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CHAPTER ONE




I keep my car messy so no one can hide in the backseat and scare the bejeezus out of me. At least that's what I tell everyone else. At times like this, when I'm rooting around for my SPF 120 prescription sunscreen, it's more of an inconvenience.

Being out here is better than pushing my pen around my desk, I suppose. 

I find the bottle of sunblock hiding under a pair of only slightly bloodstained jeans, halfway inside an empty pizza box. The cream goes on white and greasy. What I wouldn't give to tan. 

I get out of my car, sliding my favorite sword from the scabbard that rests next to my duffel bag full of sweaty gym clothes. Yeah, you heard me right. Sword. She's beautiful. Almost a saber, actually. Curved in all the right places, tapers to a delicate point, and she can slice your eyebrows in half before you can say "Hello, Dolly."

She glints in the sunlight. I don't glint. I wince. Like now. I blink into the sharp light, adjusting from the air-conditioned haven of my car to the muggy Tennessee summer. Moisture clings to my bare arms and beads on my forehead within seconds.

A truck is parked a little ways away from my car, busy not glinting in the sunlight, just like me. The truck is a rusted black piece-a. Short for piece-a-shit.

I know that truck, and it doesn't belong here. If it's here, its owner is here. And if its owner is here, Ben's not far.

Dammit. I kick a discarded beer bottle cap and send it skittering over the gravel. 

It's too bright out here. An open field isn't the place to be doing this. I reach the edge of the grasses and peer at the center of the field. Ben's out there. So is Ripper, the proud owner of the rusted black piece-a. They're both pointing their weapons at waist-level. 

Jeez-oh-sakes. The critter they're pointing at doesn't clear the level of the grass. And this is my critter. They're invading my afternoon.

I stride through the waist-high weeds, resisting the urge to slash at them with my sword. That would just be unprofessional. 

I feel the imp before I see it, like someone's placed a fist-sized rock on top of my beating heart. The sense is somehow a comfort, a squeeze of a teddy bear that reaffirms every step I take in the monster's direction. Ben and Ripper surely hear me whooshing through the grasses, but they don't turn. "Exactly what are you two doing here?" Gregor wouldn't dispatch three Mediators to deal with an imp.

The imp in question chitters something, but doesn't move. It's hemmed in between Ben and Ripper, gnawing on something I can't make out. The presence of the guys makes this sort of like sending three lions to take out the gopher in your grandad's carrot patch.

Ripper grunts something noncommittal and jerks his head in Ben's direction.

Why Ripper allows Ben to lead him around like he's got him on a leash, I'll never know. Ben turns toward me with a grin on his face, and I stop. Ben's cheek drips with blood from a small family of little wounds. It doesn't fit well with his ashy brown hair and farm-boy-with-a-pitchfork-handle-you-know-where looks. Not that blood complements anyone's face, really. Why is he here again?

Oh, yeah. Because he jumped at the chance to be within ten feet of me. Probably overheard Gregor on the dispatch channel. I'm gonna regret this. Should have stayed at work, out of the sun and ensconced in the air conditioning.

I start walking again. "Can't you and Ripper handle an imp without turning into a pincushion? It did that while it was eating?"

Ripper, who has his back to me, stiffens at my comment. Baby. Ben, on the other hand, grins at me again, causing a half-dried rivulet of blood on his cheek to crack and start seeping again.

I wave my sword at the area between them. "Probably shouldn't turn your back on that little fellow," I say. "Might get feisty."

The little fellow in question growls something indecipherable. His skin, steel gray and metallic in the sunlight, steams and hisses. It's not the heat – it's the sun. There's something wrapped around its neck. It looks like a thin dreadlock. Is the imp wearing human hair? Red blood drips from his mouth, and it chucks whatever it's been chewing onto the grass. For a moment, I expect it to be a bit of person. It's not. It's rabbit's head, dangling bits of fur and spinal cord. 

The imp snarls again. 

The snarl culminates in a rasping growl, and its eyes glint at me, the color of kryptonite, just like its blood. Something squeals. The gods-damned monster has a baby bunny wedged under its foot. 

"Oh, hell no," I tell the imp. I advance a step toward it, eyes on the bunny. The fucking monster killed a mama bunny and is wearing a necklace of human hair? Sometimes I hate the world.

It's the third creature I've seen wearing such a necklace in two months, too. I don't like new trends.

"Careful, Ayala. It's quick," Ripper grates, turning ever-so-slightly to look at me. Shit.

His neck and face are slashed in ten different places. One of said places is dangerously close to his carotid artery. It's also about two feet out of the imps reach. The little creature has also managed to slice off part of Ripper's blond ponytail and the leather thong that ties it. He looks more like I think a Mediator should, like he's got some grit to him – a younger, bitchier Robert Redford. Ripper's wounds are already healing, but from the looks of it, a millimeter or so closer, and he would have been watering the parched field with a sprinkler of his blood.

"Jumper?" I ask.

They nod. Great. This day is just getting better. And I have to get back to work without looking like I've been at Hannibal's Slice-n-Dice.

I take a breath. The thing with imps is that you have to get them quick. Usually it's nighttime, and we have a leg up on them. I don't know what this little bastard is doing out in Miller's Field, skin sizzling, at half past one on a Tuesday afternoon. Imps are the only brand of hellkin that can withstand the sun, but since they usually get skewered the moment they pop their heads into the daylight, they still avoid coming out before sunset. I doubt this one came out here just to munch on a family of bunnies. Either way, it doesn't matter. Mediator strength may be better in the dark, but that doesn't mean I'm Susie Homemaker at afternoon tea, either.

That baby bunny the imp's holding down ain't dying here. It's going to live a long, happy bunny life. Do bunnies get PTSD?

I push the furry critter from my mind and flash a grin. Always, always, right before a fight — even as insignificant as this one — my blood starts to sing. It's like having sparkling water in my veins. Effervescent. This is why I came trundling out here when Gregor sent me. 

I whirl my sword once and fall into a back stance, left arm pointed toward the imp, right arm holding the sword poised above my head. I stand on the balls of my feet. I feel a tingle behind my right ear, and I lunge.

The imp bounds into the air, aimed at Ben. The bunny shrieks and goes streaking away toward a bush. I swing my foot around and kick Ben out of the way. He grunts and curses, but the jumping bean from hell is coming down right at me. I swing my sword in a smooth arc, ending with the point facing up. The imp lands right on it, the force of the impact causing me to drop my elbows to absorb it. Imps may look small, but they're dense.

I heft the sword again, using the momentum of the imp's impalement to fling him to the ground, then I decapitate him. I look at the fallen carcass — es — for a moment, then stab the imp through the heart. Better safe, as they say. I've been on the sorry end, and it's not fun.

Ben grumbles to his feet. Ripper scuffs his Nikes against the grass, looking abashed.

"Explain to me again why you two are out here?" I feel like glaring, but settle for rolling my eyes. They feel relieved by the motion, like scratching a hard to reach itch. My eyes always want to roll more often when I'm in proximity to Ben.

"Thought we could help," Ben says, grumble changing to a you-got-me grin in a moment. His grin is made goofier by the spray of kryptonite green mist across his face from where the imp splatter painted him with its blood. I can't help but grin back – until I remember the probable reason behind Ben turning up at my kill.

No such luck with Ripper. "We had him fifteen minutes ago. Ben insisted on waiting for you, since it was your call and all."

Right. That's my cue. "I gotta go, guys. Catch you later." I turn and start walking back to my car. 

A startled whoomph makes me spin back around just in time to see Ben go down as if he's been clotheslined. Ripper tightens his grip on his sword, meeting my eyes from five feet away. 

"You okay, Wheedle?" Ripper takes a step toward the dent in the grasses where Ben lies on his back. 

"Something hit me."

"I'm guessing it wasn't a pissed off rabbit." I look around, scanning the field. A light breeze from the west tosses the stems around us. Except there. Just behind Ben, the swaying grass changes direction. 

"Behind you!" 

Ripper's there first, his blade slicing the air just behind Ben's head. Another spray of neon green wets Ben's hair, and he scrambles forward, fumbling with his sword. 

I peer at the second corpse. It's wearing a hair-necklace too, and I don't like that. I scan the grasses around us for any sign of movement. A breeze ripples the field, but none of the stalks of grass bend suspiciously. I know without the peaceful breeze that there aren't more out there. The pressing weight in my chest is gone, leaving the immediacy muted until nightfall when I'll go seeking these creatures out again. Time to go push my pen around my desk some more.

"You'll call for the body pickup?" 

I wonder what the Summit'll make of this little affair. Two imps in Miller's Field sporting human hair like they're Southern belles making a fashion statement. It sounds like the beginning of a bad joke. I wait only long enough for Ben and Ripper to nod, then turn and head back to my car, the crackle of grass underfoot turning to the crunchy gravel of the ungraded track. I glance at the bush where I saw the baby rabbit vanish. No movement, but I have a feeling it's still in there. Maybe with the rest of its litter. I'm not leaving them there. No mama-less bunnies are getting eaten by imps today. 

The right leg of my linen slacks has two crossed lines of bright green blood spatter across the knee. Dammit.

"Wait." That's Ben.

I keep walking. I don't want the blood of undead hellspawn drying on my favorite sword blade — or my slacks. "What?"

"Can we talk?"

"About what, Ben?" Damn it all to the six and a half hells. This is why he pulled a fancy-meeting-you-here. I didn't have to suffer through junior high school, so maybe this is my cosmic punishment. The universe's way of saying I didn't get out of this part, the hormonal fizzy fits and spurts that send blobs of burning Ben-feelings spattering all over me. Ew.

"About what I asked you at the last Summit."

I stop, one hand on the door handle of my car. I hate being right. "Ben. Don't even tell me you decided to turn up on a Class Five dispatch just to ask me out on a date again?"

Ben stops and shuffles his feet on the gravel road. He manages to look somewhat embarrassed.

"Oh, gods of the earth. You did."

"I like you, Ayala."

"That's sweet." I don't want to talk about this. I look beyond Ben, at the bush where I saw the baby bunny disappear. Ben keeps talking.

"Really. I mean it. I know I'm being stupid, but I can't help it." He sounds sincere. I don't doubt that he is, but the little streams of drying red and green blood on his face make him seem more than a little desperate.

I open my car door and jam my sword at Ben. No, not point first. I don't stab people. If I did that, the Summit'd throw me in their underground gray-walled beehive of doom.

Ben looks surprised, but he takes the hilt.

"Hold that," I say, and climb into the front seat. My phone sits on the center console, the LED light flashing. Probably my boss, wondering why I'm not back yet. I wish I could wipe my sword on that. I look around for a second. Aha. I grab the jeans that had concealed my sunscreen from me, duck back out of the car, and hold out my hand for the sword.

"You really should clean out your car," Ben says as he gives my sword back to me.

I do glare this time. "Okay, Ben, here's the deal." I start wiping the blood off the shiny blade with the old pair of jeans. They're already toast. I have a hell of a laundry detergent made by a neighbor who happens to be a witch, but it won't help these pants. "I don't date coworkers."

"You work alone."

"Doesn't matter. You're a Mediator, and therefore a coworker. Dating in the workplace is just...wrong."

"But you like me."

No, I don't. Not as a boyfriend, and maybe not even as a friend. He's that guy who always invites himself to parties, today being the perfect case in point. Guess it's time to go for blunt. He's right. I work alone. Mostly because people have these things called expectations.

"No. I'm not interested. I'm sorry. But I told you that when you asked me the first time." I almost feel bad for saying it that way, but it's true. Honesty. Best policy. Yadda yadda.

He gives me a sullen look. He's pouting. Oh, mercy.

"Fine," he says.

I sigh. "Ben—"

"No, it's fine." He walks away. Ripper is standing in front of his truck, pouring water from a canteen to wash the blood off his face and hands. He, for one, looks completely unimpressed by the whole exchange, which I am fairly certain he heard.

Nothing new there. Ripper is very seldom impressed.

My blade clean, I shove it unceremoniously back in the scabbard, murmuring a mental apology for treating it so harshly.

I give myself a quick once-over. Dammit. The splash of demon blood has eaten away the linen of my nice new slacks. My skin itches. Fantastic. I'll have to go home and change before I go back to work.

I've got something to do first, though. I fish a shoebox out of the back seat of my car, dumping its contents – a packet of earplugs and an empty bottle of orange juice – onto the floor. 

My phone buzzes, insistent. I snatch it up. "Yello."

"It's Gregor."

"Concerned for my safety? Usually I can handle imps on my own, but I'm touched that you're checking up on me."

"I'm not checking up on you." Gregor sounds about as merry as a stump. "Are you back at work yet? I'm faxing something I want you to look at."

"Still at the field."

"You're getting rusty. Call me when you get back to the office."

"Rusty my ass," I say, but he's already hung up. Dammit.

I ignore Ripper's eyes on me as I stalk over to the bush. Gregor can wait. 

The halfhearted rustle of leaves tells me they're in there. I've never tried to pick up a wild baby rabbit before, and I suspect these two are far too traumatized to flee. I pick up one of them. It must be the one the imp stepped on, because the bunny's ear is bent back at an awful angle, and it piddles on my hand the moment I lift it. 

"Hush," I tell it. I place it in the shoebox and retrieve the other. They snuggle together in a corner of the box. 

I don't look at Ripper or Ben as I drive away with the box in my lap.





























[image: Image]

CHAPTER TWO




Alice, Guardian of the Fax Machine and our office receptionist, doesn't look up when I come in. She's got the phone cradled between her ear and her shoulder, and her blood-red nails clickity-clack on the keyboard faster than I could bang both hands on them.

I hover in front of Alice's desk, mind still on the baby bunnies I dropped off at Walden's Puddle, Nashville's wild animal rescue. It reminds me of the puddle of piddle I washed off my hand. At least the bunnies will be taken care of.

The person whose hair the imp was wearing, I'm not so sure about.

The office is quiet apart from the clacking and Alice's muttering into the phone. The fax machine is quiet and empty of any faxes. I wiggle my fingers at Alice, and she holds up one finger in response. I get the feeling that it's the middle one she wanted to put up.

The office waiting room is supposed to look very zen, but instead, it just looks naked, and waiting for Alice to get off the phone is making me feel anything but one with the universe. The walls are a pale green color, to look like bamboo or wasabi or something. 

That's all, except for a circular wall clock with no numbers, only little slash marks at the four main spots. It looks more like a compass than a timepiece. What time is it, north by northeast? Dammit, I'm late.

After a long minute of watching the second hand tick around, Alice hangs up. She's thirty-eight going on twenty, and she has the boy toy to prove it. She drives around in a bright yellow Bug, and she had some metaphysical facelift a year back. At first glance, you can't tell. Subsequent glances betray a sort of pinched-ness beneath the surface.

She finally looks up from her clacking. "Yes?" Speaking displays a smudge of bright red lipstick in its second home on her front tooth.

"Did a fax come in for me?" 

Alice gives me a harried look, smoothing her frizzy hair with one hand and digging in her desk with the other. "Yep. Here. From Gregor. He also called four times. Call him back so I can get my work done."

I salute and head back into my office.

I like my office. It seems to surprise everyone that I'm pretty girly. Hell, sometimes it surprises me. My office is painted a warm ivory and has deep blue accents in the form of window trim and door frame. The pictures opposite my desk are mountains, lakes, scenes I'll never see in person but like to escape to in my mind. 

I settle down at my desk and sit back in my chair to pick up my cell.

There's a text from Gregor that just says "CALL." I call him back.

"It's Storme," I say.

"Took you long enough. I was about to come over there."

I sigh, straightening the papers on my desk. I can only imagine Gregor stumping in here. 

"I heard that huffing and puffing, Storme. You get the stuff?" Gregor actually sounds tired. He's like the Energizer bunny when it comes to most things — well, a big, blocky bunny. I have bunnies on the brain today, it seems. Hearing him sound weary both tickles my curiosity and my alarm bells. His voice is a low rumble, very macho. 

"Right here," I tell him. "By the way, Ripper and Ben showed up on the Class Five you sent me on. You wouldn't know anything about that, would you?"

"Who, me?" Gregor's innocent voice is about as convincing as an alligator's smile, and he must realize it, because his tone shifts back to brusque in an instant. "Got the body pickup call. Ben sounded like you'd kicked him in the shins. You turn him down?"

I scowl, even though Gregor can't see me. "What do you think?"

Gregor laughs. It sounds like a grizzly bear might sound. A really nice grizzly bear. "I bet you tore him a new one."

"Nope, no tearing. Minimal bitchiness. I was good."

"That's not the Ayala I know. Documents, Storme. Look at them. I'll wait."

I stare at the headline on the first page of the fax. I comb the newspapers every day for work, and I've seen headlines like it on and off for several months. It's not, however, the sort of thing Gregor usually brings to my table.

At least not before last month. My heart gives an odd little stutter when I flip through the pages. 

When I'm not sticking my sword in things, I'm writing press releases. Just like any good Mediator. Kill stuff at night, work like a respectable contributor to society during the day. Usually Gregor points me in the direction of demon hot spots, or imps tanning in Miller's Field. Gregor's more the slice you up, ask questions later type. Neither of us hunts down missing persons. 

The headline reads, "Clarksville woman still missing." I thumb through the rest of the articles with Gregor's raspy breath in my ear, frowning as I get to the end. Thirteen articles. Thirteen missing people. Different ages, religions, hair colors, piercings, everything. Nothing to tie them together. The articles date back four months, starting in March.

There's no pattern to connect them, nothing I can see in the full-color pictures under each headline. The only reason he'd be sending it my way is because he knows of the connection to me. I know he's still on the line, and I feel like he's in my head as well, listening to the gears as they turn and scrape against one another.

There shouldn't be a connection to me. But my birth mother was one of these headlines six months ago. I shouldn't even know that. Mediators are taken from our parents pretty much straight from the birth canal. The clipping of the umbilical cord severs any connection or bond we would have to our parents. That's supposed to be it, but a couple months back, I got curious.

See, that's exactly why I should have just left it alone. Mediators looking for their birth parents just cause problems. Like finding out one's birth mom poofed into thin air half a year back.

Gregor sending this package to me can only mean he knows about me poking around in the past. Irritated, I frown and push all thoughts of the woman who gave me half my DNA from my mind.

"You still there, Storme?" Trust Gregor to say he'll wait and then get impatient.

"Shut up. I'm reading."

He snorts in response, but he obeys.

Most of headlines are from the middle Tennessee area, but there's one here from Knoxville, one from Birmingham, one from Louisville, and one all the way up in Cincinnati. The articles don't mention if the people are human or not. Men, women — by the pictures, I can tell that none of them were Mediators — wrong eye colors. All Mediators have violet eyes, which makes us easy to spot in a crowd. They could be witches or morphs, though. My pen cap meanders its way into my mouth, and I gnaw on it, thinking hard. Gregor thinks they're connected somehow. Why? 

"Okay, Gregor. Spill. Why do you think these disappearances are connected?"

"They might not be."

"Why are you bringing them to me if you don't have a reason to think there's anything there?"

"Were those imps you dispatched wearing anything?"

A chill runs across the surface of my skin. "Yeah, both of them had necklaces like really thin dreadlocks. Light brown hair. Looked human."

Gregor's silent for a moment, long enough that I speak again.

"Hey, are you going to tell me why I'm looking into this?"

"Call it a hunch." I know that telltale dryness in his voice. Dammit. His hunches usually end up being right. 

I take a deep breath and hold it for a moment before exhaling in a gust of air. "Okay. What do you want me to do?"

"Just ask around, Storme. See what you can dig up."

"I'm not a PI. I kill shit." In fact, the idea of doing detective work – especially this kind; I've learned my lesson – is on par with getting my teeth cleaned. I'm seeing those matted strings of human hair again, and I don't like it. 

"Just do this for me. I even got you started. Try the Hole, Thursday night. Word is, the most recent missing girl was in the band that's playing, and there's been some talk of them bringing up demons in their sets. The Righteous Dark. She played bass. You can do it!" He sounds for one minute like he's trying to give me a pep talk. Then he coughs and hangs up.

At least I won't have to leave work again. Laura's getting to the point that I think she might actually reprimand me. My alternative is working for the Summit, but that would just put me around too many Mediators. Plus, I like my apartment, and it's not cheap. The Summit doesn't pay Mediators that well. They give all their money to their sub-contracted witches and psychics.

So now I get to be the Summit's errand girl for no pay.

Dammit.
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CHAPTER THREE




Turns out The Righteous Dark in all their horrible band name just had to pick the crummiest, most aptly named dive bar in Nashville to terrorize. 

After casing the place Wednesday night, I sheathe myself in black fishnets, low-heeled leather boots, and a black sweater dress. I'll stand out because of my bright yellow-orange hair anyway, but I hope to blend in with the crowd's fashion sense. Any fans of a band with a name like that have to like black. Right? 

The band is just setting up when I arrive, and the witch doing the sound looks as annoyed as I feel. His cabbage-like face crumples up every time the drummer's foot hits the bass drum, and it leaves me wondering how bad a band has to be to get this guy wincing.

Straightening my sweater dress, I pick my way through a gaggle of barely-twenty-ones to the bar. I order a PBR and plunk down on a bar stool to see who might show up. So far, the answer is only the band and the group I waded through to get to the bar. 

That comforts me. If they were playing at the larger venue across the street and selling the place out, I might be worried that hellkin-worshipers were getting a little too popular. 

At least I was right about the black. If I didn't know any better, I would have thought I'd gone color-blind by the lack of any rainbow hues. 

I nurse my beer until the band starts to play.

All the band members are skinny, like four-toots-of-meth-per-day skinny. I see collarbones on all and ribs on the two whose shirts are cut away from their torsos. That strikes me as odd. Southern cooking is nothing if not buttery, and even hipsters have more fluff on their bones than that. 

I don't know what I expected from the music, but the low, throaty sound of a cello surprises me. 

The cello is the only redeeming quality. The sound witch at the board shoves earplugs into his ears as the drums and guitar kick in, and I applaud his forethought. The only musical observation I can make is that it's in a minor key — I think. So many notes slice through my eardrums at once that I can't even be sure of that.

The vocalist begins a guttural croaking into the microphone, and the little group of spectators coos at him from under their looped black scarves. 

I sit through song after song. After song. After ear-shriveling song. The vocalist says nothing about demons or darkness, and their new bass player seems to be as disinterested as I am. 

Lena Saturn. I repeat the name of the girl I'm searching for as I lean my chin in my hand and slant to the side in my chair, waiting for something that never comes. Lena Saturn.

Instead I pry my drool-slicked face from my palm only when a hipster kicks my chair by accident and the music stops, jolting me awake. 

I make a shitty detective.

The ringing in my ears sounds like my ear drums have been replaced by cymbals, but I straighten myself in my chair just in time to hear the vocalist invite a few of the gaggle into the green room for "some smoke-a-dope."

I try to follow as unobtrusively as possible, but the aloof bass player slams the door in my face.

I kick the doorjamb. It doesn't make me feel better. 

"You don't really want in there."

The sound guy motions to the door, his face relaxed and almost cheerful now that the noise has halted. 

"Why not?" I hate when people say I don't want to do the one thing I'm trying to do. 

"The guy's a fucking moron. Besides, you didn't look like you were even enjoying the music much."

"Neither did you, but you're here."

"I work here."

"I'm working too."

The cabbage-faced witch reaches into his pocket and gives his balls a healthy scratch. "And what do you do?"

I don't have to answer, because the cleaning lights go on, and my violet eyes give him a start.

"What does a Mediator want with that bit of human slime? I'd rather hang out with the demons."

"Nothing, but I think he's hanging out with demons."

The witch's face slackens like it's been blanched in boiling water. "No way. Really?"

"Do they play here often?"

"At least once a month." He leans on an iron bar that separates the seating area from the dance floor, but he takes a step back from me as he does.

"Do you remember their old bass player?"

His shoulders twitch at that, and I know he remembers her. His eyes narrow at me, assessing. "Lena? You're looking for Lena?"

"Yep. Know her?"

He shuffles his weight around. "Only a little. She was the only tolerable member of the band. Jack — the singer — said she got a gig playing bass with some new country singer and would be on the road for the next six months."

"Do you know of any family around here?" I haven't been able to find any, and it's not likely Lena's family lives in Tennessee. Musicians who move here don't usually bring their parents along.

"Her grandma used to come to her shows. And some bottle blonde showed up every now and then."

"What? Grandma?" I pop my ears and want to pop Jack the Singer in the face for the persistent ringing. There're enough blondes in Nashville to sell the SuperMart out of peroxide, but Lena's grandma? Probably not many of those.

"Yeah, that's what I thought. But she used to come in. I think she lives nearby."

"Do you know her name?"

"Hazel something. Her last name is funny. Latte or something. She comes in for happy hour most days."

"Hazel Latte. Are you sure you're not remembering what you ordered at Starbucks this morning?"

"No, it's something like that." He doesn't even seem to take offense. "Much as I'd like to stay and chat, I've got to get my wrap-ups done so I can get out of this hell hole. I need a new job."

He shakes himself and turns to head back to the soundboard.

I catch his arm, and he stops. 

"Look, I'm not lying to you." His irises go cloudy, like he's gathering his power. It swirls in his eyes, like silt stirring at the bottom of a clear pond. Damn witches, always ready to jump magic-first into the pool. 

I drop my hand from his arm, and his eyes turn clear again. "I'm not saying you are. I'll stop by again. Will you let me know if you see Lena or hear anything about...Hazel Latte?" I can barely bring myself to say the name.

He nods. "Yeah, sure. Leave your number before you go, and I'll call you if I hear anything. Lena was a good kid."

We both hear the past tense, and he frowns. 

"I mean, she is."

I jot down my cell number and hand it over, puzzling over his word choice. Either he knows something happened to her, or something I said made him second guess the idea that Lena's off playing stand-up bass for the new teeny-bopper reality show winner.

Either way, I'm done here.

And for some reason, I want coffee.
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CHAPTER FOUR




Nashville's a big little town, and I no sooner mention Hazel Latte to Gregor than he finds her. And her surname isn't Latte, either. It's Lottie.

She lives a short block and a half from The Hole in a bright orange house. Cinder blocks litter her front yard in piles like redneck cairns. Where the Summit granny has snapdragons and tulips, this old bat has concrete. Nonplussed, I pull back a screen door that looks like it's been shredded by a cat. Hazel Lottie has a doorbell, and I press it. If she's anything like the Summit granny at all, she'll hear a knock about as well as she'd hear a whisper from Chattanooga. 

I jump when the theme from Jaws booms on the other side of the door. 

A moment later, I hear a rustle and a thud. I hope I haven't gone and killed her dead, because I need to ask her about Lena.

"Who the hell are you?" There's a pause, followed by a clunk. The door scridges open, and a bright purple head pops out. She scrutinizes me for about four seconds. "A Mediator on my doorstep. Come in, child, I'll make some tea."

I step inside and over the source of the clunk — a step-stool painted a virulent green. I see the reason for it as soon as I come face-to-face with Hazel Lottie; the top of her bouffant purple hair comes only to my chest. 

She waves at the living room. "Have a seat on the sofa, dear. I'll get your tea." 

I obey, sitting down on the squeaky, plastic-covered sofa. Not a speck of dirt or dust is to be seen as I look around. Across from me is a chair wearing neckties. Paisley, striped, bold solids — all sewn together to form the strangest chair skirt I've ever seen. Above the chair is a built-in glass hutch full of figurines like those that used to come in tea boxes.

The whistle of the teakettle pierces the silence, and a moment later, Hazel Lottie plunks someone's back pocket on the end table to my right, followed by a chipped rose-enameled teacup. I look closer at the pocket. It's exactly what it looks like; she's made a coaster from the butt pocket of someone's jeans. The tea smells of mint, and I lift the cup to my lips.

She plops herself into a burgundy armchair, without spilling scalding tea all over her lap somehow. Her hair clashes horribly with the upholstery. "So," she says. "If you're here and a Mediator, you're probably looking for Lena."

I choke on my sip of tea and set the cup down on the denim coaster. "Why do you think that?"

"She's missing, of course. Her idiot bandmate tried to feed me a line about her going to work with some new teen hit, but Lena's about as likely to play country as I am to burst into a spontaneous trapeze routine." Hazel takes a gulp of tea, which makes my throat convulse just to watch. My own esophagus still throbs from where the liquid made contact with my flesh.

Hazel Lottie might sound like something you'd buy at Starbucks, but she's no kooky old bat. Chair skirt and coasters notwithstanding. I reformulate my line of questioning and nod my acquiescence.

"I am looking for your granddaughter, Ms. Lottie."

The old woman harrumphs and claps her hands to her knees. "Granddaughter? Lawdy. No. Lena did my cleaning for me, honey. And call me Hazel."

I didn't really think they were related, but I'm glad she's confirmed it. "How long did she work for you?"

"Oh, a year or so. She came in a couple hours a day, three days a week. Tuesday, Thursday, Saturday. Sometimes I'd have her over on Sundays for brunch. She did like my cream cheese stuffed French toast." Hazel sits back in her chair again, taking another big swig of her tea.

