I sputtered. “Son-of-a-biscuit, how many of you are there?”

      “I’m the only one you need,” he said, pulling me into the safety of the gloom.

      “I need to find the phoenix.” I gave my hand a tug. “Now let go.”

      “They’re right over there,” he said with a casual tilt of his chin. “I knew you’d be looking for them, so I didn’t go far.”

      Landon pulled me after him to a cluster of shapes under a flickering light. Three of them huddled around a fourth who lay on the ground, dejected.

      Allie.

      I paused a few feet away, hands flying to my mouth to stifle my cry. I’d thought she’d been dead for so long, but then I’d heard her voice, but seeing her now brought such a rush of relief that my heart beat erratically, not knowing whether to leap with joy or hammer with anger.

      Her decision – if it’d been hers at all – to remain incommunicado had put a lot of strain on us in the recent weeks.

      “It’s okay, Frances,” I muttered. “You got this. Stay cool as a cucumber. Cukey-calm. Just. Relax.”

      “I can help you with that, darlin’,” Landon offered, his voice a husky whisper.

      “Ugh! I do not have time for—” I whirled around and found Landon loosening his tie, his toffee-brown eyes boring into mine as he dragged his bottom lip through his teeth. He left the tie loose around his neck and started unbuttoning his shirt.

      “Landon,” I began warily. “What are you doing?”

      “Isn’t it obvious?”

      “It’s obvious you’re stripping. But why?”

      He shucked his shirt and snatched my hands, pressing them against his bare chest. His muscles bulged under my fingers as his arms snaked around my waist. “Because, Hot Lips, it’s time for some chocolate thunder.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 194

          

        

      

    

    
      “Oh my GoneGods. Get. Off!” I shoved Landon and his smothering smoochy-mouth away from me.

      Kissing Landon was gross. Not because his lips weren’t perfectly soft, his body perfectly molded against mine, the scent of his cologne perfectly stimulating, but because it was Landon. Mr. Temperamental Dick-Head.

      Years of hard training had turned him into a fine specimen of a man, but I don’t care how physically attractive you are. If you’re an asshole, you get no lovin’ from me.

      Lover Landon would not be deterred. “But, Puddin’, what about all the flirting? The

      way you toss your hair around me? When we scuffle—”

      I wiped my mouth with my wrist. “Those are actual fights, Landon. Not foreplay.”

      He waved my words aside. “Semantics.”

      “I’m not interested, Landon. And if you were in your right mind, you wouldn’t be either.”

      “Baby, I am in my right mind. I just had to get out of my own head to see it.”

      “One, that makes no sense. And two, I am not your baby!” I insisted, hands tightening into fists.

      “But I wore these especially for you.” Landon shucked his trousers, revealing a finely-toned ass covered in leopard print bikini-style underwear. He planted his hands on his hips and flexed. “You can’t resist me now.”

      I shielded my eyes. “Oh yes I can.”

      “But, Honeyboo—”

      I glared at him.

      He gulped and tried again. “Surely you must see how sincere I am.”

      It was hard to take him seriously with his trousers around his ankles, his satin leopard-print undies low and tight across his hips, his silk tie dangling from his neck.

      “I might have hidden it before,” he continued, “but don’t you know my heart burns for you? What can I do to prove it to you?”

      I snatched up his sheathed katana and tossed it to him. “You can take that sword and keep that destroyer away from me as I talk to the phoenix.”

      “And then we’ll get back to business?” He pronounced it like ‘biz-nass’, each syllable punctuated with a little hip thrust.

      I think I actually threw up a little bit in my mouth.

      He took his time as he looked me up and down, biting his lip as if he had to restrain his mouth from smothering me with kisses again. “I’d prefer someplace soft, but damn, Sugar, I want you so bad—”

      “Get out of here!” I gave him a shove.

      “Can I have a kiss for good luck?”

      “How about a boot up the ass?”

      He wagged his eyebrows. “Who’s the kinky one now?”

      With a flick of his ankles, he freed himself of his trousers, and, dressed in nothing but his socks, shoes, tie, and leopard-print underwear, Lover Landon unsheathed his katana and ran into the fray, shouting a war-cry.

      I rolled my eyes. “Go get ‘em, Tarzan.”
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      My boots scraped against the bedrock, each foot falling heavily as I carefully approached the phoenixes.

      They were as varied in their appearances as they were in their personalities.

      I recognized Brittany immediately – pink and flamboyant like a flamingo – and that had to be Allie in the middle of their group with her head tucked under her wing, but it took me a moment to figure out who was Charlotte and who was Valerie.

      They were all around the same height, but their colors varied dramatically. One was the color of burgundy, finer and richer than any wine, her feathers edged in flame-blue. Her eyes were the same color, as were her beak and legs. She held her head high like an aristocrat. That had to be Charlotte.

      The second phoenix was golden, her feathers layered over her body like armor, and her beak and legs with their wickedly sharp spurs were the color of blood. Her eyes blazed like rubies. Her chest was puffed out, her back straight, her gaze penetrating and ferocious. That was undoubtedly Valerie.

      And the one huddled within their circle was as red as flame. Crimsoned-feathered, she was the largest of the four phoenixes. She should’ve been standing on her feet, head held high, but instead she was in a ball on the floor, her face hidden.

      Allie.

      The phoenixes hadn’t noticed my approach, too occupied with the one on the floor. They were circled around her, peeping and warbling encouragingly, but Allie ignored them.

      Well, she wasn’t going to ignore me.

      It’d been her personality who’d called to me all those months ago when she’d been trapped in the urn. She’d been the one who’d hijacked my body and started a war with the Chicago mob, had enticed the world’s oldest skinwalker to hunt us down, and had made us a target to an ancient god of rage.

      She owed me.

      Big time.

      I stepped out of the shadows and into the low light. “Hello, ladies.”

      They didn’t say anything, but I heard their voices in my head as clearly as if they had.

      SISTER IN ARMS! Valerie boomed.

      Hey hey, girlfriend, Brittany said.

      It’s very nice to see you again, Frances dear, Charlotte greeted.

      They flocked around me, pushing their heads under my hands like over-eager hounds. As the eldest, Charlotte waited for the self-centered diva and the brawling Viking to receive my attention and calm down before she greeted me. I gave her chin a gentle ruffle like I would a senior cat.

      They parted, and I knelt within reach of the phoenix on the floor, but I didn’t touch her.

      “Hello, Allie,” I said softly.

      The crimson phoenix tucked her head further under her wing.

      I glanced at the other phoenixes. “Mind if we have a minute alone?”

      Valerie nodded, a sharp up-down of her beak. Her glittering ruby eyes turned toward Malfius and the host keeping him busy. TO BATTLE!

      “Don’t kill anyone, Valerie,” I said sternly.

      Skirmishes are for the young and reckless, Charlotte said. I will remain here as backup.

      Brittany gave her tail feathers a swish. Like, it’s time to unleash the badass boss.

      With a flap of their wings, the gold and pink phoenixes flapped into the air. Charlotte stalked after them with the slow, deliberate strides of a wading stork and stopped well out of range of the battle but out of earshot from us.

      I grew deaf to the sound of Lover Landon’s Tarzan-bellowing and Familiar Clyde’s snapping alligator teeth, Smart-Ass Titivillus’s insults and Valerie’s war-screams, and turned back to the phoenix in front of me.

      If I’d been hit by the demonic runes, I’m not sure what I would’ve split into or how many there would be of me. Probably one bent on survival, another determined to help with no regard to personal safety, but there would be at least one of me who wanted to scream at this phoenix in front of me.

      For hijacking me.

      For abandoning me.

      For forcing me to rein in three other personalities without her help.

      She’d been the bridge between them, the dominant personality I could always rely on until she broke her oath. She’d promised never to harm me, and when she’d thrown her fiery tantrum, it’d nearly given me a brain aneurysm. After that, she’d vanished from my consciousness.

      I thought she’d had died, but instead she’d put herself in exile from me and from herself. And that exile was preventing the phoenix – the one I’d nearly died to help give a brand-new body to – from maturing, advancing, however you wanted to put it. She’d remain fragmented, forever an adolescent, forever robbed of enjoying a full life.

      No matter how much I felt betrayed, no matter how much I hurt, she was hurting so much more to doom herself to such a half-life.

      I leaned forward and pulled Allie into my lap. Encircling her with my arms, I craned over until my lips were just above the wing under which she’d hidden her head.

      “I’ve missed you,” was all I said.
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      As the battle raged behind us, I patiently stroked Allie’s crimson feathers, tracing the curve of her neck all the way down her back. Each pass of my hand released a perfume of spiced air, like cinnamon and cardamom.

      In an ideal situation, I would’ve taken all the time in the world to let the phoenix come to me, but that was a Destroyer Class demon behind me wreaking havoc on everyone and everything behind me. So we needed to hurry this the EmptyHell up.

      “Thanks for looking out for me before,” I told her. “You know, when Landon cut my throat. Or tried to. He’s pretty pathetic with that katana, isn’t he? Thinks he’s a GoneGod’s gift to the samurai culture. As if.”

      Allie didn’t respond.

      “Oh, yeah, and for that other time, too,” I continued. “You know the one with the infernal rooster? He’s one ugly sonofabitch, isn’t he? I can’t believe Madame Cluck has fallen in love with him. But I guess you gotta find what comfort you can in this GoneGod world. You know? Speaking of … I kissed the sheriff you think is hot.”

      That actually got a response. It was just a ruffling of her feathers, but I’d chalk that up in the win column.

      “Yeah, a lot’s happened since you’ve been gone. I dunno how aware you are in your self-imposed time-out, but we’ve seen a lot of action. We’ve kicked the ass of a Cerean nymph and saved the town, but kinda broke the prison wards around Rabia’s cell in the process, then took out a whole bunch of nasty Rabia-possessed Others—”

      Then you don’t need me.

      I’d barely heard her in my mind.

      I gave her huddled form a little shake. “Excuse me? We don’t need you? Allie, I’ve needed you since the minute you left. You are part of this family – this clutch – whether you like it or not, and you will join us. We have forgiven you. Isn’t that enough?”

      It’s not. Not for an Other. I am fire, Frances. I was created to destroy! And I took an oath never to harm you, but how could I promise that when I’m inherently harmful? I was always doomed to fail.

      “Fire is heat and light and life, so much more than destruction. You made a mistake, that’s all.”

      One that nearly cost you your life.

      “I’m still here.”

      It’s not good enough. An Other who breaks her vow, if she is not killed outright, is the lowest of the low. When I hurt you – especially out of anger – I became of no more consequence than a mite on the back of a parasite.

      She hadn’t looked at me when she’d said it, her head still tucked firmly under her wing. I wasn’t about to yank her head free and risk strangling her, but GoneGodDamn if I didn’t want to. I put a leash on my anger.

      Barely.

      “Now is not the time to wax poetic,” I told her, my voice strained. “We need you, Allie. You’re the bridge. Without you, your – I don’t know, your sisters? – whatever, can’t unite. When you were gone, I had to wrangle them, and it was a GoneGodDamn nightmare. That is your job, and if you don’t do it, your sisters don’t stand a chance against Rabia. That’s what’s at stake here. Not just our lives, but yours. And I did not almost die pretty much birthing you so you could give up!”

      I’m an oath-breaker, don’t you see? I’m not worthy—

      “Get it through that feather-brained head of yours! I love you, GoneGodDamn it. And I need you!”

      You shouldn’t. I was the one who kidnapped you. Who stole your life. You’re just suffering from Stockholm Syndrome.

      “Since when do you have a psychology degree?”

      She finally lifted her head. Her sapphire eyes, so much brighter and deeper than my own, bored into mine. This whole mess is my fault. Not only have I failed you, I’ve failed my purpose. It’s my birthright to defeat Rabia, and I can’t even do that right.

      “Not with that attitude you can’t. Now either get your head on straight or condemn us all to death.”

      Allie shook her head, her crimson feathers fluttering. It’s not that simple.

      “Like EmptyHell it’s not.” I was seething now, big fat angry tears rolling down my cheeks.

      You don’t understand. My penitence must be as grave as my act. This isn’t something you can force—

      “As a matter of fact, I can,” I barked, standing and dumping her off my lap. “It’s called Hecate’s Torch. While Brittany, Charlotte, and Valerie can’t physically make you join them now, you won’t be able to resist a psychological assault from all three of them.”

      She dusted herself off, smoothing her feathers. Her eyes glittered like chips of sapphires. Wanna bet?

      With a flash of crimson feathers, Allie launched into the air and soared like a fighting kite toward the battle.

      Frowning, I chased after her a few steps, jogging to a halt beside Charlotte. This particular phoenix, who was usually unflappable, peeped nervously and leaned against my leg.

      “What is she doing?” I muttered.

      Allie circled around Malfius’s head, but she didn’t attack. Instead she hovered out of range, watching like a falcon hunting a flock of pigeons and waiting for one to make a mistake.

      But it wasn’t Malfius who made the mistake. Flattening her wings against her body, Allie torpedoed straight into Brave Landon’s chest.

      She knocked him flat onto his back with such force the katana skittered out of his hand. Breathless, he was so dazed he could only lay there against the bedrock like a stunned fish as her spurs slashed through his tactical suit. With her curved beak, Allie tore the clear prism from his breast pocket.

      “No!” I shouted.

      Allie jumped away as Landon swiped after her, flying out of reach in two strokes of her crimson wings. High above the battle, Allie crushed Hecate’s Torch with her talons.

      Glittering motes of sparkling crystal rained down like fairy dust.

      I felt my anger explode. If I’d been bound to the phoenix, the entire room would’ve been roiling in golden flames so hot I doubt even Malfius could’ve survived.

      Running forward, I grabbed the only thing I could throw. Clyde’s paperweight. “You’re not a phoenix,” I screamed. “You’re a selfish bitch!”

      I threw the paperweight like I was hurling a brick through a window, but Allie merely swerved and caught it in her talons before it could strike her in the gut.

      The moment she touched it, orange light crackled out of the milky stone, zapping her in the chest and streaking out to every other phoenix. Four shrill cries pierced the air as orange electric eels encased the phoenixes in nets of crackling light. Those cries blended into one voice as the light flared blindingly, and Brittany fluttered to the ground, exhausted.

      Charlotte, Valerie, and Allie were gone.

      Scooping up the abandoned paperweight on my way, I ran over to Brittany and hoisted her into my arms and out of the fray. When the phoenixes had remerged, they’d condensed into the location of whoever was the most dominant personality, and right now, that was Brittany.

      Far away from the still battling Landons and demons, I set her on the ground and searched her face, forcing myself to remember she was not Allie. I could not blame this phoenix for the acts of the other.

      “How you doing? I panted.

      She warbled musically, touching her wing to her head as if to say she was all sorts of befuddled.

      GoneGodDamn it. That telepathic ability was gone, no thanks to Allie. She should’ve at least given us that!

      I gave Brittany a gentle pat. “I’m sure that’ll wear off soon. Just stay here, okay?”

      It was time to put everyone back together again. We couldn’t be fighting amongst ourselves. Since Plan A (hand over the phoenix to Rabia) was still off the table and Plan B (use Hecate’s Torch to heal the phoenix) was no longer an option, we were in desperate need of a Plan C.

      Looked like I needed to amend Rule Five: always have a Plan B to ‘always have multiple contingency plans’.

      Live and learn. For a little while left at least.

      I needed the team back together in their right minds if we were gonna figure this out. And the first one to be put back together had to be Clyde. His Malfius alter-ego was far too dangerous, and it’d only been through the combined efforts of three katana-wielding Landons, two Titivilluses, two phoenixes, and a familiar demon in the form of an alligator that had kept him from breaking free of this out-of-the-way storage room and wreaking havoc through the entire Sublevel.

      He needed to go, and I needed an outlet for my rage.

      Paperweight clutched in my fist, I marched into the battle.
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      “Baby!” Lover Landon cried, “what are you doing?”

      “Master, it’s not safe,” the alligator rumbled.

      “Dr. Church, I really must insist you remove yourself from the fray if you cannot contribute in a physical way,” Brave Landon said between slashes of his katana.

      “You mean she’s here without a weapon?” Wimpy Landon exclaimed. He lifted his tie from his eyes to steal a peek, shuddered, and yanked the silk back into place.

      Ignoring them, I focused on the Other in front of me. The one with all the horns and teeth that could snap me in half as easily as if I was a toothpick. I yanked Bellamy’s moonstone-and-silver dagger out of my machete sheath and slashed across the demon’s ankles. “Hey, Malfius! Your master wants a word with you.”

      Malfius spun in my direction, his barbed tail slicing over my head. “I have no master,” he thundered.

      “By the fiery underlord’s pitchfork, do you wish for an untimely and extremely painful death?” Alligator Clyde whispered, waddling out of the way.

      “Be careful, shnookums! If you get killed now, we won’t ever have chocolate thunder time,” Lover Landon whined.

      Brave Landon slapped Lover Landon upside the head, then gestured to his leopard-print underwear and socks combo with his katana. “Who’d want chocolate thunder time with you? You look ridiculous.”

      Lover Landon crossed his arms over his chest. “Whatever bae likes, she gets.”

      I jabbed at the Destroyer’s tail as it sailed over my head again. “Hey, I’m talking to you, you overgrown lava slug!”

      “It’s no use, DD,” Smart-Ass Titivillus said, whizzing past like a helicopter and slinging Dopey Titivillus behind him by the tail. “I’ve been insulting him the whole time. And if I can’t infuriate him, how can you?”

      “Because you’re not speaking his language.” I stabbed Malfius in the shin. The heavy plate-like scales turned the blade away, but I wasn’t looking to actually cut him. I just wanted his attention. “For a Destroyer, you’re pretty pathetic, aren’t you?”

      The red flames in his four eye sockets flared with renewed anger. “I’m going to enjoy eating you first.”

      “Some Destroyer you are. Big fella like you can’t even break out of a human-made base? How’re you gonna destroy the world? Bet you’ll be the laughing stock of the entire Black Plains when they find out all it took was three guys with dinky little swords, one of them blindfolded, by the way—”

      Wimpy Landon raised his fist into the air. “Represent.”

      “—an alligator, and two demons the size of fat housecats to keep your ‘reign of fire’ in check. Are all Destroyers like you, or are you just the ‘special’ one?”

      “You are bold for a human. I can see why you might’ve made a good master.” Black clouds roiled from Malfius’s nostrils as he lowered his head. His lips peeled back into a grotesque smile. “But now we’ll never know, will we?”

      “I already know!” the alligator roared, chomping down on one of Malfius’s toes.

      The Destroyer roared in pain, blasting me with breath more hot and humid than the whole of Florida in the height of summer. Times a billion.

      Squinting against the forge-like brightness of his esophagus, I tossed the paperweight into the Destroyer’s bellowing mouth as casually as if I was tossing breadcrumbs to a bunch of pigeons.

      The roar was cut off as an orange eel slithered out of the paperweight and flashed down Malfius’s throat. A twin eel zapped the alligator, covering him in a sparking net of orange electricity.

      There was a faint foom, two puffs of dark smoke, and then my battler stood before me, spitting the paperweight into his paws.

      He lifted a pair of panicked ember-like eyes. “Maggot, you have my deepest apologies for what I said when I was a murderous psychopath.”

      I flung my arms around Clyde’s long neck. “That’s my battler.”

      Instead of standing rigid like he normally would, the demon bent and pressed his paws against my back, careful not to puncture me with his six-inch talons. “And I never would have eaten you, Destroyer or not. Humans are so full of trans fats and GMOs nowadays you’ve lost your appeal. And I know what your triglyceride levels are like.”

      “Yep. You’re definitely my battler.” I released him and smoothed my curls away from my face. “So your real name’s Malfius, huh? That’s pretty co—”

      A gecko-like hand smooshed against my mouth. “Shh! Not so loudly, maggot!”

      “I was whispering,” I mumbled against his palm.

      “It is a name I’ve entrusted to only a select few,” he said, removing his hand. “I … I would have told you eventually, you know. We are clutch mates, after all.”

      “I know.” I took the paperweight from him and held it out to the others. “Who’s next?”

      Smart-Ass Titivillus promptly dropped Dopey Titivillus into the pool of saliva he’d been dripping onto the ground and made a beeline for the door. “You can’t make meeeeee—”

      I gently placed the paperweight into Dopey Titivillus’s lap, careful not to touch the caustic drool.

      Like before, twin orange electric eels sprang free, smothered the two halves of the little demon’s personality in webs of orange light, and the Master of Miscommunication splattered against the door with a faint, “Pooooo …”

      I plucked the paperweight from the drool with just my fingertips and wiped it clean on Clyde’s scales. The heat of the fire in his belly scorched it all away.

      “Looks like you three are next,” I told the Landons.

      “Unlike that diminutive demon, I am not embarrassed by my various parts,” Brave Landon said, extending his hand for the paperweight.

      “Neither. Am. I,” Lover Landon added, each word accompanied by a hip thrust in my direction.

      “Well, perhaps one,” Brave Landon said darkly. “Please, hand me the artifact so I may cause myself no further shame.”

      “Yeah, I’m ready to go, too,” Wimpy Landon said. “Just knowing there are two more of you demons lingering around is giving me the creeps.”

      “ ‘You demons?’ ” Titivillus shouted from across the room. “What do you mean ‘you demons?’ ”

      Brave Landon rolled his eyes. “Put me out of my misery, Dr. Church.”

      “Wait!” Lover Landon cried.

      I pursed my lips into a firm line as this Landon encircled me with his arms. I didn’t shove him away like I normally would have because one, he smelled so damn fine, and two, he had valiantly aided his fellow selves in keeping Malfius away from me and the phoenix. That deserved some kind of reward. And if I had to endure a hug, it was worth it. I just wished he was wearing more clothes. This satin Tarzan get-up was getting increasingly distracting.

      And yeah, pun intended.

      Lover Landon chewed on his bottom lip, trying to find the right words.

      “My steaming hot plate of syrup-drenched waffles,” he began, “I wish we had more time—”

      “I don’t.” Especially since he was going to compare me to my favorite breakfast food. I’d never be able to think of it the same way again.

      “I don’t know if you’ll ever see me again – the real me – but I want you to know that every time I slide into this satiny soft leopard-print bikini, I’ll think of you.”

      I swallowed down a surge of bile. “I’d rather you didn’t.”

      Lover Landon took my free hand, and before I could stop him, he slapped my hand against his right ass cheek. He melded my fingers with his, giving his ass a squeeze. “Just know this could’ve been yours.”

      I wiggled my hand free and wiped it on my jeans. “I’ll try to contain my heartache.”

      “Maybe one last kiss before I go?” he asked hopefully.

      “Sure.”

      His toffee brown eyes widened in delight before he squeezed them shut and puckered up.

      I gently pressed the paperweight against his lips. “So long, bae.”

      When the orange light dimmed, Titivillus and Brittany flew over to join us, and fully-clothed-and-whole-again-with-his-arm-in-a-sling Landon wouldn’t meet my eyes. Instead, he busied himself with cleaning and sheathing his katana. Unlike when he’d been nearly naked, I couldn’t take my eyes off him.

      “What?” he asked defensively.

      “I’m just trying to see when you bend over if your underwear outline is really gonna be that bikini I saw you in or if it was all in my imagination,” I answered honestly.

      A darker flush crept up his already dark cheeks and he turned away, mumbling something.

      “I can safely say one good thing did come out of this little adventure,” Clyde said, breaking the awkward tension. “The scepter works at charging quartz-based magical artifacts!”

      Landon spun back around, his good hand slapping at his breast pocket. He’d remembered it the same time I had, and I half-hoped the runes had duplicated his magical possessions the same way it had his personal ones. But by the way he slapped at his breast pocket, I knew it hadn’t.

      Unable to help ourselves, we both glared at the phoenix. Since Brittany was just one of the personalities made manifest without access to the others, she just looked back at us blankly. She’d been up in the air with Valerie trying to keep Malfius distracted when Allie had torn Hecate’s Torch free from Landon’s suit.

      Brittany peeped nervously, violet eyes begging for some sort of explanation.

      “Allie destroyed Hecate’s Torch,” I said frankly. There was no easy way to say it, and even my best bedside manner voice wasn’t going to do any good.

      “Laura’s gonna be so pissed. And that demonic paperweight belongs under lock and key!” Landon declared.

      Clyde sealed it away in his pouch faster than you could blink. “It doesn’t belong to you, pinhead.”

      “But it still has two splices left. It’s dangerous!”

      “Then it’s best to not let a human near it,” the demon sniffed, crossing his arms over his chest.

      Landon glared at the demon, but Clyde just ignored him. Clearing his throat, he turned to me. “With Hecate’s Torch broken, it means we’re back to Plan A.”

      “No, it doesn’t,” I said quickly. “We still have the skinwalker. There’s still a piece of Rabia inside him. We could use the paperweight to divide them and figure out exactly what Rabia’s plans are. How he plans to use the phoenix, I mean.”

      Landon shook his head. “It’s too dangerous. Or did you conveniently forget what literally just happened?”

      “And did you conveniently forget there are asteroids hurling towards us? Now is the time to take risks, no matter how dangerous they are!”

      Clyde’s talons curled over my shoulder. “We have defeated Rabia’s Heralds and skinwalkers before, pinhead. This is not outside our repertoire.”

      “And you left massive damage in your wake.” Sighing, Landon looked down at his watch. “You have three hours, Frances. Three hours to get your boyfriend to talk. After that, I’m going to make a decision.”

      I nodded. “Then let’s not waste any time. Clyde, you’re with me.”

      “I’ll handle everything else,” Landon said.

      My skin crawled. I didn’t like the way he’d said it. There was so much packed into that one statement. It could’ve meant he’d have Kevin kill the skinwalker with an overdose of one of his sleeping darts before I could extract Johnny. It could’ve meant he was preparing for the worst, for the not-an-option option of handing the phoenix over to Rabia.

      I didn’t ask for clarification. Instead, I snapped my fingers at my clutch, and we headed for the door.

      “What about me?” Zielinski suddenly shouted from his clamshell enclosure. “You all forgot about me, didn’t you? Nobody ever pays the techs any attention, do they? We’re the backbone of all these governmental agencies, but do we get any special notice? Noooo! Well I’ve had enough! Somebody get me the hell out of here!”
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      Kevin held up a finger in the universal sign for ‘wait’ as he guzzled the bottle of Korbel Sweet Rosé Champagne down to the last pink fizzy drop. “Ooo-hoo-hoo-hoo! It’s so tingly!”

      He pronounced it ‘ting-glay’, and even now I still hadn’t wrapped my mind around a ginormous Greek caterpillar having a Southern accent. The image of him as a wee thing sunning himself inside a magnolia flower or creeping over Spanish moss to nibble on oak leaves in Forsyth Park in downtown Savannah before growing to the size of a dog and scaring the shit out of tourists and townsfolk alike flittered across my mind’s eye.

      “I’m glad you enjoyed it,” I said, trying not to fidget. I really wanted to just get on with it already, but like they say, you get more flies with honey than vinegar. “So, um, thanks for the … mucous.”

      “You are so welcome!” the Polyphemus caterpillar said cheerfully. “You had quite the episode the last time you were here. I didn’t expect to see you again so soon.”

      I rubbed my palms on my thighs from the phantom sting. “I don’t plan on any repeat performances. So … how’ve you been?”

      The giant caterpillar wagged the index finger of each of his right hands at me. “You are very kind, Miss Frances, making the small talk with me, but I can tell you’re in a hurry. What can I do for you? And what is with all the, um, stuff?”

      Clyde stood behind me, his arms laden with all the supplies we’d gathered in Cornish Roost.

      I swallowed past a hard lump in my throat. “I need to see prisoner 106.”

      From the far side of the prison, a shadow unfolded himself from where he sat at the back of his cell.

      “Mmm,” a silky baritone voice hummed. “I knew you couldn’t stay away.”

      The Yule Cat yowled and scampered back to the rear of its cell. The spearfinger rumbled, ducking away and shielding her eyes with that long obsidian knife-finger of hers. Whining, the chupacabra slunk to its belly.

      “Y-you sure?” Kevin asked softly.

      I nodded firmly.

      “Alriiight,” the caterpillar said reluctantly. “Let me stick him and get him into Interrogation One.”

      “I don’t need any sleepy-time persuasion,” the skinwalker assured. “I’ve been waiting for you. Frances.”

      I approached his cell but stayed an arm’s length away from the vine-like bars.

      The skinwalker was worse than before, eyes dark yellow and bloodshot, his skin more red rash than skin, his clothes and hair stained dark with sweat. His autoimmune symptoms were getting terminal. The scent of rot, which had only been tolerantly unpleasant before, was now so potent it clung to him like a second skin.

      His silk clothes were a little worse for wear from his most recent interrogation, reminding me of a well-dressed serial killer fresh from disposing of a body. It wasn’t too far from the truth.

      I braced my hands on my hips. “Can’t say I’ve missed you.”

      “Well,” he said with a small smile, a sinister version of Johnny’s charming lopsided one, “you’ve missed someone.”

      I fought to keep my face a calm mask. If I could do it for Don Cardinelli, I could do it for this asshole. “So. Rabia. Got anything to say about him?”

      “I like his style.”

      “Uh-huh. Listen, we know he leaves a remnant behind when he possesses someone. It should’ve burned through you already.”

      “Why would it if we’re on the same side?”

      “Rabia doesn’t share,” I said flatly.

      The skinwalker shrugged.

      “Surely you two must’ve talked before, you know, he got himself a new body.”

      The skinwalker had sired Rabia the same way I had sired Sunny. We’d both absorbed a tremendous amount of raw magic, enough to fashion new bodies for a god and a phoenix. Their spirits had funneled into these new corporeal forms, a process that wasn’t as straightforward as it sounded.

      In hindsight, it’d been like peeling a vine with its millions of tendrils off the trunk of a tree. Only times a bazillion. At the time, it felt like I’d been getting ripped apart on a cellular level. It’d nearly killed me, but the phoenix hadn’t abandoned me. Rabia had shucked the skinwalker like a hermit crab shucks a shell, perfectly content to let the ocean claim it and bash it against the ocean floor while he moved on to bigger and better things.

      “You don’t owe him anything,” I told the skinwalker quietly.

      “Even if I knew anything, why would I tell you?” he snarled. “You killed my sire. My brother.”

      I wasn’t about to try to unravel that complicated family lineage. “Yeah, well, your brother tried to kill me first, so I guess turnabout’s fair play, isn’t it?”

      Clyde cleared his throat gently. This line of questioning wasn’t going anywhere.

      I gave myself a mental shake. “What can I do to get you to talk about Rabia?”

      “Die.”

      I blinked in surprise. “Excuse me?”

      I jumped back as the skinwalker suddenly flashed to within inches of his vine-like bars. “I should want to kill you, human, not … whatever else this is I feel. You have corrupted this skin. And I need another.”

      “You’re too weak to claim another,” I sneered. “Just look at you.”

      The skinwalker shrugged again. “Maybe, but if you volunteered …”

      “Why in the EmtpyHell would I do that?”

      “Because you’re desperate. I know enough”—the skinwalker tapped his temple—“of what’s to come, and I know what you humans are capable of.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Sacrifice,” he whispered.

      I jerked away from the cell.

      Just what was he getting at? I wasn’t about to lay down my life to give him another skin just so we may or may not get any information about Rabia and his plans. Skinwalkers were professional liars, so why should I trust him?

      But that word tickled the back of my mind.

      Sacrifice.

      I’d sacrificed enough just to get to this point. If the universe wanted more from me, it could piss off.

      With gentle talons, Clyde pulled me back to make room for Kevin and carefully guided me behind him as the caterpillar broke through his vine-like secretions. Just a few months ago, I would’ve needed to remind the demon of his protector duties, and now, they were second nature. He’d even given himself enough room to swing his barbed tail without hitting me.

      If things hadn’t been so dire, my heart would’ve swelled with pride.

      With a bayonet-like dart, Kevin carefully herded the skinwalker into a previously unseen curve in the prison that widened into a large, wide-open space of pure limestone. The skinwalker, surprisingly obedient, went to the back of the room without a fuss.

      Suspicious, Kevin handed me his dart. “Just don’t touch the tip. Not that it would put you to sleep, but it’s quite sharp.”

      I carefully inserted it into my machete sheath, nestling it between the two daggers I’d confiscated from Bellamy.

      “Maggot, you’re sure about this?” Clyde asked.

      It wasn’t the first time. He’d asked once at the Mayan door as Zielinski had unlocked it, again in the tunnel with the malevolent will-o’-the-wisps, and another time after I’d uncorked the champagne bottle for Kevin.

      “Desperate times, desperate measures,” I muttered, my eyes never wavering from the skinwalker’s face.

      “I do declare, wake up!” Kevin shouted at the ceiling.

      High above in a cathedral-like ceiling, three sets of lights flickered on. Each of them was brighter than Kevin’s terminal end.

      “Glow-wyrms, such lazy creatures.” Kevin returned his attention to me, wringing all three sets of his hands. “Miss Frances, protocol dictates I seal you in. Try not to touch the vines again, alright? I had to take goldenrod pollen capsules to flood my system with histamines to manufacture that amount of nasal discharge for you last time.”

      “Oh,” I said, shivering with revulsion. “Thanks … Kevin.”

      Clyde flared his talons and quills, keeping the skinwalker corralled in the back as I set up the supplies. They’d had an effect on Johnny before, letting him overcome his inner struggle, and from what we all experienced with the demonic runes, when the personalities were put back together, it was the dominant one that resumed control. I just had to make sure it was the sheriff and not the skinwalker.

      If the sheriff was still in there, of course.

      I set the vase of spiderflowers along the wall where they wouldn’t get trampled and heaped the apples around the vase in a loose pile. Suddenly they resembled a mound of skulls, and I realized if this plan backfired, I’d be dead. No doubt the hand of the Antevortan Clock in my backpack was shivering around the midnight mark.

      Skinwalker. A handicapped phoenix. Rabia. Asteroids.

      Death was 99.99% certain at this point.

      And yet, that 0.01% percent chance of success kept me going. It was hardwired into me. I had to help, had to do something, and that primal drive had me locked inside a limestone cave with a human’s deadliest enemy. The one that killed you and stole your face so it could terrorize your loved ones.

      My fingers trembled as I carefully stacked the applewood and debris into a pyramid. The fire would have to be kept small. There was hardly any ventilation in here, lest the prisoners use the air shafts to escape, and I didn’t want to asphyxiate anyone.

      Well, maybe someone.

      When the little fire was happily gnawing away at the minuscule fuel, I set a cast-iron skillet over it and dropped in a piece of steak and a sliced potato. I didn’t really expect the food to cook through, but I wanted the smell of it to spark a memory.

      The memory of Johnny and me in the middle of a snow-covered campground in Colorado with a clear night sky of glittering stars overhead. The night Johnny had tried to tell me three little words.

      Across the room, the skinwalker’s lip twitched.

      “What a waste of a perfectly good ribeye,” Clyde muttered.

      When everything was prepared – the old chest open and revealing the hard buckskin coat and musty journal, the spare fleece jacket, the small fire gnawing at the applewood, the food cooking, the demonic paperweight right in front of me – I pulled the black scarf out from under my jacket. I’d need every advantage I could get if this went sideways.

      As Clyde stepped away, no longer corralling the skinwalker, I wrapped the piece of Thanatos’s Cloak around my head, neck, and shoulders like a shawl.

      “You preparing for a funeral?” the skinwalker chuckled. “How proactive of you.”

      For Others who knew how to use it and chose to burn time, they could use it to travel between shadows, covering vast distances in blinks of time. For humans who understood its significance, it distorted your physical presence to another’s eye. It could even make you invisible.

      If the skinwalker tried to attack, he’d hit air.

      At least, that’s what I was hoping.

      My battler backed away, his ember-like eyes never once wavering from the skinwalker. When he was even with me, he asked one more time, “You’re sure about this, maggot?”

      “Yes,” I answered like a broken record. “The scepter, please.”

      The demon cleared his throat chastisingly. “And where is the hand condom?”

      “It’s not a condom!” But I pulled a thick oven mitt from where I’d stuffed it in the small of my back and wiggled my hand into it.

      “Fine. Protective sheath.”

      It wasn’t made of dragon scales, but it wasn’t that thin cotton of a curator’s glove either. And since the scepter had a nasty habit of turning icy cold after it’d been used – at least in the way I had used it – Clyde had insisted I wear some sort of protection.

      Only after I was properly sheathed did Clyde hand over the scepter. Giving the skinwalker one more baleful look, the demon transformed into a dragonfly and zipped behind me toward Kevin. He made it seem like he was abandoning me, but I heard his little wings circle back. Then my curls rustled as he burrowed between them to hide under the scarf at the nape of my neck. Out of sight of the paperweight, he was out of range of the demonic runes. We’d both agreed that him splitting into Malfius and Familiar Clyde again was not an ideal situation.

      The skinwalker’s stance immediately changed once the demon had disappeared. It was no longer cavalier but intent. Predatory.

      “Before you die, I must compliment you,” he said, rolling his head and making his neck pop.

      I gripped the scepter harder in my oven-mitt-clad hand and kept the fear from my voice. “And why’s that?”

      “You’ve actually surprised me.”

      The skinwalker struck as I slammed the scepter against the demonic paperweight.

      I’d only succeeded in being a hair faster than him because I’d started my downward swing as he’d been talking, and Thanatos’s Cloak had done a pretty decent job of making him believe I was six inches more to the left than I actually was.

      We were both thrown back from the paperweight, the skinwalker from the orange electric eel that struck him right in the face, and me from the skinwalker’s strike. He’d still managed to hit me, knocking me off balance and nails tearing through my jacket like it was tissue paper and leaving bloody rents in my left bicep.

      The bastard had been aiming for my heart.

      Though it hurt – and it hurt bad – I didn’t drop the scepter to bandage the wound. I’d been stupid the first time, letting that scepter out of my grip when all those personalities were running around.

      And like I’d told Kevin. There were gonna be no repeat performances this time.

      “Clyde,” I shouted.

      The dragonfly zipped out from under the scarf and transformed into his eight-foot be-horned battler self, quills and talons flared.

      The skinwalker had jumped over the fire to get at me, but when the orange eel of light had hit him, he’d stumbled through it, scattering the burning logs. Smoke filled the limestone cavern, wafting toward the ceiling and obscuring the light of the glow-wyrms.

      “Remind me again why we wanted to light a fire in an enclosed space,” Clyde drawled.

      “It’ll die out in a minute,” I said. “And that’s the least of our problems, isn’t it?”

      He snatched the scepter from my hand and sealed it away in his pouch. It’d burn time, but not very much, and we couldn’t let it fall into the wrong hands.

      We watched as the orange light fizzled out, crouched and ready to duck, dodge, dip, or dive out of harm’s way.

      To my horror, only one figure loomed in the swirling smoke.

      One with elk antlers on his head and shaggy pelts hanging from his emaciated form.

      “I concur, maggot,” Clyde said tightly. “The fire is most definitely the least of our problems.”
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      An inhuman growl rose from the skinwalker’s throat. Baring wolf-like teeth, he sprang forward with superhuman speed.

      Angry red flames sprouted from the battler’s eye sockets as he shoved me aside. “Don’t let him look you in the eyes!”

      Unhindered by a skin, this skinwalker could claim either one of us.

      I hit the ground hard, sliding across the smooth limestone until I banged against the wall. Coughing, I flattened against the cooler stone and let the applewood smoke rise above my head.

      GoneGodDamn it, this should have worked.

      There should’ve been two Johnnys, but there was only the skinwalker.

      For a horrifying moment, I wondered if the skinwalker had killed the sheriff. First thing, immediately after they’d been split by the demonic runes. Without the sheriff battling for control over their body, it could just be him.

      And if he hadn’t, it was only a matter of time.

      If the sheriff was alive, it’d be better to put them back together and let it be an internal struggle than an external one. That way, at least the sheriff would stand a chance.

      Following the sounds of the scuffle, I inched along the ground to keep the smoke out of my eyes. I smacked burning logs out of the way, crawling over embers and spilled potatoes wedges. Grunts from Clyde, hisses from the skinwalker, they both came from the right where before I’d thought they’d come from the left.

      This GoneGodDamn fire with its apple-scented smoke really had been a bad idea.

      Using the oven mitt, I swished away the smoke, searching for the paperweight. I found that milky sphere just a few feet in front of me … until Clyde’s foot kicked it into the smoke.

      I just rolled my eyes at my bad luck. If the skinwalker had touched it, there would’ve been a flare of orange light and then all would be back to normal. ‘Normal’ still sucked, but it was better than our current situation.

      Changing direction, I got up onto my hands and feet and bear-crawled around like I was doing a Cross-Fit workout. I found the paperweight soon enough, and, like an idiot, I rocked back onto my heels to shove the sphere into my pocket. No sooner was it in my pocket than I got knocked in the back with Clyde’s tail.

      The whack sent me sprawling, sliding on my chest a few feet and shoring up against something firm and covered in silk.

      Only the skinwalker was wearing dress trousers.

      I lurched away from the skinwalker’s leg, fumbling in my pocket for the paperweight. I needed only to touch him—

      The smoke swirled from the skinwalker’s thrashing, but it wasn’t because he was thwarting Clyde’s attacks. He was wrestling with a black lamprey-like creature. It’d already cut him pretty badly, his sleeves torn off at the elbows and slash marks cross-hatching his tan skin.

      Wait.

      Tan skin?

      “J-Johnny?” I whispered.

      He winked one perfectly green eye at me as he fought to keep a grip on the lamprey. “You like wrangling animals for a living, don’t you, Dr. Church? Mind lending a hand?”
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      The lamprey thrashed like a rattlesnake on methamphetamines.

      “I’ve weakened it,” the sheriff said, voice strained, “but—”

      “That’s weak?” I exclaimed, making a grab for it. The lamprey hissed, its rows of serrated teeth gyrating within its vortex of a throat like an inverted drill. “What in the EmptyHell—”

      “Don’t let it latch onto you,” he warned. “It’ll try to burrow inside – Hey, where are you going?” Johnny cried. “I just asked for help—”

      Hands outstretched, I stumbled forward until I hit a wall. Keeping one hand on the smooth surface, I pulled the scarf over my nose and mouth and hurried along the circumference of the limestone cave until my feet kicked loose an apple. Dropping down, I yanked the spiderflowers out of the vase, snatched one of the apples, and raced back to the sheriff.

      I slid like a baseball player stealing second and rammed into Johnny’s shoulder. The jolt jostled his hold on the lamprey, and the creature clamped onto his wrist. The sheriff snarled, ripping the lamprey free along with a chunk of his skin.

      “Hold it steady,” I cried, yanking Kevin’s sleeping dart from my machete sheath.

      “What do you think I’ve been trying to do?”

      Johnny yanked the lamprey straight like it was a soft measuring tape, and I skewered it with the dart.

      An eerie whine escaped from the lamprey’s tooth-lined throat, stiffening for a heartbeat before slackening in Johnny’s grip.

      “The vase,” I wheezed. “Put it in the vase!”

      Johnny fed the lamprey like a limp noodle down the narrow neck, and I shoved the apple into the mouth like a cork. Before I could even take another breath, Johnny shoved the vase into my hands and scrambled to his feet.

      “Wait—”

      He disappeared into the dissipating smoke, the embers of the fire all spent.

      There was a shout, a grunt, and then a strangled scream.

      My throat seized, and it had nothing to with the smoke. “Clyde? Johnny?”

      “Maggot?” my battler called. “By the fiery underlord’s pitchfork, confound this smoke!”

      There was a sucking sound, like someone turning on the world’s largest vacuum, and the smoke swirled into twin vortexes. I knew from that time he’d set the kitchen on fire trying to cook me breakfast that this was going to be a doozy.

      Clutching the vase with the lamprey to my chest, I dropped to the floor so I wouldn’t be sucked off my feet. The air swirled past, whipping my curls into a frenzy and plucking at my clothes. The limestone cave cleared in seconds, and Clyde would’ve probably sucked all the breathable air out of the prison had the bouquet of spiderflowers and an apple not plugged up his nostrils.

      As the battler hacked, coughing out purplish petals, I raised my head off the ground.

      Then I lurched to my feet.

      The sheriff had the skinwalker on his knees, one arm caught in the crook of the sheriff’s elbow and the sheriff’s hand clamped on his jugular, right below the jaw.

      Unobscured by the smoke and in the full harsh white light of the glow-wyrms, the skinwalker was even more frightening to look at.

      It was like someone had mashed up all the best parts of Johnny with all of the worst parts of the skinwalker.

      It was like Dorian Grey’s picture had come to life.

      It was like Freddy Krueger and the hunky cowboy model of the Calvin Klein: Midwestern Freedom campaign had had a love child.

      It was like … You get the picture, right?

      Unlike the first skinwalker we’d encountered, which had been a flayed humanoid wolf with elk antlers sprouting from his head and covered in ratty pelts because he had no skin of his own who emitted heat like a broiler set to ‘inferno’, this one was different. It looked like Johnny much more than it should have, an emaciated, feral version, except it had deer antlers – the little two-point ones of a young buck – instead of a massive elk rack, and the pelts I thought it was wearing were really just the tattered dress clothes Johnny had worn to my house less than three days ago.

      It seemed a lifetime.

      The skinwalker was a bloody mess, nose shattered and his other arm dangling limp at his side. He was still powerful enough to struggle, but the sheriff’s fingers ready to pierce his skin and rip his spine out through his throat were enough to curb him.

      Barely.

      It was easy to keep my gaze away from his jaundiced eyes and bloodstained teeth because there was something else that demanded my whole attention.

      Or rather, someone.

      I still couldn’t believe it.

      “Johnny,” I breathed. “You’re alive.”
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      “What are you waiting for?” Clyde demanded. “Snap that skin-stealing Other’s neck immediately!”

      Johnny winced. “I can’t.”

      “Can’t or won’t?”

      “If he kills me, he kills himself,” the skinwalker crowed.

      His maniacal laughter was mangled into a gurgle as the sheriff readjusted his grip.

      “Just what are you saying, Johnny?” I whispered.

      The sheriff gave me a poor imitation of what was supposed to be a reassuring smile. He just looked like he was trying to suppress immeasurable pain. “What did your shaman say about me?”

      Johnny had been so shaken from his brush with the skinwalker at the Corn Festival that he’d become physically ill. I had called my shaman, Tuvi, to guide Johnny on a spirit walk over the phone after seeing the dreamcatcher in his bedroom. It’s what I had attempted to recreate in this limestone cavern: things that reminded Johnny of himself. Of the man he wanted to be.

      “Tuvi said all men are born with two wolves warring inside them,” I said slowly. “He said the one that wins – the dominant one – is the one you feed.”

      The sheriff glanced down at the skinwalker struggling on his knees in front of him, then raised his green eyes to meet mine. “Meet the wolves of Johnny Galastone.”

      The skinwalker threw his head back – as much as he could with Johnny’s fingers digging into his throat – and howled.

      I’d heard the gray wolves of Yellowstone howl. I’d heard the coyotes yip and yowl in the fields of winter wheat right outside my farmhouse. I’d even heard mountain lions scream.

      Nothing made my blood turn into cement in my veins more than the sound of that skinwalker.

      “Well that’s enough of that.” Setting aside the vase, I plucked Kevin’s dart from my machete sheath and stabbed the skinwalker in the chest like I was staking a vampire.

      The howl choked off as I tugged free the dart, and Johnny let the skinwalker crumple to the limestone floor.

      As much as I wanted to touch him, my Johnny, just to make sure he was real, I stayed where I was. Too much of this didn’t make sense. It felt like a trap.

      And like Rule Six said, trouble will always find you.

      “Johnny, how can he be your wolf?” I asked, heart hammering. “He’s a skinwalker—”

      He shook his head, his green eyes pleading. “You don’t understand, Frances. We are one.”

      “But you never registered Code Red,” Clyde insisted. “Not once. Not until Rabia.”

      Johnny looked down at the skinwalker snoozing at his feet. “We have an unusual agreement.”

      Frowning, I shook my head, brown curls swishing into my eyes. “Agreement? How can you—”

      “I am still waiting for an explanation about how you don’t look possessed to me,” Clyde said. “I should be able to see it, and yet you’ve looked as you always have. Whole.”

      “When Rabia took over, he fed the wrong wolf,” Johnny answered quickly. “It allowed him to usurp me. Which was against the deal.”

      Somehow the skinwalker was starting to stir. Had I given the lamprey more than half a dose?

      “I would like to know more about this deal,” Clyde said, tapping his chin with a talon. “It would seem you have gotten an Other to deny its own existence, its very nature, in order to survive.”

      “It’s all in there,” Johnny said, pointing to the musty leatherbound journal.

      The skinwalker groaned, dragging a hand under him to push himself upright.

      “We don’t have much time.” The sheriff snatched up his freakish doppelganger. “I’ll have a better chance of taking control if he’s drugged.”

      “But what of Rabia?” the demon demanded.

      I’m glad he said something because right now I was a hot mess of emotions. Rule Two: don’t get attached. Rule Three: don’t cause a scene. I told them to piss off because I was gonna have myself an emotional meltdown whether they wanted me to or not.