I try another sip of mine and burn my tongue. Lady must have a leather-lined mouth.

"Someone at The Hole said you used to come in to see her band play," I say. 

Hazel shakes her head in a violent nod. "Lena was awful good with that bass. Though you wouldn't know it for all the racket the damn singer and guitarists make. I went to see her oh, four or five times."

"You didn't seem surprised to see a Mediator asking about her."

"Lawd, no. She was a good girl, but sometimes dark things done swallow the light."

I'm the choir, and she's preaching right to me. "So you think she got killed by demons?"

Hazel drains the rest of her tea and dumps the empty cup on her own dark rinse coaster. She pulls her feet onto the seat of the chair and crosses her legs, leaning forward to look at me. "I don't know what I think."

"But you think she's dead?"

"I reckon I don't know."

"You said was."

"Oh, honey. If you try and dissect all my crazy old fart ramblings, you'll drive yourself mad." Her lips part in a wide smile showing one missing eyetooth. 

Old fart, maybe. Crazy, not so much. I don't know how to get Hazel to tell me her suspicions, so I switch tactics. "When was the last time you saw her?"

"Roundabout two months back. She'd switched our schedule round a bit so she could work Saturday mornings at that awful diner, and she came to see if we could switch back because she was going on graveyard shift there four nights a week. Poor little chickadee. Wore herself out working both places. I told her I'd pay her more, but she said she needed the money."

"Would you mind telling me how much you paid her?" If she was squirreling money away, maybe she vanished on her own just to get away. It happens. 

"Of course, dear. I paid her twenty-five hundred dollars a month."

I have to rewind in my head before that computes. "You paid her over two thousand dollars a month to work —" I do the math, "— twenty four hours? That's over a hundred dollars an hour!"

"I'm old, Ms. Ayala, and I ain't got kids or grandkids to support. What else am I going to do with my money before I die? My arthritis won't let me travel anymore, and the blasted witch who made my cataract potion got addicted to the skittles. Soon I'll be blind and twisted into bony lumps, and then I'll be dead. Lena was a good girl, and I was happy to do it."

Skittles. The drug's taking over more and more of Nashville's best witches. I'm no witch, but apparently one of its effects is to make magic visible in colors. Or maybe it just makes spells orgasmic. Either way, it's about as easy to quit as heroin and meth combined, and there's no such thing as a functional skittles addict. They just sit there and do stupid glamour spells all day and watch their hands move in front of their faces.

Twenty-five hundred dollars a month is a good income for a starving musician. Thinking of the bones protruding from The Righteous Dark's band members puts that clichéd phrase in a sickly light. "Did Lena have roommates?"

"She sure did. Three. They lived in East Nashville, just outside of the Samhain Quarter. She worked at the Waffle Spot there a few nights a week." Hazel reaches into a basket to her right and dredges out a mass of colored yarn that looks like the seventies barfed in her hand. Olive green, magenta, burnt amber, and puke yellow threads form the base of what looks like a doily. Looking at it makes me dizzy, so I force my eyes back to Hazel's face.

"That's one of the cheapest areas of town. Do you know why she needed so much money? Was she on any drugs?"

"If she was, she didn't tell her employers." Hazel chuckles as if she's made a good joke, and her knitting needles click together in a flurry of swirling color.

Even if Lena worked only three night shifts at the diner weekly, that would bring her monthly income up to almost four thousand dollars. That's almost as much as I make at my cushy salaried job. I live alone downtown in a building with security. What single musician needed that much income just to survive with three roommates in the cheapest part of town? Even if she paid all their rent, she'd have almost three thousand dollars left over. Debt? Loan sharks? Gambling addiction? Inability to say no to panhandlers?

Drugs would make the most sense. "You never noticed her looking like she was strung out or tweaking?"

"Never. Like I said, Lena was a good girl. I don't reckon she ever showed up even hung over."

"You have no ideas where she could have gone?"

Hazel's lips wrinkle like a dried apricot. "I've already told you no."

I still don't believe her. Especially after she referred to Lena in the past tense. Just like the sound witch at the Hole.

I don't like being lied to.
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CHAPTER FIVE




Non-Mediators like to ask me why I do my patrols in Forest Hills, the most well-to-do, hoity-toity area of Nashville. South of downtown and nestled around the sprawling Percy Warner Park, the demons love it. That's why. Don't tell the rich people who spend two million a villa there. Their real estate agents would loathe you forever.

Or fine, whistle blow all you want. But don't expect to ever buy a house again.

I keep the demon population down enough that the wealthy inhabitants don't notice. Though once I saw an article in the newspaper about a prized bloodhound dying after lapping up a puddle of anti-freeze in the woods. The dog's owner blamed the neighbor. I blame myself — I'd killed a slummoth there two nights earlier, and their blood is the same radioactive green as antifreeze. I feel worse about the dog than the owner, who had five others. 

People picnic around here, and each little cleft of hills in the park is home to tables and the occasional ruin of a cottage. 

A pink glow from one such ruin draws my attention as I creep around the bend of a ridge. There are as many different types of hellkin as there are boils on a witch's enemy, but I can usually identify the slimy boogers when I see them. Slummoths ooze clear mucus and bleed lime-green, rakaths can shoot quills the size of Hazel's knitting needles unless you sever their clavicles, and jeelings glow like a kiddie night light.

They're also twice my size.

I keep my sword unsheathed whenever I patrol. The first thing any Mediator learns is that as a hunter, you have to carry a weapon. Any species of hellkin is a weapon. You never know when the three seconds it takes to tug on your sword hilt will be the difference between seeing the sunrise and that other thing.

Creeping toward the cottage, I hold my center of balance low. Jeelings rarely travel in hordes, but any number of things to go bump in the night could exist between me and the ruined cottage. Only three of the four walls remain, and none of the roof. I see the glow through one crumbled window, pinkish and inviting. 

A tremendous oak holds its ground between me and the open wall, and I slink toward it. I can't climb one-handed, and the branches are too high to reach even without one hand full of sword. 

Peeking around a burl in the mass of trunk affords me a glimpse into the cottage. I can see by the light of hellglow, and I jerk my head back behind the tree. The jeeling's not alone. Two slummoths stand in front of it, their oozy mucous glistening in the soft pink hue the jeeling emits. Jeelings and slummoths both horde independently, but never together. I've never seen them in the same ten-foot radius without a cyclone of snarls and slime and flesh. And blood. Lots of blood.

But these three appear to be talking.

I strain to listen, and I make out some jumbled growls. Demon languages tend to be throaty, depending on clusters of unpronounceable consonants with the occasional howl-like vowel thrown in for spice. I can't understand any of them, but as angry as they sound to my very human ears, they're not killing each other, so they're being peaceful.

Frowning, I chance a look around the ragged bark of the oak. They're still going on. First two imps in Miller's field, now a demon conference. All in a week. Even without Gregor setting me off to chase wild geese, this constitutes an unusual few days. I don't reckon much on the validity of coincidence.

The cottage walls are rough stone, but crumbly. They'd be tough to climb without alerting the demons to my presence, and I can't risk fighting all three at once. Even one jeeling is a lot to handle. 

A chittering above my head makes me jerk back behind the tree. Something small and hard bounces off my skull, and I catch it before it soars away. An acorn. 

I'm tempted to throw it back at the squirrel, but I don't want him to make any more noise. I'll be damned if I'm going to let a bushy-tailed rodent draw the attention of three demons. What's he even doing here? Even the cicadas buzz off in the other direction when demons come around. I look up and raise my hands above my head in surrender, backing away from the oak. Careful to keep my silhouette behind the sheltering girth of the tree, I make it three steps.

There's a loud squeak and an angry rustle from the branches. 

The guttural demon-speak breaks off like they've all been simultaneously hit with acorns.

I have about seven seconds to think about shitting myself when the first slummoth rushes me.

Slummoths are quick as a stick of butter sliding on Hell's floor, and this one catches my left shoulder when I try to lunge right out of its path. I shift my sword as I fall and clip the slummoth's thigh. A flash of glowing blood sprays through the air. I hit the ground and roll away from the slummoth. The pink glow of the jeeling comes at me like a comet. 

Its heart is about three feet above the level of my head. I take off at a full sprint toward the jeeling as if I'm challenging it to a game of chicken. Ten feet away, I push myself off from the ground and soar toward the demon. My sword plunges into its chest.

A boulder slams me to the ground.

At least that's what it feels like. The second slummoth is on me, and its teeth sink into my shoulder. I scream. 

My left side is pinned to the pine-needle covered ground, but my right arm is free. I yank my belt knife from its sheath and stab it into the slummoth's neck.

The demon makes a sound like tearing steel and releases my shoulder from its jaw. The other slummoth and the jeeling are recovering quick. I need my sword back, and it's still lodged in the jeeling's chest. I must have missed the heart. I ain't leaving my favorite sword to corrode from jeeling blood. 

"Fuck." 

The first slummoth runs at me. It's slower now. I must have hamstrung it without trying. Demons ignore pain, and the thing is hardly limping. My knife drips fluorescent green blood. I can try and kill the demon I just stabbed, or I can defend myself against the one stumbling for me at a half run.

Standing still is bad in a fight like this. It allows my adrenaline to rush over me like liquid metal.

I make the stupid choice.

The downed slummoth has a spike on the top of its head, and I grab it with my left hand. Pain gnaws my arm like it's eating corn on the cob from wrist to shoulder and back. The demon's twin is closing the gap, too close for me to change tactics now.

I slash my belt knife against the slummoth's neck. 

It only cuts halfway through. "Fuck!"

Sharp as I keep my knives, it's not enough. I jerk my arm back and hack at it. A spray of green goo hits me in the face. Some gets in my mouth, tasting like burnt aluminum. No time. I hack the opposite side of the slummoth's neck, leaving its spine exposed.

It roars, and the other slummoth lurches at me. I turn and kick, planting my foot in its chest. The impact of my foot knocks my attacker on its back. The jeeling unfolds from where I left it crumpled on the ground, and its glow brightens to a dull red. I look at the almost-beheaded slummoth at my feet and think back to all my kiddie league soccer games we played between swordplay classes as Mediators-in-Training.

Corner kick. My foot hits the slummoth in its pointy ear, and his spine snaps. The head hits a sapling and bounces to the ground.

How's that for a goal?

I need my sword. I've wounded the remaining slummoth enough that its speed is useless. The eleven-foot jeeling can't keep its balance. My shoulder feels like it's been doused with kerosene and set on fire, but I force my feet to churn into a run. I flank the jeeling and jump just as I reach its side. 

I miscalculate. My hand comes down hard on my blade, and the honed edge slices into my palm. With a shout, I reach up with my left arm to grab the hilt. The jeeling roars as the stuck blade wrenches through its chest. 

I yank the sword from the demon's body just as it crashes to the ground. I swing the sword left-handed, thanking every asshole instructor I had as a child for making me learn to fight with both hands. The jeeling's head comes off clean, and I stumble to the side. My right palm drips blood on the ground, mingling with the green slime from my first kill. The slummoth bite on my shoulder feels like it's spreading down my back, but I can't switch hands. One slummoth left.

It lets loose a shriek. It's ten feet away, and it's wary now. Its black eyes dart back and forth, as though its considering flight. I can't let it get away.

The slummoth solves my problem. 

Its legs bunch beneath it. It leaps at me.

I'm hurt and too slow even with the warning. I jab it with the sword like a five-year-old pretending to fence. The blade sinks into the leathery, slime-covered flesh, but the slummoth doesn't slow.

The demon's arms are fine. One claw catches me in the side, and I drop my weight to the ground, rolling away. My throat tightens. If I don't get this back on my terms, there's going to be one less Mediator to fight these bastards.

I stumble away, back toward the oak. My belt knife is lying next to the carcass of the first slain slummoth, and I bend to pick it up with my right hand. The blood makes my fingers slip on the hilt, but I grasp it in spite of the icy pain that coats my hand. The slummoth shuffles after me. 

The knife feels warm in my hand. I breathe out.

Then I throw.

At first I think I missed, think the slummoth dodged. 

The knife protrudes from its nose hole. It's dead.

Five inches below the hilt is a familiar-looking matted string of human hair.

I see it just before the corpse topples to the ground.
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CHAPTER SIX




Times like this, I'm glad I cover my car seats.

On a normal night, I'd take care of the bodies, but tonight is few ticks outside of normal. The Mediators keep a team of volunteers — a term used loosely to encompass adolescent Mediators-in-Training who've pissed off the Summit — on call for demon disposal. Sucks being an MIT sometimes. 

The perk is that when we're out, we get some cool tech. Among the cool tech is the tiny beacon I attach to a tree. When I press it into the bark, it beeps once. The locator in the beacon will tell the kids where to go, and I can just go home.

The plastic seat covers in my car are slick with my blood by the time I arrive home. 

I strip down in my bathroom, peeling my clothes from my skin. It feels like I'm removing a sticker left too long, and pulling the slivers of fabric from the bite in my shoulder takes five excruciating minutes.

Mediators heal fast. It's a perk. Some places have dental insurance; I get to go to bed bleeding from various areas only to wake up unmarked but sore. For now, though, my skin hasn't begun to knit together. 

I rinse the wounds with a saline solution, and it feels just about as good as you might expect pouring salty water in open wounds would. 

I've never taken down three full-sized demons before.

Sure, I've faced down a few imps at a time. Usually they're dumb enough to all rush me at once, and one wide arc of my sword cuts them in half. Imps are something else no matter how you slice it.

Sorry. Couldn't help it.

The major difference between imps and demons is that imps can scamper about in the sun for a while, sizzling like bacon on a hot griddle. Real demons can't. Don't ask me what happens to them. I have no idea. They always manage to tuck themselves into their slimy beddy-byes or die before the sun hits the horizon.

Imps can't be in it long, but they like to cause mischief. They're not even that dangerous — though if you ask Ben or Ripper about their faces the other day, they might tell you another tale.

Once cleaned, my shoulder wound looks even worse. Demon saliva is poison, and there are yellow and black spots in the torn flesh. A normal human would be in the hospital hooked up to specialized anti-venom. My blood is hellkin anti-venom. Another perk of being not a normal human. 

The claw I took in my side sliced a six-inch gash, but the edges are already healing. My hand's the same. 

I need to tell Gregor about what I saw, but something stops me from making the call even after I'm no longer dripping red and green blood like a garish yuletide tree. If he gets to keep things back from me, I can keep things from him. At least until I know more.

Now that I'm home and wearing my Injured Robe — a special black microfiber thing I bought for the days I don't feel like bleeding on my ivory satin one — I feel like there has to be something more going on with the demons. Midday is brighter than most imps would brave, so finding two in Miller's Field is the first item on my list of oddities. Then two slummoths and a jeeling conspiring in Forest Hills. Imps and demons wearing necklaces of human hair like trophies. Forget The Righteous Dark and their cracked-out demon summoning. There's enough weirdness happening without their contributions.

Beneath all of it is the memory of seeing my birth mother's name in a Memphis newspaper headline. I'm connected to all this, and it makes me feel as dirty as a pig's backside even as the everyday weight at the center of my chest grows heavier.

I haven't checked my phone all night, and when I turn it on, it explodes in a cacophony of beeping. Emails, texts, notifications from a stupid tic-tac-toe app I downloaded and got sick of — the thing lights up like East Nashville at Beltane.

Two calls from the same unfamiliar number. One from Gregor. And another from Ben.

I want to flop down on my couch, but that would hurt more than the gesture is worth.

I don't return Ben's call. He leaves a message when it's something important, and when he just hangs up, it means he was calling "just to talk."

I hate talking on the phone. 

Each time this happens — with a growing, alarming regularity in the past month — I imagine he wants some montage from an 80s movie with a split screen. Me in a baggy pink over-sized sweater, him with an unbuttoned blue jean shirt, both of us laying on our beds and scissoring our legs in sexual anticipation. None of which sounds appealing to me.

Gregor's message is two sentences. "Hear you had a rough time tonight. Call me."

There are two messages from the unknown number.

"Hey. Um. Look. You didn't give me your name, and I know I was only supposed to call if I heard something about Lena, but I found something I think you should have. It looks like a talisman. Can you come get it?"

It's got to be the witch sound guy from The Hole. The second message is from only a half hour ago.

"Okay. This is freaking me out. If you don't come and get it tonight, I'm going to call my circle leader and have him ground it. It's...I don't know what it's doing. Just come get it. Please."

I stick out my lower lip and pull my fluffy Injured Robe around my midsection. It's already three in the morning, and going out again will cut into my precious six hours of sleep. But the guy sounds like his broomstick is in a bunch. I throw on a pair of black sweats and a black tank. It makes my orange hair stand out almost as much as the speckled wound on my shoulder, but it's hot out, and I don't want to cover up the bite.

Even at three the humidity outside is like hanging out in a pressure cooker, and I hit the post-witchy-happy-hour traffic surge to boot. Getting to The Hole takes fifteen minutes longer than it should. I arrive to find the sound guy tugging at his wisps of pale yellow hair, flabby face contorted into wrinkles.

"You're here. Good. I don't get paid enough for this," he says without preamble. He starts walking toward me and stops when he sees my shoulder. "What the hell happened to you?"

"A couple slummoths thought I was lunch."

He peers at the bite. "Tea tree and eucalyptus should help it heal faster."

"It'll be fine by morning. I didn't extend my bedtime to come and get medical advice. Where's the thing?"

"Over here." 

I follow him over to the bar, where a small circular object about the size of a teacup saucer gives off a pulsing yellow glow. "Where did you find this?"

"In the green room. We don't clean it every day, or I would have found it sooner. It wasn't glowing before." He sidesteps away from the talisman, and I don't blame him.

I've seen one of these before, and it didn't belong to a scraggly kid in a shitty metal band. When I was fresh out of MIT five years ago, I tagged along to a demon-summoner bust in Little Rock. Back then, Little Rock was a cesspool of demon activity, and it attracted the very stupid from among the human population. One middle-aged summoner had found himself a witch buddy who made talismans like this. 

They were kind of like the beacon I'd stuck in the tree in Forest Hills. They made it so the demons could find the summoners. What happened then, I still don't know.

And now I'm staring at one. 

Sound witch here has the right idea edging away. Witches can sometimes hold their own against demons, but only a few spells will do anything. Most are just like trying to shoot a demon with a gun — spells and bullets just bounce off. A keen edge is all that kills them. 

Now I'll have to call Gregor. I don't want to handle the thing.

The witch has his gaze tacked to the talisman. 

"Hey." I snap my fingers to get his attention. "Witch. What's your name?"

"Gryfflet Asberry."

"Gryfflet, stay right here. Don't touch it, but keep an eye on it."

"Where are you going?"

"Just out to my car. I'll be right back."

I want my sword before I call Gregor. I hurry to my car and grab it, the feel of the hilt a comforting weight. My right hand still throbs, but the deep gashes are scabbed over now. 

Gryfflet yells as I walk back through the door, and I unsheathe my sword. I always love the hiss it makes, like dropping water on a hot griddle. But Gryfflet's just hollering at nothing. The talisman hasn't moved or changed brightness. And there's no rakath demon shooting him full of spines, either, so I don't get his increase in volume.

"What happened?"

"Um. Nothing."

"You were yelling."

"I uh, saw a cockroach."

I resist the urge to sigh and dial Gregor. I hope he's awake.

Gregor answers on the second ring. I tell him about the talisman. "What do you want me to do?"

"Don't touch it or move it. I'll send a witch to ground it."

"Send one with some slay spells this time, will you? The last one got pulped."

Gryfflet goes even more flabby at that.

I cover the mouthpiece on the phone and mouth relax at him. For some reason, it doesn't help.

"Am I staying here to wait?" 

"No. I've got this one. Already on my way. You and the kid who found it go ahead and clear out."

Gryfflet scoots out the door almost before I can tell him. 

Now it's half past four, and I'm getting cranky. I stop by Krystal and stuff my face with four baby burgers that taste like they're made of slummoth slime. I guzzle a glass of orange juice before bed, but it doesn't dispel the taste.

My phone rings just as my eyelids flutter, heavy after four hundred thirty-two sheep. Gregor.

"Whaddya want, Gregor? I have to work in the morning."

He ignores me. "You saw the kid leave, right?"

I rub my eye with my right hand, twisting my scab. Ow. "He bolted out of there. You'd probably find tire marks on the street if you look."

"When our witch got there, the talisman was gone."

Shit. "I should have stayed."

"So you don't think the sound guy took it?"

"I don't think he'd touch it if you paid him. And I certainly didn't."

"I'll call you if I hear anything."

"Try to do that during normal wakey hours, will you? Some of us have day jobs."

"It's Sunday, Ayala."

Oh.

Gregor hangs up, and I fall back onto my puffy pillow.
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CHAPTER SEVEN




I spend Sunday giving Gregor's articles a solid perusing.

Maybe a detective would find something. Or a beagle. Since I'm neither, I don't feel too badly about my failure. 

My apartment is my safe place — excepting the times when Gregor picks my locks and turns up on my sofa — but today it doesn't give me the normal smidgen of comfort. I'm lucky demons are worse detectives than I am, otherwise I'd probably live in a fortress surrounded by kudzu and swamp instead of in downtown Nashville. At least then I could pour burning pitch on their heads. If any demons ever decide to start making house calls, I'll need a better security system.

Something's been bothering me about Hazel Lottie. 

I don't know what would make her lie. Could she have seen Lena before she vanished? 

I'm not nearly caffeinated enough to figure any of this out. 

At least my shoulder has now scabbed over. By tomorrow it should be a nice bubblegum pink, followed by scar tissue that will fade in a week. I wouldn't mind the ability to heal within minutes, but when I think of the implications of having your skin knit together with a demon claw lodged in it, it makes me squidgy.

I jump at a knock on my door. When I peep through the hole, I see Gryfflet. 

Speaking of squidgy. I curl my toes into my shag doormat for a moment. Amazing. He's succeeded where the hordes of hellkin have failed and turned up at my door. Or maybe the hellkin just never try.

"Gryfflet, what are you doing here?" I call through the door. 

I see one bloodshot grey eye approach the peephole. Doesn't look like he's gotten much sleep — tiny lines of red crisscross the whites of his eye like spider webs. 

"Can I come in?" He backs up a step and holds his hands in the air, then lifts his t-shirt. He's unarmed. Smart witch.

Smart witch or not, I don't like uninvited visitors. "Not until you tell me what you're doing here and how you found me."

"I don't want to yell it in the hall."

"Too bad. I don't just let people in."

"It's about The Righteous Dark."

That makes me sit back on my heels. "And?"

"I really don't want to talk about it where everyone can hear."

"You're going to have to." 

I regret that immediately.

"They're all dead."

I snick open the deadbolt and slide bar, turning the doorknob lock with my other hand and hustle Gryfflet inside. "Gods damn it, Gryfflet. You couldn't hold up a sign or call or something?"

"I told you."

"So sue me. I'm paranoid and reclusive." 

For a moment he looks at me from my doorway like reclusive is just a synonym for lonely, and he knows it. It makes me think I ought to get a pet. Then he drops his gaze to my bare feet. "Should I take off my shoes?"

I eye the thick ivory carpet that blankets my floor. "What do you think?"

His shoes come off. I point him toward the dining room, and he gingerly eases himself onto a chair. 

I stand in the archway to the kitchen, my weight all on one foot. He might be inside my house, but if he's a threat he's still getting a bread knife in the chest. My knife block is visible just to my right. "Let's start with how you know they're all dead."

"My friend is friends with their drummer. Said he wasn't answering his texts."

"That isn't dead; that's drummer. They're flaky." I dated one once. I should know.

Gryfflet's eyelids flutter. "You don't understand. That dude might as well have his phone glued to his thumbs."

"If you don't have any more compelling evidence than that, get out."

"Well, he went to the drummer's house to see why he wasn't answering and he found the band's...parts."

I'll take the five hundred dollar bet and assume he's not talking about who solos in which song. "And you didn't lead with this why?"

"I thought I should start at the beginning."

"Start with the important bits. Like finding human bits. Did he call the police or the Summit?" Strewn-about human parts almost always falls under Mediator jurisdiction. Except for one notable serial killer down in what's left of Mississippi last year who left a trail of noses.

Gryfflet shakes his head. He's got both hands on my glass tabletop, ten fingers leaving ten greasy marks on the surface. He must think I'm planning to stab him, because the first knuckle of each finger makes a white spot against the pink of the tips.

I straighten myself to standing. "Well, Gryfflet, I think it's time we go see The Righteous Dark again."

"You're kidding."

"I'm not."

It takes me five minutes to throw on my gear, peek outside at the smug blazing sunlight, and coat myself in sunblock. I always opt for soft leather pants for the same reason bikers do. It's not a fashion statement. Whether it's a demon or a Harley hog throwing you onto the concrete doesn't matter — road burn hurts like a bitch.

I make Gryfflet ride with me. I know I'm paranoid; I don't like other people driving when I don't understand their motives. Seventeen minutes later, we pull up to what can only be described as a tenement. And not in the quaint European sense of the word. 

The apartment building has exposed joists even on the outside that make me wonder why it hasn't yet been condemned. I step over a rusty syringe. 

"Picturesque, isn't it?" Gryfflet beckons to me, and I follow him inside. 

It smells like the underside of a month-old catbox in here. At the foot of the walls, the carpet in the corridor is a vague memory of blue that shows what the scraped out, trodden-down, grime covered center might have looked like a couple decades ago. Two of the three doors we pass have busted doorjambs and stand open like toothless gaps after a bar fight. 

Of course we're going to the end of the hall. It wouldn't be poetic if fate spared my nostrils by making this a short jaunt through this sewer of a building.

The last door on the left isn't just ajar. 

It's sawdust.
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CHAPTER EIGHT




I almost apologize to Gryfflet on the spot.

One step toward the door, and all I can think of is not barfing my croissant onto the remnants of wood and plaster. 

"Parts" was putting it gently. I stare at a blood-soaked chunk for the better part of twenty seconds before I identify it as an elbow. It's wearing a scarf of intestine.

I swallow and wish I hadn't.

And the smell. I yearn for the urine stew of the corridor. The combined stench of emptied bladders and ripped bowels mingles with the odor of viscera and the tinny undercurrent of blood. 

This wasn't anyone's idea of an accident. This was annihilation. To Gryfflet's credit, he doesn't faint or puke on the crime scene. Instead, he sways on the balls of his feet, an involuntary "oooh" emitting from his throat.

The more I stare at it, the more I can pick out the "parts." I find two intact pelvises and enough chunks of skull to suggest four victims. But it's what I see poking out from underneath the arm of an overturned threadbare Laz-E-Boy that catches my eye.

It's the talisman from last night.

I make a note to absolve Gryfflet of conspiring for its theft. The demons found who they were looking for.

Four splats. 

That's what we Mediators call kills like this. I'm sure you can guess why, but if you're having trouble picturing it, think of what might be left of a person after taking a test flight from the top of the Gotham tower without a parachute or a hang-glider. 

There are four splats, but only three band members. Who the fuck is the fourth?

I drag Gryfflet outside to call Gregor. He's thrilled to hear that I found the talisman — or maybe that Gryfflet led me to it — but he gets his normal monotone back when I tell him about the deceased. After the thirty-second phone call, he hangs up on me with a promise that he'll be here in twenty minutes.

The air outside is comparatively fresh. It takes four cycles of the nearby traffic light for the rotting refuse smell of the Dumpster to shoulder aside the remnants of death in my nose. Gryfflet hasn't spoken in several minutes, and when I look over at him, I see it's because he's sitting on a tree stump, fingernails smushed into soggy bark.

He looks pitiful, like a cheeping chick in the rain.

"There were four bodies in there, Gryfflet. Do you know who the fourth was?"

"I have no idea. Could've been anyone. Another musician. A priest. I don't know." His cabbage-like face is wilty and wan. "Can we do that thing where we don't talk about it?"

I forget sometimes that other people aren't as used to demon kills as I am, witch or no. Part of my training was to desensitize myself to images like we just saw. And in case you're wondering, no, it didn't involve seeing them in educational videos on outdated VHS machines with shitty tracking. No matter how many Mediators there are, there are always things like this to find. 

A prickle of a tear stings my eye, and I blink it back. It's been a while since I got emotional about my calling; it's not like I had a choice. If you're born with the violet eyes, everyone knows what you are the second you leave the womb.

The one I came from has vanished along with the woman it belongs to. I may have never had a mommy, but I had a mother before the nurses took one look at my eyes and swaddled me up into a lifetime of monster hunting. 

Maybe that's the real reason for the prickling tear.

They say there's one of us for every one of them, but I never feel like that. Just like last night, we're always outnumbered.

It's watching Gryfflet and the ripples of terror, revulsion, and blank numbness that flicker across his face that does it. I do what I do to keep people like him safe.

The ones like The Righteous Dark are the idiots I can't help. When you go slinking into the night, you end up a splat. Yet they're always surprised when the demons aren't fluffy bunnies. When we find whole corpses, their faces are always in that last mask of shock.

Gregor arrives, interrupting my introspection.

"Show me," is all he says.

I mentally thank him for the distraction.

I lead the way this time, leaving Gryfflet outside. There's no need for him to see the panorama of gore again, but maybe Gregor will see something I don't. It's seeing Gryfflet's ripples of terror, revulsion, and blank numbness that reminds me. I do what I do to keep people like him safe.

This time, I look around the apartment instead of at the bodies. 

Deep claw marks gouge the walls in several places, and my side gives a helpful sympathy twinge when I see them. 

"Aetna." Gregor kneels in a tiny patch of clean carpet — comparatively clean, anyway — to examine the same intestine-wrapped elbow I saw when I first arrived.

"You're sure?" We don't see many aetnas. There used to be a health insurance company by that name, but when the Mediators told them there was a four-legged rage demon that preempted their choice by a few eons, they went out of business from the humiliation. At least that's what I tell myself. Aetnas shred things, but a lot of hellkin like to do that. I don't know how Gregor can decide this devastation is more aetna-y than say, slummoth-y, but he seems confident.

"The claw patterns on the carpet. See here how it looks like there was a pawing bull?"

The carpet is one big blood pool for the most part, but where the viscous liquid has soaked in, I can see the deep scrapes left by claws. It does look like a pawing bull. With very sharp hooves. "Two legged demons wouldn't do that."

"Right."

Well, what do you know? I learned a thing.

I sidestep Gregor, using a lone sofa cushion as a stepping stone to get past this corner of the blood pool. Humans store a lot of blood in their bodies. Four humans leave about four gallons of blood when they bleed out, and when the bodies are splatted like this, you definitely get all of the pints. The apartment doesn't have a lot of square footage, and ninety percent of it has been painted red.

From my new vantage point, I find a third pelvis — or what looks like part of one. It doesn't look right, and I can't figure out why. Never mind that it's a human bone laying on carpet. Most of the flesh is gone from it. I don't have to tell you where it went, do I?

Good.

It's a whole femur about a yard to the left that makes it click. 

The other two pelvis bones I saw were intact. This one looks like it's been exploded from the inside out.

Not much about demons makes sense, but this is a true oddity, and I don't like the whiff of suspicion that settles in the back of my mind.

"What are you looking at, Storme?" For someone as blocky as Gregor, he moves like a pirouetting ballerina. He rises from kneeling to follow my route around the blood, and I point at the pelvis. 

"That. I counted two others there and there," I gesture around the room.

"And there's another intact pelvic section behind the armchair."

I nod. "Okay. Three intact. One shattered. Why?"

Gregor frowns at me, his square mouth angling downward at the corners. "I'm more concerned about who."

He's got a point, I guess. But I can't help wondering.
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CHAPTER NINE




The jigsaw pelvis bothers me enough that I follow the coroner to the morgue with the gathered bits of splats and sit in the waiting room for three hours while she sorts them into four piles.

When she finally invites me in, I get up so fast that the claw wound in my side almost rips open again. Fast healing isn't instantaneous. I've gone and re-injured myself plenty of times. Holding my right hand to my torso, I follow the coroner into the autopsy room. I'm sure it has a proper name, but I'm not a doctor or a cop, so I don't care.

She has four separate tubs on four separate gurneys. For a long moment I look at the tidy organization she's made of the volcano of blood and bits from the tenement. Now that I see them compartmentalized like this, my question boils back to the front of my mind.

The coroner starts talking in a warm, motherly voice. She looks like she belongs in the PTA, and she has two white tufts of hair above her ears that stand out against the brown locks tied back into a bun at the nape of her neck. I don't hear what she says.

In three of the tubs, there are chunks of ribcage. Several long rib bones grouped together, most still bound by muscle and tendon. In the fourth tub, there are only shards. In three of the tubs, there are intact pelvic areas. One is cracked in half, but otherwise undamaged — though picked clean and scored by tooth marks. In the fourth tub, the pelvis is shattered.

"Can you explain this?" I point to the fourth tub, cutting off the coroner's sentence. She trails off on the word subcutaneous, blinking at me and opening her mouth like a baby turtle.

"This body is in much worse condition than the other three," she says. 

"I can see that, Doctor. One of these splats is not like the others," I sing-song before realizing it's in very bad taste. 

The coroner's lips curl into a tight smile. I guess if you work in a morgue, you have to enjoy some grim humor when you find it. 

"Right, right." She steps closer to the tubs and snapping the latex on her gloves. "There are plenty of differences here."

"Like what?"

"First of all, the fractures on the first three are all caused by external pressure. A couple by blunt force trauma. Others by forcible snapping." She mimes snapping a bone in half like a kid might snap a twig. "But the most obvious difference is that the first three are male, and the fourth is female."

"Female." I scrutinize the fourth pelvic bone shards, but I'm no specialist. She could tell me it was a hippopotamus and I'd nod along. Could this have been Lena Saturn? Could she have been hiding out in that tenement all along?

It brings me back to Gregor's question, but I'm still stuck on the why of it. 

"So the first three were broken up like kindling. What kind of fractures happened to the girl?"

"Woman. Early twenties. Some early bone deterioration caused by a calcium deficiency. Her fractures look like she was blown up from the inside."

Demons don't blow shit up. "That's not possible."

"You do your job, I do mine."

"You're saying there was a bomb inside her?" Even I can see there's no charring or heat-damage to the bones. And if there had been a bomb, there would have been some evidence of it in the apartment. Fire, bits of bone lodged into the walls, something.

"Something caused her innards to burst into outtards." She smiles at her own joke, but this time I don't return it.

"What could do that? A bunch of demons grabbing hold of her and playing tug-of-war?"

The coroner shakes her head, poking into the fourth tub. "No, no. Too much force from the inside directed out."

"Have you seen something like this before?"

She doesn't have to answer. The way her frown tugs at her left cheek tells me enough. 

"When and where have you seen this before?"

"About four months ago, there was a case brought in. It happened out in a field that time, and the bodies weren't found for a week or so. The advanced decomp made it hard to put together the pieces, but it looked the same. Except the vic was a male."

"Male?" That gives me pause. I knew men were among the disappearances, but it doesn't quite fit my theory. "Any more?"

"Just that one."

If it's happened before, maybe it happened elsewhere as well. "Do you have any identification on the victims?" Who knows if the band used their real names?

The coroner shimmies her shoulders in what I guess is a shrug, then she lifts a blood-stained glove to point at the tubs. "Could you ID these? Best I can tell you from fragments of scalp and a hair is that you've got three mousy male brunettes and woman with black hair. All Caucasian."

"Black hair." Lena Saturn had light brown hair. "Could you tell if it's dyed?"

"It's black at the roots."

It's not Lena Saturn, then. 

Then who? It's not like they're wearing labels that say HI, MY NAME IS DEMON CHOW. "No DNA? Dental records?"

"Demons tend to be pretty thorough when they splat people, Ms. Storme. I'm not a psychic."

"Well, maybe we should get one," I mutter. 

If that's my best idea, I might need to find a new job. Too bad I'm stuck with this one.
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I hate psychics. 

They always look at you with a look that just says, "Oh," and you can almost see their brains nodding sagely even if their heads don't bobble on their necks.

They're like shrinks, but worse. Shrinks just think they can see inside your head. Psychics actually can. Sometimes. And you never know if they're going to get an image of you breaking a nail in a fight with an imp or if they'll catch you thinking about masturbating. 

Plus, with splats and crime scenes, they just get overloaded by the emotions. The terror. The meteors of place-memory that come streaking at them the second they walk into the orbit. You try being useful when you're reliving someone getting pulped. 

It's a shitty lot in life to draw from the big shiny ball of destiny. I'll take my violet-eyed life of sticking things with pointy swords any day.

I try not to be in the same room with a psychic for any more time than is absolutely necessary, which means I schedule them for ten to fifteen minute appointments and then flee as soon as the time is up. They never skeedaddle like I do, though. For whatever sick reason, they seem to get stuck in horror-limbo, and I always leave them standing like helpless children inside the police tape. The only thing missing is a teddy bear.

There are four or five psychics that the Summit keeps on Cadillac-worthy retainer, and I pick one at random. His name is Jaryn Trident, and I've worked with him once before. 

He meets me back at the tenement right after I leave the morgue. 

I haven't had nearly enough caffeine to get through this day.

Jaryn is standing slack-jawed in front of the entry when I arrive. You'd probably think all psychics are wispy little creatures, thin around the edges like a sprite or a fairy or some other mumbo jumbo. Jaryn is wispy the way a Freightliner is wispy, and he's got six inches on me. I'm not short.

He turns as I shut my car door. "Ayala Storme." He looks me over in what might be a leer from anyone else. "How's the shoulder?"

See, this is why I loathe psychics. It's none of his damn business. "Itchy," I tell him. "But that's not the point of this little expedition."

"Of course it is."

Ugh. Cryptic and annoying. "Whatever. It's this way."

"I know."

I click my fingernails together in irritation, and he smiles at the sound. Of course he knows why I'm doing it. They could occasionally make the effort to be less stuck-up and know-it-all about things, but instead psychics seem to take pleasure from making the rest of us normal folk deal with their tendency toward the insufferable.

The urine stench is even worse this time, and I have to wonder if a herd of cats came through and decided they'd missed a spot. I watch Jaryn's face as he walks beside me down the narrow corridor, searching for signs of discomfort.

I don't know why I do that with psychics. I guess it's because they can read my mind, and I think reading their faces makes it even. 

Jaryn's face has lost any semblance of emotion by the time we reach the smashed apartment door. It shows as much as a brick wall.

At first glance, it looks like no one has cleaned anything, in spite of the four tubs of human bits back at the morgue. The place still looks like the sprinklers went off and rained down blood, and now that the crime scene investigators have cleared out, there are bloody footprints on the cleaner patches of carpet. 

I didn't make it in farther than the living room last time, and now I nudge the single bedroom's door open with my boot. 

Two twin beds sit against the walls on opposite sides, bridged by a carpet of dirty laundry. I can't smell the laundry over the pervasive stench parade, and for once I think I'd rather be smelling unwashed musician than my surroundings.

I leave Jaryn standing in the middle of the blood pool in his white leather shoes. 

The walls of the bedroom are bare except for a long crack that extends from ceiling almost down to the floor to my left. Orange dust is ground into the carpet here, and I look closer only to determine it's just vestiges of stepped-on chips. For people nearing thirty, this room is pretty disgusting.

Nothing about the room suggests who the inhabitants might have been. Just mess akin to what you might find in a squatter's den, and given the condition of the building, that's precisely what this is.

I don't know what I'm looking for. I only know I don't want to be closer to Jaryn than I have to be.

"It's mutual, sweetheart," he calls from the living room. I imagine my hand flipping him the bird and hope he sees that too.

"Call me sweetheart again and lose your larynx." I don't have to have Jaryn's psychic abilities to know he's smirking. Rakath turd.

One of the twin beds has a makeshift nightstand next to it made of a wooden crate turned on its side. There's only a shade-less lamp on the crate, and I flick it on. Something glints at me through the wooden slats.

I move the lamp to the bed and turn the crate around. Inside is a huge pouch of yellow heroin. This much smack'd cost thousands. These guys shouldn't have that kind of dough. Beneath the heroin is a packet of hard candies with only red and purple remaining and a small picture frame. I turn it over and see a pretty girl with brown hair and long eyelashes blowing a kiss at the camera, one arm around a scrawny brunette in a Waffle Spot uniform. The pretty girl is Lena Saturn. Was she dating one of her band mates?

I pry the back off the frame. There's a letter sandwiched between the cheap particle board backing and the photograph. I get a tingle like I imagine Sherlock Holmes would, and I feel the sudden urge to pop on a monocle and declare that I've found a clue.

Unfolding the letter, I resist the urge to sit down on the side of the bed. If the state of the floor and building is any indication, there could be monsters in them there sheets.

The letter is short.

Remy,

It's going to happen. I can feel it. They've chosen me, just like you said they would. This will be it. I can't thank you enough, baby. You showed me the way.

Soon we'll all worship.

TRD, always.

Lena

Chosen. I wish I had Remy — the drummer? — handy so I could pummel some answers out of him. Of course, he's currently occupying Tub Number Two down in the care of our mother the coroner at the morgue, so I'll have to settle for blaming him in absentia. Could it be Lena in Tub Number Four? And what does TRD mean? The only thing that comes to mind is "turd," and I really don't think that's a particularly lovey-dovey salutation. It's my turn to snicker, thinking of my new epithet for Jaryn.

Hm. I guess it could mean "The Righteous Dark." Not nearly as funny.

Jaryn hasn't come busting in. I find something useful, he gets nothing. I think something nasty about him, he gets huffy. 

Psychics.

My fifteen minute window is about up. I wade back through the ankle-deep sea of clothes and into the living room. He's still there, standing stock-still in the center of the room. 

"Jaryn," I say.

He doesn't move. His eyes are fixed on the overturned armchair, which has been shoved off to the side. It wears a single, recognizable human handprint in blood.

"Hey, brain-suck boy." Not even that gets his attention. I frown and focus all my thoughts on how annoying psychics are.

He turns toward me, eyebrows smushed together over the bridge of his nose. "What? I'm working here."

"Don't blame me. I tried the polite way first." I leave out the bit where I called him brain-suck boy and wave the picture of Lena in front of his face. "See anything about her?"

"Nope."

"See anything useful at all?"

"Just some humans getting frapped." For the first time, a ghost of uneasiness mists his eyes. I don't feel sorry for psychics. I don't, I don't.

"I found a letter. Something about her being chosen. Spark anything?" Sometimes psychics seem to work off keywords. Say the right one, and they go into a trance and shit. For real.

Not so this time.

"All I'm getting from this place is a phrase." He's looking at the armchair again, his gaze honed in on the handprint. Someone had time to flail.

I count off twenty-seven seconds of silence, so I prompt him. "Which is?"

"Too much to bear."
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CHAPTER TEN




Too much to bear.

Typical psychic bullshit.

I head home with every intention of an hour or two patrol followed by a bubble bath. And then work tomorrow. 

Because of Gregor, I've spent my favorite day off wading through lice-ridden clothes and gore. 

My phone rings as I'm pulling into my parking garage. It's Ben again. I could ignore the call, but if I do, he'll just call me again. And again.

My bitchiness meter is about to go to threat level red. "Ben, make it quick. I have had a very long day."

"I heard. I just wanted to see if you were okay."

I slide into my reserved space and shift the car into park. A day of sifting through human remains, and I'm fine. One sentence from Ben and a headache blossoms in my temples.

My silence apparently makes him think I'm not. "Ayala? Ayala, I'm so sorry about all this."

I hear a crunching noise. It's my teeth, grinding together like ungreased gears. "Ben. I'm fine. I'm all full of peaches and cream."

"Gregor shouldn't have you running around like this."

"You mean doing my job? What, you think it will upset my delicate constitution? Thanks for the concern." Not really. My thumb hovers over the red button, and it takes all my willpower to resist that extra bit of rudeness. "Was there something you wanted? I have a patrol to do."

"You're going patrolling after today?"

A sigh hisses through my teeth. "Paranormal responsibility. Preternatural abilities, inborn strength — I gotta do something with it."

"At least let me come with you."

Now I do hang up on him.

I turn off my phone just in case he calls back.

Some Mediators would just stay home after a day like today. Maybe most of them. I've never been able to do that. The only thing that alleviates that constant weight pressing on my heart is slicing up hellkin. Even so, I'm hoping I don't find any jeelings tonight. I head to Belle Meade instead of Forest Hills. So I'm a little skittish after almost getting shredded by a trio of monsters. Sue me.

This patrol goes easy enough. I sneak up on two imps fighting over a dead squirrel and decapitate them both, and when the rest of the area proves silent, I call it a night and go home to my bubble bath. 

The scent of vanilla warms me, and for a few minutes I forget all about my missing birth mother, hellkin wearing human hair, balancing the cosmic whatchamahoosit, and Lena Saturn. 

I take the loofah to my arms and relish the rough fibers against my skin. It distracts me so much that I rub it on my left shoulder without thinking. The scabs on my shoulder flake off into my bathwater under the loofah's movement, and I press my lips together. Ew. At least it doesn't start bleeding again.

Now that I'm not oozing blood and demon goo, I trust my skin not to seep on my ivory silk robe. Natural silk on the outside, refined in the liner, it rubs my skin like rich cream. 

Call it a contradiction, but my life includes enough splats and demons. I like luxury when I can nestle into it. I pour myself a glass of jasmine-infused sake and drift into my bedroom.

The alcohol spreads through me like a drowsy massage, and I cuddle my feather duvet against my body. 

If only I didn't dream in red.
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When I get to work Monday morning, Alice has her hair in a bouffant and has switched her lipstick to bright purple. It clashes horribly with her hair and crimson nail polish, but she waves a cheery hello as I enter the office. 

I plan to spend the morning getting caught up on my actual work. If Gregor's hunch gets me fired, I'm going to make him pay my salary. He can be responsible for keeping me in sake and silk, for all I care.

I find an email from Ben in my inbox.

"Sorry if I offended you yesterday. I just hate seeing splats. Makes me sick. Let me know if you want to talk. -B"

Ben means well, but he treats me like I belong in a tower with golden hair flowing over a balcony. This is real life, and my hair is bright orange. He's living in a dream world. I have to live in this one.

At eleven forty-six, Alice buzzes me. At first I only hear a snapping sound.

I pause before I speak. "Um, Alice?"

There's a loud crack. She's chewing gum again. 

"Ayala, you've got a call on line three."

"Who is it?"

"Hazel Lottie. Are you calling strippers again?"

"She's a source," I say, then realize that sounds like a confirmation. "On a missing persons thing the Summit's having me look into. And she's not a stripper, she's eighty-bajillion years old."

"Ageist."

"Just put her on the phone."

There's another loud spack as Alice cracks a bubble at me, but I hear the click of the phone line switching over. "Hazel?"

"Lawdy, y'all have the worst hold music I've ever heard." She's not wrong; if elevator music had a love child with disco, it would create something like our hold channel.

"I'll pass that on to my boss. What's up? I assume you didn't call to assess the background noise."

"Can you come meet me for lunch? I'm downtown, and I need to talk to you."

Nobody wants to tell me what they want these days. "I have a meeting at two. Is that enough time?"

"It'll do, dear. Meet me at the Hard Rock. I'm back by the Cadillac." She hangs up on me. Karma. I hang up on Ben, Gregor and Hazel hang up on me.

At five past noon, I slide into a booth across from Hazel Lottie. She's ordered me a Coke and lounges across from me, picking at some buffalo wings.

Hazel waves a hand at me and sucks on a chicken bone.

I order a cheeseburger and wait while Hazel polishes off the rest of her wings. It takes two and a half Cokes worth of time, and the waitress brings me two full glasses with an eye roll after I drain the second.

I point at the clock on my phone. "Hazel. It's quarter of one."

"There's a clock behind you, dear." She takes a long swig of her sweet tea, and her wrinkled lips smooth out with her wide smile.

Clearly whatever news she has isn't daunting.

"I'm afraid I wasn't entirely truthful with you, honey." She stretches her smile even wider, and I'm afraid she's going to split the skin of her cheeks like sun-aged paper.

"I know. But I don't know what you lied about or why."

"I heard about The Righteous Dark and their rather ignominious fate. Lawdy, what a mess."

Literally. "I found a letter from Lena to the drummer."

"Do you have it with you?"

I twist a napkin into a snake. "It's at home. But it was short. She said she was chosen for something, just like he said she would be. Do you know what she thought she was chosen for?"

That Hazel's smile tightens into a straight line tells me she does.

"What is it, Hazel? More hells-worshiping bullshit?" I stop. "Sorry for the language."

Hazel flaps her hand in the air. "I've heard the word shit before, child. Even said it on more than one occasion. Don't baby me."

"Yes, ma'am. I apologize."

She nods, waving her hand again. "Lena told me that she and the band had found a new way to worship the hellkin. I reckon I'd never heard the like of it, but she seemed to think it was the path to enlightenment. Or whatever you want to call it for her particulars. All I know is she thought the demons were going to come spirit her away and give her a gift. Something she wanted more than anything else in the world."

"Was that why she needed all the money?" I've never met a capitalist demon, but there's a first time for everything. 

Hazel heaves a sound like air escaping a whoopee cushion. My burger arrives before she can answer me. She starts talking as I eat.

"She said she needed the money for food and clothes and to take care of Remy while she was gone. Said she'd be away a while, but that she'd be back to bring the band to glory."

I choke on my lettuce. It sounded like something on a reality television program. That one with a witch who makes you pay seven grand to spend two months in a meditation school and promises you success in everything after. They only take on silver-spoon suckling trust fund psychics and the kind of witches and humans who got a Lexus for their sixteenth birthday. Not tough to guarantee success when you've got a multi-million dollar safety net under your daring leap of faith.

Take care of Remy. I snort, recalling Remy's giant stash of smack.

One important thought is wedged between Hazel's words. "So Lena thought she'd be back."

"She didn't think she'd be back; she believed it. She knew it."

"And you believed her."

Hazel shifts her bony shoulders. "I thought she might be lying. She had thousands of dollars saved up. I thought she might be going to Bora Bora or some exotic castle in Moldova to be a musician-in-residence and that all the demon talk was just for show. If she came back after a few months and told people she'd been playing princess in the underworld, who'd tell her she was full of it? I figured she had a plan to fool the idiots in her band."

People tend to think that, but sane folk don't joke about consorting with demons. If people are willing to talk about it, they're serious. I'm liking this less and less. 

"How long exactly has she been gone?" 

"About seven weeks." Hazel slurps the rest of her soda, moodily gnawing on the straw when no more comes through.

Nothing new there. "And you have no idea where she could have gone? If she met someone?"

"No, but she gave me this." Hazel holds out a small disc of metal about three inches across. It's almost an exact replica of the one Gryfflet found. The one the Summit confiscated from an apartment filled with thirty-two gallons and change of human slushie.

My heart does a sideways jump, and I catch a breath and smooth it out just before it becomes a gasp.

"Hazel, I need to call the Summit. What she gave you could be extremely dangerous."

"Why do you think?"

"Because I think one of those is how the demons found and mulched the members of The Righteous Dark."
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CHAPTER ELEVEN




I only saw one of the talismans before this week, and now two have turned up interspersed with a demon conference, three smushed musicians, and one mystery female exploded from the inside. And hair necklaces. When I add all those things into Gregor's little hunch, I grudgingly admit to myself that he might be on to something.

I like Gregor. But why does he get to be right all the time?

My two o'clock meeting goes by in a blur of yellow legal pads and nodding uh-huh's at my boss, and I spend the rest of the day wishing I'd eaten a salad instead of a cheeseburger.

That might be the talisman in my pocket talking. If the acid bouncing off my stomach lining is any indication, it probably is. 

I don't feel much better having taken it from Hazel. It's good that she doesn't have it burning a hole in her pocket like dumping slummoth chum on your doorstep at twilight, but it's not something I want anywhere near me either. I'm amazed she's still breathing. I touch my fingers to the cool metal of the talisman. I go looking for demons. They don't go looking for me.

I try to space out my visits to the Summit as far as possible, but if I don't take it in tonight, I'll have to put it in my safe, plush, demon-free apartment. And I like my carpet just the color it is without a gallon of my blood changing it, thank you very much.

The Summit is housed in a rounded building across from the Parthenon. It used to be up by the Grande Ole Opry, but I think they decided they weren't sending the right vibe. Plus, the hotsprings up by the Opry smell like rotten eggs and farts. It's not as bad as the Mississippi countryside – the whole state is one big sulfuric mess – but it's gross anyway. Country singers and sulfur or Greek temple – one says prestige, the other says leather fringe and slide guitar. And flatulence.

The entrance to the building is a gilded door that looks more like it belongs in the Opry, but I never tell them that. While the outside looks like it's trying to make a statement, the inside is full of rounded corners and clean lines, and I like it in spite of its tragic lack of velvet and proper cream.

A massive inlaid yin yang makes up the floor of the foyer, which to me just says the bureaucracy has taken the place over. It's a trademark that should mean something more. It's the balance, the ebb and flow of light into dark, dark into light. It reminds us that the dark is only absence of light. All it takes is one guttering match, one dancing candle flame, one smoking wick, one spark. We are what brings the light back to the world.

I don't let myself get overly worshipful about my job very often. If the norms knew how snarky and tongue-in-cheek we Mediators are about our work, they'd probably be a bit scandalized.

Snark is a coping mechanism. They don't see what we see. They weren't given life only to use it to kill every night.

Even so, every time I walk over the yin yang symbol, I stand up a little straighter.

The front desk houses a receptionist pulled – dragged kicking and screaming – from the pool of Mediators-in-Training. And he looks it. His amber skin makes the violet of his eyes stand out, though that could be the light of his phone's screen reflecting in them as his thumbs hammer out a miraculous amount of letters on the phone's touchpad. 

I tap the talisman against the marble desktop, and he jumps and drops the phone. 

"If I were Gregor or Alamea, you'd be on splat duty, Mittens." That's the pet name for the newbies when they haven't been cleared for duty yet. 

He shoves his phone under a stack of papers, blinking rapidly. "Sorry. I didn't see you come up."

"I realize that. Don't get caught not noticing again. They'll turn you into chum." I clink the talisman on the stone again. "Who's the witch on duty right now?"

"There isn't one. Only Wednesday through Saturday."

Gods be damned. I forgot. "I need someone who can deal with this."

"What is it?"

"Think of it as a demon magnet."

The kid cracks four of his knuckles, digging through a log of available Mediators with his spare hand. The sound makes me think of how The Righteous Dark must have gotten crunched, and I wince. He sees the expression and flattens his hand against the desk. 

"Sorry. Demon magnet? I don't have anyone on here who specializes in that."

I want to bang my head — or maybe his — on the marble. 

The click of heels on the stone floor pulls my attention away from this kid's ineptitude. The woman walking toward me is over six feet tall even without her three-inch heels with salt-and-pepper hair to her waist in twisted ringlets. Her violet eyes mesh with the deep cocoa color of her skin like blueberries in chocolate. Alamea Virgili is built like a fighter. If anyone was born to be a Mediator, it's her.

She smiles at me when she approaches. "Ayala, good to see you. What brings you down to the Summit?"

I show her the talisman, and the smile drops off her face.

"Where did you get that?" She shoots a belated look at the MIT behind the desk and beckons at me to follow her.

With her in heels, I barely come up to her shoulder as I walk behind her to her office. She closes the door behind me and gestures to a blue-upholstered chair. I sit down and set the talisman on her desk, nudging a haphazard stack of papers to the side to make room for it.

I tell her where I got the metal disc, and she eyes it as I speak. I know she's thinking of the three mounted claymores behind her desk, and I for one am not disappointed that she's got an office full of weapons. If a jeeling comes bursting through the glass block windows that surround her door, I don't want to be forced to try and kill it with paper cuts.

"I got the report from Gregor about the splats. Are you okay with following this trail for him? If not, I can tell him to do it himself." Alamea leans back in her chair, long fingers interlaced over her stomach.

It surprises me that she knows about Gregor's little pet project. I wonder if she knows about the connection to me and my birth mother. I wonder if she's ever tried to find her own parents. Gregor's not one to be free with his intel, and I get the sense he's left out my personal connection – or hidden it. He was so secret-op about it that I didn't expect him to have told anyone else. But then again, maybe he didn't and Alamea just found out. Two days ago, I might have jumped over her desk to hug her for suggesting I could be free of it, but now I'm too sucked in. Nashville won't miss The Righteous Dark's music, but they could be a symptom of a wider problem, and I need to find out if that problem is say, as wide as a crick or as wide as the Mississippi.

"I'm happy to help," I say, which is a bit of an exaggeration. More that I want to find out what can make a body go boom from inside without a bomb.

"You're still looking for Lena Saturn? Is that her name?"

"That's her." The talisman glows a little, casting a thin nimbus on the desk below. If I remember right, the one Gryfflet found started doing that only a few hours before the human smoothie happened. "What are you going to do with that?"

"I was going to ask you the same thing."

"Me?"

"I don't think any of our witches can dispel whatever magic draws the demons to it, so you'll have to think of something else."

"Me?" My mouth goes dry like I've hung my head out the window of a speeding car, tongue flapping in the breeze for an hour. I've already had an almost-get-eaten moment this week, and my shoulder tightens at the memory. 

"It's your responsibility, Ayala. It was given to you."

Gee, that makes me feel better.
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CHAPTER TWELVE




The second to worst thing to go along with possession of a demon magnet is trying to figure out how much time you have before getting eaten becomes a legitimate possibility.

The worst thing, of course, is the likelihood of ending up exploded all over a living room. Or a field.

Because of that, I'm proud of the plan I come up with.

Alamea hasn't completely turned me loose to become a splat, and she's lent me a small team of Mediators to help me. By small I mean she volunteered Ripper and Ben. I didn't know she disliked them enough to put them on demon talisman duty, but Ben will be happy to be in the same fifty-foot radius as me. 

Forest Hills has a lot of little gullies and clearings, and I pick one I know well. If we're right and this talisman has a ticking countdown, I think it corresponds to the brightness of the glow. I deduce this because it's getting brighter.

I know. I'm a genius.