      Johnny and the skinwalker were one? But didn’t that go against everything we’d learned about skinwalkers? They stole skins. That was their purpose, perverted as it was. And here Clyde and Johnny were talking about what, exactly? A reformed skinwalker who then reneged on a deal?

      Dropping Kevin’s spent sleeping dart, I raked my hands through my curls, yanking on my scalp.

      “That thing should be able to help you,” Johnny said, pointing to the lamprey in the vase at my feet. “At least to find where he is. And it showed me … things. Locations? Ideas? I don’t really—” He cut himself off as the skinwalker started to struggle. It was still weak, but it was starting to command more of Johnny’s attention. “Please hurry. Now that that thing is out of us, it’ll be more of a fair fight.”

      “Don’t fight fair,” Clyde said sharply. “Fight dirty. You mean too much to my maggot not to win.”

      The sheriff nodded to the demon and turned toward me.

      I already held the paperweight in my hand, but I didn’t remember pulling it out of my pocket. And I only knew I had it in my hand because I could feel its weight. I sure as EmptyHell couldn’t see it.

      “I don’t understand,” I blubbered, the tears streaming down my face. I kept smearing them away with my sleeves, but they kept coming like someone had popped gallon-sized water balloons inside my tear ducts.

      I wasn’t one for crying – it never solved anything – but I was so overwhelmed my body simply couldn’t process it anymore. So all my fear, my confusion, my anger, my dashed hopes, my general what-in-the-EmptyHell-is-happening-right-now feels leaked out of me in a mixture of water, electrolytes, and protein-based hormones.

      “Trust me, Frances.” Johnny gave me a brave, watery smile. “Put us back. We cannot exist without each other. We are one. But he is not the one. I’ll come back, Frances.”

      I’d just gotten him back. My Johnny was alive and now he wanted me to throw him back into the wolf’s den.

      My body seized, just like it had when Clyde had carried us up the cliff in Santa Elena Canyon. I couldn’t subject the kindest man I’d ever met to a fate of perpetual battle.

      “C-Clyde?” I lifted the paperweight. “I c-can’t—”

      “Of course, maggot.” My battler flashed to my side. His talons gently lifted the milky quartz sphere from my palm. Clyde turned to Johnny and the woozy skinwalker. “Prepare yourself, um, bro. This part is rather … uncomfortable.”

      “Wait,” the sheriff whispered.

      He dumped the skinwalker into Clyde’s custody, turned, and yanked me into his arms.

      Stifling a sob, I wrapped my arms around Johnny’s waist tighter than the pinchers of a coconut crab. My face pressed against his silk shirt, soaking it in tears, and I inhaled the scent of apples and woodsmoke as if it was the last breath of my life. His arms squeezed tightly, almost painfully, his cheek pressed against my head.

      Against my better judgment, against my Rules, I’d let this man into my heart. The mild-mannered sheriff of Cornish Roost had tamed me like a feral dog with gentle patience and persistence. Slowly, I’d come to rely on him, just as I had with Blanche, just as I had with Clyde. He was a sliver of hope for the future I could have. A normal one where I wasn’t looking over my shoulder. And now he was being taken away.

      I couldn’t bear it.

      I’d had no roots as a child, roaming from place to place, never putting much effort into relationships outside my parents because what was the point? I’d just have to load up in the back of a Winnebago in two weeks and start all over again in another state. The wilderness was my only friend, charming me with spectacular views and teaching me about life with its predators. And if I’d learned anything, your chance for survival increased exponentially if you had a pack.

      A family.

      The one I’d been born into hadn’t suited me very well with its vagabond ways, so in time, I’d traded it in for something better.

      A clutch.

      And he was part of it.

      Too soon, Johnny gently pushed me away, brushing my curls aside and framing my face with his warm hands. His eyes, wet and green like rain-soaked grass, were so steady, so sure.

      “In case it takes me a little longer to find myself after we’re put back together, I just want to—” He pressed his lips against my forehead.

      Sniffling, I leaned into him, feeling his kiss like a branding iron.

      It meant more than any of the others we’d shared on my back porch.

      Quickly, he released me and returned to the battler. He hefted the skinwalker over his shoulder like a dead deer, and after a sharp nod, Johnny slapped his hand against the demonic paperweight.

      I turned my head away from the orange light, only stealing a glance when it had faded.

      The skinwalker, Johnny, whoever he was, was in a heap on the ground. I couldn’t see his face, and I’m not sure I wanted to.

      “We shouldn’t be here when he wakes,” Clyde said gently.

      I nodded numbly. Taking Johnny’s spare fleece jacket, I draped it over the unconscious body. He was sweating again, twitching, heat roiling off of him like a forge. This scene was identical to the one I’d encountered in his bedroom before getting him set up with a spirit walk. Maybe the scent of apples and woodsmoke would give Johnny the fighting chance he needed.

      “You’re the stronger wolf, Johnny,” I whispered. “Come back to me.”

      “What would you like to do with the rest of it?” Clyde asked.

      “Leave it,” I said flatly.

      I turned on my heel, glaring at the lamprey-filled vase. Since it wasn’t a piece of Johnny – it was a remnant of Rabia – the paperweight hadn’t reclaimed it.

      As Clyde tucked the paperweight into his pouch, I stuffed the vase with the sleeping lamprey into the crook of my arm. I snatched the journal on the way out, and Kevin hastily smacked the vines away.

      “So?” the caterpillar pressed. “Were you successful?”

      I glared at him so viciously he wiggled back a few feet, segments squelching against the limestone floor.

      “I apologize on behalf of the maggot,” the demon said. “Please excuse her momentary lack of manners. The experience was … traumatic.”

      “More like a Greek tragedy,” the caterpillar said softly. “I heard what went on in there. Miss Frances, you never told me it was forbidden romance you were fighting for.”

      I wasn’t sure what I was fighting for. Johnny had made it clear that he and the skinwalker were one, which made Johnny a skinwalker. Not only was he an Other and Other-human relationships were squirrelly at best, he was an Other who preyed on my kind. A murderer. And an enemy of the phoenix. If my Johnny did come back, where would that leave us?

      I shook myself, sloughing off my emotional baggage like I was shedding a winter coat. I could hear the Antevortan Clock ticking away even though it was tucked away in my backpack in my room in the Sublevel above us. It didn’t have time for me to be weepy and sulky, and neither did my Rules. Neither did the phoenix who was dependent on my help.

      Forcing a small smile, I apologized to Kevin for my less than ladylike behavior. From the way he patted my hand, I knew there was nothing to forgive. He was … pitying me.

      Some people make the mistake of getting angry when they find someone pitying them. Those people are missing an opportunity. That pity, especially if it’s genuine and not patronizing, can open doors for small favors. It certainly made the caterpillar more amenable to my request. “When he wakes up, I need you to inform me. Not Landon, not Zielinski, me. He’ll either be himself … or that monster.”

      “Oh, of course! But how will I know?” Kevin asked. “Skinwalkers are crafty. He’d been able to conceal himself far longer than any one of his kind should’ve been able to after the gods left.”

      If Johnny and the skinwalker truly were one, then they would share the same memories. There was no question I could ask that the other wouldn’t know the answer to. But there was one thing the skinwalker couldn’t fake. His scent. He might be able to mask his auto-immune symptoms just long enough to fool Kevin, but he could never get rid of the rot. That stench of a carcass rotting away under a hot sun.

      But not Johnny. He was apples and woodsmoke through and through.

      I told the caterpillar as much.

      “My, my, Miss Frances,” the caterpillar said, fanning himself with two of his six hands. “A fine lady such as yourself must have gotten scandalously close to be able to smell something like that.”

      “It’s just like one of your romance novels,” Clyde drawled. “The maggot’s resolve was weakened by his pheromone onslaught, her reproductive hormones insisted she seize the opportunity presented her because who knew when another healthy male would come along, and so she succumbed to her most primitive desires.”

      My jaw fell to the floor. “I did what now?”

      “I can’t say I’ve ever read a romance novel quite like that,” Kevin said carefully, “but I do so enjoy forbidden romances. Paris and Helen, Antony and Cleopatra, Jack and Rose! And now, Frances and Johnny. Oh, I am so rootin’ for you two. But I must ask. What should I do if it is the skinwalker who prevails?”

      “Tell him I’m going to come back down here and shank him in the GoneGodDamn kidneys.”

      “Oh, my future wings!”

      I hefted the vase, giving it a little shake so the lamprey sloshed around in a gelatinous heap. “C’mon, Clyde. Let’s go freak out Landon.”

      The battler clicked his talons together, yellow flames of excitement flaring from his ember-like eyes. “How delightful.”
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      Landon’s eye twitched. “What. Is. That?”

      Zielinski and the other two techs of his team – the busty Gloria and the skinny Meyer – clustered around the glass vase. Gloria had a fiber optic cable-looking thing in her hand that caused the app on her smartphone to beep like a Geiger counter, Meyer had a miniature blowtorch to seal the vase with melted glass instead of my makeshift apple cork, and Zielinski had his smartpad, videoing or taking thermal images or whatever he was doing, eyes wide behind his horn-rimmed glasses. “We would gain a far greater understanding of its essence if we inserted a probe—”

      “You always want to probe things,” Gloria admonished. “It’s one of the reasons we never went on a third date.”

      Zielinski turned redder than a summertime tomato. “I do not!”

      Meyer snapped off his torch with just a bead-sized hole remaining at the top of the vase. “You better make a decision before I seal it. And I thought you said you dumped him because he likes Picard over Kirk. That’s why you said you wouldn’t go out with me!”

      “Can we focus here?” Landon demanded. “And is that glass vase strong enough to hold it?”

      “That’s why we’ve got these, boss.” Beefcake and Chin hefted their cattle prods, ends crackling with electricity.

      “You know what would’ve been strong enough to hold it?” Laura asked loudly. “An Ipy sarcophagus. But do we have one?” She shot me a look. “Nope. Nor do we have Hecate’s Torch. Another priceless magical artifact that just happened to explode while in your custody!”

      I wasn’t winning any points with Landon’s curator cousin, and I was pretty sure she’d put me on the “Do Not Lend To” list after the incident with Hecate’s Torch. If she had anything to say about it, I’d never have access to another magical artifact ever again.

      I waved a handful of bayonet-like darts in front of her nose. “Don’t make me use these. Their sleeping compounds might not work on humans, but I’m sure they’d still leave one hell of a stab wound.”

      Kevin had given them to me as a precaution, erring on the side of overdosing than underdosing. That lamprey was a physical manifestation of the essence Rabia left behind in those he possessed, and I’d rather kill it and go into the next day blind than have it escape.

      “Ladies,” Landon warned as Laura flipped her magenta-streaked braids over her shoulder, readying for a fight.

      I set the darts on the table and crossed my arms over my chest, maintaining my distance from the vase and the slowly wakening lamprey. I’d seen what it’d done to Johnny and wanted no part in it.

      I kept Brittany close by as well, unsure of how the phoenix would react when the lamprey was fully alert. Her pink crest feathers were already partially raised in wary anticipation, and I feared she would go nuclear if I wasn’t here to temper her.

      Clyde lowered his lizard-like head and examined the lamprey with curious ember-like eyes. “It’s quite fascinating, actually. It appears red to me, pure and unrefined, yet it is not currently possessing anything. If the Sages of Level 7 could see this now, they’d have to rewrite the entire Fundamentals of Possession series!”

      I left my battler to ponder his theories with the others as my cellphone buzzed in my pocket. It couldn’t have come at a more inconvenient time, but I needed to take this. Only two people had this number, and they were equally important. “Be good,” I told the phoenix.

      Striding off out of earshot, I flipped open the phone. “Yes?”

      “Frances!” a familiar voice whispered urgently.

      “Blanche?” I cried. “Oh my GoneGods, how did you get a phone?”

      “I snuck this off Miss Mildred when she wasn’t looking. That fairy’s more watchful than all of Argus’s eyes put together!”

      “I’ve been trying to call you—”

      “I know. Listen, I’m not sure how much time I’ll have before I’m discovered, but there’s something important you should know. My picture was tagged on Facebook. Apparently I’m a criminal or something?”

      “That’s just Rabia’s propaganda,” I said quickly. “They can’t get a picture of me so they’re targeting my known … friends.”

      I’d been about to say ‘associates’, but that was too cold a word. And everyone on that page – Clyde, Titivillus, Johnny, Blanche – were definitely friends. Even more.

      “Miss Mildred says this is a smear campaign constructed by you to sabotage my transition,” Blanche whispered.

      “She said what?” I roared.

      Ten heads from across the room snapped in my direction. I waved them off, turning around so they could glare at my back instead of at my face.

      “That is such bullshit—

      “Language!” Blanche gasped.

      “—and you know it, Blanche,” I hissed. “Who supported you when you wanted to experiment with eyelash extensions and make-up? Who drove to Bloomington with you so you wouldn’t have to pick out lingerie alone? Who ran countless diagnostics when your body started to change and you didn’t know why? Me. And when you leveled up – I’ll admit I was a little shocked there – but did I ever make you feel less than you already were?”

      “No,” she admitted.

      “So Mildred can take her brainwashing mimosa and cram it up her glittery a—”

      “I can put it where?” Mildred demanded.

      Fairy farts. She’d discovered Blanche and had confiscated the phone.

      “You heard me,” I barked. “Up. Your. Glittery. Ass.”

      “And with a mouth like that it’s no wonder why we’re hired as etiquette teachers and beauty pageant coaches for your kind,” the tooth fairy said dryly.

      “Put Blanche back on the phone!”

      “That’s unadvisable, Miss Church,” Mildred replied, her tone bored. “I’ve explained this to you before—”

      “That’s Doctor Church, for one thing, and you can’t keep us apart!”

      “Yes … that’s becoming abundantly clear. So here’s my proposal. We are at the final stage of Blanche’s transitional period where she must eschew all the negative attachments of her previous life so she may have a firm foundation in her new one. This is an active process. For some, it means taking a bottle of liquor and pouring it down the sink or crushing cigarettes beneath her heel or—”

      “I am not a negative attachment!”

      “Did you not employ her as a bouncer at your clinic?”

      “A wha – she was my receptionist!” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Did she demonstrate a rather aggressive scheduling style? Maybe …”

      “Did you not also encourage her other unseemly behaviors of illegally confiscating teeth and/or making deals with the threat of force with the townsfolk of Cornish Roost?”

      “Firstly, I never sanctioned anything illegal, and second, she’s an Alium fatum knochen. Deals and threats are what she does!”

      “Not anymore,” Mildred said with an air of finality I found similar to someone slamming shut a coffin door. “She’s an Alium fatum dente now and must act accordingly. So we will meet you in downtown Cornish Roost tomorrow at six in the evening, as stated on the Facebook page, to finish her transition. Don’t be late, as we will not linger. It’ll provide closure for both of you. Have a shiny day!”

      I snapped the phone shut. “You have a shiny day, you overinflated, prom-dress-wearing, self-entitled floozy!”

      “You don’t know,” Titivillus called from across the room, “but you could’ve been less concise and just called her a bitch.”

      “That too!”

      I shoved the phone into my pocket and returned to the cluster of agents and clutch mates gathered around the vase.

      The lamprey woke at my approach, thrashing so violently it made the vase teeter against the table. With a shrill hiss, the phoenix’s feathers puffed out, making her seem twice as big. Twin tendrils of smoke wafted from her nostrils. She was one breath away from flambé.

      “Not good.” I quickly stepped in front of her, arms spread wide. “Don’t look at it, Brittany. If you can’t control yourself, then leave.”

      The phoenix warbled a tirade complete with flaps of her wings, flares of her crest feathers, and slashes of her wing claws.

      “That’s her mortal friend, and she has to hug it,” Titivillus said. “GoneGodBless it! Enemy! And kill it.”

      The phoenix spun to the little demon and warbled something else, clearly just as angry as before.

      “I know, I know,” he complained, raising his hands above his head to either block out her words or shield his eyes from being pecked out. “I was just paraphrasing!”

      “She hates it when you do that,” I said.

      “If she keeps using that tone of voice on me, that’s all she’s gonna get!”

      I grabbed the phoenix by her beak like I was disciplining a dog and thrust my finger into her face. “I mean it, Brittany. If you can’t control yourself here, then what are you gonna be like when you face the real Rabia tomorrow? Have you learned nothing while I was away? Endurance. Patience. Strategy. Now get a grip, or I’ll give you the boot myself!”

      Clearly muttering, though it sounded like music playing at a faint volume, the phoenix plucked her beak free and settled her feathers. She didn’t approach the table again, but she didn’t leave either.

      Zielinski pressed forward with a syringe-like device. “I still think we should probe it—”

      Gloria smacked his arm. “Enough with your probes!”

      “Hey! We do not smack the guy with the syringe!”

      Landon made a cutting motion with his hand. The conversation around the table muted, the only sounds coming from the crackling electricity of the cattle prods and the glass vase teetering on the table. No one wanted to reach out and steady it.

      “Do it,” Landon ordered.

      Zielinski threaded the syringe tip into the bead-sized hole, and the lamprey instantly attacked. It seized the syringe with its mouth, saw-like teeth digging into the metal. The muscly tech rammed his thumb down on the plunger, and the lamprey choked.

      “Isn’t it just gonna cough that back up?” Meyer asked.

      “It’s not that kind of probe,” Zielinski said. “It’s a liquid format of a special isotope that binds on a cellular level. You can’t vomit or pee this one out. And it’s got one hell of a half-life.”

      “Enough of the scientific jargon,” Landon said irritably. “Meyer, seal it up. Frances, are there any insights you gleaned from your skinwalker boyfriend?”

      My blue eyes narrowed at his tone. “He said that thing showed him … things. He was a little sketchy on the details before the sleeping drug took effect.”

      It was only a partial lie. And maybe it left enough doubt in Landon’s mind that he wouldn’t kill the skinwalker until Johnny could regain control for fear of losing any more helpful nuggets we could use against Rabia.

      Landon checked his watch. “Damn. He’ll be out for another couple of hours at least. What a waste.”

      “I’m sorry, waste?” I gestured to the lamprey. “We have an opportunity here—”

      “We have nothing,” Landon hissed.

      He’d said it so vehemently even his cousin took a quick step back.

      “I foolishly gave you a chance, Frances,” he snarled. “We did it your way, against my better judgment, and what do we have to show for it? That phoenix is a dud. That skinwalker is a dud. And that squishy eel with razor blades for teeth is no more than a rabid shoelace! It’s time to make a judgment call. Plan A is back on the table.”

      Apparently, the World Army agents were all very well prepared for Plan A and the protest I’d inevitably give because the next few things happened very fast. The agents, Landon included, snatched up Kevin’s sleeping darts. Landon pricked Brittany in the neck, Chin slashed Titivillus across the butt, and Beefcake stabbed Clyde in the arm. And where was Laura for all this? That feisty Ancient Egyptian scholar on loan from the Detroit office had put me in a choke hold. She never would’ve succeeded if I hadn’t been preoccupied with catching the phoenix before her head hit the floor.

      I struggled against Laura’s hold, knowing it was useless but too stubborn to do otherwise. “Landon, you bastard!”

      He wasn’t paying me any attention.

      Titivillus and Brittany had slumped immediately, but Clyde hadn’t gone down yet. He was stumbling around like a drunkard, slashing with his tail and talons.

      “You perfidious, yellow-bellied hu – no! Parameciumsss,” the battler slurred. “I am the darknesssss before the ssstorm, the ripper of—”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Landon said, snapping his fingers. “We know.”

      Beefcake jabbed Clyde again with another sleeping dart, and the battler’s ember-like eyes rolled into the back of his head. “Oh, that’sss a dooo … zzzyyy…”

      Clyde crashed to the ground, his barbed tail slicing the table in half.

      The glass vase shattered against the floor, and the black lamprey sprang from the crystalline shards toward the nearest person.

      Me.

      With a scream, Laura abandoned her choke hold, and I threw up an arm to protect my face. The lamprey struck my forearm, teeth piercing like a hundred darts on a fleshy dartboard.

      I expected pain, but there was none. Just a push of pressure before the lamprey slithered into my skin like a ghost, and then my world went red.
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      You could call me something of a possession savant after my months of playing host to not just one phoenix but four, each with their own unique and vibrant personality. This experience, coupled with all of Clyde’s lectures I’d endured, made me especially equipped to endure Rabia’s nefarious little lamprey that wanted to do nothing but chew my insides into pulp. Figuratively speaking, of course.

      This was an internal battle – a battle of wills – and I found myself in a white expanse (an astral plane, maybe?) with that little black bastard slithering about, trying to find an opening in my defense.

      Whereas my previous interloper had been an Other, this one was a fragment of a god. A remnant that would have naturally kicked my ass had it not first been weakened from its time in the dual-natured Johnny.

      I made a mental note to thank him – if I ever saw him again – and seized the lamprey like it was a fractious cat.

      It was squishy and slippery and rubbery like a garden hose slathered in olive oil. Wiggling loose, it lashed me in the gut with its tail.

      It was no better than a rabid animal, incapable of intelligent thought, but GoneGodDamn if it didn’t know how to land a punch.

      Wheezing, I dropped to my knees, my grip faltering with the pain. The slimy bastard slithered through my hands, clamped its saw-like teeth onto my arm, and started to burrow.

      According to Clyde, there are two types of possession. Symbiotic, which was what I had with the phoenix, where we were bonded in a common goal, and parasitic, where the spirit assumes control over the host and corrupts it from the inside out. Which was what the lamprey was trying to do. Which I wasn’t about to let happen.

      The stronger the spirit of the host, the stronger the fight. And I’d been over this bullshit waaay before Rabia had even set mortal foot upon this Earth. He wasn’t getting my phoenix, and he wasn’t getting me, either.

      Turns out, when you fight, there’s a give and take between you and the spirit. You can’t touch each other without a transfer of some sort, and as the lamprey raced through my memories, I raced through its.

      A view of Earth from space, no doubt from Rabia’s time in his prison planet. Though I only saw this image for less than a second, I could feel the years – thousands of them – of hatred Rabia had had for this little planet. It was covered in fields of oats and wheat and corn, vegetable patches and bramble thickets, orchards and vineyards. His wife’s work. The very same wife who had imprisoned him and left him to rot while she and the other gods had left for someplace better.

      Then an image of the phoenix herself. Hundreds of memories all flashing by in a dizzying blur. Her birth from a star that had exploded; shattered stardust condensing to form her nuclear heart and leaving a flame-colored nebula behind; flying carefree over mountains and across deserts; holding still while an Ancient Egyptian artist captured her likeness; building countless death pyres of fragrant woods and grasses, resins, and spices; her body burning until nothing but that coal-size heart remained, instantly sparking a new life; becoming trapped in her own ashes when the gods had left. Rabia had watched her life from afar, envious and even a little afraid.

      Finally, the mound of corn kernels, wheat berries, and acorns heaped at the base of the half-absorbed woman in the sinkhole. They glowed green, but ever so faintly, and I would’ve mistaken it for moss had the lamprey not shown me differently. The ones on the bottom were dark, but the ones on top of the pile were still alive with faint light, one stronger than the others. This year’s acorn glowed like a moon hidden behind the clouds, soft and shy.

      The lamprey’s thoughts were focused on it more intently than a sniper on his target. Why would the lamprey – who was Rabia – want it? Was it the missing piece Dante Cardinelli had been searching for to gain immortality?

      And what did that lamprey glean from me?

      Only my rocky emotional history with my parents, my tenuously-crafted clutch, my countless tender moments with Johnny, my time as an organ harvester for the Chicago mob, you know, everything I didn’t want drudged up and scrutinized.

      It was looking for something, looking for a weakness to exploit.

      Surprisingly, I didn’t have any.

      My parents – my relationship with them was on the mend.

      My clutch – sure, our relationships had been founded on necessity and lies and blackmail and enemies-turned-friends instead of on emotional compatibility, but what wouldn’t we do for each other?

      Johnny – yeah, that was still to-be-determined, but I was already prepared for either scenario.

      Organ harvester – that still stung a bit, but I’d been gradually forgiving myself. Like Allie had said, it wasn’t something you could force. But unlike Allie, I wasn’t sabotaging the fate of the world over my guilt.

      That’s when the lamprey saw an opening. My anger. My – let’s face it – rage at what Allie had done. Rage was its bread-and-butter. It was a piece of Rabia, after all. And I’d just provided it a foothold for control.

      The lamprey slithered in.

      With a screech, I dug my fingers into its slick black body – or what was left of it, because most of it was in my arm now – and yanked.

      I was desperate enough to ignore the pain of what felt like my arm being flayed to the bone, and the lamprey hissed at me with its mouth of razor blades. I bellowed at it like I was a silverback gorilla defending its territory and wrapped that slippery garden-hose of a malicious spirit into a knot.

      “No one gnaws on my arm,” I shouted at it. “Not dogs, not cerberuses, and certainly not you!”

      I stuffed it into the only thing I had available – my jacket – and cinched the sleeves tight around the wiggling package. It might be able to gnaw its way out eventually, but at least I had it under control. For now.

      Taking a deep breath, I pushed myself off the ground and looked around the vast white expanse.

      Now what?
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      I woke up in the real world with a gasp, pawing at my stomach and then my arm. There were no marks, no bruising, but I felt a burning like jellyfish sting where the lamprey had bitten me. I scratched at my forearm, trying to dissipate the sting. I gasped again at a sudden flare of pain, and blood dribbled down my skin to my brand, the partial cardinal-in-flight now complete with long red tail feathers. I forced my fingers to stop scratching, clamping down to stop the bleeding instead.

      “Maggot!” a distant voice cried. “You have finally regained consciousness.”

      “C-Clyde?” I looked around for my demon, blinking against the harsh white light. “Why can’t I see you?”

      “Oops! My bad,” a Southern voice apologized.

      The light dimmed, and I could finally make out the fuzzy outline in front of me.

      Brown vines, thorny as brambles, trapped me inside a white limestone cell. The number ‘105’ was carved into the rock above the vines.

      I was the newest prisoner of the Basement.
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      “Clyde?” I shouted, panicked. They’d taken everything. I had no backpack, no smartphone, not even Landon’s watch to tell the time. I had no idea how long I’d been out. “Where are you?”

      “In a cesspit of disease, wallowing in the avian filth of molted feathers and decomposing scat,” he answered, disgusted.

      I clutched my gut, dropping to one knee in sudden pain. Internally, the lamprey was thrashing inside, angling for control. My spirit might’ve suppressed it, but it was still affecting me. Anger flared in the pit of my stomach at the lack of Clyde’s brevity.

      “Maggot! Your heart rate!”

      “Be concise, GoneGodDamn it,” I snarled.

      “We’re in the next cell,” Titivillus translated quickly. “And it’s unbelievably clean – GoneGodBless it! I mean, refreshing. Poo!”

      I clutched my head. “How long have I been out?”

      “Approximately twelve hours,” Clyde answered. “It is after four in the evening.”

      “Where. Is. Sunny?” Every word was strained as I fought to keep the lamprey contained.

      “Why she’s—”

      There was a half-slapping half-squelching sound, like someone’s face smacking into a window and sliding down it and leaving behind a smear of spittle, and I knew Clyde had smothered Titivillus’s mouth with his gecko-like hand.

      “How do we know you’re you?” Clyde asked. “You were hit with that horrid lamprey-like spirit. Did you kill it? Or has it possessed you?”

      “I—”

      “Nevermind. Whatever you say I would have to consider a lie since I cannot see you to confirm the state of your aura. I say, jailer of the Lepidoptera order,” Clyde hailed. “Release us at once.”

      “Ohhh, sorry, demon sir. No can do.” Kevin shook his head. “Landon made it expressly clear that y’all were not to be let out. National security, you know. Or was it the fate of the world?”

      “And you’d trust Landon with that?” I laughed. It came out more like a strangled wheeze.

      Inside, the lamprey had chewed a hole through its makeshift constraints, and spirit-me now held it behind its head like I would a viper and was trying not to get bludgeoned by its whip-like body. I could only imagine what my aura looked like.

      “I’ve known Landon for over a decade, Miss Frances,” Kevin told me solemnly. “And with all due respect, I’ve only known you two days. And despite my sympathy for your plights, I must follow orders.”

      “Did Romeo and Juliet follow the orders of their families?”

      “No, and then they ended up dead.”

      I would’ve gripped the vine-like bars pleadingly if they wouldn’t have knocked me into a pain-filled coma. “Which is exactly where we’re all headed if you don’t let me out of this cell. Rabia is not going to honor his deal. He’s going to—”

      “I’m sorry, Miss Frances,” the caterpillar said, shaking his head sadly. “I can’t believe you.”

      “Which is exactly why I must examine her,” Clyde insisted. “I may be a battler from Level 5, but I was born a familiar on Level 4. And familiar spawnlings can detect even the faintest of possessions before they’ve even grown legs. I … I am willing to swear any oath you deem necessary if you will only let me see her.”

      “No,” I protested, though it sounded more like a groan as I fought against the lamprey’s influence. Oaths were serious. They could have effects and multiple meanings you could never anticipate, and if you broke them, the penalty was death. At least most of the time.

      “An oath, hmm?” Kevin drummed his three pairs of hands against his chest segments. “That truly would keep your intentions honorable, demon. But, I don’t know …”

      There was a smack in the adjoining cell, and I envisioned a little Titivillus-sized handprint glowing on Clyde’s scales. “Have you found your brain?” the cat-sized demon demanded. “Haven’t you ever heard the phrase, ‘be careful what you oath for’?”

      I frowned. “I thought it was ‘be careful what you wish for’?”

      “That’s just the catchier version.”

      Kevin shook his head. “Sorry, I still don’t think it’s a good idea.”

      “I was just trying to be polite,” Clyde said sharply. “In truth, caterpillar, I need swear nothing. These vines cannot contain me. I was born a familiar, remember? I can change into any animal. Even one small enough to pass through these gaps.”

      “Uh, uh, uh,” Kevin said, wagging the index finger of each of his right hands. “Upon closer inspection, you might discover that these vines are more than what they seem. They are coated in hairs finer than spider silk. And it’s those hairs that deliver that frightful sting. The true gaps are less than five millimeters wide. Now you stay in that cell, or you’re gonna get sleepy dart time.”

      Clyde cleared his throat, and I heard a clawed foot scrape against the stone like he was a sprinter readying himself at a starting line.

      “Clyde, no!” Titivillus shrilled.

      The battler let out a war cry as he flashed across the cell, and I instinctually tensed as I waited for the forthcoming crash as he fell back in excruciating pain.

      But it didn’t come.

      Instead, Kevin reared back as Clyde transformed into his normal eight-foot be-horned self right in front of him. “H-how?”

      “The Drosophila melanogaster is on average one-eighth of an inch or approximately three millimeters. I had one millimeter to spare on either side,” the demon answered proudly. “I could’ve transformed into a paramecium, but then getting through would’ve taken weeks—”

      “Fruit fly for the win,” I crowed.

      The demon revealed all of his needle-like teeth is his version of a smile. “Precisely. Now you, jailer, will release my demonic clutch mate at once. Otherwise I will peel away the tough epidermis from your segments like I would the skin off a grape and devour you slowly. I’ve only had powdered eggs for days, you know. I’m dying for something a little more … succulent. Now you hop to, or it’s get eaten time.”

      With a shuddering cry, Kevin squelched forward and hastily smacked aside the vines confining Titivillus. The little demon flapped out on his bat-like wings, busted dip pen clutched in his prehensile tail.

      “What about me?” I demanded.

      “Ah yes, you. But which you?” Clyde snapped two of his talons together, and Kevin hastily swung his terminal end in my direction.

      I hissed as my limestone cell was flooded with bright light.

      There was a pregnant pause, and then Clyde gasped excitedly. “Fascinating!”

      “What is?”

      “You are and are not a Code Red at the same time. Tell me, have you subdued the nefarious spirit?”

      “As best I can,” I replied, shading my eyes. “Can you dim the lights?”

      “Oh! Sorry—”

      “No, no, caterpillar. Keep them bright. We must make her – it – uncomfortable.”

      “Trust me, I’m there,” I assured.

      “Excellent. Now, we will do a little word association to determine the depth of that little remnant’s hold on you. Ready?”

      Gritting my teeth, I nodded. The lamprey hated the bright light worse than I did, flooding me with angry desires to throttle Clyde if it meant dimming the lights.

      “Rabia,” Clyde said.

      The lamprey jumped at the name, straining toward it like it was a beacon. Spirit-me kept my hand clamped on the back of its head and tried to pin its body under my arm to keep it from socking me in the gut again.

      “Punk. Ass. Bitch,” I replied.

      The lamprey snarled and twisted like an unmanned fire hose.

      “Next,” I barked.

      “Phoenix,” Clyde said.

      The lamprey screeched with hatred.

      “Protect,” I forced out.

      The lamprey didn’t like that one bit, but spirit-me got its tail pinned under my boot and yanked it up straight so it quivered like a knotted guitar string. Who could bludgeon who now, bitch?

      “Moist.”

      “Jolene’s triple chocolate bundt cake,” I answered.

      Clyde leaned back, folding his arms over his chest. “Fascinating.”

      “What isn’t?” Titivillus demanded.

      “You rarely get such a response to that word. Normally it’s something more akin to ‘eww’ or ‘that’s disgusting’ and some people even gag, but the maggot – ow!”

      Titivillus swung his sagging dip pen over his shoulder, gearing up for another swat. “Is she possessed or not? She better the EmtpyHeaven not be. She still has to fix my pen!”

      “Oh, she’s definitely possessed. But she has control over it. I guess that makes her a Code Pink? We can let her out now.” Clyde nudged the caterpillar. “Now means now, my succulent little morsel.”

      Kevin scooched forward and smacked away the vines.

      I hurried out of the cell before he could have second thoughts.

      Clyde yanked me into his arms, and Titivillus too for good measure. “Clutch Fiery Arsenal of Righteous Thunderbolts is victorious once again!”

      I wiggled free of him. The lamprey was still inside, twisting away, and making me very irritable. It seemed to inflame my anger, push me to rage over the simplest things. “We are not calling ourselves that.”

      “As I recall, maggot, we never officially voted for your less than impressive Clutch Firestrike either. Until that day, I will have hope for the grandeur we deserve!”

      I gritted my teeth, fighting against the anger I knew wasn’t mine. “And where’s Brittany?”

      “Landon took her to Cornish Roost, of course. That’s why he drugged us. I can only assume he incarcerated us in these specially designed Other-cells so we wouldn’t interfere.”

      Kevin was nodding to every word. “He was very specific.”

      I rubbed my hands together. “Let’s go ruin his plans, shall we?”
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      Johnny was as I’d left him hours ago – twitching on the floor of the big interrogation room under his fleece jacket – so we left him behind. At my direction, Clyde had given Kevin the rest of the case of the Korbel Champagne as recompense for our threats and coercion. And, let’s face it, if we didn’t succeed, I’d rather have that sweet caterpillar carefree and drunk as a skunk when the asteroids hit.

      I retrieved my backpack – someone had placed it in the armory with Clyde’s tactical duffle – and we made a little detour to our storage room to retrieve Titivillus’s meager belongings. He only took a minute to rewrap his dip pen with the duct tape and place his rhinestone heart eyepatch over Blanche’s clutch.

      “I’m sure she has horribler hairpins and cheap cosmetics now anyway,” he said, sniffling. He didn’t even bother to correct himself. Then he wiped a thick tear away from his crocodile eye and threw his notebook of love-inspired limericks into the wastebasket by the door.

      Without a word, I picked up the cat-sized demon and placed him on my shoulder. He immediately wrapped his tail around my head for support, sagging against my cheek.

      We snuck out of the base using the Super Super-Secret Tunnel through the limestone caves again. Though we had Landon’s smartpad to guide us, we had something even better this time. Something that wouldn’t freeze up or be subjected to underground interference.

      Tiberius.

      After we’d emerged from the Basement, we’d found that the base had been abandoned except for those in the Basement and Tiberius in medical. We’d discovered him quite by accident, his hoofsteps echoing like tympani drums as he wandered around the halls, lowing for someone to answer him. We’d all been under the assumption that he’d been transferred to a different facility after the World Army agents had left to meet Rabia, and he’d been just as surprised to see us as we were him.

      In the cave, the minotaur rubbed a shaggy hand against a pale stalagmite. “This reminds me of the training mazes they used to run us through when we were calves. Those who made it through got dinner. Those who didn’t had to spend the night wandering until they found the way out. Then we did it all over the next day.”

      Titivillus zipped around the stalactites like a bat, looking for a way out. “But you can’t get us through, can you?” he clarified.

      Tiberius fixed the little demon with a blazing brown eye. “I find your lack of faith insulting. I was the minotaur of Tartarus before the gods left, I’ll have you know.”

      “Tartarus, eh? How unimpressive!”

      “It was the most complex labyrinth ever created,” the minotaur bellowed. “Mock me again, and I will stomp you into hoof-jam!”

      I let out an exasperated groan.

      “I mean, it’s pathetic,” Titivillus said quickly. “No! Inferior! GoneGodBless it, it’s so easy a child could do it. Gah!”

      Titivillus dodged a swipe from Tiberius’s sharp black nails, zipping behind me for protection. As if I could provide any without phoenix fire in my blood. But I was Clutch Captain, after all. I flung up my hands and waved the minotaur off. “Back away, Big T.”

      “How can you protect that insulter?” the minotaur roared. “I will have his head—”

      “Now, bro,” Clyde began, “he didn’t mean anything—”

      “How can you defend him? We are the Brotherhood of the—”

      “Nameless Event We Swore Never To Speak About Ever Again,” Clyde said firmly.

      I doubted that was the real name of their private club, but there wasn’t time for all this debacle, and the lamprey was making me overly angry at the delay. Snatching Titivillus by the tail, I held him out in front of me. “This demon has a speech impediment. He’s a blubbering idiot most of the time. And if you take anything personally, you’re just as big of an idiot.”

      The minotaur’s ears lowered at my tone. “Well … If you’ll vouch for him, Frances.”

      “I. Do.”

      “He’s quite the imbecile,” Clyde said, nodding.

      “Yes, I’m not!” Titivillus shouted angrily.

      I shoved the seething demon onto my shoulder and checked the time on the smartphone. 4:17 PM. Two hours, fifty-two minutes before impact. According to the World Army headquarters, Plan A commenced one hour prior to Rabia’s six o’clock deadline. “We have less than an hour to clear this cave and get to Cornish Roost. Now move your scaly and shaggy asses!”

      Tiberius charged forward, confidently leading the way with Clyde right behind him.

      “Is Frances okay?” I heard him ask the demon.

      “She’s just a little possessed,” Clyde answered, giving the minotaur a reassuring pat with his talons. “It’s making her moody.”

      “ ‘A little possessed’? Is that a code for something else?”

      “Like what?”

      The minotaur lowered his voice even further, but I had bat-like ears, remember? “Like her monthly cyc—”

      “I am not on my period,” I shrilled. “But I swear, there will be blood if you don’t pick up the GoneGodDamn pace!”
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      We made it out of the maze of limestone caverns in record time, and Clyde took turns flashing us to Cornish Roost. He took Tiberius first and returned a handful of minutes later for Titivillus and me.

      “How’s it look there?” I asked as I climbed into his arms. “Did you see Brittany? What about Landon? Is Rabia—”

      “I did not perform any extensive reconnaissance, maggot,” Clyde interrupted.

      “Why in the EmptyHell not?” I almost shouted. Then I clenched my teeth to keep from saying anything else and clamped down on the lamprey enflaming my anger. Manipulative little spirit-bastard.

      Had it been any other time, Clyde would’ve ducked his head and tucked his hands under his chin. But my battler understood, his ember-like eyes searching beyond my face and into my aura. He must’ve seen it swirl with red.

      Calmly, he continued, “I merely deposited Tiberius on the north end of town and returned for you. From the seconds I was there, it seemed like a ghost town.”

      The god of rage could have that effect.

      No matter what you believe about auras, humans – and Others – are sensitive to energies. Positive moods are uplifting and inspiring. Negative moods put a damper on everything and make everybody irritable. High-strung people stress others out … I think you get the picture here. It made sense that a god of rage – who literally oozed a mood of volcanic anger – would have cleared out a twenty-mile radius in a heartbeat.

      Which would reduce collateral damage considerably.

      Guess there was some silver lining in there somewhere.

      In just a few minutes Clyde had brought Titivillus and me to the outskirts of Cornish Roost, depositing us on the frozen ground beside the minotaur. The moment we were free of his arms, he flashed away in a blur of black, the skeletal tree branches bending in the wake of his passage. He returned before we’d even taken a dozen steps into town, his arms laden with the weapons from his storage container. There were even more in his pouch.

      Tiberius’s brown eyes went wide. “Can I have the warhammer?”

      “So long as I get to have this one.” Clyde hefted a glaive with a two-foot moon blade and a shaft of whorled ironwood. “I call this one ‘The Game Changer’.”

      Tiberius also took the big bow and its quiver of arrows, sliding them over his shaggy shoulders. Then the claymore with its leather belt that he slung around his waist. And the spiked morning star, the bola, and the twelve-inch Bowie knife.

      Clyde watched with a mixture of disbelief and awe as his weapons pile diminished.

      Titivillus sorted through the heap of metal and shrugged, keeping his dip pen. I had no doubt he’d be targeting everyone’s eyes or Achilles’ tendons.

      “No machetes, maggot, but I do have this gladius from 44 BC,” Clyde said, offering me the blade. “It’s about the same size, though I think a little heavier. And you should take more than one weapon. As you say, a Plan B.”

      Everything that remained I didn’t know how to use or it was too heavy to lift. I tried not to be pissed at the lack of machetes – I already knew he didn’t have one in his storage unit – and removed Bellamy’s daggers from my machete sheath. Clyde stowed the rest of the weapons away in his pouch as I shoved the gladius into the vacant sheath. It was a snug fit, and Clyde wasn’t wrong about the weight. It pressed against my spine heavily. It was a good reminder, though. There was no way we were going to talk our way out of this. I slipped the daggers into my belt, squared my shoulders, and marched into town.
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      Since downtown Cornish Roost was laid out in a grid fashion, that meant anyone in the rotary had a direct line of sight down any one of the four streets that fed into the town square. Which sucked if you wanted to approach the rotary undetected.

      So we took a bunch of side streets and shored up in an alley used for deliveries by Jolene’s Country Kitchen. The diner was dark and empty, which wasn’t too surprising since it wasn’t normally open for supper, but it still gave the air an ominous feel. I’d half expected to see a few of the town’s more prominent members holed up inside and devising a way to deal with the angry mob of Others gathered at the rotary statue.

      And there were a lot of them, too.

      Orcs, ogres, goblins, trolls, hill giants, swamp witches, you know, the mythical creatures of your nightmares or the ones your parents used to threaten you with if you misbehaved. If you don’t eat your vegetables, you won’t be strong enough to defend yourself when the boggart tries to steal you from your bed. If you don’t wash up before bed, the hags will come and eat your dirty toes. You’d better say please and thank you, sir and ma’am, or come December, Belsnickel will rip out your tongue.

      No? Guess it was just my parents then …

      “Clyde? What is that?” I asked, trying to keep calm.

      If I’d thought the vinegarroon of Texas was a freaky cocktail shaker creation, this Other was its bigger, badder brother. Half-man, half-scorpion, he stood as tall as my battler with a wicked-looking double-curved bow in his hands. And if that looked bad, you can imagine what his scorpion stinger was like.

      I started to have unsettling flashbacks about the manticore.

      “Ooo … That’s an aqrabuamelu,” Clyde answered, sucking in his breath behind his needle-like teeth. “Babylonian. Or Mesopotamian, depending on who you ask. Very rare. Not only is that stinger venomous, it can also eject caustic acid. BAMF-84. You’d need a whole battalion to take down one of those.”

      “Let’s hope it’s just here as backup,” I muttered.

      Bellamy was there – no surprise – along with a contingent of his drow kin. Like Bellamy, they all were dark-skinned with flowing white hair and welding goggles or sunglasses over their eyes. None of them were as posh as Bellamy was. Most hadn’t adjusted to surface-dwelling yet and were overly alert and skittish. But the drow tracker just twirled a new Damascus steel dagger between his palms with his hip thrust out to one side like he was a bored Goth model apathetically waiting for his turn in front of the photographer.

      Beside him, long black hair blowing in the winter wind, was Rabia.

      He was like I’d remembered him from Opis’s memory: tall with broad shoulders and thick with muscle. His long black hair matched the blackness of his eyes, but instead of the knee-length toga I’d seen him in millennia ago, he wore tactical clothes more suited to this age. If he was a boxing gym owner. An Under Armour short-sleeved shirt, trousers, and boots. He was dressed all in black, giving Bellamy a run for who could look the most emo.

      The lamprey inside me jerked at the sight of him, renewing its struggle to gain control of my body. Choking off a cry, I slammed back into the brick wall of the diner and slid to the ground, clutching my stomach.

      “By the GoneGods, what’s wrong with her?” Tiberius lowed.

      “Maggot.” Clyde’s talons curled around my shoulders. “Fight it. Remember who you are.”

      “My name is Frances,” I whispered. I had to say it aloud just so I could concentrate. “I’m twenty-eight years old. I have brown hair and blue eyes. I’m a medicus. I like blackberry pie, and I like to climb. My name is Frances …”

      Spirit-me pinned the lamprey’s head beneath my left heel and its knotted belly beneath my right. Bending my knees, I lowered my weight and kept my feet firm in case the slippery bastard tried to buck me off.

      “There you go, maggot,” the batter soothed. “Code Pink.”

      Back in the real world, I unclenched my hands and forced myself upright. “I-I’m alright.”

      Steeling myself, I peered down the street again, gritting my teeth as the lamprey thrashed. If I couldn’t keep ahold of this spirit remnant, I’d be useless to the phoenix.

      Rabia paced impatiently in front of Selu’s statue, the giant scythe in his fist slicing through the air with every step. Behind him was a pyre – a sick mimic of the floral arbors the Green Man had made each year for his mistress’s festival.

      The Others gave him a wide berth except for the drow. Bellamy stood just outside of the range of the scythe and the path of the god, probably to remind Rabia from his proximity that they were partners in this endeavor. Bellamy had done his job, hunting us down at every turn as well as swelling the ranks of the Furia, and wanted what was promised. A dark world where his people could return to the surface.

      Too bad for him that Rabia wasn’t going to deliver.

      Clyde shuffled behind me, craning his long neck over my head and around the edge of the building. “Where’s the pinhead?”

      The battler was right. My watch read 4:45 PM. There were fifteen minutes left until the deadline. Landon was nothing if not punctual. But the World Army agent was just as much a pit bull as I was. No doubt he was somewhere close by, desperately searching for another solution before being forced to forfeit the phoenix.

      Titivillus tugged on my jeans. “What do we do now, DD?”

      “We have to wait for Landon,” I said impatiently. “We’ll use his approach as a distraction for our own, and then in the inevitable confusion of the transfer, we’ll make our move. Clyde, you still got the demonic paperweight and scepter?”

      The battler patted his pouch on his abdomen. “Safe and sound as spawnlings in their lava cribs. But it only has one splice remaining. Who are we going to use it on?”

      “The phoenix. We split Sunny and let the three personalities that actually want to defeat Rabia do their job.”

      But that wasn’t the whole plan. The four phoenixes, while strong, were individually weak. Even Valerie hadn’t been able to take on Malfius by herself. All four needed to be united under one cause in order to be effective.

      I gritted my teeth. The skinwalker had been right. Sacrifice was needed. My sacrifice.

      The phoenix had proven it twice already. Whenever I was put in mortal danger, she unlocked into her true self. Her rage over my death would incinerate everything. The town would be destroyed, but it was deserted except for the Furia anyway, so who cared? And the blast would incinerate anything in the atmosphere, saving the world. I just hoped the survivors would remember my name. Heroes aren’t normally named Frances.

      “ … they would be more efficient if we got him away from the crowd,” Clyde was saying. “It would provide for a cleaner target.”

      “Even the stupidest tactician knows not to leave the safety of the group,” Tiberius said. “How will you lure him away long enough to strike?”

      “He’ll follow the phoenix,” Clyde said. “And getting her away will be tricky. Do not be mistaken. This ends with one of them dead.”

      That’s where he was wrong. This ended with two of us dead.

      “Then let’s make sure we do this right,” I said. “Everybody—”

      “Maggot!” Clyde tapped my shoulder excitedly. “Look. It’s the pinhead!”

      “GoneGodDamn it. He’s early.” I clapped my hands to get their attention. “Everybody huddle up and put your hand in. Clutch Firestrike on three. One—”

      Tiberius scratched his head. “But I thought we were the Brotherhood of the—”

      “And we never officially voted against the Fiery Arsenal of Righteous Thunderbolts, you know,” Clyde said.

      “We are not Clutch FART!” Titivillus shrilled.

      “Clutch Firestrike on three, GoneGodDamn it,” I snarled. “I am not going into this fight without psyching myself up! Now put your hands in!”

      On ‘three’, there was a muted cheer – we couldn’t give away our position, after all – and it was good enough to boost morale.