I meet Ben and Ripper about a half mile from the spot I have in mind. They've driven together in Ripper's dull black truck again, and Ripper nods at me as he slams his door. He's fixed his imp-chopped ponytail so it doesn't look like he got styled by someone's feet, though a ragged gap where the imp lobbed off a chunk of white-blond hair remains. 

Ben hops out of the passenger side, hefting his preferred broadsword still in its sheath. His eyes scan the surrounding trees for movement. The sun's still up, so I'm not sure what he's looking for. Even though imps can make little forays into the daylight, they don't like to. And full demons stay in whatever hell dimension houses them until the sun plops behind the horizon. 

The glow of the talisman is growing brighter almost noticeably. I don't like that. "This way," I say, striking a path through the underbrush. 

I hear them follow, but only barely. They both move as silently as I do through the crackling twigs and leaves. I love the scent of the forest. Moss, mulch, bark. It reminds me that the light makes things grow, and that it's my job to make sure they survive the dark. We reach the clearing a few minutes later.

The place I've chosen is wide and open, the topsoil covered with a dusting of pine needles and no stones larger than pebbles. A range of trees from pines to oaks surrounds the clearing, and I know the trees are climbable because I've done it before. I place the talisman — now brighter than my phone's screen at night — in the center of the clearing and motion to Ripper and Ben.

I choose an oak with a helpfully-placed burl on the trunk and use it to give myself a leg up. Ripper jumps up to grab the branch of a hickory across the clearing and pulls himself up and over with ease. Ben scrambles up the side of a maple. Together we form a tripod around the clearing. We should be able to see the demons when they come.

What then depends on how many of them there are.

I position a Mediator beacon in the cleft of the branch above me. If a horde shows up, I can hit it and Alamea will respond. 

I just hope I'll be able to hit it without alerting any demons. If a horde shows up, the Mediator reinforcements might end up doing more of a clean up job than a rescue.

The sun has long since dipped behind the encapsulating hills, but demons are pretty anal about coming out when the sun hasn't gone to bed on the other side of the horizon. Monsters or not, they have a strong drive to stay alive.

I pick at the bark on the branch I'm sitting on. 

Maybe the stupid metal disc is just attuned to the sun to tell demon worshippers when it's okay to try and summon their deities. Maybe it's a clock and we're just idiots to think it means something.

My brain runs through another series of maybes as I watch the disc glow brighter and brighter. 

I can tell the exact moment the sun disappears from the Nashville sky.

The talisman flashes once, bright enough to send orange spots pulsing across my vision. I'm blind, and I want to kick myself for staring at the thing so directly. 

I can't see Ripper. I can't see Ben. I can't even see the fucking tree in front of my face.

Slowly, slowly, my vision clears.

The clearing is full of demons.

They're all standing in a circle around a naked woman.

Lena Saturn.

Three breaths before I can admit to myself what I'm seeing.

Three breaths before I confirm to myself that it is indeed the woman I've been searching for.

Three breaths before a roar begins in the circle of demons.

It starts as a deep rumble, like a mountain clearing its throat. But unlike a throat-clearing or a simple ahem, it doesn't stop. It grows in volume, swelling in timbre and vibration until my tree hums under my body. My fingers grow numb on my sword hilt, and one itches to touch the button on the beacon.

In three breaths, I'm seven years old again facing my first demon with only a distant backup circle of five veteran Mediators a hundred yards behind me. 

That's how foreign, how frightened, how flaccid I feel. 

I don't know what I'm looking at.

But then the circle of hellkin parts, and I get my first real look at Lena Saturn.

My first impression is that below her neck, she ceases to be. 

She is nude. Her stomach is grossly distended. I don't know how she remains on her feet until I see the two imps supporting her convex frame. They're being gentle with her. Reverent. Tendrils of revulsion creep around the back of my neck. 

Pregnant women have a look of cohesion, of nature, of vibrancy and life. Pregnant women have a polished curve to them. Lena has none of those things.

Instead, the bulge in her stomach seems to be reaching up toward her breasts and down toward her thighs. She sways on her feet, the bulge undulating and writhing under skin that looks thin as wet tissue paper. Her skeleton is visible, delicate like porcelain, and the roiling beneath her skin looks like a storm in a teacup. Her hair falls in jagged, uneven lengths to her shoulders, as if someone has cut off chunks of it.

Chunks.

I can't see from here, but if I were a betting woman, I'd put money on seeing light brown matted dreadlocks around hellkin necks.

Not trophies at all.

Relics.

I work my jaw open and closed to hold the strangled whimper in my throat. I don't dare signal to Ripper and Ben across the clearing. For the first time, I start counting demons. I see slummoths, slimy skin glistening in the light of a gibbous moon and glowing pale pink when they move near a jeeling. Rakaths, their spines rolling like waves as they move. Massive jeelings towering above the others.

Sweat beads on my upper lip, and I wipe it away with my left hand. Times like this I wish I could communicate with telepathy. I don't know what to do. There are over fifteen demons in the clearing, and even on a great day three is a lot. And today's not a great day, because I had a one of those when I took down three two days ago. My flesh may be healed, but five to one odds make the claw wound in my side twinge.

So I'll wait.

I wrap my leg around my branch, shifting my weight away from the knot digging into my ass. 

The demons seem to be waiting too.

The unfurling rumble continues, and I'm startled to find that I have grown accustomed to it. That's why I notice when it changes. 

Several of the demons let out a booming "GRAH!" that vibrates the tree beneath me.

It's only twenty-six years of training that keep me attached to my branch. The demons pulse forward and back, forward and back, forward and back. I don't know what they're waiting for, and a chill zigzags down my spine.

There wasn't the space for this sort of ritual in the splat house. This feels different. Worshipful.

Lena doesn't look afraid. She looks proud. Her face is drawn and grey, but the set of her jaw pushes her chin forward, fierce and determined.

What in the six and a half hells is going on here?

Whatever they're waiting for doesn't happen. So I stay in my tree as the minutes bleed into hours and numb is what I wish for my ass. 

Once I catch a flicker of movement on the opposite side of the clearing, and I cross both arms in front of me in an X. If Ripper can see me, he'll know I want him to hold. The hours slide by. After what feels like a hundred of them, the first lights of dawn begin to paint the sky with pastel blue-green. 

The demons don't budge from their circle, don't alter their tone or timbre. 

I have never seen demons stay for the sun. The sun kills them. At least we assume, because they always skeedaddle like the golden rays are an angry farm wife's broom long before the sky turns light like this. 

"Gaaaaaaraaaah!" The cry rises from the circle of demons, and I teeter against my nonexistent backside. 

A foot bursts from Lena's ribcage.

Blood-covered and kicking, another explodes from her shoulder. I'm frozen, glued, stuck. I can't move. I can't breathe. 

Lena collapses into the circle of demons. I see only glimpses.

Hands in fists.

Blood.

Lena's face, smooth and peaceful as a lily pad on a lake, rolls to the side. Her eyes open once, widen in surprise, and close. 

It's only then I see her head isn't attached to her body. 

Her body is gone.

Pulped.
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Just as I didn't see the demons come, I don't see them go.

Except one. A slummoth cradles her head in its hands, claws nestled deeply in her scraggly hair. It lets out a triumphant bellow.

All I see are the sun's golden fingers caressing Lena's shining brown hair between its claws. The slummoth sizzles. Great boils rise on its skin, and they pop with audible ploop-ploop-ploop sounds. It screams through melting lips as Lena's hair catches fire. Flames lick up its arms, course over its slimy body, igniting it from fingers to toes to the top of its head. 

Oily black smoke rises through the purity of oblivious morning. The golden rays incinerate the slummoth until a puff of breeze blows the smoke away.

All that remains is the sun and ash. The sun turns the blood to rubies on the bed of pine needles.

The sun brushes against a mass of blood, a pile of organs that escaped me during the slummoth's self-immolation.

The mass moves.

A body unfolds, glistening carmine in the dawn's light.

A humanoid face. I see it only in two-third's profile. Before I can react, it bunches its legs beneath it and blurs into the woods, the sun dappling its muscular back.

I fall from the tree more than jump, lurching off to the side to heave onto the oak's exposed roots.

The only thought in my mind is: Could this have been my mother's end?

Ripper and Ben run across the clearing, skirting what's left of Lena Saturn. Their lips bear evidence that they've done the same as I'm doing right now. Their faces are tight white, movement stiff from all night in a tree.

None of us speak as I stumble toward the remains of the girl I've been searching for. If her head were still stuck to her shoulders and the rest of her still intact, she would look like she were sleeping, but for the post-mortem burn marks across her ears and cheeks.

Instead her arms are ten feet apart, and her pelvic bone looks like what Gryfflet and I found in The Righteous Dark's apartment. Exploded. From the inside out. 

I don't know what to make of what we've seen. My birth mother. Leila Storme. Was this her fate? It's the first time since beginning this search that I've been able to think her name. It strikes me that she had the same initials as Lena Saturn. Coincidence or not, it makes me want to shred the bark of the tree next to me. If it's true, she's long gone. And we're here, in the present, faced with a whole new hell on our doorstep, banging on the knocker like a Jehovah's Witness.

Ben's the first one to ask. 

"What was that?" His voice comes out like he's wearing a mask, hoarse and muffled. 

I shake my head, staring off into the direction the creature ran. Ripper follows my gaze, then traces a line of sight back to Lena's severed head. The thing looked human. How did a fully-grown human fit inside Lena Saturn? Even as I think it, I know how stupid the thought is. It wasn't human. It wasn't anything close to human.

"The sun," I say. 

Ripper nods. "It didn't hurt it."

Ben flinches away from the words as though Ripper has waggled Lena's left arm at him.

"What the hell did we just see?" 

"A demon?" Ripper stretches, pulling his arms in front of his body to elongate the curve of his shoulders. "But hellkin can't walk in the sun."

"It came from Lena." I state the obvious. "She...spawned it."

"Do you think she was a demon?" Ben visibly gathers himself, folding his hands behind his back and looking anywhere but at the blood-soaked ground.

"She wasn't a demon. And that was..." I drop my words before continuing. "I don't know what that was."
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN




"We'll handle this."

Alamea's "we'll handle this" sounds suspiciously like a door slamming in my face. Ripper and Ben are clustered around me in her small office, and they look about as happy as I feel about her words. 

"You got the part where a creature exploded out of Lena Saturn and pranced into the woods in the fucking sunlight, didn't you?" I don't usually like to swear at Alamea. But right now I want to swear a lot.

"We understand, Ayala. You can all go home. Get some rest. Unkink your muscles. We will take care of the creatures.

We fight demons. We kill them to keep the balance. Whatever cosmic scale exists, the measure tips according to how many demons are in the world. When we hack them up, it rights things. I feel when the scale is unbalanced. I feel the weight against my chest like a bucket full of rocks. And right now, I feel like that bucket is a dump truck.

One of them for every one of us, my ass.

Something is unbalanced. Something is wrong. And that something ran off into the woods.

"I've been helping Gregor with this. Let me stay on the case." I'm surprised at the words that come out of my mouth. It sounds almost like a wheedle, and that's Ben's last name, not mine. 

"You didn't want to help him at first, and I'm telling you to back off." Alamea stands, long fingers against her desk as she leans forward to look at me. "Ayala, this is beyond your control."

That's not something I take well.

Alamea shoos us out of her office and clicks down the corridor, leaving us standing in front of her locked door.

Ripper shrugs. "Guess that's that."

I turn and take a step closer to him. The toe of my boot runs into his, and I can smell his breath. It's like morning breath, but worse. Coffee mixed with a night in a tree. 

"Really? That's all? You're just going to sit, stay, and go back to your crate?"

"That's not fair, Ayala. She gave us an order." Ben pokes me in the shoulder, and Ripper steps to the side without retreating.

Ben's right. Alamea is the head honcho in these parts. I don't have any kind of right to ignore her authority, but the thought of that creature running off into the forest covered in the blood of a human woman flusters me. And I still hear the slummoth's dying screech echoing through my ears. I wave my hand in the direction of Ben and Ripper and walk away.

I get in my car and sit for a full five minutes with the radio on. I couldn't tell you what kind of music is on, because my brain is full of seeing Lena explode.

I've never seen someone get splatted before. 

That's not even what's bothering me. There's something deeply off-centered about what I saw this morning. Pieces that swirl in my head, trying to fit, failing.

And one that fits too well. My mother. A splat.

I put the car in gear and peel out of the parking lot. I know one person who might have the answer.

The morgue is about a fifteen minute drive from the Summit, but I make it in eleven. The receptionist buzzes me in, and I hurry down the hall to room three.

The coroner's office looks exactly like you might expect. The whitewashed walls glow sick yellow in the fluorescent lights. Models of the human body queue up on a shelf next to her desk, which is tidy and wearing a light blanket of papers, spread out, but organized. The only thing out of place is a collection of plastic kittens with disproportionately large eyes. Her nameplate even has a kitten sticker on it. Coroner Martha Birkberry. 

She doesn't look up from her typing, peering down her nose at the screen of her computer in a way that looks uncomfortable. If she just pushed her glasses up, she wouldn't have to crane her neck.

"Excuse me," I say.

If I expected her to jump, she disappoints me. Instead she meets my eyes around the edge of her monitor. "Mediator Storme. How can I help you?"

I point at a chair. "May I?"

"Of course. But I have an autopsy in ten minutes, so you'll have to make this quick."

"I'll try." I pause, considering how much I can tell her about last night without Alamea putting me on receptionist duty. Not that I've ever heard of that happening to a Mediator out of training, but Alamea has been known to surprise a body. I decide to leave out the part where I found Lena alive. 

"We found another splat last night."

That gets Birkberry's attention. She slides her chair back a couple inches to look at me and interlaces her fingers for a moment before untangling them and stashing her hands in her lap. "Pelvis broken by an expulsion of internal pressure?"

"Yes. And I think there was something inside that came out."

Birkberry nods, blinking once. She's not surprised. "And you saw the something you suspect was inside?"

I don't have to answer, and she chews on the corner of her lip. 

I change lines of questioning. "You said there was one other splat you found that matched the one from the apartment?"

"Yes."

"Is there any way you could find out if there are more like that? Outside of Nashville?"

"You suspect this is happening elsewhere?" 

I haven't told her what's even happening, but the way her eyes have suddenly deepened in intensity tells me she already suspected too. I stretch my fingers against my opposite palm. 

"I think it's possible." I tell her about the string of disappearances. "I have all the information at home. I'll bring it by tomorrow if you want to look over it." Off the top of my head I remember that there were a bunch of cities, and I rattle them off. "Knoxville, Birmingham, Louisville, Cincinnati. Start there and let me know what you find."

I pass her my card from work after scrawling my cell number on the back of it. 

She pulls her white lab coat back and tucks the card into the breast pocket of her bright pink shirt. "I have an autopsy," she says. "I'll check into these and let you know in a few days."

"Thank you."

"Don't thank me yet."
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I don't linger around to puzzle about what she meant. It's midmorning, and I'm supposed to be at work in ten minutes. I dig through the back seat of my car for something presentable to wear and find a pair of wrinkled grey slacks stuffed into a knee-high boot. There's a green sweater probably left over from winter wedged under the passenger seat. It'll be hotter than all of the hells in the summer humidity that already dampens the back of my neck, but it looks more presentable than leather. 

The shoes I can't help, but I at least try to wipe off the bloodied pine needles that still cling to the tread. The last thing Laura will want is bloody footprints all over the office. They'd clash with the wasabi walls. 

I'm the first one in this morning, and I start a pot of coffee in the kitchenette. I work on a few press releases, three mugs lined up in a row on my desk. I drain them, systematically pumping enough caffeine through me to get me through the day. Maybe I can take a nap before tonight's patrol.

I can't keep my eyes open. Even with Alice bumbling about the reception area and the staccato click of her talons on her keyboard, my eyelids droop until I find I've typed eight lines of z's across the pages on my word processor.

Maybe I could call Gregor. I don't know if he would tell me anything different than Alamea did, but it could be worth a shot. I pick up my phone and hit speed dial.

The phone rings several times. When I hear the automated voice telling me to leave a message and to press one for more options when I'm finished, I hang up without leaving a voicemail. If he's not answering, it probably means he's with Alamea now. And something tells me she wouldn't be punch-pleased if she heard I was grilling Gregor for information on a subject she told me to drop.

Images of the night replay in my mind as I piece together a press release folder for a witch's crystal shop launch party. News clippings about the crystal market, the block of East Nashville where the storefront was leased, and the witch's creds take up one side. I can't concentrate on what I'm doing. I dump the dregs of my last cup of coffee down my throat and gather up the three empty mugs.

Alice starts at my entrance with a disapproving sniff at the three mugs in my hand, probably because she's the one who has to wash them.

"Hi, Alice," I say.

"One of these days you're going to have a heart attack from all that coffee."

"Yeah, well I didn't get much sleep last night. Or, you know, any."

She clucks at me, a smear of cherry red lipstick on her left front tooth as always. "You should take a vacation."

That's snort-worthy, but I manage to resist. "Mediators don't get vacations."

"That's not fair."

I don't know what I'd do on vacation. Probably patrol anyway, just on a mountain instead of a city park. I'd love to say beach, but can't. Tough luck; I'm stuck here. Sacred calling, bound by birth, all that fun stuff. I can't go farther than about five hundred miles in any direction. I tried once when I was an MIT and pissed off at splat duty. I got as far as Columbus and then collapsed into a sweaty, pallid heap. Gregor had to get one of the Columbus Mediators to bring me as far as Louisville. It was the one time in my training I actually got the whip.

Not that I would have tried it again anyway. Something about the feeling of your insides liquefying is sort of discouraging. 

Alice has forgotten about fairness and has gone back to typing clickety-clack on the keyboard. I set the dishes in the sink, turn around, and then turn back again and wash them myself. The clacking halts, and I can almost feel Alice's eyes on my back, trying to penetrate why I would wash my own dishes when she's paid to do it.

She opens her mouth as if she's about to ask me something, but then she looks back down at her computer and the furious clacks resume at half again their normal speed.

I ignore her and go back to my desk.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN




Gregor calls me back at half past three when I've got my face stuck to my keyboard and a string of drool about to ruin my T key. I pop up when my phone rings, batting away a stuck strand of orange hair from the key prints on my cheek. 

"Yello." I blink rapidly and rub my eye, glad I'm not wearing mascara.

"Storme. You rang?"

I try and dispel the sleep from my foggy mind. "Uh, yep." Now I can't remember what it was I was going to ask him. 

"If it's about this morning, I can't tell you anything."

"It is."

"I can't tell you anything."

"Dammit, Gregor." I'm awake now. "You sent me haring off down this unbalanced bunny trail. Now you want me to go sit on my hands. Do you all know something about that...thing?"

There's a moment of silence — well, a moment of a whooshy sound. Gregor must be outside where it's windy. 

"If I tell you something, will you promise to leave it alone?"

I sit upright at that, straightening my spine against the back of my chair. "Yes. I promise." Gregor should know me enough to know I would lie about it, so if he tells me, that's his own fault. Right?

"We don't know anything."

"What?"

"We don't know anything," he repeats. "Nothing. What you saw disturbs us as much as it did you. We've never heard of anything like it. We don't want anyone at your level on this trail because we don't know what we're dealing with yet."

That chills me more than if he'd said they'd seen it before and had it under control. "You're serious."

"You're not going to listen to me, Ayala," he states. "But you should. Let us deal with it. Leave it alone."

Of course he hangs up, and both his voice and the whooshy sound fade into the silence of my office. 

I can't leave it alone, but I can't risk running into demons like this. Hazel Lottie told me Lena worked at the Waffle Spot in East Nashville, so to the Waffle Spot I'll go. See if I can track down the waitress she had her arm around. The girl probably worked nights with Lena, so I'll have to go later. Gives me time to take a nap.

As soon as Laura leaves for the day, I duck out of the office, head straight home, and collapse into bed.

By the time I wake up at eleven, I feel jangled and backward. I stop by The Witch's Brew on the way to the Waffle Spot and drain a giant chai tea latte. No way I can face diner coffee tonight. Not on an empty stomach. 

The waitress from the picture is the first person I see. Her nametag says "Grace." 

Grace smiles at me when I walk in — until she sees my eyes. With that, her smile flops into an unhappy grimace. Her own eyes flit back and forth, looking everywhere but my face. Time to find out what Grace knows. By her caught-in-the-headlights look, she knows exactly why I'm here.

I point to her, then to a cleanish booth with only minimal crumbs on the table. "You. Sit."

She opens her mouth to protest, but I cut her off.

"Tell your boss to come take it out on me. The place is dead." I wave a dismissive hand at a customer I dub Flannel Crack for the two inches of ass crack between his rather ironic belt and the red flannel shirt.

Grace sits on the edge of the booth as though she wants to be ready to flee if I attack her. Which I'm not going to do. Probably.

"So," I say as conversationally as I can. "I saw your friend Lena get pulped this morning."

Admittedly not my most diplomatic opening.

Grace's mouse-sharp face scrunches in on itself. Her chin shudders, and she pushes her back up against the booth. "I didn't have anything to do with that. I don't — I don't deal with demons."

"But she did."

The whites show all around the brown of Grace's irises. You don't have to be a psychologist to know she's terrified. The girl has some sense, but she's applying it all wrong. Sometimes people get the idea that if they talk about demons to Mediators, we'll think they're helping them or worshiping them. Mostly we just need to hear any information so we can make some hellkin nice and dead, and the people who really do consort with the critters down below don't last long – and don't talk about it to Mediators during their limited shelf life.

"Grace." I try and make my voice warmer, calmer. It has the opposite effect. Her feet start bouncing on the floor, and her knee bangs into the table. "Grace. Chill. I came in a little hot, and I'm sorry. I'm not going to hurt you, and I don't think you were complicit in what happened to Lena."

"I'm not!" She blurts it out loudly enough that Flannel Crack turns to glare at me.

"I know. But I need to know what you know."

Grace shakes her head, wetness sparkling at the corners of her eyes.

"I need to know so I can stop it from happening again."

"You can't!" This time it comes out in a whisper instead of a shout, but I feel the tight panic behind it.

That stops me. I reach out and take Grace's hands and squeeze lightly. She won't look at me; she's staring at a crumb of toast on a square of chipped linoleum.

"Grace, look at me."

"You can't stop it. She wanted it." One tear makes a squiggly track down Grace's cheek. "She wanted them to...do that to her. She said she'd be a god, that they'd make her one of them in her next life. That her..." Grace stops and shakes her head again, violently from side to side as if she's trying to tell herself not to go on. A few strands dislodge from her messy ponytail.

"You say Lena wanted what happened to her?" I think back to the look of determination and pride on Lena's face. A word pops into my head and wiggles into the missing slot in my mind. Zealot. Lena was a demon zealot. I don't like that word. And I like even less that it implicates my mother.

I can almost believe what Grace is saying about Lena. But that last look of surprise, maybe as Lena caught a glimpse of one of her legs a couple yards away — that tells me she didn't know entirely what she was getting into.

"What else did she say, Grace?"

The bell on the door jingles, and a couple of hipster morphs come in. I don't see morphs much in East Nashville because they avoid witches, but these two scrawny guys breeze in like their names are on the deed. Morphs like to pretend they're human, which is tough to do when half of your DNA is animal. I avoid them when I can, which is almost always. Grace twitches her hands away from me and moves to get up.

"Wait. What else did she say?"

"I have to greet them," Grace says mechanically, watching the two morphs spin onto bar stools.

"Tell me."

She stands anyway and looks down at me, wiping away the tear track with a scrawny thumb. "She said her child would tip the scale."
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To normal humans, "tip the scale" sounds like a bad cliché.

To Mediators, it means something worse. And the weight I feel on my chest grows heavier as Grace scampers away.

She's given me something I didn't expect. She's given me a reason for Lena to cooperate with the demons, and it's one that sends trembles through my arms as if I'm about to have that heart attack Alice promised me.

I've never been afraid to patrol before, but tonight I cling to every skittering squirrel, every caw of every crow, every rustle of a rat in the garbage simply because their presence means there are no demons nearby. I stick to the city tonight, down by the riverside where sometimes a frahlig can be found dripping half-digested fish guts on the sidewalks. I don't find any, and after an hour I return home, sword still shiny and polished. 

I spend the next hour honing the edge of my blade and buffing out two small nicks that probably came from hacking through jeeling ribs. Hellkin bones can be as dense as steel. Even now, Grace's words stick to the inside of my skull like gum on the underside of a diner table.

I should tell Gregor. But then he'd know I was really ignoring him, and even though he probably already knows I was lying, he might get testy if I rub it in his face. Which leaves Ripper and Ben, and I don't really want to tell either of them what I know. No need to piss off Alamea or Gregor more than is absolutely necessary.

Instead, I entertain the idea that at least three of the unidentified creatures are loose in the Nashville area. I am starting to understand what they are, though I can't begin to explain how it's possible. If Grace called it Lena's child and the hellkin arranged such a ritual around its birth, its other half is demon. My back ripples into gooseflesh at the thought. A half-demon who can walk in sunlight.

My fingers stop, whetstone against the cold steel of my blade. 

I'd thought two slummoths and a jeeling meeting in Forest Hills was odd, but coupled with a new breed of creature, it makes my hand eke out a sheen of sweat against the stone.

It's more than I am equipped to deal with. I should just tell Alamea and Gregor what I know. The thought keeps surfacing, but I'm not great at disobeying orders. I'm not created to be much of a free thinker, as much as I let my mouth and my curiosity run away with me. I'm proud to be a Mediator. I have the most important job on this sorry planet. I keep the norms safe. All those humans and witches and morphs out there — they'd be in an evil sort of pickle without us.

So why do I feel like Alamea and Gregor are looking for answers in the wrong zipcode?

I don't have an answer, and the whole thing digs under my skin. If I tell Alamea and Gregor that I've been poking into things behind their backs, there's a very real chance of punishment. If I keep doing what I'm doing, there's a very real chance of me getting dead.

Great, Ayala. Way to choose the getting dead option.

There's another dimension to my hesitation, one I don't want to admit even to myself. My mother. If what Grace said is true and Lena was a volunteer, maybe my mother was too. A Mediator's mother as a demon zealot. Color me unamused by the irony.

I slide my sword back into the scabbard. 

Lena's now more than a hapless damsel. She chose her fate, which I suppose is anyone's right. And worse — or equally bad — has happened to just as many male demon-worshipers. But if there's been three, there will be more. 

I can almost feel the scale centered in my chest.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN




My phone wakes me at eight-thirty. I don't know the number, but I answer anyway.

"Is this Mediator Storme?"

"At your service." I yawn, shuffling my blankets aside. I've gone and slept with my sword again. Sheathed or no, I'm going to poke holes in myself one of these days.

"This is Doctor Martha Birkberry. I have some information you are going to want to see. Can you meet me in the hospital cafeteria at one today?"

I tell her I can and hang up. Great. Now my stomach is going to spend the morning as a pretzel while I wonder what she's found.

I can't go back to sleep, so I go ahead and get ready for work. After leaving early the other day, I really ought to make up the hours. 

The parking garage is bright and smells like tires and grease — which is to say, like every other parking garage ever. 

My car beeps at me as I unlock it. I open the door, propping my sword on the roof of the car.

Something grabs my ankle.

"Mother fucker!" I yelp, jumping backward. I hear a chittering underneath my car and whip my sword from its sheath. My heart now beating in the vicinity of my nose, I back up three more steps, kicking my door shut on the way back. 

My blood turns fizzy in my veins. "Okay, you're gonna grab me? Little dipshit imp. Get out here."

I don't expect it to listen, and it doesn't. Instead, I get another chitter-chitter that sounds more like the indignant squirrel that pelted me with acorns than a mini-demon. But that was no squirrel that grabbed my ankle. Ankle biters. 

Not fun as dogs, less fun as hellkin. 

A door slamming across the garage sends the thing scuttling out like a crab.

It's a metallic green color with dark grey accents. It moves using its arms as crutches, sort of like an ape would. I wait for it to come at me, but it doesn't. 

"Ayala, look out!"

I throw myself to the floor of the parking garage just as something barrels by me.

Not something. Ben. He hits the imp and tackles it to the ground. One clean swipe of his scimitar and it's oozing kryptonite-colored blood all over the concrete. 

I don't say anything as Ben gets up, brushing garage grime from his jeans and wiping his blade on the demon's metallic skin. 

"Ben. You are doing what?"

"I stopped by to see you and then saw you with your sword drawn."

I'm too sleepy to think of anything to say to that, but now my clothes are dirty and there's a rip in my nice silk blouse. I'll have to go change. So much for getting to work early. I swear sometimes I spend the same amount on replacement business casual-wear as I do on rent. I don't even have the energy to snap at Ben. 

"Want some coffee?" The question surprises even me. I don't like people pulling a "just turn up" at my doorstep or my parking garage, but finding an imp under my car is bewildering enough that the words are out of my mouth faster than I can chomp them back.

Ben's eyes light up, bright in the yellowish underground glow. "Sure." Then he looks down at the bundle of bloodied imp at his feet. "Let me just get rid of this first."