      “Alright, everybody,” I said, drawing my gladius. “Let’s go kidnap a phoenix.”
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      The four of us spilled out of the alleyway, jostling for enough room between us so we didn’t accidentally stab each other with our weapons.

      I pulled the black scarf up from under my jacket to around my throat. Thanatos’s Cloak would make me hard to see, lending me a sneakiness that would be perfect for stealing a phoenix.

      Cool as a cucumber, Frances. Cukey-calm. Just one step at a time, I told myself as my boots rasped against the asphalt. Get Brittany away from Landon and/or Rabia. Make her think we’re safe and sound. And then get Rabia to kill me in front of her. A kidney shot should piss him off enough. Kidney shots are always winners.

      As expected, no one at the rotary paid us any mind, their focus on the horde of World Army agents flooding in from a side street and led by a man with a katana sheathed on his back and a bundle of pink feathers under his arm.

      Mr. TDH.

      My hand tightened on the gladius so fiercely my knuckles strained white against my skin. I still couldn’t believe he was willing to sacrifice the world’s only defense in the hope that the god of rage would keep his word.

      And that horde of World Army agents? They and their body armor and semi-automatic weapons didn’t stand a chance against the Others of the Furia. If things went sour, this was going to be a slaughter.

      “Clyde,” I said tightly. “I need to talk to you. Privately.”

      We dropped back a few steps so the Others couldn’t overhear us.

      “Are you feeling alright, maggot?” my battler asked. “Your heart rate is elevated, but your aura hasn’t changed …”

      “This is a direct order, Malfius.”

      Clyde’s ember-like eyes widened at the sound of his real name. “Y-yes, master.”

      “When I say ‘Plan B’, you get our clutch out of here. They are your first priority. And then the World Army agents. Is that clear?”

      “Crystal, maggot, but why—”

      “I am the master here!” I smeared the angry tears from my eyes. “I don’t need to explain myself!”

      How could I tell him in less than fifteen minutes I would be dead? How could I find the words to explain that this was the only way?

      “Of course, master,” he said, his voice oddly formal. “Is there anything else?”

      And I love you, you big idiot. “No.” I waved with my gladius for him to join the rest of our clutch. “That’s all.”
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      But of course the universe just had to throw me a few curveballs right then and there.

      That’s just Rule Six for you. Trouble will always find me.

      We were passing by Beauties and Beaux Salon when the universe threw its first pitch.

      The doors banged open, and a pastel green fairy with a lavender bob zipped out, a lacy fan clutched in her manicured fist.

      I knew exactly who she was even though I’d never laid eyes on her before now. “Ugh. Mildred.”

      Blanche’s tooth fairy Transition Sister – Tyrannical Overseer, more like it – flew right into my face. The diamonds in her tennis bracelet and the Swarovski crystals sewn into her ball gown blinded me in the evening light. I threw up a hand only to shade my eyes, but if I swatted her away like an unwanted fly, that was okay, too.

      “That Facebook page clearly stated this was to be a bonfire and potluck event,” she shrilled. She pointed to the pyre and the Furia cult with her fan. “But apparently this is to be a reenactment of the O.K. Corral!”

      “What? Didn’t you know ‘bonfire and potluck’ is Other code for ‘bloody fistfight’?” I asked.

      “This is no place for an Alium fatum dente!” She flicked her fan open and began fanning herself rapidly.

      “You chose to meet here, you sparkly bimbo,” I seethed. “Which was a mistake. So why don’t you just pack up and get the EmptyHell out of here?”

      Mildred snapped her fan closed and poked me in the chest, her butterfly wings flapping furiously so she could keep at eye-level with me. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you? Delay the inevitable. Well, I’ll have you know I did not just charter the redeye out of the Hamptons and stay at a five-cent hotel with rusty water and no room service to be denied now! We are getting this over with. Blanche!”

      My best friend fluttered out of the salon on her butterfly wings, the hem of her lavender ball gown swishing by her crystal shoes. I didn’t miss the fact that she was dressed up like a clone of her Transition Sister. Blanche clasped her pastel yellow hands demurely in front of her, her eyes fixed on the street.

      “Angel!” Titivillus cried.

      “Blanche?” Tiberius rumbled. “What happened to you?”

      “She leveled up,” Clyde whispered. “But she’s still in the transitional phase. The change hasn’t set quite yet. Fairies are vastly different from demons in that regard. For us, the experience is immediate, for them, it’s a process that takes anywhere from three to—”

      “Are you incapable of being concise, demon, or do you just like hearing yourself talk?” Mildred asked, a disapproving frown on her face. “That’s the first thing we teach our new students, you know. Rambling … it’s a mark of the uneducated.”

      “Uneducated?” Clyde fumed. “I am the scholar of stars, he who watched the fabric of space being woven into the Heavens—”

      “There he goes again,” Mildred said with an eye roll. “Rambling.”

      “I haven’t missed you at all,” Titivillus told Blanche, but the tooth fairy didn’t look at him. “I mean, yes I have. I’ve written so many limericks since you’ve been gone. Listen!

      
        
        You left me all alone on a beach

        Come back to me, Blanche, I beseeched

        You’re one scary lady

        I love you like crazy

        Let’s go get hitched; won’t that be neat?”

      

      

      “That’s revolting,” Mildred gasped, fanning herself rapidly. “It’s not even that good.”

      “Yes, it’s not! It’s romantic,” Titivillus seethed. “And it took me three days to write.”

      Blanche’s hands had flown to her throat. “Titivillus! Are you asking me to—”

      “My heart burns with Hellfire only for you.”

      The corner of Blanche’s mouth twitched upward, her eyes sparkling for only a heartbeat, before Mildred tapped her on the shoulder with her fan.

      “Alright, Miss Blanche, the sooner we wrap this up, the sooner we can be sipping mimosas under the cabana,” Mildred said firmly. “Say your goodbyes.”

      Blanche turned toward me, wringing her hands, and I searched her face for any trace of my best friend. There was an intensity about her gaze that reminded me vaguely of the old Blanche, and I found myself straining forward, trying to grasp whatever invisible ties we had left between us.

      “So … how are you?” she asked.

      It didn’t even sound like her. My Blanche’s voice was shrill and screamy, and this one’s was soft as sunshine in a meadow.

      I forced a tight smile. “I’ve been better.”

      “You do look a little worse for wear.”

      “It’ll only get worse, I’m sure.”

      Blanche glanced down the street at the Furia cult and the World Army. “You’ve got business with them.”

      “The bloody kind.”

      “The phoenix?”

      I nodded. “She’s in trouble, and I’ve got to—”

      “Help,” Blanche finished. “Yes, I know.” She smoothed her yellow hands down her ball gown. “Some things don’t change.”

      “What can I say? It’s hardwired into me.” I surprised her when I reached forward and took her hand. Even when she was an Alium fatum knochen, we rarely touched unless I was doing her make-up. “It’s going to get ugly, Blanche. You should go.”

      “Because you care,” she said. She didn’t ask it like a question, but it was there.

      I sighed, smiling tiredly. I should’ve told her more often, even if she would just brush it aside. Tooth fairies from the Schwarzwald were notoriously ornery creatures, but that didn’t mean they didn’t have feelings or need reassurance from time to time. My rules – no, I – hadn’t given her what she’d needed. This chasm between us was just as much my fault as it was due to her leveling up.

      “I’ve always cared about you,” I told her simply. “You’re my best friend. And I don’t want you to get hurt. Now, please. Go.”

      She squared her shoulders. “You’re not getting rid of me that easily, little lady.”

      Little lady? Was a piece of my Blanche still in there?

      “What?” Mildred demanded, brandishing her fan. “Now you listen here—”

      “You listen,” Blanche snapped. “I cannot progress in my transition in good conscience without helping my friends one last time.”

      “No!” I protested quickly.

      “See? She doesn’t even want you,” Mildred said triumphantly.

      Blanche gave a dismissive flick of her fingers. “She’s just being overprotective like usual.”

      “No, I’m not,” I said, panicked. “I mean, yes I am, but seriously. Don’t stay here. Leave. Now.”

      Blanche ignored me. “Those are my terms, Miss Mildred.”

      “You idiot!” I cried.

      “Is that how you want to part ways, Frances? By calling me an idiot?” Blanche demanded.

      The old tooth fairy would’ve probably tried to rip a tooth out of my head. But how could I tell her to leave without revealing my Plan B to stop Rabia? Clyde was bound to keep me from harm, even from myself. If he even got a whiff of my impending sacrifice, he’d whisk me away to the banks of the Ohio River and lock me up in his storage unit.

      My shoulders slumped. “No …”

      “Ugh,” Mildred groaned. “Fine! We will assist with what we can, and then we’re on the first flight out of here. Ladies! We’re sticking around!”

      A whole passel of tooth fairies with Coach purses dangling from the crooks of their elbows fluttered out of the salon. They all had those fur mini-capes – each dyed to match their hair – draped over their shoulders to keep the winter chill at bay. Mildred snatched her fur cape from a sister’s hands and flung it over her shoulders with a “Hmph” and snapped her fingers for the ladies to keep up.

      “Don’t you need one?” I asked Blanche.

      “I don’t get that cold … yet,” she answered.

      “You can fly with me,” Titivillus said excitedly.

      “Miss Blanche, with us, if you please,” Mildred called crispy.

      Blanche gave us a little wave and flew to the rest of the tooth fairies. They huddled around her like she was the precious new girl at a prep school and us the dregs of society that would contaminate her with our booze and rock music. Or specific to our case, our weapons and penchant for brawling.

      The second curveball came when we passed Mr. Paolo’s Cup O’ Beans.

      Jolene stalked out of the coffee shop, her fuchsia heels click-clacking against the pavement, her silver Smith & Wesson hand cannon in her manicured fist. Her fuchsia peacoat whipped in the winter wind, and her hair was flattened against her head with a black silk headscarf decorated with fuchsia magnolia flowers. At her appearance, the storefronts on either side of the street came to life.

      The townsfolk of Cornish Roost – Others and humans alike – poured into the street, armed to defend their town.

      Jason the Gegenees giant, Jolene’s short-order cook, his six hands filled with cleavers and chef knives instead of whisks and spatulas.

      Judy, the town’s dispatch officer, and the rest of the town’s deputies in their puffy green jackets.

      Denis the troll and Jemima the Mau, my clinic’s enforcer and client vetter.

      Johnny’s fauns Leonidas, Brian, David, Paul, and lecherous Harold.

      Noah Taylor, owner of the cattle ranch where the centaur brothers Antoni and Cesare had been slain by the skinwalker.

      Reggie the Green Man, formerly Opis’s trusted servant known as Fidel, though he came rumbling in from a side alley instead of from within a store.

      Even the notorious thorn-in-my-side journalist Doreen Collins was there in her one size-too small cardigan and a leather purse the size of a briefcase. No doubt it was full of brick-hard muffins and scones. If they could chip concrete, they’d be a good defense against tough-skinned Others.

      “Knew you’d show up eventually,” Jolene told me with a wink.

      “W-what are you doing here?” I sputtered. “It’s not safe—”

      “This is the Midwest, hon. Our towns might be small, but they’re ours. And ain’t nobody gonna take our town without a fight.” She cocked the hammer back on her revolver with a solid click. “You got a plan?”

      Yeah, Plan C, which I was rapidly working on because Plan B had just become much more genocidal. But there was no time left to figure one out. Even now, I could hear the Antevortan Clock’s hand quivering just seconds before the midnight mark.

      GoneGodDamn it, we were so screwed.

      “I’m working on one,” I told her.

      “Maggot, if I may,” Clyde said, clicking his talons together. “Our presence has now been detected.”

      There was a growing murmur among the Furia, and even a few of the World Army agents had turned around in curiosity.

      “You don’t say,” I said flatly.

      “Since a stealth approach is no longer an option, I suggest we change tactics and employ ‘the grand entrance’ ploy.”

      “You want your theme song, don’t you?”

      “This may be our first chance,” Titivillus pleaded.

      What could it hurt? I could do this small thing for my demons. It might be the last thing I could do for them, and if it made them happy, then it was worth it.

      “Fine.” I pulled the smartphone out of my pocket and found the music folder Zielinski had downloaded onto it. “But we don’t have time to vote on one, so I’m literally going to put the media player on ‘random’ and whatever it chooses is the one we get, okay?”

      They clustered around me as I hit the play button.

      
        
        A few times I’ve been around that track

        So it’s not just gonna happen like that

      

      

      I just rolled my eyes as Gwen Stefani’s boot-stomping ballad blared through the cellphone’s speakers. Of course it’d be the song I always muttered whenever I was nervous. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      So I’m ready to attack, gonna lead the pack

      
        
        Gonna get a touchdown, gonna take you out

      

      

      “Yes!” Clyde cried. “Get ready to be taken out, you rabble of Furia foes!”

      
        
        A few times I’ve been around that track

        So it’s not just gonna happen like that

        ‘Cause—

      

      

      “We ain’t no hollaback girls!” Titivillus cheered.

      “I approve this choice,” Tiberius said. “It is inspiring the victorious attitude.”

      Clyde had been right about the theme music. It lifted everyone’s mood, infusing them with indomitable spirit.

      Let’s just hope the lyrics were right.
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      Squawking, the phoenix squirmed as Landon tried to hand her over to Rabia. Her wing claws and spurs slashed at his tactical suit, shredding right through the Kevlar-reinforced fibers. Smoke wafted from her nostrils.

      It was all pretty subdued behavior for a phoenix who was being hostage-transferred to her mortal enemy. The one she’d been forged as a weapon against. I’d expected at least a fiery loogie or molten gold feathers or something. Then I realized she was drugged. She was either still woozy from Kevin’s sleep dart, or she’d been given another dose.

      She fought through it as best she should, and eventually Landon and Rabia were so fed up with the slashing wing claws and spurs that Landon just shoved her into Bellamy’s hands. The drow dropped the new dagger he’d been twirling, and the Damascus steel blade sank into the ground two inches despite it being frozen. Brittany pecked at his dark hand with decreasing fervor, tiring from her drugged struggles. But she didn’t give up.

      That’s my girl.

      Hurrying forward, I gave the World Army agents and the Furia a little wave when my clutch and I – plus the town’s newmade militia – were within earshot. “Sorry for interrupting, but you have something that doesn’t belong to you.”

      She didn’t belong to anyone. She deserved to be free and fiery and wonderful. The phoenix didn’t have to be a weapon.

      I sheathed my gladius and held my hands out. “See? I’m willing to play nice.”

      When I was met with a collective doubtful stare, I yanked the gladius free and tossed it to Clyde. The battler obediently sealed it away in his pouch.

      “There. That better?” I asked.

      From her cage of Bellamy’s arms, Brittany lifted her head drowsily and gave me a faint peep.

      “I am going to kill that damn caterpillar,” Landon growled.

      A white smile as sharp as a crescent moon slid across the dark elf’s face. “Nice to see you again, sha. And merci for de firebird.”

      His smile vanished as Rabia brushed him aside. The Furia instinctually fanned away from the god of rage, leaving ample room for him and his scythe, and the World Army agents mirrored them, hefting their weapons. What remained was a circle of frozen ground in front of the stone statue, the pyre behind Rabia and me standing between him and the phoenix.

      Right where I always would be.

      Rabia reared his head like a stallion scenting a threat on the wind. His black eyes widened as he stared at me, or rather, at my aura. Then he threw his head back and laughed. “Frances. Church. And how is my little slug treating you?”

      The lamprey bucked at the proximity to his master, and I fell on my ass. Figuratively, not literally, of course. Spirit-me snatched the little bastard, digging my nails into its slimy skin, and prevented it from burrowing.

      “It’s a little crowded in here,” I forced out.

      “It’s a little crowded over there,” Rabia replied, gesturing behind me with a jerk of his chin. “As if it mattered. A few backwater hicks, a bunch of butterfly floozies, and two of the most pathetic demons I’ve ever laid eyes on.” His eyes settled on a large woodland Other over my left shoulder, and the corner of his mouth lifted into a cruel smirk. “Oh, hello again, Fidel. You haven’t aged a day.”

      The Green Man, formerly Opis’s most trusted human servant before the goddess had transformed him to save his life, stomped his fists into the ground like a silverback gorilla and roared.

      The Furia collectively tensed, raising their weapons. Equally on edge, the World Army lifted theirs.

      “This was supposed to be a simple transfer,” Landon hissed behind me.

      “Apparently Rabia didn’t get the memo,” I snapped back. “Just look at his side!”

      Rabia shrugged, a cavalier lift and drop of his broad shoulders. “They worship me. Who am I to deny my devoted ones from following me?”

      Yeah, if by ‘devoted’ he meant ‘intimidated and/or psychopathic’. The Furia milled around uneasily, muttering, checking their weapons compulsively. The djinn holding a torch was just itching to throw it onto the pyre. They were a powder keg waiting for a spark, and they were going to get one.

      “It’s why you humans erected this statue centuries ago, to be close to your god,” Rabia continued, flicking his black-nailed fingers to the weathered stone figure behind him. The monstrous pyre had been built at the base of its plinth, waiting to devour the stone and whatever else the god of rage intended to throw onto it. “It’s said these statues were once the eyes of the gods. That they would watch over their temples and lands while the gods were away, and that the gods could access them at will to see who was praying and who was defacing.” Rabia snatched the torch from the djinn’s hand and threw it onto the pyre. The flames seized the tinder and clawed at the Corn Goddess’s stone skirts. “Are you watching now, Selu? Or should I say, Opis?”

      The gray stone of the statue was as unmoving as it had been for the last few centuries, resilient against the years of rain and impervious to the fire now scorching its feet. The bright flames bathed her in light as golden as the corn she’d once grown and made a particular bead dangling from Rabia’s neck glitter like a little star.

      “She left you behind, Rabia,” I said icily. I had to get him mad. Madder than the lamprey was making me. I needed that volcanic rage because emotions made you sloppy. Made you make mistakes. “She can’t hear or see you because she’s gone. And not just her, the rest of the gods, too. They don’t care about you. You’re nothing more than a human to them. And you are just a human, aren’t you? Nothing more than flesh and red blood. A god wouldn’t be cold in this weather, but you’re covered in goosebumps.”

      Rabia whipped around, seething, but I just lifted my chin defiantly. What I’d said had been the truth. Rabia might’ve been an immortal once, but not now. And as the gods had proven when they’d left, mortals didn’t concern them anymore.

      He took a stalking step forward and loomed over me, the pyre’s flames behind him illuminating his black hair with a fiery halo. The cracks and hisses of the burning wood mirrored the snapping of his black eyes. Rabia shoved the fine edge of his scythe under my chin.

      My hand flew to the black scarf at my neck. It should have—

      “That cloak only works if you understand how to use it,” Rabia sneered. “And your knowledge of it is base at its best.”

      Behind me, Clyde flared his talons and snarled.

      The phoenix screeched, the musical discord of her voice resonating like someone had detonated a grenade in an orchestra’s brass section. Brittany thrashed in Bellamy’s arms, harder than she had when Landon had tried to hand her over to the god of rage. With a Cajun curse, the drow held her outstretched as far away from his body as he possibly could, hands clamped tight over her wiggling wings and twisting away from her slashing spurs.

      Rabia’s dark eyes narrowed at her reaction, but the scythe stayed right where it was.

      Most people make the mistake of freezing and/or going into shock when their enemy gets up all close and personal, especially if they have a weapon. If you can keep your head about you, you’ll see they’re really just providing you with a great opportunity.

      I glared into Rabia’s black, pupilless eyes and forced a patronizing smirk onto my face. It took effort, because hey, there was a scythe under my neck, but I had to get him pissed. He had to kill me. It was the only thing that could rouse Allie from her purgatory. Her resulting rage – and the incendiary force field that came with it – was the only thing that could save the planet.

      “It’s why you went to Chicago, isn’t it?” I sneered. “The gods left you, and the only way to join them was to regain your immortality. But you didn’t know how to do that, so you had to riffle through Dante Cardinelli’s research to find out. Bet that was humiliating for you. The god of rage reduced to a trash panda sorting through someone else’s garbage for answers. But it doesn’t matter, Rabia. You. Can’t. Have. Her.”

      “I am the only thing standing between this earth and annihilation,” he shouted at me.

      “Do you want your world to burn?”

      “No. But you don’t seem too concerned about it either. Otherwise, why would you have that thing around your neck?”

      Rabia glanced down at the bead dangling from his neck, but it wasn’t really a bead.

      And it wasn’t dangling from his neck, either. It was now clutched in my fist, my hands having plucked it from his chest when he’d gotten close enough to put the scythe under my neck.

      See? Told you there was an opportunity to be had there.

      It was the acorn tribute, and it felt warm against my palm, pulsing as if it held a tiny heart inside.

      Rabia – or his Furia lackeys Clyde and I had seen lurking around just yesterday – had found the sinkhole, the nexus of ley lines, the resting place of the memory Opis had left behind for the phoenix. He’d picked out this particular tribute from the thousands of corn kernels, acorns, and wheat berries, and from the lamprey’s memories, I could guess why.

      This year’s bicentennial replacement tribute had glowed the brightest out of all the others, so there had to be some residual magical juice left inside, even if it was only a thimbleful.

      But mighty things sometimes came in small packages. Sequoias – the world’s tallest trees – were grown from seeds no larger than caraway.

      And what was it that Opis had said about seeds? It is a key to a whole new world, if you only know how to unlock it.

      I danced back a step as Rabia lunged after the acorn. I yanked Bellamy’s moonstone-and-silver dagger from my belt and gave it a jab in his general direction, forcing him to lift his scythe in defense. “You were just gonna skip town and let the asteroids hit, weren’t you?”

      “There’s no point in enslaving humanity when I can’t rub it in her face,” Rabia snarled. “She helped create this world, and it’ll be so much sweeter to see the look on her face when I’ve told her I’ve destroyed it!”

      “You bastard,” Landon seethed. “I gave you that phoenix in good faith—”

      “You promised me a dark world for my people!” Bellamy roared.

      “They’ll be plenty of dark little crannies for your people to skulk around in after the planet explodes,” Rabia sneered.

      The dark elf’s face contorted in rage, and he threw the phoenix aside. Brittany – still somewhat drugged – fumbled around in a flurry of pink feathers as the drow snatched up his Damascus steel dagger. When the phoenix landed on the ground, Bellamy took to the sky, jumping high as only an elf could with his dagger poised to plunge into Rabia’s neck.

      “Clyde!” I shouted. “Intervention!”

      The next few things happened very fast. My battler demon flashed forward and snatched up the phoenix. I spun on my heel to employ good ol’ Rule Four and run away. (My death couldn’t be by accident. It had to be center stage and tragically poetic, remember?) Rabia swatted Bellamy aside with the shaft of his scythe. The dark elf contingent attacked the Furia, and the World Army opened fire as the fight spilled over onto their side of the stand-off.

      Before I’d gone more than one step, a hand snatched me by the curls and yanked. Then I screamed as I was lifted off the ground by the roots of my hair. Dropping my dagger, I pawed at the hand that held me aloft like one of those arcade claw games.

      It was a demon, twelve feet tall with two horns erupting from his skull that rivaled those of a champion Texas longhorn bull. His eyes burned like twin forges – red with white-hot centers – and when his cloven hooves scraped against the ground, sparks flew. He held a tasseled spear in his other fist and looked ready to ram it down someone’s throat.

      “Malfius!” the demon roared.

      Clyde quickly handed the phoenix to Titivillus – who was barely large enough to handle her even when she was drowsy from a sleep dart – and hefted his glaive. He didn’t tremble. He didn’t run. He stood his ground with angry red flames sprouting from his eye sockets. “Thaddeus. I can’t say it’s a pleasure to see you on this side of Hell. Or anywhere, for that matter. And it’s very poor form to fling an Unknown demon’s true name about willy-nilly—”

      “Spare me your loquaciousness,” the larger demon bellowed. “We have unfinished business, you and I.”

      “Yes, we do,” Clyde agreed, leveling his glaive. “You cursed my bro into a hedgehog, and you terrorized me. We have plenty of business. But you will put my master down at once, or I will conveniently forget the few rules of battle we demons have and stab you through your molten heart!”

      Thaddeus snorted in amusement, but he lowered me to the ground. “Your time on Earth has made you bold. You didn’t even know the mallet end of a warhammer when last we met.”

      “Things have changed.”

      “Not enough for you to win!”

      Thaddeus shoved me aside and launched himself at the smaller battler.

      I had barely gotten to my feet when someone else grabbed me by the back of the collar.

      Rabia.

      I didn’t have enough time to draw Bellamy’s emerald-studded dagger from my belt, so I punched the god in the face.

      He just shook the punch off, a crazed look in his black eyes. “I’ll have that seed back now.”

      My fist tightened around the acorn. “You’ll have to kill me first.”

      I may’ve been bitter that the gods had left us, but I wasn’t so petty as to unleash Rabia on them. I’d seen what he’d been capable of in the mere minutes of his freedom before Opis had bound him inside that prison planet. Besides, the gods might return one day, and wouldn’t it be nice if they were predispositioned to be cordial with us humans especially when one of them had prevented a rage-infested cancer from fouling their new utopia?

      Rabia grinned at me with blood-stained teeth. “I’d be more than happy to oblige. Because you’re the missing piece, Frances Church. The one thing Dante Cardinelli didn’t have. With your death, the phoenix will be mine.”

      Wrapping his arms around me in an unbreakable embrace, he hurled us into the pyre.
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      The flames were hot enough to melt the asphalt, but I didn’t burn.

      Instead, when I opened my eyes, I was encased in a bubble of swirling golden light. I floated in its center as if I was submerged in water, but I could breathe. Beyond the golden light, the angry red flames of the pyre’s conflagration lashed against my haven. Even as I watched, the golden bubble condensed with every heartbeat.

      The time for marveling was over.

      And where was Rabia anyway? I swirled around, as weightless as an astronaut in space. I couldn’t see him anywhere, and in this sphere of light, there was nowhere to hide. As I searched, I became increasingly aware of the pyre’s heat, and little beads of sweat speckled my forehead.

      I needed protection against the encroaching flames and something to prevent smoke inhalation. Frantically, I zipped up my jacket and was about to yank the black scarf up over my hair when I found it missing. Not just buried deep under my collar. Completely gone.

      I pawed at my clothes. Where in the EmptyHell did it go? And I’m going to roast like a pig at a Sunday picnic in here!

      Ye of little faith, Frankilicious, a musical voice chimed.

      Allie?

      At the sound of her voice, the lamprey inside me whipped back and forth. I lost my grip on the slippery little devil, and I didn’t get a chance to seize it again before the phoenix spoke again.

      You’re a GoneGodDamn idiot, you know that? What were you thinking, letting him throw you into the pyre?

      I’ll admit getting tossed into a fire hadn’t been my idea of an inspirational death, and neither had been this chastising conversation. Shit, shit, shit.

      What are you doing here? And why aren’t you drugged? Or pissed off? I knew I was, but not necessarily for the reason you’d think. With that lamprey wiggling around inside me, it was infusing every cell with rage. I had to get a grip on it.

      You think that pipsqueak of a demon stood a chance of holding me back? She laughed at the idiocy of the idea. And I couldn’t let you burn, drug or no, could I?

      Internally, I was scrambling around for that GoneGodDamn lamprey, but externally, I crossed my arms over my chest. So you’ll let the world burn, but not me?

      I still couldn’t see her. I’d never actually been on the receiving end of a forcefield after we’d been split, so I didn’t know if this golden light was somehow her corporeal form or just a result of her power. I want to look at you when we’re arguing, GoneGodDamn it!

      I did not just make a forcefield to keep you from burning to a crisp so you could yell at me. Allie coalesced from the golden flames, her eyes reproachful sapphire gems. Her feathers, which were crimson in her inactive state, were now edged with living flame. Molten gold fire poured off her wings with every flap, strengthening the forcefield around us. They beat as if in slow-motion, which I guess they kinda were since it’d be impossible for us to have this sort of discussion in the middle of a conflagration without an effect on time. As you know, time was meaningless to an Other who could never die.

      But that wasn’t the most awesome part.

      It was her heart, burning in the middle of her chest, as white as a star.

      The source of her power was nothing less than a ball of nuclear fusion. It writhed like quicksilver, flaring like a miniature sun.

      It was so bright it scorched even the eyes of the lamprey, and the spirit tightened into a protective ball with a hiss. Spirit-me yanked it straight – as much as I could with the knot I’d tied into it – and pinned it beneath my heels again. But the anger in my blood didn’t dissipate.

      Yeah? Well if you’d just put on your big girl panties and submitted to Hecate’s Torch instead of breaking it, we wouldn’t be here, would we?

      I told you this wasn’t something you could force!

      And now we’ve run out of time! I couldn’t give you to Rabia, you couldn’t come to grips with your mistake, and now those GoneGodDamn asteroids are going to turn Earth into Swiss cheese. This is all your fault! Why couldn’t you let me die?

      My fau – wait, what? Let you die?

      I threw up my hands. Yes, you stupid bird! What would you have done if I’d actually died and you hadn’t come in here to save me?

      Allie’s sapphire eyes widened. Oh, you cuckoo!

      My eyes widened at the swear word.

      You were going to use my grief to incinerate the asteroids, the phoenix accused.

      And you’ve ruined everything!

      The phoenix shook her head in disbelief. You would’ve sacrificed yourself.

      “Somebody had to do something!” I was so mad I actually shouted. “And it’s hardwired into me. I have to help.”

      “And you’ve done a wonderful job,” a booming voice praised. “I wouldn’t have been able to survive the pyre without you.”

      Allie screeched as Rabia yanked Thanatos’s Cloak off his shoulders, becoming visible once again. He was right behind her, blood-stained teeth grinning.

      At his abrupt appearance, the lamprey inside me bucked.

      If I’d thought it’d been forceful and resolute before, this was something else. It had a singular purpose now, and that was getting out of me.

      The black lamprey-like spirit launched out of my gut, snaked through the air like an errant shadow, and hit Allie right in the face. It wrapped its slippery body around her head even as her beak tore through it, but its purpose was already done.

      It had blinded her long enough for Rabia to slam a hand against her fiery heart.

      There was a flash of bright light like a star exploding, and Rabia clenched down even harder. The phoenix’s cry was like a turbulent wind chime as her heart blazed against his touch.

      “Let her go!” I screamed.

      With a kick, I ‘swam’ over to them, but I was too late. Allie slumped as Rabia took his hand away, lifting it triumphantly above his head.

      The light he had stolen from her heart rippled from his palm over every inch of him, infusing him with a faint luminescence. Everything about him became more defined, more focused, more brilliant. He even grew to a towering eleven feet tall, and when he opened his eyes with a satisfied sigh, they sparkled as if they contained a thousand tiny stars.

      So that’s what immortality looked like.

      “Without you, she never would’ve revealed her heart,” Rabia gloated. “And then all I needed to do was touch it.”

      He snapped his fingers, but it sounded like the crack of a gunshot. The lamprey untangled its mangled form from the phoenix’s face and slithered into Rabia’s outstretched palm, absorbing into his skin.

      With a feeble cry, the phoenix sank toward the bottom of her own forcefield.

      The golden light started to collapse, shrinking exponentially.

      “You might have your immortality back, but what are you gonna do with it if you don’t have this?” I snarled, lifting my fist.

      From my clenched fingers dangled the necklace with its acorn tribute pendant.

      Rabia’s eyes widened, first in shock and then in rage. No doubt he was kicking himself for forgetting that one little detail, and just as he lunged forward to snatch it away from me, the forcefield shrank again, ejecting him into the conflagration.

      Whatever buoyant atmosphere the forcefield originally had was failing as the phoenix’s strength flagged. I tied the acorn tribute around my neck as I sank like a stone to the bottom of the golden sphere, scooping Allie into my arms so I wouldn’t crush her.

      I not-too-gently slapped her cheek. “Come on, Allie, up and at ‘em! We’re like three seconds away from being barbequed.”

      Shocked, I stopped slapping her when her feathers started falling out.

      Crimson feathers fell like autumn leaves, streaking me with red.

      This wasn’t a molt.

      “Allie!”

      Her sapphire eyes rolled around in her head. He took too much. I … I’m not strong enough … by myself …

      In a futile gesture, I snatched the falling feathers and tried my best to plaster them back onto her neck, her shoulders, her wings. But the more I touched, the more they fell away like ash under my fingers.

      Then take my strength, I pleaded. My life. Whatever you need. Just don’t let this bastard win.

      I was surprisingly calm about my decision. Maybe this is what I’d needed to do all along to atone for all the Other lives I’d helped the Cardinellis steal. Exchange my life so an Other could live.

      The phoenix smiled tiredly at me. It’s near impossible to tell when a bird was smiling at you, but she managed it. I knew you were the right one when I picked you all those months ago. You’ll be good for them. Are good for them.

      Allie, what are you talking about?

      I know now how to atone for my mistake. Touch my heart, Frankilicious.

      But—

      I jumped as the forcefield contracted again. Its edge writhed just above my head, and the heat of the pyre had reached near-sweltering levels.

      Do it.

      Biting my lower lip, I pressed my hand against Allie’s heart.

      Heat bloomed against my palm, hotter and hotter. Shouting, I tried to yank my hand away, but my skin was fused as if I’d touched a hot stovetop.

      Don’t … resist, Allie said.

      Squeezing my eyes shut against the pain, I pressed my other hand on top of the one against her heart, keeping it in place. I forced myself to take a breath, driving the tension out of my shoulders.

      Suddenly I couldn’t feel the pain in my hand anymore – probably because my nerves had been fried – and the heat traveled up my arm and into my heart. The fire I had once felt in my blood when the phoenix and I had been bound returned. Only that was a fraction of the power I now felt. It kept coming, the dam broken, and my cells swelled until I could bear no more. I had a panicked vision of an overfilled water balloon bursting, but the golden fire simply bubbled over.

      You’re the bridge now, the phoenix’s voice whispered. Be what I could not.

      The golden fire hardened my bones and strengthened my muscles. It transformed my skin into a living shield. It sharpened my vision, expanded my hearing, even heightened my sense of taste, smell, and touch. The golden fire, Allie’s essence, knitted into every fiber of my being flawlessly.

      I felt whole again, that ache in my chest that had manifested ever since Sunny had regained her new body now completely gone.

      Take care of them, Frankilicious.

      The power flowing into me finally tapered off, and when I opened my eyes again, I was covered in crimson feathers.

      Allie was gone.
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      I burst into tears, and the feathers liquified.

      In an instant I was coated in what looked like shiny red paint, except it was paint with a mind of its own. It sluiced down my body, leeched through my clothes, washing over my skin like a tide until it condensed on a patch of skin on my inner wrist.

      My brand.

      Except it was a partial cardinal-in-flight no longer. The last remnant of the phoenix personality I knew as Allie soaked into the puckered skin, filling it with red pigment. It lengthened the wings, filled out the body, and added a long, fiery tail.

      It was no longer a cardinal but a firebird.

      I rubbed my thumb over the brand as I had done so many times, and I daresay its blue eye winked at me.

      “Allie,” I whispered.

      A soft peep ripped my attention away from my new mark, and a blue-eyed phoenix ruffled her new feathers.

      With Allie no longer hindering their growth, the phoenix’s remaining personalities had merged. I saw each of them within this new bird. Valerie’s muscular build. Charlotte’s wise eyes. Brittany’s peppiness. This phoenix was a living flame: yellow at her crown and neck, blending into sunset orange for her body, darkening into scarlet wings and tail. Her beak, eyes, and legs were flame blue.

      S-Sunny?

      Solara, the phoenix corrected. She still didn’t speak audibly, but I could hear each one of her former personalities in the chord-like timbre of her telepathic voice. You can still call me Sunny. But right now, we must unite.

      Unite?

      We’ve got renegade asteroids to destroy and a god of rage’s butt to kick. I’m thinking we stand a better chance together than apart.

      Agreed. So … how do we do this?

      The phoenix simply extended her neck and touched my hand with her beak. In an instant she was gone, and I was suddenly wreathed in golden flames.

      I could feel her inside my blood like before, but now our connection was seamless. Whatever Allie had done to me had facilitated this. We were no longer Frances and phoenix, but one. We had full access to each other’s strengths: her incredible power and my heart.

      With a snap of our fingers, the forcefield around us winked out of existence.

      Burn it all, Sunny crooned. I’ve missed having thumbs so much.

      Another snap of our fingers and the conflagration of the pyre that had constantly been trying to cook us died with a swirl of smoke.

      Rabia, his flesh still steaming from when he’d been ejected from the forcefield, stumbled away from us with wide eyes.

      Every cell of phoenix-infused fire wanted to kill him. He had tried to kill our mother. He had hurt her husband. He had killed her servants, all except one she had transformed into a Green Man. He was going to enslave the world we were born to protect.

      It’s time, Frances, Sunny said, her three-octave voice reverberating in our bones.

      Time for what?

      Our hands tightened into blazing fists.

      It’s time for flambé.
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      Rabia’s scythe slashed within a hair’s breadth of our sapphire blue eyes. “Give me the seed!”

      Wings of golden fire instinctually erupted from our arms, and one startled flap launched us into the sky. And not just five feet above everybody’s heads. One hundred GoneGodDamn feet off the ground. The human half of us was fist-pumping the air with excitement while the phoenix half was as nonchalant about the whole wing-manifestation as if it were child’s play.

      From this height, we could see the not-so-sleepy town of Cornish Roost in its panoramic glory. Below, the humans and Others fought in knots around the scorched earth where the pyre had been.

      Clyde held his own against the much taller Thaddeus, each of their weapons coated in the huckleberry-purple blood of demons.

      Blanche and her Alium fatum dente sisters attacked with everything they could yank out of their oversized Coach purses. As they were all beauticians or wedding planners or pageant coaches, they fought with what such ladies would have in case of a make-over disaster. Mildred was using a spare set of nude pantyhose to strangle the swamp witch, a pink-skinned tooth fairy zipped around slinging bobby pins like they were darts, and Blanche was twirling a hair dryer above her head and clubbing any poor soul stupid enough to get within reach of its cord.

      Tiberius butted heads with a cave troll, Titivillus jabbed at a gargoyle with his dip pen, Reggie the Green Man defended himself against half a dozen axe-wielding orcs, the burlier fauns threw their lighter kin around like horned-and-hooved bowling balls into the goblin horde, and Landon fought against a kamaitachi – a flying, Japanese weasel-like Other with razor blades for claws – with his katana while Beefcake and Chin double-teamed a three-headed hydra.

      And every now and then you’d hear the crack of Jolene’s Smith & Wesson hand cannon and the whump of Doreen Collin’s leather purse.

      In short, it was one hot mess.

      Badly outnumbered and out-BAMFed, the World Army and the Cornish Roostians were in the middle of a tactical retreat. The only reason why they hadn’t been crushed yet was because Bellamy’s drow contingent was attacking the Furia they’d once been part of. If it’s one thing you didn’t do in this GodGodWorld, it was breaking a promise to an elf.

      But we weren’t as doomed as I’d once thought. At the edges of the town – approaching rapidly and from all different directions – were a slew of Others.

      With a start, we realized they were the Others we’d helped … or fought against but in an it’s-not-personal-but-it’s-also-unavoidable kinda way … even a few who’d started out as our enemies.

      Guess Bellamy’s flyers and the Furia’s Facebook page had been a double-edged sword. It’d called their allies, but it had also called ours.

      Hayate the oni demon and Kita the jorogumo approached from the northwest.

      Xolos Gilbert and Valeska loped in from the southwest.

      Quetzalli and her twelve quetzalcoatlita sisters snaked through the air from the east like oversized feather boas with cheerleader pom-poms for manes and tails.

      Pepe and his colony of weremice flooded in from the west, leaving a dust trail as tall and twisting as a tornado in their wake.

      Tequila the alicanto flew in from the south at the head of her pirate crew.

      An Other I didn’t recognize charged from the northeast: an overgrown hedgehog the size of a wild boar.

      And far off in the north, riding an infernal rooster instead of a white horse but looking no less dashing, was Johnny, a black-and-white chicken secured in his arms.

      We didn’t know what to think when we saw him. Johnny. The man who loved the human and the skinwalker who was the mortal enemy of the phoenix.

      Had he overpowered Kevin? Was Madame Cluck merely a hostage and Ichabod a reluctant accomplice? Was he here to help us, or help Rabia destroy us?

      Incoming!

      Rabia rocketed up from the ground from a mere jump, ready to swing his scythe like a baseball bat. “I want that key!”

      Son-of-a-biscuit! Okay, okay, okay, don’t panic. Um …

      IT’S BOOM-BOOM TIME!

      The golden light of our wings darkened to navy blue, our feather-tips crackling with white electricity. Tension built in our back and arms like we were struggling with too much weight on a chest fly machine. It was a strain to hold this much energy. The phoenix half would’ve released it already, but the human half wanted a closer target.

      When Rabia was twenty feet below us, mouth curled up in a snarl and the black of his eyes glinting like obsidian, our wings crashed together.

      A thunderclap like a sonic boom hit him square in the face. Stunned, he plummeted to the ground like a stone as the scythe slipped from his limp hand.

      With a chime-like scream, we flattened our wings and dove.

      Our sharp eyes focused on our target in the mini-crater he had created, long black hair spreading away from his head in haphazard swirls like spilled ink. Gold ichor trickled out of the corner of his mouth, and his scythe had landed point down, burying itself up to the shaft in the frozen earth.

      Like a falcon, we pivoted in our dive, thrusting taloned feet ahead of us to sink into his flesh.

      Rabia’s black eyes snapped open just before we struck, snatching our leg in one hand and slamming us into the side of the crater.

      We didn’t feel pain as much as we felt pressure. Our fiery wings and talons snuffed out, returning to flame-wreathed arms and feet. Which was just as well because the heat of them was starting to melt the wintery ground into mud.

      With a chime-like cry, we struggled to get out of our Frances-sized hole, the mud sucking us back like glue.

      “A downed bird is a dead bird,” Rabia gloated.

      He seized our throat, fingers scrambling for the necklace.

      Instead of grabbing the hands that were trying to choke us, we sucker-punched him in the mouth. It splattered the golden ichor already leaking from his lip across his jaw like someone had just nailed him with a paintball. With an enraged shout, he caught my other swinging fist and reared back, planting his foot at my shoulder joint.

      “Try punching me now, you fiery bitch!”

      Twisting his shoulders, Rabia ripped our arm clean off our body.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 208

          

        

      

    

    
      Well, we certainly felt that.

      Rabia dropped our arm and covered his ears as a painful scream ripped through our throat.

      “Maggot!” Clyde bellowed.

      We stared in horror as our arm, its fingers limp and its end a raggedy stump of torn flesh, bounced off our thighs and slid down into the bowl of the crater.

      But no sooner had it slid to a halt did it start to darken. It became as black as a charred log, and the winter wind flaked it into ash. In seconds, nothing remained, and the left arm that had saved our human half from a cougar when she was thirteen years old by dangling off a precipice was nothing more than a memory.

      Lowering his hands, Rabia began to laugh. It was a slow, rumbling sound, the kind you make when you realize you’ve just won. “I seriously thought this was going to be difficult,” he chuckled. “You and me, evenly matched and forever locked in battle, but now all I need to do is rip you apa – NO!”

      Heat, but not pain, bloomed in our left shoulder. Liquid gold, like Rabia’s ichor, flowed from the torn socket. Writhing like quicksilver, it took the shape of an arm and solidified in a black crust. We clenched our fist and flexed, and the crust shattered and blew away, revealing a perfect replica of our left arm.

      We waved our fingers at the god of rage, a you’re-so-screwed grin on our face. “Regeneration station, bitches!”

      Our voice resonated like an old organ in a Gothic cathedral. It filled the rafters of the sky with its sound as we spoke in three octaves at once. It made our gloating sound all the more regal and self-assured.

      And it infuriated Rabia.

      With a roar, Rabia lunged, desperate for the acorn necklace.

      We were ready this time, pulling our legs up to our chest just as he pounced. Shoving, we kicked the god of rage twenty feet into the air.

      He never landed.

      As he fell, Reggie soared over the crater, barreling into Rabia’s gut. We wiggled free of the mud and soared out of the hole as the Green Man pinned Rabia against the ground. The woodland Other repeatedly rammed Rabia with his horns, crushing him into the earth with every strike like a sledgehammer. Bits of grass and leaves and turf flew into the air, obscuring the two in a dirty brown cloud.

      We thought the Other might actually succeed when Reggie yelped. Two hands shot out of the debris and snatched the Green Man by the horns.

      Rabia stood, bending Reggie’s head at an odd angle until the Green Man lowed like a wounded steer.

      He’s going to snap his neck!

      In a moment of panic, we did the only thing we could do. We took a play out of Brittany’s playbook and hocked a fiery loogie right into Rabia’s eyes.

      “AHH!”

      The god of rage hurled Reggie aside, and the Green Man crashed into Selu’s statue. The stone crumbled, and the woodland Other disappeared under the rubble.

      Rabia smeared the molten goo from his eyes and jumped, sailing over our heads back to the crater. Back to his scythe. He ripped it out of the ground and spun, raising it above his head.

      Bellamy’s daggers, as pretty as they were sharp, would have no effect on a god’s immortal skin. So with a flick of our wrist, we fashioned a machete out of nuclear fire.

      It blazed and rippled like we held a fiery chainsaw in our fist. It felt good. Familiar.

      At first, something flickered across the god’s face – fear? – but then a slow smile crept across his blood-stained lips.

      “What is it?” we demanded in our three-octave voice.

      The god of rage lifted a finger to the sky. “You’re running out of time.”

      Our head snapped to the winter sky. It was sunset now, and the stars were coming out. Except there were far more stars up there than there had any right to be, especially after the constellations had fallen to Earth years ago. Some of them were even burning brighter and larger than before.

      We blinked, and our vision sharpened like a pair of binoculars – or even telescopes – had snapped over our eyes.

      We’d been so stupid. Wasting our time on a personal vendetta instead of focusing on the bigger picture.

      “Choose,” the god of rage laughed. “Me, or planetary destruction.”

      The asteroids came like stampeding horses, trampling everything in their path. As soon as they hit the upper atmosphere, they’d transform into nightmares with burning manes and tails streaming behind them like war banners.

      It was a truly beautiful and terrifying sight, and we gazed upward in mute awe for a second longer than we should have.

      But Rabia didn’t have a set of Rules. Otherwise, he never would’ve broken Rule One – never let them know where you are – with that battle-cry.

      The scythe sliced through the air right where we’d been standing. And it hit only air because in the nanosecond we heard Rabia begin his shout, we had cleaved from each other.

      I saw my reflection in the crescent-shaped blade – a woman with curly brown hair whipping about in the winter wind with eyes that blazed brighter than sapphires – before Rabia tugged the scythe free of the frozen earth. With the blade no longer separating us, Sunny and my gaze met for only an instant before the phoenix rocketed upward, and I turned my attention back to Rabia.

      We didn’t need to communicate. She could manage the asteroids. And I could manage to be one big pain in the ass to keep Rabia occupied.

      Without Sunny, I was just me, and I didn’t have the power to conjure a fiery machete. But I was superhuman me now, thanks to Allie, so when Rabia slashed at my gut with his scythe, it didn’t break the skin, but it sent me sprawling on my ass.

      “That’s gonna bruise,” I wheezed.

      With a snarl, Rabia sprang, swinging his scythe like he was going to behead me as easily as he would sun-ripened wheat. I rolled out of the way as the blade ripped a three-foot deep furrow into the ground where I’d just been, whipping Bellamy’s emerald-studded dagger out from my belt.

      He took one look at the ten-inch blade and laughed.

      This is why you use a machete, people. You keep the stabby badness farther away from you in close-quarters combat.

      I needed a weapon, and I knew someone with a pouch full of them. “Clyde! Weapon!”

      “Maggot,” Clyde admonished, smacking Thaddeus’s spear away with his glaive. “Did I not tell you to take more weapons with y – oof!”

      Clyde crashed onto his back from a blow from Thaddeus’s horns, sliding across the frozen ground like a curling stone. His glaive skidded out of his hand, and I lunged forward for it, swinging it wide just in time to parry Rabia’s scythe.

      “Bro!” Titivillus veered away from the gargoyle and jabbed at Thaddeus’s eyes with his broken dip pen.

      The larger battler swatted the little demon aside like an annoying fly and sprang into the air, spear poised above his head for a skewering strike.

      And was promptly fish-hooked by Blanche’s hair dryer.

      The tooth fairy wrapped her wrist around the cord and yanked, and the demon jerked off course like a bull being pulled by its nose ring.

      “That’s my former boyfriend and my fiancé,” she shrilled. “And I’ll thank you kindly for not turning them into shish-kebabs!”

      Clyde’s lizard-like head popped off the ground. “But we never dated—”

      “We’re just fooling around?” Titivillus asked excitedly, launching back into the air after picking himself off the ground. “Sunbeams and rainbows. Poo! GoneGodBless it, I mean we’re official?”

      “You can’t be serious,” Mildred protested, uncapping a vial of coral-colored nail polish and splashing it across Thaddeus’s eyes. The battler howled. “What about your transition? What about all my hard work? If you revert, the committee will blame me, and then I’ll never be nominated as the next President of the Hampton Chapter!”