I watch as he opens the trunk of his car and pulls out a sheet of visqueen. He rolls it out on the ground and bundles the imp into it, then sprays the blood pool with an enzyme reactor to break down any corrosive properties.

The baby demon burrito goes into the trunk, and the spray back into a little caddy. No hair necklace on this one. Because no more Lena? I don't know.

I shake my head at how organized Ben's car is, peering through the back window of mine at the heap of mess. How does he have what he needs?

I've never had Ben in my apartment before, and it's weird how he immediately doffs his shoes and carefully hangs his jacket on a hook by the door while I start the coffee maker. I duck into my bedroom to change into a new work-appropriate outfit, hoping there are no more surprises waiting for me. 

When I come out, Ben is eying my collection of soapstone carvings. "It's funny," he says.

"I didn't think any of them were particularly humorous."

He looks up, giving me a wry ha-ha smile. "I mean, you keep your car in a state of disaster. I expected your apartment to look the same."

I have reasons for a messy car. I also have reasons for wanting to live in a nice apartment. Plus, I have a housekeeper called Clyde who comes in once a week and serenades me with show tunes while he vacuums. "If you're just going to make fun of me, you can just scoot on out of here, Wheedle."

He puts his hands in the air. "I honestly just stopped by to see how you were doing."

"Just peachy. So peachy, you'd think I came from Georgia."

Never been to Georgia, obviously, but I like their peaches. 

"Look, I know you want to know what Alamea and Gregor are doing. I kind of do too, but I guess they'll tell us when they feel like it."

I already know more than I want to, and possibly more than both Alamea and Gregor. But I'm not going to say any of that. I look at the clock on my wall. It's now ten. If I'm going to take off to meet Birkberry at the hospital, I need to get to work. "Ben, I've kind of got to go."

"What about the coffee?"

"Wasn't thinking. I'll give you one of my travel mugs." I pour coffee into a mug with a bunny on it. 

He smiles at the bunny. "Thanks. Walk you out?"

I'm going out there anyway, so I agree and follow him back to my car. When we get twenty feet away, I bend over and look underneath. No waiting little skitter-critters this time. I give Ben a sarcastic salute, and he opens his mouth like he's about to say something.

I shut my door and start the engine before he can.

The morning at work glides by without further incident, and at quarter of one, I leave to meet the coroner.

The hospital cafeteria smells like sickness and powdered mashed potatoes. I see Doctor Birkberry sitting on the far side of the room, a bright blue tray in front of her. Making my way over to her, I'm glad I let Alice order delivery today. If I'd tried to eat the meatloaf I see on a tray as I pass, I think I might urp all over whatever information Birkberry's found. Maybe even all over Birkberry herself. She's probably had worse, but that doesn't mean she'd appreciate my vomit decorating her chest.

She's picking at the selfsame meatloaf when I reach her, and she drops her fork on the tray. I sit across from her, expecting an ominous folder or some other form of evidence. Instead, it's just her.

"Hello, Mediator Storme." She takes a bite of mashed potatoes, winces, and puts her fork back down. "Thanks for coming."

"Thanks for looking into this stuff. What did you find?"

Birkberry pushes a white streak of hair behind her ear. "I looked up all the cities you told me about. Birmingham, Knoxville, Louisville, Cincinnati. All of them had at least two similar cases."

I do not like that. That's at least eight more. I start to ask for details, but she goes on. 

"And there's more than that. Franklin General told me they'd had three such splats come in, and in Chattanooga and Memphis there were four each from the surrounding hospitals."

"That's...terrible news." Eleven plus the at least eight. Twenty or more. Probably more. Yeah. Really terrible news. I brace myself for more.

"There's one good thing."

I brighten. "Oh?"

"They all seem to be in this territory."

She's referring to the area to which Mediators are bound. "So that could be all?"

"I didn't find any farther away than Birmingham in the south and Cincy in the north. I called out to St. Louis and they didn't have anything similar at all. Little Rock was so disorganized that they could be run by demons and wouldn't know, but as far as I can tell, it only goes as far as this territory."

Why would they keep it only here? If they were looking to really tip the scales, they'd be inciting chaos willy-nilly all over the states. Why aren't they?

"Any idea why we're so special?" I ask.

"That I don't know."

I thank Birkberry for her tip and return to work. Laura is leaning against Alice's desk when I return, and from the way her eyebrows are trying to kiss in the middle of her forehead, I figure she's less than thrilled to see me. 

Laura is pretty tolerant of my second job, but you can only be late or take off so many times because of hellkin even as a Mediator. Norms don't usually understand that for us, the demons just keep coming and aren't exactly a rare occurrence. And they are even less forgiving.

"You were out again?" Laura has an unusually high voice. When she's upset, she sounds like a mouse. Right now she sounds like a mouse on helium.

"I came in early this morning to make up for it. I had a lunch meeting."

"You were supposed to have those press release fliers for me this morning." 

I put them on her desk before I left. "Laura, they're in your inbox. I emailed them. And the hard copies are on the corner of your desk."

"What?" Her head swivels around, and she leans to look into her office. "I don't see them." 

I point to the corner of her desk. "They're right there."

Her lips pucker up like she's about to give me a kiss, but somehow I doubt that's her intention or what it's meant to look like. "You'll stay till nine tonight to make up for all the time you lost this week." With that, Laura stalks into her office and kicks the door shut behind her.

Alice pops a bubble. "Sorry, Ayala. Couldn't stop her."

"No, she's right. I've been gone a lot. Sorry if she took it out on you."

Alice grins, a spot of bubblegum pink lipstick bright against the whiteness of her front tooth. "Already over it. Probably better to think of a creative excuse next time. Like a root canal."

She's right. I can't even ask Alamea for a note.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN




I stay until ten instead of nine out of guilt. I even get ahead in my work. Laura's been understanding about everything else, and I like my apartment. Especially my silk robe, which is on my bed waiting for me to fill it when I get home.

But before that, there's patrol.

I don't have a supervisor as a Mediator. I do what I do, and as long as I don't try to visit New Orleans or Columbus, I don't experience any major repercussions. The only other thing I can't really do is skip patrols. This one doesn't cause any fainting spells or the sense that my insides have been smushed by a giant fist. I know some Mediators who only patrol once a week. I have to do it every night. 

I know what I'm doing makes a difference. Some people go their whole lives without knowing that. I have a purpose. It may have come along with being born, but I have one. If I try to wonder about all the might-have-beens, I'll drive myself mad and end up in a slummoth's belly in bits.

This time I head out to the train tracks west of downtown. There are some old warehouses out here that demons like to inhabit. Sometimes they bring homeless folks here to eat. A couple years back a bunch of pissed off morphs and witches decided that wasn't balanced and started a coalition to get people off the streets. Now I don't see as many drunkards and homeless half-eaten by the tracks, but it still happens.

Tonight I see three bodies before I get to the first warehouse.

It's enough to stop me. The first two corpses are clearly homeless, with tattered layers of cloth hanging to severed bits. The necks have been ravaged, as well as the thighs and biceps. The rest is leftover. It's the same with both, same parts missing, same condition.

The third looks more like a frat boy. The kid was wearing khakis and a pink polo, and only scraggly bits of ragged cotton dangle from a missing stump of an arm. These aren't splats; these are what we call scraps. Usually leftovers of a slummoth.

The train tracks stand deserted and rusted over. Years ago they used to be in use, and I remember hearing the whistles of the trains as I'd patrol downtown with the other MITs. But then witches invented a new fuel and now all freight is done by roadway in specialized vans that run themselves.

It's quiet here now.

Except for a scraping sound.

It starts just as I'm admiring the silence, and it gets louder as I step carefully over the tracks and the scrap of frat boy. Empty freight cars litter the area between the tracks and the warehouse, which leaves plenty of cover for me, but also for anything else that goes bump in the night.

The scraping is coming from behind the nearest car. The sound reminds me of a wooden spoon on cast iron.

I don't think what I'm hearing is a granny with a gravy pan.

I stop moving forward and listen. The sound is steady, rhythmic. Methodical.

The freight car has a gap beneath, and I crouch and tilt my head to look under, bracing myself on the ground.

Bare feet. 

Hopping back to standing, I take a step backward and wait. The sound continues, undisturbed.

The car is only five yards from me. My heart is jumping around in my chest so much I think I must sound like a maraca. I edge toward it, taking a diagonal path to stay out of sight.

My lungs pull in a deep breath, and I hold my sword with the point low, leaning around the corner.

There's a flash of orange as two eyes shine back at me. My back hits the ground. My breath poomfs out of my chest, and my sword slides away with a grating hiss. It's on me. I smell it. Skin and dirt and death.

I slam my palm into its nose, and it jerks back. Not enough. Its arm crosses my mouth, and I bite down into skin that feels too human, too soft. I taste blood, and that doesn't taste human. It tastes like metal and fire.

The creature falls off me as I land a kick in its sternum, and I get my first real look at it under the single light.

I snatch my sword and roll away, rising into an even stance, one leg back supporting my weight, one leg forward to kick. 

It looks like a man. It has all the man parts, and it's naked as a newly whelped pig. Its face is smeared with blood. I finally see the source of the scraping sound — a snapped femur lies in the dirt not far from me, long tooth marks up the side. The sight sends a new shock of adrenaline into me. 

The creature stands back, assessing. 

Not for long.

I have the tiniest moment of notice this time. A single twitch of its leg. 

I raise my sword at the last moment, and the creature lands right on the pointy end. It lets loose a snarl that sounds like a jeeling's warning. To hear that sound out of such a human-looking mouth — I almost teeter. 

Catching my balance, I yank my sword from the creature's chest, pull back, and swing.

Its head rolls away.

Well, at least I know how to kill them now. 
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I lean against the rusty freight car, the eroded steel rough against my hair. There's nothing to be done about this now; the creature is dead. 

I just can't see past the humanoid body unmoving on the ground. 

The smell of skin and warmth as the creature attacked me.

Yes. It attacked me. Teeth first. That thing wanted to eat me. I look over to the tooth-gouged femur not far from where I stand. It's still there. I didn't imagine it. 

Both times the creature came at me, I had almost no warning. The first time it completely had me blindsided. Just a flash of orange eye-shine and then it knocked me to the ground. 

These things are fast. They're strong. My back feels sore, and my breath wheezes through my trachea as I inhale. If there had been more than one of them, I would be halfway to the small intestines by now. Assuming they have intestines. 

It looks...human. 

I can't look at its face. But its body — that I can look at. Naked and muscular, its limbs are splayed out in a truncated star on the ground. The muscles correspond to human anatomy, as far as I can see. More pronounced. There's an immediacy to the body in front of me that cuts through all the human bullshit. No fat or wasted space. That's it. The body in front of me is pure efficiency.

Efficient at the kill. 

This was made to be a killer.

The thought douses me in somberness. I've come across three bodies tonight, all pre-rigor. 

In the Mediator world, you learn a lot about the stages of death.

This thing took down three people in a short amount of time. I would have been the fourth. My leg gives a little twitch when my gaze lights on the femur again.

I walk around the body and force myself to look at the face.

Clean lines like a classical statue. If he were human, he would be handsome. 

It's a departure from the rakaths with their spikes and slime, that's for damn sure. 

I stop in the middle of deciding if he looks more like the bouncer at the gay bar down the street from my apartment building or this morph who makes a living as a sideshow at a circus. 

It's the face. He looks like a person.

But he acted like hellkin.

No thought but killing. Less hesitation than any demon I've ever seen. And his eyes, that flash of orange. Eyeshine like an animal. His eyes now are dark, glazed, half open. Maybe he didn't know about Mediators. Maybe he didn't know about anything. 

I stop myself again, wondering when I switched from thinking of the creature as "it" to "he."

It. It. It. If I look at these things and see people, I'll hesitate like it didn't. And I'll get dead faster than femur-less frat boy back there.

Now would be the time to call Gregor and Alamea. Now would be the time to confess that I've been a bit of an idiot. But something doesn't feel quite right, and my fingers stick to my phone when I try to dial. They didn't want me involved in this, and I have no idea why. Before that, Gregor got dodgy about what he was looking into. My fingers dance away from the touch screen. I can't make them hit the send button.

Could this have been my mother's spawn?

I need to find out more.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




I make it home before three and plunge into a peach-scented bubble bath. My body aches from getting knocked to the ground by the demonoid wrecking ball, and the soapy water smooths my skin without soothing the kinks. I turn on the hot water three times to reheat the bath, staying in until my muscles turn from knots to Jell-O.

My robe feels even better against my skin after that fight.

I want to go back to the warehouse zone in daylight, see if I can find where the creature was nesting. It could have just been on the move, but it was feasting. The only times I've seen feasting behavior in hellkin was near a nest. They don't often nest topside, but it happens. If they can hole up away from the sun, sometimes they'll do it. It's never occurred to me before now to ask why.

I fall asleep with the television on and wake up with the first rays of morning sunshine dribbling over the threshold of my bedroom. The aches in my muscles don't complain as much when I stand and stretch, and I pat my mattress. So what if it can't feel my affection? It's cheaper than a chiropractor in the long term.

The desire to find the creature's hideout almost convinces me to blow off work, but Laura will fire my ass if I do. And the rest of me. I go to work and spend the day dredging up articles on a casino opening in Crossville for a client, but my mind is glued to the warehouses.

The newspapers today are filled with a crime spike. Armed robberies, assaults – I've seen this once before, in Little Rock. When the surrounding area was overrun by hellkin. The balance. It's a real and literal thing. It can tip, and it's tipping against Nashville. 

At eight on the button, I rush from the office. "Bye, Alice!" I holler over my shoulder. She doesn't respond. Or maybe she does, but I'm already out the door.

The sun will still be up for another half hour. If I hurry, I will still have a little daylight to look around without the fear of any demon helpers showing up to get pissed about me slaughtering their spawn.

I don't make it to the train tracks.

Just when I reach Old Demonbreun — an oddly named street that actually has nothing to do with any of the six and a half hells — I run into a roadblock. The cars in front of me aren't moving, and I can't tell why.

I roll down my window and stick my head out into the damp Nashville air, peering around the line of cars between me and the roadblock. Three cop cars divide us from an overturned SUV. Even from here I can see the blood splashed on it.

Putting my car in park, I shut off the engine and douse myself with sunblock. Out in the daytime again. No one here's going anywhere. I grab my scabbard and step out of my car. Sometimes I wish Mediators had badges, but then I remember that my eyes are an unnatural violet and that's enough for anyone who's hoping to identify us.

I pick my way around the stopped traffic.

"What's going on?" A guy calls down from a massive truck that incongruously purrs like a kitten. When witches found a way to replace diesel, the air got cleaner and trucks like this got a whole lot less macho.

"I don't know." I look up at the guy. He's got a bushy mustache and a dip of chew in his cheek.

"You a Mediator?" 

"Yep."

"Well, why don't you go find out, you hear?"

I hate when people tell me to do something I'm already doing. "What, you think I'm just out for a stroll with my parasol?" I twirl my scabbard over my shoulder as I walk away. I ain't no Scarlett O'Hara.

Most of the people back toward my car look annoyed, but the closer I get to the three police cars, the more faces I see melt into concern and then into fear. The blood is clearly visible by the time I approach the first cop, and his face has a greenish cast to it. 

"Ma'am, please go back to your vehicle and find an alternate route. This won't be open for some time."

I take a few more steps and look him in the eye. "Something I can help with, Officer?"

"Ain't no demon what did this, Mediator. Broad daylight, sure as sugar."

I squint at the sun. Not a demon. Daylight. Again I see the body and detached head of the creature I killed last night. 

"How many officers are on this call?" I don't know if he'll tell me.

"Six. Two per car."

"Do you know what happened here?"

"Attempted car-jacking."

I look at the SUV on its side and the spatters of blood on the rear window. At my skeptical glance, the cop fumbles on.

"Car stopped at the light, guy comes up and attacks them."

"And knocked a two thousand pound vehicle on its side?"

"We don't know yet."

I shift my weight to my left foot. "Is it okay if I go take a look?"

He opens his mouth, already shaking his head, but a scream cuts him off.

Gunshots punctuate the scream as it gurgles to a halt. 

I don't wait to find out if Officer Car-Jacking here gives me the go ahead. I leap over the hood of his vehicle and take off toward the scream at a sprint. I catch one glimpse of the driver of the SUV. Neck savaged, thigh ripped apart, but the thing must have gotten interrupted, because he didn't stop to rip off a drumstick this time. It. It didn't stop, gods damn it.

There's a condemned building on the corner of Old Demonbreun, and I whip around the corner. The gunshots grow louder, and there's a helluva lot of shouting happening.

"Officer down! I repeat, officer down!" A female cop two inches shorter than me hollers into her walkie-talkie as I run down the alley. She sees me coming and trains her gun on me. "Freeze!"

"Mediator! Get your gun out of my face!"

She lowers the gun and holsters her walkie. "We've got a guy who just took down two officers in there. I shot him three times, and he didn't stop."

Good to know. Though probably not for the two officers. I unsheath my sword. "Where is it?"

She points around the corner to a door that's been ripped off its hinges. I nod. 

"Where are the other two cops? Guy at the light back there said there were six of you."

"They circled around the building to see if there was another way in."

They could be dead too. I haven't heard any other screams, but these things are fast as lightning and slippery as a cowpie. "Listen. You go back to the light. Call for backup. And you guys really should be trained with blades." Guns only really work for humans. Any other kind of person won't die that easily. And demons don't die easy at all.

She looks like she thinks she ought to protest, but she turns and runs.

I take a deep breath. The alley smells like pee and decomposing feet. I hold my breath and listen.

Not much reaches my ear. No wood-on-cast-iron scraping this time, no fluttering breathing. Just silence.

I'm being watched.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




If I'm the only one moving, it's because everyone else is dead or out of earshot. The cops are out of earshot. Which leaves the creature. 

There's something inherently creepy about knowing you're in the sights of something that wants to eat you. You'd think I'd be used to it by now, but every time it makes all my hair stand up and the tips of my fingers go numb. I clutch my sword tighter. 

I look up. You'd be surprised about how many people die because they forget there are places above them where nasty shit can hide. But here in the alley, there's nothing. No fire escape, no scaffolding. And nothing on the roof. Which leaves the door.

I can see inside it, which means the creature is somewhere in a direct line on the opposite side of the opening. There are no windows into the building. If it's watching me, which I'm sure it is, it's somewhere straight through that door.

My phone is in my butt pocket, and I pull it out, only hearing the sound of my hand on fabric. I unlock the screen and touch the applications bar. There's one I'm looking for.

No, there's no app for creature killing. Don't be ridiculous.

Brightest Flashlight Ever. I hit the button and aim the flashlight at the door as fast as I can.

Two bright flashes of orange eyeshine, not five feet inside the darkened building.

This time I'm ready. The thing flies at me in one leap from inside the door, a dark blur that I almost don't have time to respond to. I slice my sword in front of me and feel it make contact with the creature's stomach. It roars, but doesn't jump back like any normal sentient being. 

These things do have intestines. 

I've sliced deep enough to see them, and as it lurches at me, they bubble out of the slash in its abdomen. I thrust once, through where the heart should be. It convulses and falls backward. I jerk my sword out and lunge forward, beheading it with one stroke.

The legs flail once and go limp. This one is dark skinned. Its face is covered in blood from ear to ear. The chest is pocked with holes from bullets. I have no way of knowing how much the bullets slowed it down — if at all. 

Calling the creature an it is easier having fought a second one. They seem to have no conscience, only an animalistic need to feed. My phone is miraculously unscathed. I didn't even drop it, and the light is still on. I step into the threshold of the building and shine it in.

The first thing the beam touches is a bared penis and scraps of navy blue fabric. One of the downed officers. I feel a momentary surge of pity for the cop and relief that even though his leg was ripped off, he still has his junk in place. It's an absurd thought when there's been more carnage in the past week of my life than the last three months together. 

There are enough body parts in this building to make more than two humans. The creature kept the torsos mostly intact, but it took off limbs like it was fighting with itself over the Thanksgiving turkey legs. 

I've taken down two. There could still be twenty more of these things out there. 

I have to find them.

I don't go farther into the building than that. I've seen enough. I shine the light around the hollowed out shell of an edifice, sword ready in case I get another flash of orange, but nothing rushes me from the dimness. It was alone. A tiny good sign. The place used to have carpet, but it's been pulled back or clawed apart in places, and I choose a scrap at random to clean my sword.

When I step back into the alley, the female officer is back, gun aimed at the door but eyes glued to the corpse in front of it.

"Did you do this?" 

I nod at her. "There are more bodies inside. Not just cops."

"What is it?"

"I don't know."

"Is it a demon?"

"Close enough." I catch her eye. I don't know what makes me go on. "You might get a call from Alamea or Gregor. I'd appreciate it if you didn't tell them you saw me. Or if you have to mention a Mediator, tell them it was a blonde. Or a dude." There are enough willowy blonde Mediators in Nashville. My orange hair is the standout. 

"Why?"

"Ever have your case passed up the chain of command? Detective gets it instead? Or the Feds?" I wait till she nods. "I can't let this one go."

"Of course, sir." She gives me a tight smile.

Sir. That'll do just fine.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN




I stop by Hazel Lottie's house on my way home.

Okay, it's not on my way. It's about twenty minutes out of the way, but I stop anyhow. She's boarded up her windows. One quick glance around shows me why – one of her neighbors is outside, sweeping glass off the stoop. Break-in? Hazel seems to have some forethought. Her porch light is on, and I knock three times before I remember that old people sometimes go to bed before suppertime.

She answers the door in ten seconds. Her hair's in rollers, but she's still dressed in jeans and a t-shirt that says, "If you're selling bullshit, stand in the next line."

Hazel settles me in with a glass of orange juice, though her hand trembles a bit as she sets it down on a bleach-spotted pocket coaster. She's not drinking anything this time.

"I'm glad you're okay. Lawdy." She says it after a long pause in which I slurp down half my orange juice. "If you're here, you must have some news."

I set the juice cup down. I don't know how exactly to tell Hazel that Lena went crazy hell cultist and got herself impregnated with a beast that's ravening through the populace, but something in my face must say part of it.

Hazel's eyes fill. "Did you find Lena? Honey, you gotta tell me something. These old nerves aren't what they were."

"I found her. But you're not going to like how."

She scrunches her eyes shut, and they almost disappear into the wrinkles of her face. "Don't tell me what happened. I don't want to know. Just tell me if she's alive."

Really not alive. But all I say is, "No. She's not alive."

Hazel puts one hand over her face and waves me off with the other. "Please go."

I stand and walk to the door.

My half-empty orange juice sits on an old back pocket.

I don't know what it would be like to find out that someone you treated like family started worshiping hellkin. I don't have any family myself. When you're born with eyes like mine, you don't get a say in that. You're raised by Mediators, schooled with Mediators, trained by Mediators. That's not to say that I grew up without love. They discovered a long time ago that if you raise a trained killer without any affection, you end up with murderers.

But I've never had to worry about family consorting with demons. 

I always imagined it's painful. Frightening. A betrayal. Now that the woman who gave birth to me could be guilty of just that, I realize that being right ain't always full of strawberry shortcake and sweet tea.

We don't get much of a childhood. From the time we're able to walk, we're taught to use a sword. They start out with wood, but they become metal soon enough. I got my first dagger at five. 

The funny thing I've learned from norms — human, witch, and morph alike — is that the children's games are the same whether you're a Mediator or not. All the little Mittens play tag and hide-and-seek and capture the flag. What are those games if not training? Chase, hide, evade. 

Sounds a lot like my life.

I should probably do something more interesting than go to work, come home, patrol, kill, bathe, bed. Like go to happy hour or have girlfriends or date or hell, go to Magic Marco's Karaoke where he makes you sound just like whatever sensation you're singing. I hear it's pretty funny to watch a prissy church girl bellow Aretha.

But I never do those things. I don't have friends. I just do what I do.

Hey now. This ain't no pity party. Don't go feeling sorry for me. I'm fine. I don't like people much, and the hours most norms spend going out to the honkytonks are the same hours I'm usually stabbing hellkin with pointy objects.

The two come down on the side of mutually exclusive.

Maybe I should get a cat, but I come home with demon blood on me often enough that the cat would probably lick the wrong thing and die like that wealthy dude's dog in Forest Hills. Besides, that'd be admitting that I'm lonely.

Instead of any impulse pet purchases, I get Thai food on my way home and curl up on the couch in front of the television.

There are three new members of our security team, two witches and a morph who are all staring each other down from opposite sides of my building's revolving door.

As long as they do their jobs, I don't care how much they stare. 

The incident I stumbled upon has already made breaking news. And they didn't wait for the eleven o'clock hour. Every local channel has been taken over by it. I switch it off. I was there; I don't need a sensationalized recap. Or maybe I just don't want to see the owner of the bared penis and find out he has a family and a fuzzy little shih-tzu. 

I wait until one in the morning to gather my weapons and go out. This time I bring a second sword, slinging a specially made harness over my arms like a backpack. It houses each of them. 

Next my armguards. I don't wear those much either, but they each hold an eight-inch dagger, and tonight one of those could be important. I also add knives to my inner boot sheaths and two in a belt holster I altered from one that was originally designed for guns. That should keep me in blades if I run into trouble.

I go for thicker leather tonight, too. I don't know the comparative strength of these creatures' jaws, but if they can bite through tendon and muscle, they might be able to get through the normal soft leather I wear. I seldom armor myself up like this, and I move around in my living room until I feel confident of my range of motion.

This time I park closer to the warehouses and stash my car in an alley facing out. No new mutilated corpses greet me as I cross the tracks, which makes me wonder if it was only the one creature hanging out in this area. That's what I'm here to find out.

The area is pretty optimal for these creatures. It's close enough to a populated area for easy hunting, but it's secluded enough to escape notice. If that was the only creature in the area, it is still a logical guess to think another could find it and sublet.

It's a muggy night, and my leather chafes the insides of my legs as I walk. I hate Nashville humidity. That's one of the biggest bummers of being a Mediator. If you don't like the weather in your area, you're shit out of luck.

It's also a quiet night. I can hear the watery rushing of the Cumberland River not far from here, but I don't hear any scraping or growling. 

There are three warehouses in a row. The first is locked up tight and has a grody security system sticker on one of the windows. Someone would have noticed if they had a squatter. On second glance, though, one of its other windows is broken. Not the best area to vandalize right now So far these creatures aren't super keen on subtlety, and there's a smear of blood down the side of the building. Break in, get eaten. 

The second seems undisturbed, but the third is the most dilapidated of the three. In places, corrugated metal siding has been pulled back, bolts studding the freed edges at foot-long intervals. It's still not a way in. I skirt the edges of the building, looking for a structural weakness large enough to admit a human-sized critter. I find it just as I'm about back to where I started after circling the entire building. It's about eight inches off the ground and the size of an armchair. I'll have to duck to get through it, but it's not sealed off.

Rule one of Mediator training is to always have a way out. There appears to be one way at all on this warehouse, and it points in. 

I climb through the gap, hoping I'll climb back out.

I allow my eyes to adjust, breathing as deeply and slowly as I can. 

Breathing at all is a mistake. 

The smell hits me like I've been dropped into a vat of decomposing flesh. 

My eyes aren't good enough to see. The warehouse is dark, an oily black that blots out my vision. Outside with a waxing moon I can see almost as well as I can in the day. Inside there is no patch of glow.

Which is almost reassuring, because it means there are no ten-foot jeeling demons hiding in here.

I need some form of light. First I listen to my surroundings, counting sixty breaths. There's a steady dripping, maybe a loose pipe or condensation from the humidity. A small whistle that ebbs and flows with the wind outside — a hole or gap on the windward side of the building. Nothing else. 

Then I listen to myself. Some people call it trusting your gut, others call it instinct. I call it don't get dead. My body has been built to fight the scariest motherfuckers on and below the planet. Its rhythms change when there's danger — my hair rising to attention, my fingertips going numb, yes, but also my breath gets constricted as if that heavy weight of the tipping scale is crushing my lungs.

I feel none of that – or at least nothing more than the usual. For that reason alone, I pull out my phone and start the flashlight app. I close my eyes to protect my night vision.

The light flashes on, and I turn it outward so not to blind myself. 

I open my eyes.

My feet turn to wooden blocks. The leather that houses my body is suddenly restrictive as a corset, stiff like a plaster cast. 

If The Righteous Dark's apartment was a human smoothie, I think I found the blender.

It starts only a foot in front of me. The floor is a mass of blood and squished entrails. Human body parts in varying stages of decomp decorate the floor like a macabre multi-media piece. Arms, hands, feet, some of the bones scraped clean with teeth, others in a pile like they're being saved for later. 

There is no way — no way — one creature did all of this. 

The warehouse is half the size of a football field.

I stumble back out the opening and heave all the Thai food from earlier onto the ground. It splashes onto my feet, but I don't care. If something comes along now, it can just kill me.

This is not what demons do. This is worse.

But is it? An unhelpful little voice in my head asks. Or is it just the worst you've seen?

It is. It is the worst I've seen.

This is unbalanced. 

What are these things?

I have to call Gregor this time. I can't unsee this. These things. They have to be stopped. Alamea and Gregor have to know this. All the Mediators have to know this.

I stagger toward my car, fiddling with the screen on my phone. 

The beam of light catches two points of orange. Twenty feet away. 

I drop my phone and yank both swords from their sheaths on my back in one motion. I wait for it to rush me. It doesn't. So I rush it.

I throw myself toward where I saw those two orange shimmers. Something meets me halfway. This time I don't get a stab in before it hits. It clotheslines me, and I hit the ground on my right side. I see movement toward me and reverse my grip on the sword in my left hand. The weight of the creature hits the sword. Its momentum carries it into my hand. I roll into a crouch, pulling the sword back out as I go. 

The creature is standing still, one hand on its naked side. 

I use my crouch to launch myself forward, spinning my left sword back into position. At the last second, I cross my forearms. Each blade lands on either side of the creature's neck like a giant pair of scissors. I don't let them stop there.

I snip off the creature's head as I uncross my arms. 

I don't stop to check out the carcass this time. Chucking my left sword into my right hand, I snag my still-glowing phone and sprint for my car.

I don't stop until I get home.
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CHAPTER TWENTY




Gregor is surprisingly nimble when he's in a hurry, and he works himself into a big hurry when I call him to confess my involvement.

He shows up at my door so quickly, I start to wonder if he's been hiding out in my parking garage. His blocky face looks like a crunched tin can when he shoulders the door open almost before I can undo the slide bar lock. 

He doesn't bother to take off his shoes. 

I cringe at every step his boots make on my pristine carpet. At least he's not wearing my boots, which are covered in blood-mud and gravel. He stumps to my easy chair and wallops the seat with his body. 

"You," he says. "Talk."

I start with what he already knows — Lena's death and the spawning of the creature in the dewy sunlight — and I finish with what he doesn't. The warehouse. 

I still don't want to think about the warehouse. Or any of it. If I never come within five miles of that place again, it'll be too soon.

Gregor's usually silent for a bit after he gets bad news. Not this time. "What were you thinking, Storme? That you could just poke around into something like this and be fine? These things are faster than you, stronger than you, and they're not dumb either." 

Charitable of him not to continue his pattern and say they're smarter than me. After a beat, I realize he's waiting for me to respond.

"I can't drop this, Gregor. You should know why."

"Your mother."

It's the first time anyone's said those two words together to me since I was seven or eight. It makes me feel like he's stripped twenty years from my age, and my eyes grow wide. I try to control my face, hold my lips in a firm line. 

"She could have spawned one of these things, and you know it. I can't drop it."

"We don't know that, Storme. And you have to drop it. They've been tied to no less than thirty deaths in middle Tennessee in the last week, and you've been off rummaging in one of their nests? Are you insane? One of these things could have you for lunch, and I actually mean that literally."

"But I've killed three of them."

"You what?"

I guess I left that part out. "I killed three of them. I tracked one through the train tracks a couple nights ago. Followed a trail of half-eaten bodies. That was the first one, and it nearly got me. Then yesterday —" I pause, deliberating if I should tell him I was the one at the scene yesterday. I decide not to. "— I came across another one and took that one down. Then tonight when I found the nest, I was leaving and ran into one on the way out."

Gregor sits forward in the chair, fingers digging into his knees. "You took down three."

"I just said that."

Now Gregor is silent. He doesn't speak for so long that I go into the kitchen and pour myself a glass of water. When I return, he's standing, and he takes a step toward the door.

"Where are you going?"

"Home."

"That's it? You're not going to tell me I'm a moron or put me on desk duty?" His silence is somehow more terrifying than what I saw in the warehouse.

"That's it." He assesses my face, his violet eyes boring into mine. "You are not to breathe a word of this to Alamea. Not a single word. And try not to go looking for more of these creatures. Stick to your normal patrols. Let us deal with it."

"How many have you all killed?"

"I said drop it." He mutters something about the balance, but I don't catch it.

He's out the door. I forgot to tell him about what Doctor Martha Birkberry found. He wouldn't answer how many they'd killed. And the way he spoke to me before I told him about my three — have they not managed to kill any of these monsters? 

I sit down on the couch, sipping my water, trying to figure out how much my world has changed.
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After sleeping on my deep, ponderous question, I wake up with an answer.

My world hasn't changed much. I'm still a Mediator. I will be until some demon gets the better of me or I retire to live out my life in the old Mediator home, boring young MITs with stories from my glory days. We're the good guys. We're the ones who keep the balance, who make sure that for every weight added to the wrong side of the scale, we bounce up and down on the right one. It's what I do.

So these new creatures are just weights added to the wrong side of the scale, and I have to start bouncing.

It never mattered who my parents were before, and it shouldn't matter now.

That part's harder for me to get past the lump in my throat.

It's finally Friday, and the day goes by quickly. By the time I wave goodbye to Alice, I've decided to go back to my regular patrols for the weekend. A nice quiet evening in Forest Hills. Never mind that the last couple times I was in Forest Hills, I almost got eaten and saw the missing girl I'd been hunting for spawn a new species of evil.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE




I keep my Friday and Saturday night patrols short. I'm in no hurry to run into any more of the creatures, especially after seeing their nest. Both nights, I see roaming gangs of norms. I call the cops on a couple of them when it's obvious they're casing a house, but I can't interfere. The fuzz don't like it when we invade their jurisdiction, and the best way I can help is to right the balance. Which means finding these creatures, as much as I don't want to. The one thing I can do is make sure it's on my terms this time.

I need a plan, and I need one now. 

I have an idea.

I don't keep a ton of surveillance equipment, because I prefer getting off my ass and skewering baddies to sitting in a tree wearing a jacket of leaves and watching them pick their noses. 

Okay, I've never actually seen a demon pick its nose. 

There are things I want to watch without getting too close. Among the equipment left over from my recon training is a night-vision scope good up to a mile. From the bridge, I should have a clear shot of the warehouses, and with a molecule of luck, I might be able to get an accurate count of the creatures that have made their homes in Nashville.

I park my car by the river and hoof it onto the bridge. The only thing demons don't seem to like is being suspended over running water. They're fine strolling beside it and fishing with their claws, but dangle them over it, and they get stressed out. I still bring my sword, but I don't expect to need it. 

I follow the pedestrian path to the apex of the bridge and set up the tripod for the scope. And then I wait.

After an hour, my eyes are dented from pressing them against the scope's rubber, and I haven't even seen a bunny hop by. Then again, if these hungry critters are ripping humans apart, they might also be interested in bunnies.

Aw. Bunnies.

After two hours, I start to think I've wasted my time. In the movies, whatever private dick is on the case usually finds what he's looking for after a quick burger and a sassy comment. Maybe I should go get a burger. They never show just how much thumb twiddling really goes into stakeouts. 

Three hours go by, and I'm ready to go home.

When four o'clock rolls by, I yawn and bump the scope to the side.

Something flickers.

I kick the metal of the bridge. You've got to be fucking kidding me. Four hours, and I've been scoping out the wrong gods-damned warehouse.

I find the flicker again. It's a creature. Naked as the day it was spawned, tracking around the edge of the warehouse. Another one approaches from its left flank. I haven't seen two at once before, and the sight is like an ice-cold finger behind my ear. 

Two more enter the frame of the scope. This time one of them is carrying a corpse as if it were a sack of sugar. No straining. No tensing. Just hauling it along like it weighs nothing. That's four. I don't have to wait long before a fifth shows up. They all vanish through the hole in the warehouse wall, which is barely visible even with the scope. 

I don't know what chills me more — the sheer number of them when I was hoping to have thinned the horde or that they show no animosity toward one another. Normal demons don't get on great. Normal demons fight like cats in a sack given half a reason, and these things seem to be cooperating with one another. 

Cooperation suggests intelligence, or at the very least some sort of group awareness. A pack mentality at its basest form, or a legion at its highest. 

It's clear that this warehouse is their home base. A nest, Gregor called it. I don't even know how many Mediators it would take to clear out that nest with all of them in it. A dozen? Two score? Fuck. We'd have to take it out all at once. Probably from the outside.

As I'm cursing mentally and pondering explosives, another creature flickers past the scope. Then two more, each with a corpse slung over its back. 

It's suddenly very cold on the side of this bridge, and it sure as hell's handbasket isn't the temperature.

Gregor and Alamea might be able to figure this out on their own, but I'm not going to sit here and cross my fingers for them. They need my help if they're going to take these things out. How many did I count? Eight? I'm barely a match for one. 

From the bridge, I have a decent vantage point over the main entrance to the warehouse. It's obvious they use it to come and go, and the one entrance means one exit. I look at my watch. Four thirty-three. If they're all inside now, maybe they will be at another time. Maybe we could catch them with their panties down.

Not that they wear panties. Come on. Give me a break. It's just a figure of speech.

The city commissioner eyes us askance when we blow up buildings, but she might make an exception if we're taking out day-walking, half-demon hybrids who are snacking on the populace. Explosives seem like the best option to get them all at once. 

We'd have to make sure there weren't other exits. And that means posting surveillance on the other sides of the warehouse. Seal it off. Make sure they can't get out. Then pound them into the dirt along with their filthy pile of dinner.

If it's going to work, the surveillance is going to have to get put in place when they're not there. 

It's a lot of planning to do. If I'm going to go to Gregor and Alamea with this, I need to work out the kinks first. 

Time for me to put on my plotting pants.

I hope they chafe less than the leather.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




Either my plotting pants got thrown out with my semi-monthly tattered clothing pile, or I never had them to begin with, because after an hour of trying to figure out what to do, I have a headache.

But that could be because it's five in the morning. 

So far I have a sketch of the warehouses along with the position of the surrounding freight cars. Oh, and I marked the entrance with an X.

I never claimed to be a brilliant strategist. 

Mediators aren't trained to be generals. We're trained to stay alive. I can count the number of coordinated strikes I've participated in on no hands. Most of us stick to the shadows and the alleys and slay demons the way we find them — one by one.

The problem is, they're switching up the game on us.

I do have one advantage — I've been inside. Gregor's going to have to listen now. That many creatures, and close enough they could hit downtown if they spit? He's not going to be happy.

I call the Summit at half past six and make an appointment to meet with Gregor and Alamea at eight tonight. My bed beckons like a seductive lover, all cool cotton and fluffy pillows, but I ignore it. Today'll be a long one. I've gone on no sleep before.

There's one thing I want done before the meeting, and it's going to have to happen before work if my barely-hatched plan has any chance of succeeding. 

I need a witch.

I call Gryfflet and wake him up. He doesn't even seem to hate me much — if the relief in his surprised yawn means anything, it's that he probably thought I was dead.

He agrees to meet me at eight-thirty at Madeline's, a brunch spot near my apartment. There's unintelligible graffiti strewn across the building next to mine when I walk past it. Already their maintenance people are out there with paint remover and scrapers, but I don't like the reminder that the unbalance affects the behavior of norms. The presence of large numbers of hellkin shifts inhibitions. Makes people more likely to say, graffiti a building. Or hurt each other. It adds to the urgency of the weight in my chest.

I get to Madeline's at eight-fifteen and order two coffees — just for me — and a plate of eggs benedict. Madeline's always has that early morning feel to it, even if you go at noon. The air smells like coffee breath and toast, and the decor makes me think Hazel Lottie is their interior designer, but they know breakfast. I'm in my favorite booth, right next to a window that looks out onto the street. For once, the humidity hasn't set in yet, and human commuters are strolling along the sidewalk looking like they ought to be whistling.

A very rumpled Gryfflet appears right on time and slumps into the booth across from me. "Morning." 

He doesn't say good. I've never seen a witch awake before noon who did. Even the word "morning" comes out like an epithet.

I have a very specific question for him, and I wait until he's done ordering a strawberry waffle and a cappuccino to ask.

"What do you know about security systems?" Witches have pioneered the security industry since the 50s. Magic is more reliable than electricity, and most humans are put off by any indication they could sprout feathers from their ears if they break into a place. About one in three witches you meet has some background in security, and if I combine those odds with Gryfflet's knowledge of sound, he might just be able to rig up something to help me.

"Feeling a little sketchy about your apartment? Don't you live in the Triton building?" He frowns at me. 

He's right; I do live in the Triton building. It's the most secure apartment building downtown, which is half of why I chose it. The other half is the view from my balcony. I'm right below the penthouse.

"It's not my apartment. Something else I'm working on. Do you know anything about security systems or not?"

"My dad's Gryffin Asberry, of Asberry and Vont Home Fortress Systems."

"Your dad is Gryffin and he named you Gryfflet?"

Gryfflet doesn't blink, but the corner of his mouth tightens.

Asberry and Vont. The meat of his last sentence processes in my brain. 

They're the ones that provide the security to my building. That's got to be how Gryfflet knew which building I live in. I'm the only Mediator there, and it's two blocks from here.

"So I guess that's a yes."

"It's a yes. I apprenticed with Sterling Vont for two years. I prefer music, though. I work for a label when I'm not doing sound at The Hole." His waffles arrive, along with my eggs. 

Yum. Eggs benedict. I pick up my fork. 

Something crashes through the window, smushing shards of glass into our breakfast. 

It's a commuter in a business suit, his jacket sandwiched between his elbow and his body. He's alive and quivering like my perfectly poached eggs were two seconds ago. 

"Oh, you've got to be kidding me." I grab the commuter by the scruff of the neck and tug him off the table. "You okay? What did this?"

His mouth opens and closes a couple of times, then snaps shut when a shadow darkens the window. A naked shadow. Fuck me.

Not what I meant.

People aren't screaming. They're so used to demons looking demon-y and never sunbathing in an open window that they don't know how much of a shitstorm their lives just became. And I don't have my sword. 

Even Gryfflet just looks shocked. I don't have time to warn him. I stretch one leg out under the table and sweep him from his seat onto the floor.

The creature smiles.

My ass freezes to the booth. 

This is the first time I've seen any display of emotion from one of these things. No pain, no joy, no anger. 

The curve of its lips twists fear into my gut. 

I blink, and the creature has the petrified commuter by the neck. Fuck, these things move fast. No one else seems to have caught its quicksilver motion yet, but everyone in the tiny diner hears the snap of the commuter's neck and the popping squish as the poor guy's arm comes off. 

Now people start screaming.

I ignore them.

Gryfflet isn't moving, and he's in easy reach of the creature, his face spattered with bright red from the arm removal like a kid's splatter paint project.

The creature has its back to me, but I only have two daggers, one in each boot. I reach under the table, my breath a taut bubble in my throat. My fingers touch the hilts of the daggers, and I pull them out with only a split-second hiss.

The noise hasn't done anything. Or if it has, the creature didn't notice over its mouthful of suit. And I'm not talking about stitched fabric.

I raise my arms back from my ankles. My elbow bumps the table with a sharp crack. Shit. Oh, shit. 

I expect the creature to spin, drop its arm, and fly at me.

It doesn't. It's still busy eating man-meat. Why didn't it notice that?

Then I see Gryfflet. His face is still. I thought he was paralyzed from fear, but I must have missed how his irises went cloudy. He's doing something, and whatever it is, it's keeping the monster focused on its meal.

Which sucks for the commuter, but it'll be a good thing for all the screeching norms who are huddled under their tables.

I can't take the thing's head off in one swipe this time. It's not going to work with eight inch blades. I need to think of something else, and fast. Gryfflet has sweat beading on his cabbage-y face, and his tongue flicks across his upper lip, eyes locked on the creature.

Maybe I don't need to take the head off. Maybe I just need to sever the spinal cord. My mark has its back to me, and its head is bent over the arm. Wet suckling sounds come from whatever it's doing. I can't think about that.

I tuck my knees under me and stand on the booth. I'm sweating now, the perspiration dripping down each temple. If I miss this strike, there are going to be a lot of bodies joining Mr. Meal here.

My left hand is slightly stronger, but my right is more accurate. I know what I have to do. I hope it will be enough. It has to be enough.

I slam the right dagger down right on target. I feel the small pop where it hits the spinal cord and my left dagger slices two inches into the left side of the monster's neck.

And my plan goes all to shit.

The creature drops its breakfast and spins around, eyes wild and smile replaced by a red smear across the lower half of its face. Its movement wrenches my hands from their hold on the daggers. The monster's legs wobble, but it doesn't fall. I snapped its spinal cord. This thing should be dropped.

It's not as tall as the last one I fought. With me standing on the booth, its head is at my waist level. I back up one step pull my right knee to my stomach and kick. My heel connects with its head.

The head detaches from the body and flies between two potted plants, banging into the wall with a thud.

Field goal. Three points for me.
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This time, there are the police to deal with. 

They start by telling the terrified breakfast-goers that the guy was on PCP or bath salts or something. I don't think that helps, because now the smell of urine has joined the aroma of coffee-breath and eggs in Madeline's, and it doesn't all belong to the guy who became a monster's brunch.

I sit next to Gryfflet at the booth where our breakfast and the commuter came to die. He's licking his lips once every seven seconds. 

"That guy," he says. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven. Lick. "Part of the reason you called me here this morning?"

"Yeah. But I didn't exactly expect him to show up."

"What was that? It wasn't human."

So the PCP story wasn't going to work with Gryfflet. I didn't really expect it to. "Remember that talisman you found?" At his impatient nod, I go on. "Long story short, it led to one of those —" I point at the yet-unbagged creature's body on the floor, "— getting spawned. By Lena Saturn."

Gryfflet's eyes bulge, and he gives another convulsive lick of his lips. I feel the urge to hand him some lip balm. He's going to need it. "That's not possible."

I hate it when people say that when a monster's just smashed a commuter through a window onto their breakfast. At my irritated look, he mutters under his breath.

"It shouldn't be possible." A shudder ripples his entire body. "I know what we just saw, and I know what I felt. It felt wrong. That thing felt wrong."

I think of the sandbag weight I've had in my chest for a week. Wrong covers it pretty well. But what happened to that businessman is a few steps up from wrong.

"What was it you were doing to the thing? To distract it?"

Gryfflet taps one fingernail against the tabletop, an inch away from a smear of egg yolk and blood. "I put a cone around its head. Filtered the sound away from its ears like a shield."

"You can do that?"

"It's not easy."

"Could you do it for a wider area?"

His head turns a couple ticks to the side. "What exactly are you asking?"

I don't have time to answer. A homicide detective walks up to us, feet crunching shards of glass. He takes one look at the two of us, then glances at the corpse. 

"Mediator?" He looks at me. I nod. "Witch?" This time he looks at Gryfflet. Who also nods.

The detective points to the milling group of witnesses, all nursing coffee and trembling, some enough to dribble coffee over the sides of their cups. "All those folk over there say you saved their lives. Mind giving me a rundown of what happened here?"

He's speaking mostly to me, like I'm an authority or something. I guess I am. The law enforcement agencies really hate demons. Hellkin make all sorts of messes. I think they like the idea that we drew the short straws, so they commingle pity and admiration, which creates a sort of fuzzy respect. That's how the detective's watching me as I tell the story. I don't tell him I know what's wrong with the creature. If there's anything the police would like less than demons, it's hellkin in human suits who can walk in the sun.

I make sure to mention Gryfflet's role in stopping the murderer, which makes his cabbage-like face take on a decidedly beet tone. I've been questioned by the cops before, and I zone out as I go over the facts twice. If you ever have to do it, don't be afraid to repeat yourself. It's not the time to take liberties with style.

Across the diner, a familiar blocky figure enters, making eye contact with me from twenty feet away. Gregor. Perfect. There's a large cuckoo clock that hangs above the bar. Nine twenty-two. Time doesn't stop even when someone's life does.

Now I know I'll be late for work.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




Laura doesn't fire me on the spot, but I get the feeling she wants to by the spluttery "You...you..." that comes out of her mouth when I call her to tell her I won't be in today.

Sometime last year, a couple of other Mediators with the day job blues tried to get legislation passed to make employers give extra personal days to Mediators. It's still tied up in litigation, and I didn't care when I first heard about it. Now I'm wishing I'd added my name to the petition.

We don't have a union, but if we went on strike, it would probably get some attention. Though letting the populace get munched on by demons wouldn't set the best precedent for peace talks.

Gregor tugs me aside as soon as the detective is finished with me. Gryfflet's nervousness buzzes the air. His fingers flicker and fidget at a speed that I thought was reserved for the wings of insects. I follow Gregor to the door after a clipped beckoning gesture from him. At first I think he's going to scold me, what with the you're-in-deep-shit face he's wearing.

Outside, the mugginess is picking up in the air, transcending the early-morning cool with sticky humidity. I brush some hollandaise sauce from my shirt where it splattered, which does nothing but leave a few sticky smears. 

"Number four, eh?" 

I look over at Gregor, who looks like he ought to be lighting a cigarette. If I squint at him, I can almost see the fifties. 

"I didn't go looking for this one. It landed in my lap. And ruined my breakfast." My stomach gives a helpful rumble to emphasize my words.

Gregor folds his square hands in front of him. "It looks like you're a part of this now."

That rankles, and I bristle like a cat who's just run into a pack of rottweilers. "I've been a part of this. Alamea handed me the second talisman and told me to deal with it. I dealt with it in my own way. If she'd given me enough Mediators to do my job, we could have taken out the bouncing bundle of demon spawn and the twenty-odd demons who came to greet it. But she didn't, and there's no way Ripper, Ben, and I could have handled it. Y'all are the ones who cut me out." I leave out my mother, but I know he's thinking it.

He inhales through his teeth. "I was trying to keep you out of it for your own safety."

A snort would be appropriate, but I hold the impulse. "Safety was never part of the equation when I was born with these eyes."

"You seem to be holding your own, anyway." Gregor tightens one side of his mouth. "Meet me at the Summit in an hour. We'll have an early meeting with Alamea and decide what to do next."
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I wait for Gryfflet outside of Madeline's, and he emerges ten minutes later looking paler than usual. 

"You okay?" He impressed me in there, using whatever magic he did to stop the creature from hearing my movements. For as nervous as he seems without hellkin around, I wouldn't have expected it from him. Brave.

"I'm fine." Gryfflet scuffs a foot against a crack in the concrete. "You never got the chance to tell me why you called me here."

My car's still at home, and I'll need it to drive to the Summit. I indicate to Gryfflet to walk with me. 

A crowd has gathered, trickling in to fill the street. The press hasn't arrived yet, and for that I'm thankful. We escape just as I see a news van round the corner. Past the crowd, the street is empty. 

"I found a whole nest of those creatures," I tell Gryfflet. 

He pauses for one second, then resumes his pace beside me. "A nest? How many?"

"At least eight or ten. And there's no way I could take them out myself. I'm going to meet with the Summit leaders in a bit and see if they'll go for my plan."

"You have a plan?"

"I want to take out the building they're in. It's a warehouse over by the old train tracks, but it's going to take some tricky surveillance to make sure we hit it right." Tricky is one way of putting it. Miraculous might be another. Posting cameras around a building full of supersensory, superstrong demonoids isn't going to be like dropping a water balloon on a neighbor. "They can't know we're coming."

"And that's where I'd come in."

"If you're willing."

He stops, his reflection wobbling in a dark-tinted window behind him. "I don't know if I can cover that big of an area. It was a strain to cover just the one...thing...in Madeline's."

I don't know how magic works. "Did you seal him in a bubble or something?" 

He nods. That's not good. A warehouse would be way too much to drape a bubble over. But what if he didn't have to? 

"What if you just covered me instead?" 

Gryfflet ponders that. "That might actually work. With him I was trying to keep sound out, but keeping sound in might work even better. I could probably cover both of us."

"You free tonight?"

He gains a chin as he pulls his head back into his neck. "Tonight? You want to do it tonight?"

"I want to test it tonight. See if we can pull it off. Not on creatures; with a Mediator or a morph. A morph would be better; they have better hearing."

The second chin vanishes. Gryfflet nods, hesitant. "I could do that, if I get a nap."

"Well, then go to bed. I'll call you around ten."

I make it to the Summit about ten minutes early and sit in my car to kill the time. Gryfflet could be very useful if we can perfect his little trick, but I don't want to get my hopes up too far. Still, if we can figure this out today, it'll mean were a few steps closer to getting rid of the hybrids. I don't know what to call them yet, but they've already mucked up their welcome.

A text from Gregor tells me to go to a conference room instead of Alamea's office. Yes, Mediators have conference rooms. Sometimes we even have conferences.

I expected there to be more than just Alamea and Gregor in the conference room, but it's just them. Alamea's taken the head of the table, and with her stature, any chair she sits in looks like a throne. Gregor wouldn't look regal even if you plunked him in ermine and plopped a crown on his head. As it is, he's got both feet propped on the polished marble of the table, a toothpick hanging out of his mouth. If anyone's used to Gregor, it's Alamea. She doesn't seem to care about the feet or the dangling toothpick, and she indicates for me to sit next to her. 

At least she's not having me sit across from Gregor's feet. Even with shoes, they smell like he's been fleeing speedy little blitz demons without changing his socks for a month. 

Alamea doesn't waste time. "We hear you've had significantly more luck in battling shades than we have, Mediator Storme."

"Shades?" I ask.

The toothpick tumbles from Gregor's lips, and he replaces it with a grim smile. Shades. It's a step up from creature, if that's what I think she's saying.

"One of the others came up with the term. Their human physique appears to be a shield against the sun. Like sunglasses. Shades. It stuck." Alamea looks as though she'd prefer something more grandiose.

"I've killed four of them."

"How?"

"Chopped off their heads." That's typical demon protocol. Some of them carry their hearts and vitals in odd places. Blitzes have their hearts in their asses, maybe to supply their muscular and very busy legs enough blood flow.

Alamea has very long eyelashes, and at my comment, they hike up into her eyebrows. After a beat, they flit back down, and any indication that I've startled her vanishes into the smooth cocoa lines of her face.

"What I meant, Storme, was how you managed to fight them without dying." Her tone is as even as her expression. The kind of even that comes from concealing information, like a floorboard that fits just too closely over a hidden cache.

If she's asking that, it means someone — maybe multiple someones — has died trying to fight the creatures. I haven't fought them. Not really. I went straight for the head in all cases. They're too fast. Too strong. They've knocked me flat before I had a chance to respond, and if I didn't have the habit of keeping my sword drawn at all times during a patrol, I'd be lining the inside of their warehouse nest by now.

"Never knew you to hold back on the smart-ass remarks, Storme," Gregor mutters around the toothpick.

"I actually wasn't planning to be a smart-ass till later. What I was going to say is that I aimed for the head first and didn't give them time to pin me. Also, they rush in a lot. Go hard and fast straight at you. You can disorient them if you use their attack to get your sword in their gut. Heart's better. Then pull back and get a clean decapitation." I'm surprised no one else has figured this out. Maybe they've been fighting them like they'd fight super-strong humans. Humans don't usually want to eat you. Except maybe in Florida. "How many have you lost?"

"Four Mediators." Alamea says in that same even tone.

"In a week?" I can't keep the naked incredulity from my voice. We don't lose that many in six months, even considering the danger of our job. Occasionally we'll have a blip of deaths, but one of the things we're trained for is evasion and not being stupid. If the fight's not on our ground, we move it until it is.

"And that's not all we've lost." Gregor slides his feet off the table, leaving streaks of dust on the marble. "At last count, over fifty normals have been confirmed dead or missing."

This is my opening. There's too much carnage, and I can't pull off my plan even with Gryfflet on my side.

I look Alamea in the eyes. 

"I know where there's a nest. I'll help you take it out."
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




For a solid twenty seconds, I don't breathe. I watch Alamea and Gregor's eyes, hoping for some sort of window into their souls or at least what the hell they're thinking about what I just said.

Instead I get big fat silence, as pregnant as Lena Saturn in that clearing.

I sit still in my chair, willing my knees not to twitch, trying not to squirm, deflating more and more with each passing heartbeat. 

"What do you need from us?"

It takes me a moment to understand that Alamea is on board. I look at Gregor for confirmation, and he nods. 

"Just tell us what you need, Storme." His eyes focus on Alamea, and she looks back at him. I don't know what they're telegraphing, but whatever it is seems to be in my favor.

The basics aren't too bad. We can go over the equipment later. I slide my chair close enough for me to rest my elbows on the cold, flat marble.

"I'm going to need at least fifteen Mediators. Find the ones least likely to view these creatures — these shades — as human. They need to know that heart and gut hits won't slow them for long. Sever the head. That's their one mission when they fight them."

"Done. I want Ripper and Wheedle on this one." Gregor's not really talking to me on this one, because he knows I wouldn't bring Ben.

Alamea opens her mouth, and I can't be sure if she meant to object or not, because she closes it again and nods. 

There's something else I need to know before the rest of my plan has a chance of working. It's an experiment. And these shades are bad news, right?

Alamea senses my hesitation. "What is it, Storme?"

"I want to capture one of the shades. The only way I think we'll be able to take out the whole warehouse full of them is if we blow it up. And if we do that, I want to know for sure it'll kill them." Even though these things are taking big bites out of Nashville's citizens, I don't like what I'm suggesting. Fire's a shitty way to go for anything.

"You want to capture one and see if fire will kill it." Gregor shrugs. "Sure."