      Using the arguing tooth fairies as a distraction, Rabia lunged again. Clyde tripped him with his barbed tail, and I slashed at his face with the glaive. It would’ve been too heavy for normal me to even lift, but superhuman me was giving Rabia a pretty fine haircut. Long locks of black hair drifted away from a buzzed patch of scalp by his ear.

      Meanwhile, Blanche zipped right into Mildred’s face. “I. Hate. Lavender!” She grabbed the puffy sleeves of her ballgown and ripped them clean off her shoulders.

      Mildred’s hand flew to the base of her throat with a gasp.

      “And I hate seaweed wraps! And mud facials! All your elitist rules and exclusions. And most of all, this GoneGodDamn corset!”

      “Miss Blanche, watch your language.”

      “You want me to be your pretty little doll, Mildred, but guess what? I’m not one of your pageant contestants you can terrorize into perfection.” Blanche pulled the crystal slippers from her feet and lobbed them into Thaddeus’s skull, the glass shattering across his eyes.

      He shrieked and pawed away at the glittering splinters.

      “Those girls love me,” Mildred insisted.

      “Before or after their psychotic breaks?”

      Without looking at the demon, Mildred uncapped a bottle of hairspray and liberally showered Thaddeus in the face.

      “UGH!” the demon cried. “What is with you fairies and the eyes?”

      Rabia gave the blinded demon a shove, trying to use him as a twelve-foot-sized wrecking ball. The tooth fairies and Titivillus flew out of the way, Clyde used the opportunity to slam his barbed tail into Thaddeus’s back as he stumbled by, and I jabbed Rabia in the gut with the butt of the glaive.

      “Do you mind?” I shouted at him. “My best friend is having an existential crisis right now!”

      Flabbergasted, Rabia actually lowered his scythe.

      Which was his mistake because Bellamy chose that exact moment to attack again, this time with three other drow. I wasn’t sure what they wanted to accomplish, Rabia being immortal and impervious to their mortal blades, but they were going to let him know the extent of their anger at his betrayal, and that was that. Which provided a respite for me. Not that I needed one – I wasn’t tired in the least – but I wanted to be there for my friend. And without the acorn, Rabia had nowhere to go.

      Mildred wagged her finger at Blanche. “You listen here, missy. If you continue along this path, the Chapter will have to expel you.”

      Blanche threw her Coach purse at the pastel green fairy. “Good riddance!”

      “How can you throw everything away? Everything you’ve worked for? What I’ve worked for?” Mildred screamed.

      Blanche thrust a finger back at us. “Unlike you, they never forced me to conform. They accepted my differences. They like them. And so do I!”

      In a blur of pastel yellow and lavender, Blanche flew right up to Thaddeus’s face, seized one of his sharp teeth, and promptly ripped it out of his head.

      The effect was immediate.

      As huckleberry-purple blood squirted out of the newly formed hole in the demon’s gumline, a spiderweb of navy-blue lines appeared on Blanche’s pale-yellow skin. They tightened, cutting into her skin like one-size-too-small fishnet stockings, and her pale-yellow skin shattered like dropped pottery. There was a thunderous boom and a puff of dark smoke, and my best friend emerged from the cloud.

      She wasn’t the same Blanche I’d known before – bald, pot-bellied, spindle-legged with clubbed feet – but rather a mix between the two. She was short again with dragonfly wings, but she’d retained her shapely figure. Her eyes – formerly polished black orbs – had stayed indigo, but her mouth had reverted to its wide selection of jagged pit bull teeth. And her hair – which she had been so excited about when it had started growing in – lost its length. It wasn’t gone, just cropped.

      With a triumphant smile, Blanche wiggled out of her lavender ball gown and shocked the other tooth fairies with her hot pink babydoll lingerie underneath. “Crowns and cavities, it feels good to be back.” She hefted Thaddeus’s tooth and gave it a thoughtful gnaw. “I’d always wanted a demon’s tooth!”

      “Oh, that is it! You can take the tooth fairy out of the Schwarzwald, but you can never take the Schwarzwald out of the tooth fairy.” Mildred stuck two fingers into her mouth and whistled to her sisters. “Pack it up, ladies. We’re going back to the Hamptons.” To the rest of us, she flashed the middle finger. “Have a shiny day, bitches!”
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      With my best friend back at my side, I hefted my glaive and spun to help the drow.

      Roaring, Rabia flung out his arms, scattering the dark elves like ants at a picnic.

      They reformed, not knowing the meaning of the word retreat, and charged again. This time, they were accompanied by the Green Man who had finally dug himself out from under the statue.

      And they weren’t alone.

      The cavalry I’d seen flooding in from every direction had finally arrived.

      Howling, Gilbert and Valeska threw their sleek black bodies into the fray. They snapped at Rabia’s heels and tore at his ankles with their moonstone teeth.

      “Dibs on the half-man, half-scorpion,” Pepe cried. “This is gonna be a team-building exercise of epic proportions!” Brandishing a cactus spine like a saber, he led his swarm of weremice like the general he was. Their squeaks of excitement to fight the aqrabuamelu deafened all other sounds of battle.

      “Frances! The Puny Yet Strong, we have come to regain our honor,” Hayate the oni demon boomed, swinging his studded kanabō club.

      Just weeks ago, he’d appeared in Cornish Roost to kill me and settle a blood feud. After that misunderstanding, he’d rebuilt my house as an apology. Now, he was here as an ally, along with his spider-geisha girlfriend.

      “If we survive, I’ll make sure to spruce up your house for New Year’s!” Kita the jorogumo said in her reed-thin voice. She was already in her garden spider form, coating Rabia in sticky webs and smacking away Furia with her eight striped legs.

      Tequila arrived like a copper-green bullet, flying low over the Furia and slicing their heads with her metal feathers with a piratey, “Aarrr!” Her steamboat crew swept through Rabia’s cult like a tide, cheering with the bloodlust they hadn’t been able to satiate in centuries.

      “Take any gold and precious metals ye can find,” the alicanto cawed. “I want all the booty! And ye, Landlubber, yer late on your rent!”

      “I’ve been a little busy,” Clyde shouted back at her. Turning quickly to me, he yanked open his pouch. “Do you still require a weapon, maggot?”

      “I’d like something other than this hair dryer,” Blanche said. She tossed it aside with a grimace. “I can’t believe I was such a sissy. Do you have anything like a drill?”

      There were faint clinks of metal as Clyde rummaged around in his pouch. “I’ve got the hook swords … the gladius … Ooo! So that’s where I put the khopesh I took from that cynocephalus. I’ve also got a—”

      “We’re not done yet, Malfius,” Thaddeus bellowed, pawing the gunk out of his eyes. “You will feel my wra – oof!”

      Thaddeus crashed onto his back as the giant hedgehog I’d seen approaching from the northeast barreled into his gut. The demon snatched the beast in both hands, opening his jaws wide to bite its head off. The hedgehog merely snorted, and Thaddeus dropped it with a howl, his hands impaled with dozens of quills.

      “No one picks on my bro,” the hedgehog snarled. He charged forward and bit the demon on the toe. “Clutch HOG for life!”

      Clyde’s head snapped up, his arm still in his pouch up to his elbow. “B-Bocephus?”

      That had to be none other than Clyde’s former clutch-mate who’d Thaddeus had once curse with that infernal scepter.

      The hedgehog spun around to give Clyde a wink, then jumped, rolling forward like a ball of spiky badness straight for Thaddeus’s knees. “I got your back, broooo …”

      “And I’ve got yours!” Clyde flashed after them.

      While the giant hedgehog pricked Thaddeus with his quills, Clyde shrugged out of his tactical duffle and ripped out the lasso. Charging from the side, Clyde caught Thaddeus’s swinging fist with the lasso, flashed like a black blur, and a second later, a hog-tied Thaddeus crashed chin-first onto the ground.

      “I knew Miss Chumki couldn’t be wrong,” Clyde crowed. Bracing his knee against Thaddeus’s neck, Clyde sank his talons deep into Thaddeus’s skull and ripped the horns loose. He thrust his spoils of victory high above his head. “You are finished, Thaddeus! Begone, and live your mortal existence in shame.”

      “Ha!” Bocephus kicked the sobbing demon with a pink foot the size of a dinner plate. “I might be cursed to live as a hedgehog, but your name will be synonymous with defeat! Feh, bested by a caddie.”

      “Not a caddie, bro,” Clyde corrected. “A battler.”

      Just as they started congratulating each other, there was a whoosh overhead, and turquoise feathers rained down over us. Then brick red. And orange. And brilliant green. Thirteen different colors to be exact.

      “Zalli!” Clyde exclaimed. “I thought you were in hibernation during your molt.”

      The quetzalcoatlita wrapped her serpentine length around Clyde in what I assumed was a hug and gave the demon a smooch on the cheek. “Maya didn’t sssilence her cccellphone. We got the Facccebook alert. No one hurtsss my boyfriend. And one lassst sssnack before we sssleep won’t do any harm.”

      She uncoiled herself, gave her yellow tail a flirtatious flick, and joined her sisters in bringing terror from the sky.

      “She’s so pretty,” the demon said dreamily.

      Blanche slapped him across the face. “Battle now, smoochy time later.”

      “I want smoochy time,” Titivillus cried, fending off the gargoyle with jabs of his dip pen.

      “I said later!” the tooth fairy screamed. She flashed me one of her pit bull grins and straightened her lingerie, slipping Thaddeus’s tooth into her bra. “I’ll need to freshen up after I claim all those teeth, you know.”

      “ENOUGH!” Rabia bellowed.

      Black flames erupted from his skin, the blast knocking the Others tail-over-head halfway across the rotary. Seething, the god of rage flung out his arms, and the black flames turned to shadows, smothering everything in darkness. It soaked into eyes, mouths, noses, ears, disappearing like smoke.

      Only I was impervious to its effects, the blackness shying away from me and slithering off elsewhere.

      There was a pause where nothing happened, and then the fighting resumed. But something had changed. This was a gladiatorial free-for-all. Sides didn’t matter.

      Beefcake clobbered Chin with his carbine. Bellamy slashed at one of his dark elf kin. Gilbert went for Valeska’s throat. The Furia attacked themselves, orcs ripping the limbs off their ogre allies, the cave trolls bashing the hill giants with their clubs.

      Everyone was possessed by rage, and the only way to get it out was to take it out on someone else.

      Beside me, Clyde growled and lunged for my throat.

      “Stop that!” I commanded.

      His talons hovered inches away from my skin. “I know I shouldn’t, but I want to so bad,” he whined.

      This was just like the red light of the tainted tribute. But so much worse. It affected everyone, not just the Others, and it was really potent stuff if my battler was struggling to obey a direct command.

      There was a second pause as the night sky exploded. A curtain of yellow and orange arced across the sky like someone had just ripped open the heavens. But instead of rain, billowing flames like great storm clouds roiled through the rift.

      Anywhere else on the planet, they would’ve thought the gods were returning. In Cornish Roost, we knew the phoenix had just destroyed the asteroids.

      “You go, girl!” I shouted.

      Rabia, his face contorted with fury, leveled his scythe at me.

      “Frances Church has something I want,” he roared. “Bring it to me!”

      Every eye turned in my direction, every mind focused on one objective.

      “Hide me!” I shrieked at Clyde.

      Normally my battler would’ve whisked me away to safety, but it was all he could do just to use himself as a body shield. He curled around me, almost crushing me, and grunted as everybody – literally everybody – beat him to get at me.

      Clyde groaned under the strain, sagging. Purple blood like rain splattered the ground around us.

      They were killing him.

      I frantically felt around his abdomen, searching for the scale that would open his pouch. I hadn’t been able to distinguish it from his other scales when I’d been human, but I could feel so many nuances now. My finger grazed against a hard outline of a scale, and I slipped my nail under its edge.

      “A demon’s pouch is … private,” my battler protested.

      He coughed suddenly, his body going rigid as he started to spasm.

      “Hold on!” It was as much a command as it was a plea.

      I smeared the blood out of my eyes and felt around frantically. His pouch was hot inside yet surprisingly smooth, like satin sheets fresh out of the dryer. I found what I was looking for and thrust it outside Clyde’s protective barrier.

      “Here,” I shouted. “By the GoneGods, just leave him alone.”

      Someone snatched the object from my hand, and someone else clamped down on my wrist and yanked me out of Clyde’s weakened grasp. There was a shhhoop as I yanked free another weapon from his pouch before the demon sagged to the ground.

      A mixture of Others and humans – I could only truly make out Doreen Collins (why are we not surprised?) and Bellamy – jostled me forward to their god. They shoved me forward and backed away, leaving room for Rabia to exact his vengeance.

      “Ah. Frances. Church. Your phoenix has abandoned you, you’ve lost whatever leverage you had, and you come to me with an iron stick.”

      I just pursed my lips and clenched my hand around that iron ‘stick’.

      The black flames that danced from Rabia’s head and shoulders snuffed out as he regained a measure of calm. His lip curled into a superior sneer as he held out his hand for the tribute. It’d been a swamp witch who’d accosted me, and she placed what she’d taken from me in his hand with reverence. His hand tightened, and he shoved her out of the way so there would be nothing that stood between him and his enemy.

      “Your bird might have defeated the asteroids, but she’s too far away to help you now,” he gloated. “And a superhuman, even one as powerful as you, cannot withstand the will of a god.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      His eye twitched. Then he loomed over me, using his impressive height to overshadow the burning sky. “Those asteroids might be gone, but your planet isn’t safe, Frances. Church. I remain. That phoenix isn’t nearly the threat Opis promised me, not when she’s split her power between two bodies. All I have to do is keep you two apart.”

      I lazily shifted my weight from one foot to the other. “Uh-huh.”

      “And I think I’m having second thoughts about leaving. Maybe I’ll save this key and go terrorize my ex-wife later. You know, after I’ve made your life a living hell. The expiration date on this seed is a decade, in case you didn’t know. All I need is to harvest the rage of a thousand souls, or hell, someone like me, to activate it. Fuel is fuel, after all.”

      I did my best to look bored. “Uh-huh.”

      “I just threatened you, your planet, and all your loved ones, and all you have to say is ‘uh-huh’?” he roared.

      I scratched an itch on my scalp and yawned. “Yep.”

      “So be it! Take one last look at your hopes and dreams, and then watch me crush them!”

      Rabia opened his fist, ready to show me one last glimpse of that acorn tribute – his key to another world and my key to a world without him – and gasped. A quartz sphere, milky white from all the cracks and fissures, rested in his palm.

      “This isn’t the tribute,” he exclaimed.

      “No, it is not!” I shouted triumphantly, smashing the yellow jewel of the iron specter against the demonic paperweight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 210

          

        

      

    

    
      The last orange eel released from the demonic runes slithered into Rabia’s surprised mouth. The demonic paperweight slipped from his fingers as a line of black flame rippled from the crown of his head, between his eyes, all along his center line to his groin.

      There was a cacophonous blast, and an orb of black light exploded from where the god of rage stood. I threw my arm up to shield my eyes as heat – which would’ve roasted me alive standing this close had I been human – washed over me. There was a scream, and Rabia was split in two.

      The second they were halved, the fighting ceased. The World Army agents and the Others instinctually separated, giving each other wary glances and just trying to stop the bleeding from wherever they were cut.

      I staggered back from the two Rabias, unsure of who to attack first.

      They were identical in every way, perfect twins, except for two details. One had his feet firmly rooted on the ground, and the other levitated a foot above it. The one who levitated also had retained that luminous quality about him, and his black hair floated about his head as if in an unseen wind.

      “Oh my GoneGods,” I whispered.

      Whereas the runes had split Landon, Sunny, Titivillus, and Clyde into their most dominant personalities, Rabia was so singular there was only one thing the runes could cleave. His immortal and mortal selves.

      They came to that realization the same time I did, and as one, they pounced on me for the acorn tribute.

      Fighting one Rabia was bad enough, but two was impossible. The necklace was snatched free, but I clobbered one of them in the head with the scepter before the two of them retreated.

      Mortal Rabia rubbed his head with a scowl as his immortal twin clutched the acorn to his chest. I brushed myself off from their attack and hastily tried to figure out a Plan – what letter were we on now, G or something?

      I’m coming! I heard a faint voice cry.

      Hurry up! I shouted back. There are two of them now.

      Burn it all, Frances. What did you do?

      It’s not like I had the easier job! You just had to blow up a few asteroids.

      And I did a spectacular job, thank you very much. Now keep him busy!

      “What did you do to us?” Mortal Rabia demanded. “Put us back at once.”

      “Why?” I gestured to the two of them with the scepter. “You’re weaker apart. Well, at least you are.”

      Immortal Rabia nodded. “She does have a point. You’re nothing but a grindstone around my neck with your mortal human body.”

      “I was the one who risked life and limb to make you even exist!” Mortal Rabia shouted. “You should be thanking me.”

      Immortal Rabia dangled the acorn tribute necklace above his twin’s head. “Thank you for your help. But I don’t need you anymore.”

      “Bastard!”

      Mortal Rabia pounced his twin, and though he was only human, he knew all of Immortal Rabia’s moves. Which meant he could subdue his twin despite his superior strength and speed if he was really smart and really lucky.

      I knew I couldn’t take them on by myself, so I rushed to the only one I knew who could help me in a fight against a god.

      “Clyde!” I skidded to a halt beside the battler’s head. “Clyde, buddy, I need you to wake up now.”

      The blast had knocked him onto his back, and his legs and arms and even his tail seized like he was a fly on the windowsill locked in its final death throes. But that intense heat wave had helped. I could see where his wounds had been from the purple blood, and they were sealed now, so why wasn’t he getting up? Was there internal bleeding I knew nothing about?

      I smacked his cheek lightly. “Clyde? C’mon wake up.”

      “Uhh, the pain,” he groaned. “Maggot, I … I can’t move. My back …”

      I stifled a sob. Those rage-fueled bastards had beat him enough to break his bones. Bones that were reinforced with (un)natural-occurring carbon fiber! If I’d been bound to the phoenix, I could’ve given him such a heat boost it would have cured wounds his body didn’t even know it had. “Don’t struggle. I’ll … I’ll …”

      “There’s nothing you can do, maggot,” he said weakly. His body continued to seize, and I held his hand, pressing it against my tear-soaked cheek. “You can’t medicus this away …”

      “Then tell me what I can do,” I pleaded.

      Rabia had taken so much from me already. He couldn’t take my demon, too. We were bound.

      “Grant this one request … Name our clutch … Fiery Arsenal of Righteous Thunderbolts.”

      I choked on a watery laugh. “Seriously? That’s what you want? Not an egg?”

      He shook his head weakly, and I could tell that it pained him. I rubbed his head between his horns how he liked it and let him regain his strength to speak again.

      He fixed me with glowing ember-like eyes, his whole body shaking. “Swear it.”

      I leaned my head against his forehead. “I swear it. We will be Clutch Fiery Arsenal of Righteous Thunderbolts.”

      “Thank you … Frances.”

      His body convulsed, his organs shutting down from the internal bleeding.

      “No, Clyde,” I whispered, squeezing his hand. “Don’t go. Malfius! Stay with me!”

      Suddenly there was a loud POP like a firecracker exploding at close range.

      Clyde sat up with a satisfied sigh, cracking his long neck. “Oh, that pesky thoracolumbar junction. I told you it was trouble.”

      “B-but you were seizing,” I exclaimed.

      “No, you only assumed I was,” he said, waving a talon at me. “I was desperately trying to give myself a chiropractic adjustment. I think that Hayate fellow must have smacked me just right with his kanabō when everybody was raging around.”

      I smacked him in the arm. “GoneGodDamn it, I thought you were dying!”

      “Yes, and I couldn’t possibly let that opportunity slip away. As you humans say, sorry not sorry.” He jumped to his feet, cracking his spine again for good measure. “Now you say we need to go fight? Clutch Fiery Arsenal of Righteous Thunderbolts will answer this call!”

      “We are not calling ourselves that!”

      “Again, as you humans say, ‘no take-backsies’. Now let’s crack on, maggot. This world isn’t going to save itself.”

      

      
        
        ⁂⁂⁂

      

      

      

      Rabia might be the god of rage and thus highly emotional and easy to anger, but he wasn’t stupid. In my absence, he had correctly deduced that the demonic paperweight that had split him in two could very well be the key to putting him back together.

      Mortal Rabia had Immortal Rabia in a headlock – just barely – and was desperately trying to wrangle his much stronger twin over to the paperweight where it’d fallen onto the trampled earth.

      Immortal Rabia was having none of it.

      Just like Smart-Ass Titivillus hadn’t wanted to be resaddled with Dopey Titivillus, Immortal Rabia did not want to be weighed down by his mortal half. Only gods could enter their new world, and Immortal Rabia was pure godhood. He’d be a Titan amongst gods. Peerless.

      It was an opportunity he couldn’t possibly resist.

      Immortal Rabia dug his heels into the ground, gouging deep furrows as he attempted to toss his weaker twin over his shoulder. Mortal Rabia merely pivoted, straining to keep his other self in a headlock. As determined as Immortal Rabia was to escape, Mortal Rabia was even more determined not to be left behind.

      Suddenly, his clenched jaw relaxed, and his face brightened. “Ah, my prodigal son has returned. Or should I say father?”

      My head snapped to the left, my jaw dropping in a mixture of fear and anticipation as Johnny approached from across the battlefield. His torn silk clothes fluttered against his rash-covered skin.

      My heart turned to ash and flaked away.

      My Johnny was gone.

      Almost … there! Sunny told me, but I barely heard her. Hold on, Frances!

      The Furia didn’t touch him – they were afraid to – and the World Army had their hands so full with trying to retreat they didn’t go after him. And, of course, they were terrified of him. He’d been a one-man wrecking ball to their secret base not three days ago.

      “Come to join me at your rightful place?” Mortal Rabia grunted, still wrangling his twin. “You were the perfect host, skinwalker. More perfect than I could have imagined, and so much stronger than I ever gave you credit for. You survived even me.”

      Johnny hadn’t even glanced in my direction yet. He stopped just a few feet away, Madame Cluck still in his arms.

      “That’s my peckling,” Clyde murmured softly.

      If he’d heard Clyde’s unspoken plea not to hurt his chicken, Johnny didn’t give any sign. Instead, he bent down and retrieved the paperweight.

      “Don’t,” I whispered.

      Johnny flicked a sideways glance in my direction. Our eyes met only for a moment, but I realized with a start his were the green of springtime grass. Not jaundiced like the skinwalker’s. And that rash … Wait, was that make-up?

      My breath hitched in my throat, my pulse hammering like a crazed woodpecker.

      Johnny gave me an almost imperceptible shake of his head and hefted the paperweight.

      “Yes! Yes!” Mortal Rabia encouraged. “Hand it over. You’ll be my right-hand man, skinwalker. My trusted lieutenant. You will reign terror on this world beside me!”

      “Don’t listen to him,” Immortal Rabia cried. “He’s a liar! But let me go, and I’ll leave. Earth isn’t for me! I don’t want to stay here one more second than I have to. My quarrel’s not with you. It’s with the gods. With Opis!”

      “Don’t listen to him! He’s as much of a liar as I am!”

      Johnny nodded. “I know. Here.”

      The Rabias’ faces twisted in disgust as Johnny placed the chicken between them. She perched on the back of the immortal one’s neck and pecked at the mortal one’s face.

      “Ugh! Why would I want a chicken?” Mortal Rabia demanded. He gave his twin a shake, jostling the hen enough that she squawked, flapping her wings to maintain her balance.

      A slow smile crept across Johnny’s face. “You really don’t.”

      An ear-splitting screech came from above, and an infernal rooster tucked his wings in for a dive. Madame Cluck hopped out of the way just as he struck, gouging Mortal Rabia’s shoulders with his talons and pinning Immortal Rabia to the ground with his beak.

      You didn’t upset an infernal rooster’s girlfriend without serious consequences …

      His arms finally freed, Immortal Rabia just twisted around and plucked the rooster off of him like it wasn’t the size of a Shetland pony and tossed it into the air like he was releasing a dove.

      “You idiot,” Mortal Rabia shouted at Johnny, backing away. “Do you know what you’ve done? You’ve doomed us all! I had one chance—”

      Johnny just shrugged. “You ruin my life, I ruin yours. He doesn’t belong here.”

      “And I can’t wait to leave,” Immortal Rabia agreed. “Hold still, brother.”

      He grabbed Mortal Rabia by the neck and rammed the tribute against his forehead. Black flames sprouted from his skin and soaked into the acorn. A wind sprang up, encasing them in a swirling tunnel. Mortal Rabia screamed, clawing and kicking, but he was clawing and kicking a god. He might as well have been an ant flailing against an elephant.