I expected them to balk. I guess I shouldn't be surprised. They do what they have to do to kill demons. And these shades might wear human suits, but they are demons. I've said it before, and I'll say it again.

Looks like I've got some snares to set.
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Turns out, Alamea has other plans. Just as I'm getting home, I get a text saying that four Mediators managed to track and capture a shade. And then they doused it in lighter fluid and lit a match. 

The shade went up like a bottle rocket. 

I'm relieved I didn't have to be there for that, and it's good to know that there's another option for getting rid of them. But it still makes me feel squidgy inside, and I don't know why. You don't feel bad about killing demons. Maybe it's that I really hate the idea of burning to death. I guess I don't wish that on anything, no matter how people-eatery and evil.

Gryfflet's going to help train a couple other witches for the Mediators to work with, and tomorrow night we're going to set the surveillance. And the explosives. You couldn't pay me to go near the explosives. I don't like things that go boom unless they're in an action film.

Now that part of my plan is out of my hands, I feel nervous. Call me a control freak. 

I'm just settling in with a glass of Chianti when someone knocks at my door.

I don't get visitors. I set my wine down on the coffee table and get up to look through the peep hole.

And it's Ben. If I wasn't feeling surly a minute ago, I am now.

"I know you're there, Ayala. I heard you walk up to the door."

Damn Mediators with their...ears.

A human wouldn't have been able to hear my footsteps through a door like mine. I want to growl, but instead I pull back the slide bolt and flick open the other locks. "What do you want, Ben?"

"I wanted to apologize for intruding on your space."

By turning up at my door? Whatever. "Apology accepted. Was there something else?"

"I was going to see if you'd want to go to dinner. On me. No strings, just me saying sorry."

Dinner with Ben. I can't get past his farm-boy looks. I feel like he ought to be wearing blue flannel and Wranglers and lassoing demons from the back of a horse. Hey, some Mediators used to do that back in the 1800s. You never know what'll blow somebody's skirt up. Do I want to go to dinner with the farm-boy? 

"What did you have in mind?"

"Italian. Trattoria Soprano off Demonbreun."

"Fine." My wine will wait for me. Mellow its tannins a bit. Plus, if he's buying, I can get myself a glass. 

I've never been to the Trattoria Soprano, and I see why the moment we arrive in Ben's Jeep. It's a strip mall hole in the wall with a sign chipped in three places that makes the Italian flag look as though it's eroding. But inside is a different world.

The walls are done in ivory stucco, so I approve the moment I walk through the door. Dim lighting in electric sconces lines the walls, making a golden glow throughout the restaurant. The tables are solid wood and polished, and the top third of the wall is a mural of the Italian countryside that stretches around the small dining room, morphing into a city-scape of Rome. Even the ceiling fits in — it's painted a deep azure with fluffy clouds lazing about. 

"Surprised I have decent taste?" Ben holds up two fingers to the host, who leads us to a table under the vineyard portion of the mural.

"Not really."

"I've always wanted to go to Italy." Ben pulls out a cushioned wooden chair for me, but sits in it himself when I glower at him. Not a date, Ben. 

I pull out my own chair and sit facing him. "I don't like to think about things I know I'll never be able to do."

Ben shrugs. "You never know. Anything is possible."

"Who are you, Hallmark?" No Mediator can leave her area. Ever. Sometimes they overlap, so I've worked with Columbus Mediators and Atlanta Mediators, but never New York or D.C. But they've got the boring areas anyway. All the demon hotspots are farther south or inland. Yeah, it sucks. When I was a kid I wanted to see Hawaii. Or Belize. Never gonna happen, so why should I sit here and pine about it with Ben?

"So your plan for this hellkin-invasion. You think it'll work?" He seems to sense he's hit a nerve. One point for him.

"If we manage to blow up the shades, yes. If we manage to blow up ourselves, no."

The waiter brings us a basket of warm, crusty bread, and I fall upon it like a shade on a frat boy. Ben watches, a small smile hovering on his lips. It vanishes when I look directly at him. 

"I think it'll work. The witches can do what they do, we'll do what we do. Kill demons." He says it sort of absently, like he's talking about an accounting report instead of poking things with sharp metal objects. Or, in this case, setting them on fire.

I frown at the empty basket. "So what's good here?"

"Seafood pasta. Baby clams, shrimp, mussels. It's delicious."

Uh-uh. I don't trust seafood in a landlocked state. I don't care what witches claim they've done for the food preservation world. "No seafood for me."

I settle on a nettle ravioli that fits my prickly mood. Ben gets the pasta. If he's barfing in an hour, it's not my fault.

I'm feeling more nervous than I should be. This isn't a date, and I can't tell if my anxiety stems from Ben's presence or just my fear a half-demon monster's going to drop a suit in my food again before I can eat it. Somehow, I feel more alone with Ben than I do by myself in my own apartment. I can almost hear the crickets as we sit in silence, me picking at the crumbs of bread, him fiddling with the hem on his linen napkin.

The food arrives in a blessedly short amount of time, and I throw myself at it like it's a set of gleaming abs. Ben takes smaller bites. If he's not done by the time I am, I'm going to thank him and bail. Except he drove here. Damn it.

I polish off my ravioli in about six minutes, and he's not even halfway done with his whatever-he-ordered. Maybe it's not the seafood after all. Lamb? Beef? No clue.

He puts his fork down and looks at me. "Ayala, can we talk?"

Oh, no. Oh, no, no, no, no, no.

My face must be contorted in some awful rictus of horror, because I see his Adam's apple bobbing along with his earlobes. It's almost impressive. But I don't want to have another chat about how not interested in him I am.

"Look. I know you don't want to hear it. I just need to...put it out there before we go into this warehouse thing. I need you to know how I feel about you."

Oh, gods damn it all to the six and a half hells. Why don't I have anything to stuff in my mouth? The bread is gone. My ravioli is gone. I pick up my water glass and dump several ice cubes into my mouth and crunch them hard. 

My teeth feel like I've bitten down on aluminum foil instead of ice, but it helps distract me.

"Okay," I sputter around my mouthful of crushed ice.

My feet move under the table like they're doing a square dance. Heel, toe, heel toe. Damn you, Ben Wheedle. Why can't you just take no for an answer?

"I've known you since we were Mittens together. Just out of our first expeditions, just given our first metal swords. You were always the one I looked up to, wanted to be like. You were so serious all the time, except when you'd say something funny and it was so unexpected you'd make the whole team of us laugh. And remember how mad Gregor would get?"

Memory lane. That well-trod path. I've never been much for getting its mud on my shoes. Past is past. I know I've known Ben a while. I've known all the Nashville Mediators a while. There aren't enough of us to get lost in the crowd, and Ben was always that kid who didn't realize I really meant go away when I said it.

I watch Ben, stilling the movement of my feet. My heart feels like a maraca, and I hate this feeling. This is why I don't date. I hate these feelings. These I'm-gonna-hurt-the-shit-out-of-you feelings. And of course, the flip side.

Ben. Say what you're going to say. I can feel my eyes boring a hole in his face. Just say it, damn you. So I can rip the bandage off. Say it. 

"I've been in love with you since I met you. I know you don't feel the same way, but I want you to know."

It sounds suspiciously like an in-case-we-get-dead confession, and I don't like that. He doesn't even know me, not really. He loves the idea of me. I ignore the love part and scowl at him. "Ben. We're not going to die."

It's his turn to be silent. He asks the waiter for a box and the check, and neither of us says a goll-darned word until he pulls up in front of the Triton building.

"Thanks for dinner," I say. Not awkward at all.

I get out of the car, digging in my pocket for my keys. 

Ben waits until the doorman closes the door behind me to leave.

I get two whole days without having to see him. And at least then there will be demons for a distraction.

Demons tend to be good for that.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE




The night of the warehouse bombing arrives like it's been laying in wait.

Setting the surveillance went as smoothly as pig on a greased waterslide, so smoothly that the whole thing is now making me jitter like I've injected pure caffeine into my veins.

I still have two hours of slow wick to burn through before everything goes boom. Twenty-two Mediators. Five pounds of plastic explosives, set at intervals around the warehouse by a pair of witches and a Mediator who moonlights — daylights? — as a member of the bomb squad.

If the camera feeds are correct, there is a window between four-thirty and six when almost all the shades seem to be home at Ye Olde Hearth of Evil. It confirms what I saw that night with my scope from the bridge, and it's the one thing I feel at all certain about.

Right now, it's one and I'm already dressed to impress in my softest, most pliable leather. I could be wearing the heavy-duty stuff, but it just hampers my movement, and if I'm going to be puree de Mediator tonight it's not going to matter what fashion statement I'm making. I run over the plan in my head again.

We'll surround the building. Charges have been set on the outskirts down the most likely escape routes, so if the monsters try to get away, we can hit another series of switches and make them go boom, baby. We'll be clustered at bottlenecks to catch any stragglers, which we should have outnumbered four to one. 

I repeat the plan over and over. So many things can go wrong tonight. I wish I had more confidence. All I know is that I have to try and take out these bastards, or there won't be a Nashville left for us to defend from the demons. I can almost feel the scales tipping in my chest, and it makes me feel sick.

Sick and jittery. Great way to go into tonight.

I meet Gryfflet at half past two outside the Triton building. He looks like he's ready to spew all over the sidewalk. I don't blame him. This is a lot of pressure for a sound guy. 

"Ready for tonight?" I ask him. It's the stupidest question. Who's going to hop up from foot to foot like a boxer and thumb their nose and bellow a yes? Not Gryfflet Asberry. Not Ayala Storme.

Maybe Ripper, if he ever bellowed at all.

"I kind of have to be. I don't even know why you need me now. I already helped them set the charges and the surveillance." He's right. But Gregor wanted him along, so here he is.

"You helped me at Madeline's. A bunch of people would have gotten splatted if it weren't for you."

"I was more concerned about me getting splatted, to be honest."

"Hey, that's fair. Just keep that in mind tonight. Don't get splatted."

"I think I can remember that," he says, voice grim.

The rest of us are meeting at the end of the bridge that lands on the warehouse side of the river. When we get there, we're early. Only twelve or so other Mediators are milling around by the water's edge, including Ben and Ripper. Gregor and Alamea are here as well. I'm on Gregor's detail tonight. I asked to lead my own, but he pulled rank and subsumed me into his.

The rest of the group trickles in over the next hour. Everyone looks as antsy as I feel. The witches stand out. They hold still where the Mediators pace and move, fluid muscles needing the action. I've never been great at sitting still myself. We bounce around the concrete like agitated atoms; the witches almost look like they're glued to their spots.

There are only three witches. Three of them, twenty-two of us. 

I feel tonight like someone's been adding sand to the weight on my chest in a continuous, slow, hissing pour. What I wouldn't give to feel light and quick right now.

Gregor raises his square hand in the air, and suddenly the movement of Mediators halts like he's pressed pause. He signals to two of the teams, including Ben's. Every body in this group is sheathed in black.  They slip into the night, and the darkness closes around their departing backs. 

Five minutes of only breath pass before he raises his hand again. This time Ripper's group and one other vanish the same way. Another five minutes, and it's our turn.

We're taking the northeast corner of the warehouse. I recognize the two other people on our team — a woman about my age with black hair and brown skin called Mira and a pale man called Devon who has a wide scar down one cheek. I've met Devon a few times, and I've never asked about the scar. It takes a lot to leave a lasting mark. I don't want to know how wide or deep that cut was to leave such a reminder.

We reach our positions in about seven minutes. By now, all the creatures should be tucked into their gruesome beddy-byes, should be snuggling up to their body parts and dreaming of carnage. If they even sleep.

And then we wait. 

The corner of gravel we've picked is at the end of a train car, the warehouse visible on the right side. We're opposite the warehouse's entrance, but if the shades come this way, we've got charges lined at five foot intervals starting ten yards beyond the building. If we need to reroute them in our direction, that should be enough to do it.

Those who have the detonators are supposed to hit the switch at seventeen minutes past five.

Don't ask me. I didn't choose the time.

The minutes slide by, sucked into the warehouse like my thoughts. I think of the bodies inside, the blood, the rotting flesh. And the stench. I've smelled a lot of stenches in my time, and that's up there with the worst of them. 

I feel uneasy. It's the waiting that does it to me. Once the button gets pressed, I'll know what to do. I will. It's knowing the seconds on the clock are speeding toward something that I can't control. And the second five-seventeen hits, all control goes boom like the warehouse.

This has to work. It has to.

The night air is soft. Even the humidity is like a velvet touch against my face. The moon is almost full, but it set at two tonight. Lucky for us.

With Nashville's light pollution, there aren't many visible stars, and a muggy haze coats the sky like a frosted glass.

I don't even hear it coming.

There's a muffled oomph and a rush of air past my face that blows a lock of my hair onto my lips. I jump away from the feeling and hear the smattering of feet on gravel that is Gregor and Mira doing the same. But Devon. I don't see Devon.

"What the fuck was that?" I'm glad to hear that Mira has a potty mouth as bad as mine. Makes me feel better about myself. Or it would if Devon hadn't poofed into nothingness.

My head swivels toward the warehouse, where there's a flicker of movement just as a large object disappears around the corner. My stomach does a roll over. "It took Devon inside."

Inside. Into...there. I remember too well what it's like in there.

"That's impossible." Gregor heads behind the train car, looking around and under it as if he expects to find Devon crouching and playing a joke.

"I'm serious, Gregor. I just saw something that way." I point to the corner where the thing disappeared. I don't know how it moved that fast or how I didn't hear the cursed thing coming. Especially on the gravel. Even we can't move that quietly.

I pull out my phone. It's three minutes after five. 

Mira beats me to it. "We have to get Devon. There's only fourteen minutes before that whole thing blows."

"And they know we're here now." Three seconds and everything we've been doing for the last four days has evaporated into uncertainty.

And Devon's in there. 

I can't leave him in there. I can't. Maybe it's the horrible scar, but I pity him. He shouldn't have to die like the rest. I know I'm probably too late. I know he's probably dying as I stop to assess it. I know what awaits him in there. The knowledge is heavy and rotten in my heart.

I also know I have to try. "Don't hit the button!"

My legs burst into a sprint. I hear Gregor's heavy tread behind me, churning the gravel. But I'm faster than he is. I have both swords drawn in five strides, and the warehouse looms up before me, all corrugated steel and menace.

The corner. We're opposite the entrance. I choose the shorter end of the warehouse and veer to the left, skidding on the loose ground. I right myself as I round the corner to the right. The entrance is ahead, and each step feels like death in my boots.

I'm not going to make it out of this alive.

But maybe I can get Devon away before they blow it.

Just maybe I can throw him out of there.

I dive through the entrance, one burst of gratefulness for my leathers filling my mind as my hip hits the rough pavement. My arm hits something soft, and I force the thought out of my mind. 

Nothing's attacking me yet. I gather my feet beneath me. I have no light. No flashlight. And I'll be damned if I'm going to drop a sword to get my phone out of my pocket. 

There's the sound of quiet squishing and a muffled cry of pain.

Devon. 

Close and to my left. I leap in the direction of the cry, hoping for accuracy in my blindness. "Devon!"

They already know I'm here. No use being sneaky.

He screams. Five feet to my left. I try to land a flying kick to whatever is making him scream, but my foot slips in the gore, and I go down. Something grabs my foot, and I strike out with my sword. A roar rewards me, and the fingers stop grasping. I've cut an arm off. 

My blood is on fire. I jump to my feet and keep my balance this time, sheathing my left sword in one motion. My left hand encounters warm, clothed solidity. Devon. Why haven't the others attacked me yet? I scoop my arm around him and drag him. His leather is slick with blood, but labored breathing tells me he's alive. His feet struggle to help me move him.

I can see the dimness of the exit. I have to get to it. Why haven't they attacked me yet? Why haven't they?

Something dark passes in front of the dim light. A choked guh escapes my throat. "Devon," I whisper. "When I say go, get to the opening." 

He doesn't answer, but I feel the movement of his head against my shoulder. I shove him toward the opening — and whatever's blocking it. "Go!"

As fast as his body's warmth vanishes from my side, I throw myself at the dark swathe, yanking my left sword back from its scabbard. The right I bring down hard, but not fast enough. 

But it gets the shade away from the hole. Devon's crawling, crawling, scrambling. He's almost out.

I swing my left sword in a large arc, and I feel it make contact with flesh. Hard flesh. Chest, not stomach. Bone underneath. 

Devon's out. He's out. His foot vanishes out the hole. Someone please get him before hitting the detonators. Please get him.

Now I'm alone and blind in a too-quiet warehouse of death.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX




I can't get a full breath. I don't even want to; every inhalation of cloying decay is a reminder of what I'm going to be in a matter of minutes.

Except nothing's happening. It's just my short gasps of breath and nothing attacking me.

It's got to be time. It's got to be time for this place to blow by now. 

A wrecking ball slams into me.

I hit the ground in a splatter of shit I don't want to think about. Shouldn't be thinking about, not with this place about to be blown to smithereens. I've never seen death up close before.

Not this close.

It's on top of me, and I can't get it off. The muscles holding me down feel like the steel girders holding the roof of this place up. Wetness soaks through my hair, smears the back of my neck. I lost one sword when I went down, but I have my forearm knives loaded. I spring it and jam it into the body on top of me. Then again. And again. I feel the blade perforating the flesh and hack with my remaining sword, stabbing with the knife. 

It's not helping. I might as well be armed with styrofoam. A gurgle falls from my lips. 

I'm going to die here.

Something hits the shade holding me down. I scramble backward.

Snarls and roars. Noise. Four distinct voices. Now five. Eight.

Fuckity fuck fuck. I can't see the hole. I can't tell the time. There are seconds between me and smithereens, and I don't know how many. 

Light floods the warehouse.

At first all I can think is, this is it. This is death, this is the end. Light then heat then nothing, blissful nothing and darkness away from these smells and fear and pain. 

It's not the explosives.

It's floodlights.

In the split second it's been, I see the flash of what looks like a hundred pinpricks of orange.

One moment. One picture. One image of shades surrounding me. It plants my feet in inch-deep human goo, and I can't move. I can't look away. Twenty? Fifty? They're crouched on rafters, clinging to girders. Up high, down low. So many. How did there get to be so many? 

The one whose arm I chopped off is huddled twenty feet away, snarling at me but not moving.

Then they all move at once, and my bladder releases a flood of warmth down my legs.

They're all coming right at me.

My feet leave the ground. Not down this time. Up. Why up? Something clutches the back of my leather jacket. A crane? A hand?

The lights snuff out, and the warehouse is flooded in darkness again.

I've got myself back, and I struggle in midair. The odor of the place fills my nostrils, coats them. I'm still moving up with fits and jerks. It's climbing. Whatever has me is climbing, and fast. 

The snarls below haven't faded. Are they fighting each other? I smack out at whatever has me and get only a growl in return. For a moment, the movement stops.

Something slams into my head.
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It's the boom that wakes me.

It starts as a rumble, a flash of heat. My eyes snap open in time to see the warehouse erupt in a volcano of fire. I feel the heat from it, and shrapnel starts raining down around me.

I'm up high. I'm on the roof of a neighboring warehouse. 

And there's a shade next to me, watching.

I spring my remaining forearm knife, lunging at the creature. My brain whirls in my skull, sloshing against bone like wet macaroni, and the shade grabs both wrists. It hits a pressure point in my right, and the knife clatters to the metal roof and hisses off the side.

"Stop."

The word hits me like a slap, and I freeze, stunned. It sounds like a voice that hasn't been used in ten years, like a coma patient trying to speak for the first time since waking. The shade is looking at me with eyes that are deep indigo, almost black.

It's still holding my wrists, not letting go. "Get off me." 

The early morning air feels crisp after the inner sanctum of the warehouse. I breathe it in, getting whiffs of the rotten smell and the tang of urine from my pants. It's not embarrassment that has me struggling against his grip.

You'd have pissed yourself too, and you're shitting yourself right now if you think otherwise.

I'm still not totally convinced I won't again. It's holding me steady, only twelve inches from its face. 

And its face looks confused, as if it doesn't know what it's doing. Trying to steal a snack, maybe. Fuck this. I throw my leg toward it, a sloppy attempt at a kick. The shade flips me on my side and bears down on me. It hasn't spoken again. Did I imagine it?

"Don't fight."

Guess not.

"Fuck you. You'd fight if you were about to get eaten."

"I'm not going to eat you."

I somehow don't find that reassuring.

It watches me, still leaning on my arms, still pinning me to the roof. I think of Gregor. And Devon. I swallow hard and immediately regret it. The stink of the warehouse has coated the membranes of my mouth and throat, and I feel like I've swallowed a two-week-old corpse. 

I hope Devon got out. Shit, I hope. I hope. I hope. 

The creature speaks again. "If I take you down there, will you let me live?"

My mouth opens involuntarily. I don't think I could take down a kitten right now. I'm at the shade's mercy, and it should know it.

"Will you let me live if I return you to your friends?"

My lungs fill with air, and I let it out in a gust. "Yes. I'll let you live."

The fog in my brain clears slowly, dissipating like morning mist. The aftermath of adrenaline leaves crystalline sharpness behind. This shade saved my life. Why?

"You took me out of there."

"They were going to tear you apart." He pauses. "Well. Some of them."

I don't know what he means. 

"Why did you do that?" I hate the way the question leaves my mouth. It's tinny and wan. It sounds like I feel. Tinny and wan.

"You saved your friend."

It's not enough explanation for me. "Did I? Did he get away?" Now it's my voice that sounds like a just-woken coma patient. Devon's going to have more scars. 

The shade points down past the billowing cloud of smoke. "There. He was there when the building exploded."

"You can talk." I'm nearing a stupor. "Can you all talk?"

"Some more than others." He releases my arms and cradles me toward him. My whole body quakes. He could just throw me off. Make me go BLAT on the gravel like a human water balloon.

But he doesn't. He jumps off. 

With me against his chest.

My stomach drops faster than we do, and it seems to bounce back against my head when his feet hit the ground. His knees bend almost all the way, absorbing the impact of the nearly two-story drop. The hard grip of his arms release, and rocks poke into my legs.

He's gone.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN




My phone still works. 

My fingers are covered in gore and slime, and they leave streaks on the screen guard when I dial Gregor's number. My eyes zero in on it, just now noticing it, just now seeing that I look like I've been dumped in a vat of once-upon-a-human.

I stammer something. I don't know what. What seems like seconds later, Gregor's here, and Mira and Ben and Ripper are not far behind him.

"Ayala. What happened?" 

Mira cups my chin in her hand. "Her pupils are different sizes. She's got a concussion."

That would explain the fuzz in my head.

"Can we move her to the Summit infirmary?" Ben's staring down at me like he's never seen me before. "Is she okay?"

I go to push Mira's hand aside, and she flinches away from the goo covering my skin. "I'm okay." I push myself onto wobbly legs, feeling like I've just been birthed by a zombie.

I know. Zombies aren't real. But human afterbirth doesn't smell this shitty.

"What happened?" Gregor asks again. Ripper's standing to the side, eyes warily searching the ground. For what, I don't know.

"Devon. A shade had him. I cut off its arm, got him to the door. Then..." I see it all again in my head. The shade overshadowing the door. I feel its hands pinning me again, holding me down as I stab it over and over. "It — one of them — got me down on my back. I stabbed it. I guess I stabbed it enough times."

How can I tell them that a shade rescued me? I can't even process it. I don't know what happened, what I saw, what pulled me out of there. All I remember is the lights flickering on, the flash of orange from so many eyes. 

The morning cools the wetness of my thighs. 

"We saw you go in. One of the witches tripped the circuits for the warehouse. Did the lights go on?"

A tremor washes over me, and all four of the faces watching me flicker with concern. Ripper's and Mira's only for a fraction of a second, but I see it. 

"They went on." I swallow, my esophagus sticking to itself. "For a minute. Maybe two. Or thirty seconds. I don't know."

"Did you see anything? How many did we get?"

I shut my eyes. "Twenty. Maybe fifty."

Stunned silence greets my assertion. 

I open my eyes again. "I couldn't count."

"How did you get out?" Ben's talking to me, but he's looking at Gregor. "How did you get away?"

I don't know what to say. I can't tell them the truth. Then I remember the lights, how they shocked me. "The lights. It blinded them. Long enough for me to get away."

Mira slaps Ben on the shoulder. "That did it. It did. Your witch Gryffin?"

"Gryfflet? Gryffin's his dad." Standing is becoming not easy. I sway on my feet, and Ben catches my shoulder. He doesn't even cringe from the smell. "Gryfflet did that?"

"He did."

"Good for him."

Gregor snakes an arm under my other side. "We need to get you out of here."

I can't argue with that.

They start hauling me away, Ripper and Mira bringing up the rear. My legs work enough to walk, but if I had to try without support I don't know if I'd make it. Yeah. I'm a big Mediator with pointy knives, and I'm fucking terrified.

Still.

My eyes search before us as our little procession moves forward between train cars and the remaining warehouses. Chunks of debris litter the ground, thrown from the explosion. And when we turn, the smoke hits me full in the face.

It smells like a crematoria.

It kind of is.

I turn back once.

A hulking shape crouches on the roof.

Watching me.
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Never before has a bath felt so good.

Mira's still out in my living room, sipping a glass of wine. She threatened to stay with me for two days, but I'm hoping I can convince her in the morning to, well, leave.

I'm fine. I think.

My leather cleaner is going to be unhappy about the damage my clothes sustained. I don't even know how to start cleaning piss and adipocere from leather. They might be lost to me.

I sink into the bubbles. I've already changed the water twice. My hair — I've had it full of some nasty shit in its day. Including actual shit. But today it took five rinses under the shower head before I trusted it in the bath. Even then it colored the water red-brown when I dunked it, and it grossed me out so much that I rinsed it for another ten minutes. 

Now it's clean. Ish. I've washed it three times, at least until the water ran clear. 

I made the mistake of looking in the mirror before I got in the tub. No wonder Ben was looking at me like I was some sort of catatonic Holocaust survivor.  

I looked like I'd been dunked in blood. Chunks of rotting flesh stuck to my hair and skin and clothes. My hair matted with gore. I don't blame him. Especially because I'll never get that image of myself out of my memory.

I don't know that I'll feel clean for a month, but it's a start.

For half an hour, I let the water lap the sides of the bath, soaking away as much of the night as I can.

Once I'm out, I survey the damage. There's no cut on my head, which means the shade didn't break my skin when he punched my lights out.

He. Him.

When did I stop calling him an it? 

The question bothers me, makes my hair stand up on my naked arms. I pull my bath sheet around me, feeling very small. I think back through the fuzz of the concussion.

Then I find it. 

I started thinking of him as a he and not an it when he first spoke.

My whole body quivers inside the bath sheet. It's warm and steamy in the bathroom, even with the air conditioning. I'm trembling like a frightened rabbit because suddenly I don't know what's right anymore.

My whole life has been straightforward. Norms good. Demons bad. Demons very, very bad. Black and white. That's how it has always been. Since the first Mediators, that's the world. Demons are bad. That's it. They're never good. They don't feel. They don't have souls. They don't have goodness and light and compassion and empathy. They don't have feelings except rage and hunger. They have no pity, no charity, no real intelligence.

But the indigo eyes in the face that saved me from being torn to bits — intelligent. Pitying. Honest, in a strange way.

My mind flashes back to Madeline's, the thin, curving smile on the face of the shade after it tossed the businessman onto my plate. Plate. Breakfast. Did it make a joke?

I sink to the floor, toes curling on my thick bath mat. 

I don't know what to do.

I've killed four of the creatures with my own metal. And how many more with my demolition plan? What if there were more like the one who helped me?

No. No. I scrunch my eyes shut and press my face against my knees, tugging the bath sheet's nubby softness tight across my huddled body. Hellkin are bad. They're all bad. Any other thing is just impossibility.

Except it's not. Something part demon — half-demon — saved my existence today. Saved me from getting eaten. Up with burning, getting eaten tops my list of ways to avoid going out. 

A shade saved me. A shade. A creature. A half-human, half-hellkin hybrid of a creature. A monstrous thing that shouldn't exist, that came into being only by ripping a human to shreds from the inside out.

Something that came into being wearing nothing but blood.

The warehouse was like a sick attempt to reconstruct their wombs. 

The thought sticks in my head like an ice pick. 

They don't even need wombs. Birkberry said some of the exploded splats have been male. 

I need wine, and I need it now.

I get to my feet, wobbling for another moment. By tomorrow, my concussion should have faded enough for me to regain my balance. But now I just want to collapse on my sofa and drink myself into unconsciousness.

I don't even care if you're not supposed to fall asleep with a wonky head bonk. That's what Mira's here for, to wake me up and make sure I'm not dead. She can do that just as well if I'm drunk.

There's a puffy pair of fleece pajamas I keep wedged at the back of my bottom drawer just for such occasions — though this one's about as unique as you can get. I drag them out and sit down on the edge of my bed to pull the pants on, shrugging into the shirt as soon as I'm done. 