      “It would’ve taken the rage of a thousand souls to fuel this key,” Immortal Rabia said, “but you, brother, are all it needs.”

      Not knowing whether or not to interfere – Immortal Rabia seemed very determined to leave Earth and never come back – we stood in a loose circle around the Rabias. Johnny, Clyde, Blanche, Titivillus, and me, all crouched and ready to fight or flee. None of us could get through that wind tunnel, none of us except –

      DID SOMEONE ORDER THE GOD DEEP FRIED AND EXTRA CRISPY?

      The phoenix hit like a fiery missile, blasting through the wind tunnel in a blaze of gold.

      When the light cleared, Mortal Rabia looked like he’d been turned into a statue molded from lava. Steam wafted from his blackened crust, his mouth open in a silent scream. He’d thrown up his hands in a futile attempt to shield himself, but it just made him look more pathetic in death.

      With a flap of her wings, Sunny shot a micro thunderclap at his chest, and the charred remains flaked off to be whisked away by the winter wind.

      “What … did you … do to me?” Immortal Rabia choked, clawing at his throat.

      His luminescent body convulsed, twitching like the bodies of all the Others he’d once possessed. His corporeal form started to thin, as if an unseen eraser was slowly rubbing him away from existence.

      However, the acorn tribute, fully charged, swung from its chain in his fist as bright as a green star.

      “You are one,” Johnny said flatly. “One cannot exist without the other.”

      “We’ll just … see about … that.”

      Forcing a maniacal grin, Immortal Rabia seized the glowing acorn in his fist.

      There was a flash of sputtering green light, a loud crack, and just like that, he vanished.

      Sunny and I instantly sagged, as if a weight had been lifted off our shoulders. She soared over to me on scarlet wings, nesting in my arms. There was no need to bond, no need to communicate telepathically this time. We’d felt the truth in our bones the moment it’d happened.

      Rabia, the god of rage, our enemy, was gone.
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      Epilogue – Part 1

      I snapped the journal shut with a sigh and stuffed it into my pocket. “Finished.”

      Just in time for New Year’s.

      I craned my head to look up at her. The flame-colored phoenix was almost hidden in the autumnal leaves of the sugar maple. The magic and burned time we’d imbued into this particular tree – which had been only a seed not too long ago – would fade at midnight tonight. Just in time to welcome in a new GoneGod year.

      Thoughts? Sunny asked.

      I raked my hands through my curls, yanking on my scalp. Yeah. Where do I begin? How in the EmptyHell am I gonna wrap my head around the fact that I’m pretty much indestructible and that my life expectancy has just increased exponentially?

      Frances—

      I mean, I’m not human anymore!

      Frances—

      I lowered my face into my hands, the reality of my new life crashing against me like a charging minotaur. I’m … peerless.

      Burn it all, I meant thoughts about the journal!

      Oh! Um, well, it was … insightful. I ran my thumbs over the worn leather cover.

      It contained all the innermost thoughts of a man who’d existed one-hundred-fifty years ago, including the day he’d encountered a skinwalker. And the night he’d made a deal with him, trading his life so long as the skinwalker vowed to uphold Johnny’s moral code.

      That oath would have fateful consequences as we’d all discover a century-and-a-half later, transforming that once loathsome skinwalker into the man I would come to know as Johnny Galastone, beloved sheriff of Cornish Roost.

      Now there was a man who had adjusted to his new immortal lifestyle pretty quickly.

      The phoenix fluttered down from the branches, perching on my knees.

      I dragged my hands down my face. What in the EmptyHell do I do now? With my life? With my job? With … Johnny?

      It’d been days, and I still hadn’t set eyes on him since Rabia’s defeat. And this town was small. If I stayed, I’d run into him eventually.

      The phoenix cocked her head to the side. Not much has really changed, Frances. You had access to these powers for months, you just couldn’t control them. And now you can. There’s no reason why you can’t just pick up where you left off.

      She was definitely right about that. I started to brighten. And now I don’t have to worry about losing an arm the next time I’m flossing a basilisk.

      You could also take up Landon’s job offer.

      I wrinkled my nose. Ugh, work for the World Army?

      Who better to facilitate relations between Others and humans than an actual bridge? You’re part phoenix, you know. And besides, he made it clear it would be only contract work if you didn’t want to give up being a medicus.

      But you know what he’s like. Give him an inch and he’ll take a mile.

      Twin tendrils of smoke wafted from her nostrils. And we’ll be there to remind him we could burn him into a crisp at any moment.

      I rubbed my chin. That idea is very appealing. Terrorizing Landon on a daily basis? Zielinski’s gonna need a new Bingo card. And … Johnny?

      Ask the demons, the phoenix said with a shrug. They should be the resident romance experts with all The Bachelor reruns they watch.

      Speaking of, we should get back. They’ll be hungry, and you know they like it when we summon them.

      In less time than it took to blink, we merged and took to the sky. We circled once around the sugar maple – where we had buried Crazy Carl and his faithful hound Penny – and flew across town for the farmhouse.

      In the town square, Reggie fashioned a winter arbor around the new Selu statue.

      Mason Hester (now completely healed of his wounds, as was everyone else in town thanks to a certain someone) left the courthouse with his new bride Emily Palmer and his newly adopted son, Wyatt.

      Jolene readied her diner for a special New Year’s Eve party.

      Madame Cluck roosted on a park bench while Ichabod fished frogs and insects out of the creek for her.

      Doreen Collins brought her latest baked good atrocity to her newest prey, Mr. Paolo of Cup o’ Beans.

      And on the southeast road out of town, Tiberius and Mindy rumbled away in a rusty old pick-up truck, finally going on that vacation to the mountains.

      If it’s one thing this town did well, it was adapt and overcome.

      In the days following Rabia’s defeat, Cornish Roost bounced back with remarkable speed. Everyone – human and Other alike – worked tirelessly to return this little town to its former glory.

      After all, it had a celebrity phoenix living here now.
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      Back at the farmhouse – which Hayate had fixed yet again and Kita had redecorated – something was wrong. The lights were all off, including the floodlights that illuminated the backyard.

      We landed, golden flames rippling down our flesh like a second skin. “Clyde? Titivillus? Bocephus?”

      No answer.

      Our hands clenched into fists, ready to shoot fireballs, as we slunk up the back porch steps. Ramming our shoulder into the kitchen door, we burst into the house in a blaze of golden fire. “Who’s there?” we thundered.

      There was no need for light when our golden presence illuminated the room. It washed over the four Others huddled in the kitchen doorframe as brightly as direct sunlight.

      Clyde’s talon was poised by the light switch, Bocephus (now back to his old self thanks to a smack from a transformation scepter) had three party noisemakers in his mouth, Titivillus hovered in midair with a camera, and Blanche held a bottle of champagne. Every one of them had a glittery party hat on their heads, matching the glittery white phoenix brands on their inner wrists.

      Titivillus threw up his thin little arms to shield his eyes, taking a picture of the ceiling. “Gah! I told you she’d underreact. GoneGodBless it, I mean overreact!”

      The noisemakers made pathetic little wheees as Bocephus spat them out of his mouth. “Dude! That light’s harsher than the magma of the Phlegethon River.”

      “I told you to squint as a precaution,” Clyde chastised, flicking on the kitchen light. “It’s not my fault you didn’t listen.”

      “SURPRISE!” Blanche squealed as the lights turned on, popping the champagne and splashing us with fizzy bubbles. “Happy The World Didn’t Burn Up And We Kicked Rabia’s Butt Plus All The Holidays We Missed While We Were Saving The World!”

      Our golden fire winked out as Sunny and I separated. With an eager peep, the phoenix hurried over to Blanche, hopping up and down on her flame-blue legs like an eager puppy as she waited for the tooth fairy to finish filling up the flutes. Turns out this firebird not only had an affinity for masala chai but for champagne as well.

      “What’s all this?” I asked, gesturing to the party hats.

      Clyde flashed forward and secured a glittery green one on my head. “I would expect a human to recognize a party when she saw one.”

      “Not one like this. Who decorated?”

      It was like Halloween, Mardi Gras, and Christmas had all exploded in here. Silver tinsel and purple beads, dried flowers, candles in a dozen mismatched colors and enough to hold a year’s worth of seances, red and gold balloons, and, decorating Thaddeus’s horns on the wall above the fireplace in the living room, was a wreath of dried Russian sage and baby’s breath studded with miniature skulls (which may or may not have been real) and fake black pearls.

      “That would be me,” Blanche said proudly. “I might have picked up a thing or two about party decorating while at the Hamptons.”

      “It looks …” I groped for the right word. “Outstanding.”

      Blanche flashed me one of her pit bull grins. Then she clapped her hands. “Presents! I get to go first!”

      “But she’s my maggot,” Clyde protested. “If anyone should get to go first, it’s me!”

      “I’m her best friend, and I’ve known her longer than you have. So wait your turn!”

      “Wait! I-I didn’t get you anything,” I said, embarrassed. “Any of you.”

      “That’s alright, bro,” Bocephus said. “This is more like a Clutch Captain appreciation party anyway.”

      “By Apollonia’s Tongs, why didn’t you tell me that?” Blanche screeched, smacking him in the head. “Do you know how long it took me to memorize ‘Happy The World Didn’t Burn Up And We Kicked Rabia’s Butt Plus All The Holidays We Missed While We Were Saving The World’? About as long as it took me to decorate! Where’s my drill when I need it?”

      “Sheesh! It’s no big deal, Wings.” Bocephus gave Clyde a nudge. “She always this slappy?”

      Clyde shrugged. “You get used to it.”

      The phoenix set aside the champagne bottle, warbling something in her musical voice.

      The Others stiffened.

      “Did I just hear her in my brain?” Bocephus whispered.

      “It’s so … pretty,” Blanche murmured.

      “Ah, so you’re a telepathic fireling,” Clyde said. “Well, not a true telepath. You sing your music, and we understand. It’s like a translator program is being simultaneously downloaded into our brains as you speak. How fascinating! That must’ve straightened itself out when your selves consolidated.”

      Only Titivillus was silent, the little demon’s crocodile eye wide with hope. As Sunny had suggested, he held out his broken dip pen.

      The firebird flew to my outstretched arm, and a second later, golden fire wreathed our skin. We took Titivillus’s pen and carefully removed the duct tape. Forcing the broken ends together like we were setting a bone, there was a flash of white light, and the handle reforged.

      Titivillus reverently took it from our fiery hand and raised it above his head victoriously. “GoneGodDamn it, I can swear again!”

      The phoenix and I parted, the firebird reforming from the flames that had wreathed my skin. She returned to her champagne bottle, and I looked around the kitchen hungrily, my stomach rumbling.

      “So if this is a party, where’s the food?” I asked.

      Now that I was superhuman, I got super hungry.

      “Maggot or no, I am not sharing my kraken egg,” Clyde said firmly.

      “Presents first,” Blanche shrilled, disappearing into the living room with a swish of her hot pink lingerie. She returned with a big box and shoved it into my hands.

      It contained that ugly lime green knitting she’d been working on for months, fashioned into an oversized hoodie. It wasn’t lost on me that it was as close a replica as she could make to the hoodie I’d first given her when we’d met at the medical waste facility. Except for the color, of course.

      I shrugged out of my jacket and slipped on the sweater immediately, striking a pose. “How do I look?”

      “Absolutely ridiculous,” Clyde answered immediately.

      “I’m glad she’s not my master,” Bocephus muttered, “otherwise I’d have to give her a truthful answer. You look great, Cap’n!”

      Blanche smacked each of them. “Don’t listen to them, boss. They’re just jealous I didn’t make sweaters for them, too.”

      “Are we?” Bocephus whispered to Clyde.

      Blanche acted like she hadn’t heard. “Titivillus? And what do you think?”

      The Malicious Scribe hurriedly snapped a few photos. “The camera loves her.”

      Now that he was no longer cursed, I couldn’t tell if he actually meant it or if he’d meant the opposite.

      “We’re next,” Clyde announced. He extracted a new machete with a big red ribbon from his pouch. “It’s from us demons.”

      “You didn’t even wrap it,” Blanche cried. “And what kind of present is that?”

      “The practical kind. She won’t be bound to the phoenix all the time, you know.”

      I gave it a few practice swings. “I love it.”

      Clyde flicked Blanche in the arm with a talon. “See? She loves it.”

      I slid the machete into the sheath at my back as my stomach twisted violently. “But seriously, guys, where’s the food? I’m about at my limit here. There is food, right?”

      The doorbell rang prophetically, and Blanche zipped for the front door like a blue dart.

      “Did you order take out?” I asked Clyde.

      “We all know I can’t cook,” he said.

      I hurried into the living room to help – we’d ordered take-out for the clutch only a few days ago and the delivery guy had needed to make three trips to his car – and stopped dead in my tracks as a particular scent wafted past my nose.

      Apples and woodsmoke.

      I stood staring as Blanche ushered Johnny Galastone into my house.

      “ … your purse. Sorry, I had to use all your blush to make that fake rash,” he was saying, handing the tooth fairy the clutch Titivillus had left on his shelf at the base. Sliding a pie onto the sideboard, he shrugged out of his fleece jacket. “And sorry I’m late. Blackberries can have a lot of ju—”

      Johnny cut himself off as he caught sight of me staring. Then he flashed me one of his signature lopsided smiles. “That’s a nice hat. Do I get one?”

      I remembered then I was dressed in that ugly lime green hoodie with a sparkly green party hat on my head. I smacked the hat off and crossed my arms over my chest.

      Clyde flashed from the kitchen and secured a red party hat onto Johnny’s head, matching the red-and-black plaid flannel shirt he had on.

      What was this skinwalker up to? That plaid shirt, that scent of apples and woodsmoke, that lopsided smile, blackberry pie – Clyde must’ve ratted me out – asking for a party hat? And why in the EmptyHell were Clyde and Blanche welcoming him into my home?

      “Clyde,” I began warningly.

      “Is the meat still in the car?” he asked Johnny hurriedly. “Yes? I will assist! Bocephus!”

      The two demons raced out of the house.

      “Nobody had better eat any of my bones!” Blanche hollered, flying after them.

      Meanwhile, Titivillus snapped a picture of Johnny and me staring at each other, and without any explanation, zipped out the front door.

      But we weren’t entirely alone.

      The phoenix stood in the kitchen doorway, sapphire eyes riveted on Johnny. She gave a single loud peep, and Johnny’s attention snapped away from me.

      The two mortal enemies faced each other, and I felt for my machete hilt among my curls, waiting for Johnny’s skin to flare into that tell-tale rash.

      Instead Johnny knelt, outstretched a tan hand, and waited.

      Sunny eyed him as she slunk forward, ready to burst into flames at any second. When she pecked his hand, he didn’t flinch. She cocked her head to the side, considering something, and then warbled in her musical voice.

      “She … she says her name is Solara,” Johnny whispered.

      I was shocked the phoenix had given him her real name. She’d only shared that with me so far.

      “But I can call you Sunny.” Johnny smiled warmly. “I’m very pleased to me you.”

      With a chirp, the phoenix gave him one of her electric kisses. Flapping her scarlet wings, she swooped out the front door, leaving the two of us utterly alone.

      GoneGodDamn it. Some clutch I had. Obviously, he wasn’t a Code Red or Clyde never would’ve left me alone with him, and somehow Sunny didn’t find him a threat either. But he’d lied to us before. How could they have forgotten that?

      I stiffened as Johnny came around the couch, stopping on the far end of the fireplace. For a long time, the space between us was silent except for the popping and hissing of the logs as the fire devoured them.

      “What are you doing here?” I demanded.

      “Clyde invited me,” he said gently. “Said something about almost burning the kitchen down one t—”

      “You know what I mean.”

      He swallowed, opening and closing his mouth several times before actually speaking. When he did, his voice was quiet. “When I was locked away in that dungeon, I was trapped in a prison no one could see but you. You fought for me. You risked your life to help me find my way back. I’m here for you, Frances.”

      I shook my head, not daring to believe. I’d been fooled before. “I read your journal. You’re a skinwalker—”

      “I haven’t been a skinwalker in over one-hundred-fifty years,” he said firmly. “And I had no idea of what I used to be until a few days ago. Since the Corn Festival, I started having flashbacks, maybe memories. But they weren’t mine, and I thought I was going insane. When you found me in my bedroom, surely you must have suspected something.”

      I hadn’t. Or rather, I hadn’t wanted to. This was Johnny Galastone, the kindest man I’d ever met. Kind men weren’t supposed to have inner demons.

      “Then Rabia unleashed what had been dormant for so long,” he continued softly, taking a step forward. “And still, you didn’t give up on me. If I’m just a skinwalker, why did you fight for me?”

      I looked down at the slate hearth, watching the shadows dance across them with watery eyes. “Because you were supposed to be mine.”

      “I’m human in every way it counts.”

      I jumped when he took my hand, but his touch was gentle. He placed my hand on his chest, molding it over his heart.

      “You know this heart, Frances. It is kind. It is so kind that years ago, a man named John Chapman discovered a trapped skinwalker. It would’ve died, and Chapman was close to death himself, being so old. So, they made a deal. Chapman would surrender his skin – willingly – and the skinwalker could live. But that type of compassion changes someone. The skinwalker would live, but it had to be John Chapman. That’s why I had no memories of a previous life. I am who I’ve always been. Or close enough.” The lopsided smile came back. “Minus a name change, of course.

      “The skinwalker might fuel this body, but I am Johnny Galastone,” he whispered. “And I love you, Frances.”

      My hand tightened on his shirt. His heartbeat was strong. Steady. Sincere.

      This wasn’t the heart of a liar. Sunny had seen that. Clyde had seen that. I just needed to believe it.

      One shuddering breath at a time, I let the past hurts slip away. I was stronger now, and it had nothing to do with the phoenix essence knitted into my bones.

      I had a family, a clutch, who would never desert me. My past as a naïve medicus working for an organ-harvesting mob was wiped clean. I had roots and relationships that were just waiting to flower, if only I’d throw away my Rule book and let myself live instead of just survive.

      “Frances,” Johnny whispered, voice strained. “Please, say something …”

      My hand slid from his chest into his sun-kissed hair as I lifted my face with a smile. “I … I’m just trying to think of a more eloquent way of saying ‘I love your shirt, but I’d love it more on my bedroom floor’.”

      A flush sprang to his cheeks. “Oh, well, sometimes the best way is the most direct w—”

      “I love you, Johnny Galastone.”

      Green eyes sparkling, Johnny’s arms tightened around me. He bent his head, and I met his kiss whole-heartedly.

      “By the fiery underlord’s pitchfork, it took you two long enough,” Clyde cried from the front door. “I thought I was going to suffocate from all the pheromones!”

      Three demons, one tooth fairy, and one phoenix huddled in the doorframe, watching us. Titivillus snapped another picture, and Blanche gave me two big thumbs up. Sunny whistled loudly, jettisoning little tongues of flame toward the ceiling.

      “Y’all are eating outside tonight,” Johnny announced, taking my hand. “My shirt’s got a date with Frances’s bedroom floor, and none of you are to disturb us in any way, is that clear?”

      “Sheesh, he becomes the Captain’s boy toy and automatically he thinks he can boss us around?” Bocephus grumbled.

      Just remember we have work tomorrow, Sunny called.

      As the bedroom door shut behind us, I reached for Johnny’s collar. “I love this shirt, but I just want to rip it off you at the same time.”

      “I have five others exactly like it,” he said quickly.

      Grinning, my hands tightened into fists. “Ripping it is then.”
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      Epilogue – Part 2

      I woke with a start, panicked.

      Not even the smell of waffles wafting in from the kitchen was enough to calm me.

      Frances? I heard the phoenix ask groggily. What is it?

      I shot out of bed, tugging on some clothes. I hadn’t checked the locks last night. I hadn’t made ice. I hadn’t dusted the Antevortan Clock. I’d been too … distracted.

      And you’ve also had the best night’s sleep ever, Sunny told me. Plus, there’s no need to check the Clock.

      Stumbling down the hallway, I joined Sunny in the living room where the Antevortan Clock sat on the entertainment center beside the silver urn. Next to them were Thanatos’s Cloak, neatly folded, and the demonic paperweight, now dormant. The transformation scepter was on the ledge below, the light trapped in its yellow jewel swirling like a nefarious will-o’-the-wisp. Landon might have a thing or two to say about leaving magical artifacts just lying about, but who was gonna rob a house protected by demons and a phoenix?

      “By the fiery underlord’s pitchfork,” Clyde grumbled from the couch. He extended his long, lizard-like neck, the only thing we could see under the pile of Bocephus, Titivillus, and Blanche. “Why is your heartbeat elevated again? Are you not exhausted from last night?”

      “Frances?” Johnny called from the kitchen. “I made your favorite.”

      Ignoring them both, I rubbed the crust out of my eyes.

      Is the face … cracked? I asked.

      Sunny nodded, pecking one of the carved pomegranates.

      I couldn’t hear any of its internal mechanisms, not even with my advanced hearing.

      When Rabia left, that cracking sound we heard wasn’t his departure, the phoenix said. It was the Antevortan Clock.

      But why?

      You’re part phoenix now, and time has no meaning to a phoenix. The Clock could no longer predict your future.

      The realization was like lifting a grindstone from my neck. No more incessant checking, no more trying to alter events, no more living under a cloud of ‘what if?’

      “Good riddance,” I muttered.

      

      
        
        ⁂⁂⁂

      

      

      

      After I shocked Johnny with the number of waffles I ate for breakfast, I gave his cheek a syrup-laced kiss, and Sunny and I flew to Indianapolis.

      To our surprise, Landon barred our entry to the base. He stood on the helicopter pad, fully-healed arms crossed over his chest (you’re welcome), his katana in its sheath on his back. Zielinski, Beefcake, Chin, and some petite woman I didn’t know were with him.

      “What do you mean, we can’t come in?” we asked.

      Our three-octave voice sounded like we were shouting at them, so we parted, Sunny scampering over to Zielinski to see if he had any snacks and me scowling at Landon.

      “No employee badge, no access to classified information,” he said firmly.

      “Since when?” I snorted.

      “Your previous assistance was exempt from this clause because we’d been dealing with national and global crises. Now, you’ll follow the rules.”

      Good luck with that, Sunny snickered.

      “Oh c’mon, boss,” Zielinski said, hefting his smartpad. “She already knows like ninety-nine percent of what’s going on.”

      “What’s going on?” I asked suspiciously.

      “Badge!” Landon barked.

      In his excitement, Zielinski ignored him, showing me his smartpad. It was a split screen, one monitoring some fluctuating readings and one a live-feed satellite image of a remote jungle location.

      “You know that isotope probe I injected into Rabia’s spirit?” Zielinski asked. “That lamprey-like beast?”

      “Yeah. That little bastard reformed with Rabia right before I got my superpowers.”

      “Exactly! And so it contaminated the real Rabia with the same isotope.”

      “No GoneGodDamn way,” I breathed.

      “BADGE!” Landon shouted.

      The petite woman jumped and quickly took a step forward, plucking a smartpad from her lavender-colored cardigan. Beefcake clamped a hand onto her shoulder and pulled her back with a warning shake of his head.

      “When Rabia One died and Rabia Two vanished, we thought that was it,” Zielinski continued excitedly, “but nope! I’m still getting readings. We’ve picked up his trail, faint as it is, and it’s here, Frances.”

      Sunny flapped to my shoulder, and the two of us peered intently at the satellite image. “It looks like a bunch of ruins,” I said, squinting. “Hey, is that a door?”

      Zielinski nodded rapidly, glasses jiggling on his nose. “Don’t you see? It’s a clue to where the gods have g—”

      “SHE NEEDS A BADGE, GONEGODDAMN IT!” Landon bellowed, ripping the smartpad out of the muscly tech’s hands and smacking him in the head with it. “PATTY!”

      Beefcake released the petite woman, and she hurried forward, adjusting her pearls and flipping open her smartpad.

      “I-I’m Patty Rosewater, head of HR here at the Indianapolis satellite base,” she introduced with a nervous smile. “I just need a little information from you to get your badge started. Who are you again, dearie?”

      I just smiled.

      My name is Frances of Clutch Firestrike.

      I’m twenty-eight years old. I have brown hair and blue eyes. I’m a medicus. I like blackberry pie, and I like to climb.

      I’ve toppled an Other organ-trafficking mob, saved a town from destruction, and have battled and defeated gods.

      I have a reformed skinwalker for a boyfriend, a tooth fairy from the Schwarzwald for a best friend, and a battler demon from the Fifth Ring of Hell for a soul mate.

      And I also harness the power of the most badass Other on the planet.

      The phoenix.

      Bet you’ll never think of the name Frances the same way again.

      

      
        
        The End
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