Mira's read my mind. She's lined up two bottles on the coffee table along with my corkscrew. Some wine aficionados buy those crazy gadgets that basically just look at a wine bottle and uncork it. I'm old school. The corkscrew ain't going nowhere. Mira herself is curled up in my armchair, looking far from sleepy. Her black hair falls over one violet eye, and she pushes it back as I enter the living room.

"Better?" 

I like Mira. Economy of words. I don't see her much, and I wouldn't call us friends, but she's cool. "Cleaner."

Flopping on the couch sounds like a great idea, but I don't trust my head not to trigger a gag reflex if I do. Instead, I sit gingerly and lower myself backward. Mira unfolds her long legs and picks up a bottle of cabernet.

"I figured you might want this. Remember the rakath slaughter we walked in on just out of training?"

I can't help the chuff of a laugh that escapes. I forgot she was there for that. We'd stumbled across three rakaths about to make a splat of a teenager. The two of us took them down, but we each took about seventy needles to various parts of our bodies. We looked like we'd been fighting really pissed off, giant porcupines when Gregor found us. Then that night we got ourselves hammered on box wine we convinced a tripped-out morph to buy for us.

Come to think of it, Ben was there that night too. Not drunk though. He was always terrified of the law.

I accept the glass she pours me and settle back against the fluffy cushions of my sofa. "To traditions."

She raises her glass and sits back on the armchair. "Really though, Storme. You okay? Cleaner isn't a synonym for better."

"Have you seen my apartment?" I wish I could say I was better. At least my apartment is spotless, and after the hour-long shower I plan to take again in the morning, I should be too.

"Not the same. Fuck. If I'd been in that warehouse, I'd be a gibbering lunatic right about now. You should have heard Devon when he came stumbling back."

I almost sit straight up. "Devon. Is he okay?"

Mira shakes her head. "He's fucking torn up, Storme. But he's alive. They almost took his arm off. The hospital managed to keep it on, but his shoulder was dislocated and only the tendons and shit were actually holding it together. He'll be in a body cast for two months. He wants to see you, though. When you're recovered."

Body cast. Two months in a body cast. For a Mediator, that's like being in solitary confinement for a year. 

Here I am, sitting on my couch chatting with Mira, sipping cabernet. 

For the first time all night, I feel fortunate.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT




Mira's adamant about sticking around, and as much as I hate her for the five times she wakes me up through the night, at least I'm alive and not in a body cast.

I forgive her for being a human alarm clock when she ducks out and arrives with bagels and coffee at eleven thirty the next morning. And I forgive her even more when she finds a Terminator marathon on one of the movie channels. There are worse ways to spend a Friday. Arnold may be a morph who spends a few days as a grizzly bear each month, but he sure knows action movies.

By Friday night, Mira decides that my brain isn't going to implode and leaves with a promise to return Saturday to check on me. And I'm not allowed to patrol. Another night in a week where I won't be patrolling. It just feels off.

But part of me is relieved.

One more day I don't have to face one of the creatures. I haven't been really scared of demons since I first killed one. I was seven and terrified. It was a harkast, which are slow and not very big. They have stumpy legs that make it hard for them to get away from anything faster than a tortoise, and I sliced its head off with my short sword. I knew then I was doing the right thing. I knew it. 

Now? If I have to fight a shade, I don't know if killing it will be the right thing to do. I don't know if I'll be killing a monster or a man. I don't even know if the one who saved me was a man. Just that it didn't gut me when it had the chance.

I haven't left the sofa all day, and I don't much intend to. But I have to pee, and charming as my little accident last night really was, I'd rather do it in the porcelain bowl like normal people rather than in my fleecy pajama pants. I can't make myself look in the mirror. Even though I know my skin is free of blood now, I still picture myself as I was last night. It makes me shudder as I flush the toilet.

I open the door to the bathroom.

There's a shade on my sofa.

I stumble backward and hit my head on the door. My still-recovering brain feels like pudding inside my skull, pain blossoming anew at the point of impact. Fear hits like a fist in my gut, reaching back toward my spine. I pitch into the wall, tripping over my feet.

Strong arms catch me around the waist and right me. I'm looking into indigo eyes that seem to be shaking. No. The eyes aren't shaking. My whole body is shaking with quick fluttery breaths. 

I close my mouth and breathe through my nose. It doesn't help. I can't get enough air. In my home. It's in my home.

My head twists to the left. All my bolts are closed. All of them, even the slide lock. There's no way it could have gotten in. Except Mira. Did she let it in? I look past the shade's shoulder. To the balcony.

The balcony.

I'm seven stories up. I don't lock my balcony door. But I sure as hell will now.

If I'm alive to do it.

The shade's hands are still on my waist, and the rubbery feeling of my legs tells me those hands are the only things keeping me upright.

"How did you get in here?"

"You already know that."

"How?"

"I am a good climber."

His voice is a deep baritone. Rich and rumbly. He sounds almost normal, almost like he's a Tennessean. Or at least a Nashvillain, as I call Nashville natives. Slight hint of a drawl. I don't know how he can speak like that, how he can speak like me. How he can speak at all. Though I guess demons can speak human languages, so why not shades?

"Can I sit down?"

I manage to walk to my sofa without toppling over, and a dribble of my pride trickles back into my psyche. I sit, sinking into the cushion.

He sits next to me. He's still ass-naked. I don't know how I feel about an ass-naked half-demon's bare butt on my sofa, but I'm not in any position to tell him to put on some underwear. Besides. He'd look fucking ridiculous in mine. 

I press my back up against the arm of the sofa, pulling my legs up to my chest and plunking a pillow in my lap. "What do you want?"

"You're afraid of me."

"You bet your bare butt I am. You could rip me in half. I'd be a moron not to be afraid of you."

"I said I wouldn't hurt you, and I meant it."

I guess I don't have a choice except to believe him. "Do you have a name?"

"Mason."

It's such a normal, common, Southern sort of name that I have to bite back a laugh. "Did you choose it yourself?"

"Yes."

I bite my lip, hugging my pillow to my chest. He chose his name. That part's not so normal. "Why did you choose that name?"

"I saw it on a jar."

I blink at him. Okay.

"Why are you here, Mason? What do you want from me?"

"I want to understand why you have been killing my kind."

"Then we have something in common, because I want to understand why your kind's been slaughtering mine by the dozen. I've only killed four of you."

"Twenty-seven."

"What?" If I'd killed that many, Alamea and Gregor would probably hand over the keys to the Summit.

"You've killed twenty-seven of us. The four you know and the twenty-three from inside the warehouse."

"Well, bully for me, because that means your kind's taken out twenty-seven humans." 

He sits back a bit at that. "We had no choice in that. They did." 

"Did they know their bouncing bundles of hellkin were going to rip them apart from the inside out like some kind of reverse piñata?"

"I don't know what a piñata is."

He wouldn't, would he? I look at him — really look at him — for the first time. He's taller than me by several inches, which puts him around six foot three. He has dark brown hair, and his indigo eyes stand out against the pale skin of his...everything. He seems completely unaware that being naked isn't normal. Though I guess for him, naked is normal.

And he is naked. From shoulders that look like they belong to a comic book hero to the ten toes. His second toes are slightly longer than his big toes. Unnerved by this very human idiosyncrasy, I look back to his face.

"Look. Mason. Are we really keeping score? Who's killed more? Because if your kind continues to run rampant around the city, there are going to be a lot more bodies. A lot more. How many have the shades killed, really?"

For the first time, he — Mason — looks agitated. He frowns, and I draw back farther against the couch. I wish he wasn't so close. I wish I could believe he wasn't going to take off my head before I could do anything. I'm in my pajamas, and my closest sword is on the wall twelve feet away. There is no way I could get to it before he ripped me apart.

So I sit until he answers.

"Sixty-two."

Sixty-two people dead. 

I did the right thing blowing up that warehouse if it would prevent another sixty-two deaths. Or seventy-nine if you factor in the hosts, though I don't know how to prevent that. I did the right thing. Made the right choice.

Didn't I?

"I can't guarantee I won't kill more shades, Mason. I can't. Not with...everything."

He looks at me. "I understand."

"You're not going to kill me now, are you?"

For a moment I think he is. He is still, so still. His muscles don't twitch or ripple. And then he frowns. "I said I wouldn't hurt you," he repeats.

"How are you so different than they are?"

"I'm not."

I can't help it; I guffaw. "I saw one of your kind rip a businessman's arm off in broad daylight not two blocks from here this week. And I saw the inside of that warehouse, covered in sixty-some-odd humans worth of gore." I stop, wondering how Mason can be so clean. I haven't seen a blood-covered shade since the one that exploded out of Lena Saturn.

"I'm not different than they are."

That is not the most reassuring thing he could have said. "Then why aren't you eating my bicep about now?"

"Because it would be wrong."

My lip twitches. I peek at him over my pillow. "Wrong. Yes, I suppose."

"When I was...born...I was hungry. Starving. Ravenous. I killed two humans and a deer in the large park to the south. But then I started remembering my mother's life."

It's strange to hear the word "mother" come out of a shade's mouth. I'm still not wholly used to any words at all coming out of a shade's mouth. But he's going on before his last sentence has even sunk in.

"The instinct was the first thing I felt. Hunger. A need to tear and kill. But then the memories started. I got flashes at first. Images. Of her childhood. They weren't all happy images. She was beaten. Abused. I started remembering words, forming sentences, thoughts. I hid out on the eaves of buildings and listened to passers-by. Heard their troubles, petty and profound. Some of them were like my mother's. I learned language and reading. At first I thought I had to kill, had to eat, had to tear through people like they were nothing but sustenance. But the more I remembered about my mother, the more I found I had something more than demon. She wanted to travel, to see the pyramids of Egypt and the Taj Mahal. Other people I listened to wanted similar things. Had dreams. They might still fulfill theirs. She never got out of Tennessee."

He remembers his mother. Is there a shade out there that remembers mine? A half-hysterical giggle wants to escape my throat at the thought of the half-hellkin half-brother that is suddenly a very, very real possibility. Unless he was in that warehouse. 

Mason's not looking at me now, and my throat is dry, dry like something's baked the moisture out of it. Something else pushes through the thoughts of my connection to this, to him. He stopped killing because of a conscience? One that developed on its own? No demon has that. No demon has ever had that. They exist only to unbalance the scales, or rather, only to create that push-and-pull, the tilt, the teeter-totter of the cosmos. Sure, humans can be shitty. Humans can be nasty and cruel and malevolent. But hellkin can't be good.

It takes me several minutes of silence to come around to the fact that he's not saying hellkin are good. He's saying his human side gave him something the demon side didn't. 

Choice.

There's another word for that.

Free will.

And if he has it, so do the others. With that realization, my certainty about having done the right thing vanishes. My fingers tighten on the corners of my pillow, whiter than the ivory fabric. 

"You understand."

I give a taut nod. I understand, but my stomach is not happy with this understanding. It's not happy with the epiphany. I still can't process it. I've never in my life killed a norm. Not by accident, not on purpose. Not a human, not a witch, not a morph. None of them. Mediators are bound to a code of ethics, and that's one of the main tenets. Do not harm those we are born to protect.

How do I reconcile that tenet with a creature free to choose between the farthest extremes of good and evil? Is that even a real question? 

Does that tenet now extend to shades?

The faces of the shades I've killed appear in front of my eyes. What have I done? I'm covered in blood again, and no number of bubble baths will wash it away.

"What is your name?"

The question takes me by surprise, and I answer reflexively. "Ayala Storme."

"Ayala."

I nod.

"You are still afraid."

I nod again. Afraid doesn't cover it. I've never been so confused in my entire existence.

It takes me three tries to get my next question out. "Do you think others like you will make the same choice?"

"I can't speak for them. But yes. I think so."

I feel like he never answered my very first question, so I ask it again. "What do you want from me?"

"I want you to help save the ones who can be saved."

I take a sharp breath through my mouth. My head starts nodding, almost against my will. The first thing I learned was never to kill the innocent. These creatures didn't ask to be born. They didn't ask for any of this. If I can save the ones who are like Mason, I will. "I'll help you."

There's a shade on my sofa. And I've just agreed to help him save more shades. How we're supposed to tell who can be saved, I don't have a fucking clue. I could be killed for this, and not just because the shades are dangerous. The Mediators could look at it as treason.

"Is that all?" I make myself look at Mason, make myself look into his indigo eyes. They're uncanny. 

Mason gives me a wry smile. "I could use a place to stay."

Oh, my gods.

"I have a spare bedroom. You can stay there. On two conditions."

"What are your terms?"

"You can stay there as long as you don't bring any corpses into my home. That goes for killing humans. If I find out you killed a norm, I will kick you out." I can't bring myself to threaten his life, not with him so close and my heart pitter-patting against my ribcage. He nods as if this is a given. Hell, it might be. 

"And what's the second condition?"

"You put on some gods-damned clothes."
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE




I've never had a brother – not counting the one that might be running around now — and I've never had a live-in boyfriend. My selection of male clothing is zero.

Thank the gods for the internet.

After making Mason measure himself, I order him a bunch of jeans and t-shirts. All the shirts he wants are blue. 

The next-day shipping with Saturday delivery is astronomical and costs me an extra hundred dollars. But I'd rather that than continue hanging around with a naked half-hellkin creature. I've very carefully kept my eyes away from his un-Ken doll areas, and the last thing I want is to be sitting on the couch and have him walk by with them at eye level.

I dig through all my clothes and finally find a pair of purple yoga pants I accidentally bought three sizes too large. They fit him, and I'm too unnerved seeing him in purple pants to snicker. None of my shirts fit him. His shoulders are too broad. I can deal with him shirtless. At least his bottom half is covered now.

My head hurts enough by midnight that I want to bury myself under my duvet and stay there. The problem is, I'm still too terrified to do that. I don't know what made me say Mason could stay in my home, and sleeping with him across the tiny hall gnaws on the last tiny nerve that I have.

I go through two and a half bowls of Marshmallow Martians before he asks me if something's wrong.

"You're anxious. And eating a lot of that stuff."

"Marshmallow Martians. My favorite cereal."

"You're anxious," he repeats.

There's no point in lying. "I'm afraid to sleep with you here." I'm still picturing being surrounded by the orange pinpricks of shades' eyes. I close my eyes and swallow a bite of cereal. 

"Even though I said I wasn't going to hurt you, you are still afraid of me." 

It's not a question, so I don't answer that. Instead, I shovel more marshmallows into my mouth. I always eat the cereal bits first. "You don't know what it's like. To be surrounded by twenty-three things that want you dead. More than wanting you dead. That want to eat you. You'd be scared too."

At least I think he'd be scared. Who the fuck knows?

He sits down across from me and reaches out a hand toward mine. I flinch away.

I've never been this jumpy, and I hate it. Almost as much as I hate okra. And I really hate okra.

"Please."

I don't get the please at first. Then I see that his gaze is resting on my hand. Great. He wants to hold hands. The thought makes a bubbly laugh burble past my lips. I snap my teeth shut. I'm never going to sleep like this. I can feel my pulse fluttering in my wrist. 

I slurp down the rest of my cereal and stretch out my arm toward him.

His fingers touch the back of it, sliding farther so that his palm covers my hand.

His skin is warm. Not slimy. Warmer than human skin though. Morphs run hot, about a hundred and two degrees, give or take. He feels warmer. Maybe a hundred and five. Like a high fever. His touch demands nothing, only reassures me with its gentleness. It's not a romantic gesture.

I close my eyes and start counting breaths. By ten, my heartbeat is back to normal, though the back of my hand is beginning to perspire. 

"I won't hurt you," he says again. He doesn't move his hand away.

For the first time, I start to believe him.

I've taken out four of his kind. He should be afraid of me, but I know I managed that by pure dumb luck and my first instinct to always go for the head. Unarmed and concussed, I don't have a chance against him. I hate feeling helpless. 

By sixty breaths, I feel almost peaceful. Not trustful, not completely, but the agitation that has plagued me for the past twenty hours fades with the warmth of his hand.

That sounded more romantic than it should have. I'm not feeling that trusting.

"Tell me about your life." Mason's gaze rises to my face. He's sincere — or at least if he were a human, I'd be sure about his sincerity. He's almost too human right now. 

If he wants to know, I don't know what telling him would hurt. I can't get more vulnerable than I already am.

So I tell him about growing up. Being an MIT. I tell him about my first sword and the first blade I really loved. I even tell him how it broke, lodged in a slummoth's breastbone, which is about as soft as compressed carbon. I tell him about my first kill and my day job and even how I got blitzed on skittles once without knowing what I was drinking. 

He just listens. I've never told my life story before, not to anyone.

I tell him about my flight north — and the results. That prompts his only interjection.

"You really can't leave this area? Not at all?"

I shake my head, remembering the physical memory of the body-wracking nausea, the cramping that felt like my body would crumple in on itself like a self-compacting car, the night-sweats and the week that followed where I thought I would die.

"It's just how things are for Mediators, Mason. I am what I am."

And that's the demi-glace at the bottom of the pan, isn't it? I am what I am, and he is what he is. I still don't understand quite what that is.

My eyelids are heavy, drooping. The warmth of his hand on mine has suffused my entire arm, and it's making me sleepier by the minute.

"You're exhausted. You need to sleep." He watches me, his hand tightening for a moment.

"Do you sleep?"

"Yes. Not as much as you. Four hours a day is good."

"Are you tired?"

"Yes."

"Are you afraid to sleep with me here?" 

"Yes." 

His answer surprises me. And it makes me feel a teensy smidgen better. 

"I won't kill you in your sleep if you don't kill me."

A smile appears, showing a row of white teeth. His canines are sharper than a human's, but other than that, he looks normal. They're not longer. Just sharper. 

"You have a deal."

I pull my hand from his. I almost feel safer with him not in the spare room where I can't see him. I don't know how much sleep I'm going to get tonight, but my eyeballs feel like they're about to fall out of my head, and my head feels like someone's taken a bicycle pump to the inside of my skull.

I need to sleep, and that's saying a lot for a Mediator.

I lead Mason to the spare room. The bed's always made up, and my housekeeper Clyde changes the linens once a week. "You can sleep there. Is that okay?"

"I've never slept in a bed. I'm sure it's fine."

That one slides by me, causing an image of the spattery warehouse to flash in front of my eyes.

"Your heart is beating faster again."

"I just thought of where you used to sleep."

Mason's hand freezes on the door frame. "Try not to think about that."

"You think I'd dwell on it if it wasn't seared into my memory? Do you have any idea how terrifying the last day of my life has been?" I'm shaking again now. I've never felt like such a fucking weakling. I'm not supposed to have PTSD like a human. I'm supposed to be built to withstand shit like this. 

His hand moves from the door frame to my shoulder. "Ayala. I understand. I...get it. I think. I remember certain things from my mother's life. Times she felt terror. If I try, I can imagine how you might feel."

"I doubt it." Alone in the dark, surrounded by things that want to eat you, all the while with a bomb ticking down to zero. I can't think of many things scarier than that.

I feel a tiny bit better with his hand on my shoulder. Maybe it's the gentleness of his touch. It reassures me that he doesn't mean to do me harm. Mason's hand makes no demand, no question, just offers trust. If Ben were to touch so much as my pinky, I'd be sure he had thoughts of the two of us in bed flitting about his noggin. But Mason's touch feels exactly the way he means it to — a promise not to hurt, and only that.

I pull away. "I'll see you in the morning." The words come out haltingly, like they have to fight their ways out of my larynx. He gives me a concerned look, but he nods.

Right before he steps over the threshold into the spare room, something flickers in his eyes that just might be fear.

For that instant, I think he really might fear me as much as I fear him. It's ludicrous — without a sword or a machete or a rocket launcher I'm no closer a match for him than a chimpanzee armed with a banana.

Yet I know what I just saw.

I close the door to my bedroom and turn the measly lock on the knob. If he's going to be sleeping here, I might have to invest in a deadbolt for my bedroom. And Gryfflet thought I was reclusive and paranoid before.

The sheets feel cool against my skin, but they do nothing to calm the fluttering in my chest or the still-sloshy sense of motion in my head.

When twelve minutes go by and my eyelids still refuse to close further than halfway, I drum my fingers against my mattress. My breath comes faster, and my head feels heavy. There's no way I'm sleeping. He could be here to lull me into some false sense of security and then take me out, but I don't think that's the case. That would sort of negate the whole saving my life thing.

I think of the way Mason said please as he put out his hand and waited for me to give him the okay. His too-warm touch is foreign, yes, but it reassured me then. Maybe it will do it again. I have to sleep, and I can't do it with a big, dark question mark in the spare room.

I push back the sheets and stand, breathing deeply for thirty seconds until my heart slows and my dizziness fades. The lock pops open with a click as I turn the knob, and suddenly the four feet between my door and his feel like a city block.

My knuckles rap at the door. It opens. Mason stands right inside the threshold. The bed looks untouched. Has he just been standing here?

"You can't sleep either," he says.

Either? I look past him at the bed. "But –"

He points to the floor.

Oh.

I make myself look up, swallowing at the way my head spins. I hate the concussion for making me dizzy. I hate that I'm having to choose this. I hate that I'm terrified in my own home.

"No, I can't sleep," I tell him. "I think it would be better if we were in the same room. So we know where each of us is."

Relief passes over his face, surprising me. A thin sheen of perspiration on my upper lip catches the freezing cold air from the vent. 

"I think that's a good idea."

Mason follows me into my bedroom. 

I pull back the duvet and the sheets, and after a moment's thought, tug the duvet farther over on my side, leaving only a sheet covering what will be his side. He's so much warmer than me. I don't know if he sweats, but if he does, he'd drench my duvet. It's been ages since there was a male anything in my bed. Last time it was a witch who liked things way too kinky. When he tried to tie me up without permission, I knocked him out. I left him on the sidewalk outside the Triton with a twenty-dollar bill taped to his shirt for a taxi ride home. Fucker.

The memory is oddly soothing. I slide onto my bed and under the sheet and duvet. After a beat, Mason makes his way over to the other side of the bed and pulls back the sheet. He leaves his purple pants on. I find that soothing as well.

I click off the light and turn on my side toward the shade in my bed. 

"I can hear your heart," he says.

So can I. I also hear the sound of his hand sliding toward the middle of the king-sized bed. I know what he means by it. I reach mine out and take his.

I fall asleep clutching his hand in mine.
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CHAPTER THIRTY




In spite of all my fears to the contrary, I wake up Saturday morning.

My palm is slicked with sweat, but it's still firmly attached to Mason's.

He's awake, staring at the ceiling. He looks over at me when I stir.

"You slept a long time. Ten hours."

"And you only slept four? Have you been lying here awake for the last six?"

"No. Only the last three. I slept a long time too."

Huh. Maybe he was more worn down than I gave him credit for. The fact that I made it through the night without getting ripped down the middle makes me comfortable enough to shower. I find Mason in the kitchen with a large box when I come out.

"My clothes. The box was outside the front door."

My hundred dollars extra postage paid off. He goes into the spare room to change and comes out in a pair of dark rinse blue jeans that fit a little too loosely and a royal blue t-shirt that fits a little too close. His hair waves back from his face, and his eyes almost match the jeans.

"Does this make you more comfortable?"

Well, it's not purple pants. I nod, even though seeing a shade clothed makes him almost more unsettling. He could blend with humanity this way. He'd blend like a bodybuilder, but still blend.

Shades are a lot easier to spot in a crowd if they're nude.

But I don't say that. Instead, I offer him coffee.

"Can you eat people food?" The moment the words leave my mouth, I see the unintentional double entendre. "Fuck monkeys. I mean, like bagels. Or spaghetti."

My little episode of verbal diarrhea earns me a smile. "I don't know."

That's not reassuring. "What can you eat? And are you hungry? Thirsty?"

"I eat meat."

"Meat."

"Just meat."

Oh, good.

"The second you start thinking I look tasty, let me know so I can go buy you a steak or something."

"You don't look tasty."

For some reason, I find this mildly offensive. "I'm sure I'm delicious."

"I'm sure you are, but I promised I wouldn't eat you."

Now I've got goosebumps in all sorts of places. I don't want to leave him alone, but I also don't want to risk Mason getting peckish and forgetting I'm not a snack. I get my coffee and settle in front of my laptop, eying Mason over the screen. A quick search gives me the name of a butcher shop that delivers on Saturdays. It's run by a bunch of morphs, which makes sense. Morphs are carnivores. I don't think I've ever seen one eat a salad.

I send an order for forty pounds of flank steak, which makes me wonder how much a morph like Arnold would have to eat to be so ripped. A helpful little box bings when I'm done paying that says the order will arrive in four hours.

"You can avoid eating me for a while, right? Like four hours?"

"I ate a deer two days ago. Most of a deer. I should be fine for a couple days."

"Well, I got you some steak. Don't chance anything."

"I'm not going to eat you even if I get hungry."

"That's sweet, but I'd rather have something for you to eat. Do you like beef?"

"Never had it."

This is one of the weirder conversations I've had.

I feel better today. Not just my head, which has stopped feeling like a sponge sloshing around in a ball of water, but I feel better about having Mason here. Not hills-are-alive, prancing about better, but at least my heart isn't having palpitations twice a minute. Talk of eating me notwithstanding.

There are still bagels left from what Mira brought me yesterday, so I eat a couple of those with cream cheese and lox. When I offer the lox to Mason, he sniffs at it appraisingly, then makes a face.

"Fish don't count as meat?"

"It smells funny."

"It's smoked."

He shakes his head. "I don't want to eat that."

Good thing to know. If I'm afraid he's looking at me like lunch, I can always rub some lox all over me. It'd smell better than I did two nights ago.

There are a lot of novels out there about fictional creatures who drink blood. For some reason, teen girls and boys seem to swoon over the idea of something wanting to feed off them. Let me make something clear. Any creature that wants to eat you — any part of you — isn't sexy. Sorry.

I don't know what to do with a shade for the day when we're stuck inside my apartment, so I turn on the television, and he sits next to me on the sofa again. I show him how to change the channels. It's strange showing someone how to watch TV. It's like he's from the eighteenth century or something. 

Mason finds the television entrancing. "And this is all fake? It's all made up?"

"Yeah. Those people are actors who are dressed up and made up to play the parts. They learn what to say and where to stand and what to do, and then cameras shoot it. Don't you have any memories from your mother about this?"

He thinks about that. "I guess. I don't remember everything she knew. Just snippets. Language. The important things. I guess this wasn't important to her."

That's fair. Television sort of pales in comparison to an abusive childhood.

I let him pick what to watch. He can read, which I find strange. I shouldn't be surprised, because he said he picked his name by reading a jar.

A jar. The guy can jump off a two story building without breaking so much as a toenail, and he picks his name from a shaped piece of fragile glass.

How's that for irony?
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The knock startles me. Mason's been watching television for the last four hours, and I've been watching Mason. It's funny to see someone get influenced by fiction for the first time. He's watching a chick-flick right now about a witch who falls in love with a trash collector, and I think I even saw a tear glimmer when they had their inevitable break-up. 

I shake my head, walking to the door. It's got to be the meat delivery.

I pop open the locks and open the door.

Ben's on the other side. 

Great gallumphy fuck nuggets, what is he doing here?

"Ben?" I shoot a wild glance over my shoulder. I can barely make out Mason's head around the kitchen wall, but that momentary look tells me he's frozen and gone still. I turn back to Ben. "What are you doing here?"

He cranes his head around me, trying to see what I was looking at. "Mira said she was going to come check on you, and I asked if I could do the honors instead. Got company?"

Mira. I forgot. I completely forgot. My brain spins through various explanations for the shade in my living room. Long lost buddy? Being a Mediator means I have zero familial relations to blame for unexpected visits. 

"Um. Yes. A friend."

Ben's fingers tap against the door jamb. "Can I come in, or do I have to stay out here?"

I move out of the way, but not without a moment's hesitation. Thank the gods Mason's not bare-chested in my purple yoga pants. I don't think I could explain that one if you gave me an hour to think up a story. Not when I'm supposed to be recovering from my little slap fight with death.

The door closes behind Ben, and he slides out of his shoes. Shit. He's planning to stick around. 

"Mira didn't mention you had someone visiting."

"She didn't know. He arrived after she left." There. That's true enough.

I see movement out of the corner of my eye. Mason rises from the couch, his fluid walk and barely-contained musculature screaming shade — at least to me. Ben hikes an eyebrow, and for a second his mouth turns downward in a kicked-puppy sort of look before his face achieves noncommittal nonchalance once more. 

"I descended unannounced," Mason says with a smile that displays his sharper-than-human canines. "I heard Ayala was hurt and wanted to make sure she was okay. I decided to stay a while."

"Ben, Mason. Mason, Ben." I flap my hand between the two of them, conscious of the ricocheting pulse in my wrist. 

Ben extends his hand, and Mason shakes it a bit too vigorously. 

"Nice to meet you, Mason. How do you and Ayala know each other?"

I've got nothing. My mouth drops open. Ben's been around for most of my life. There's pretty much no one from my MIT era that he doesn't know already, and I don't have friends from summer camp or witches circle or any other non-Mediator experience I never had the fortune to tally up.

"We met at a buffet a while back," Mason says. 

I snap my teeth together. A buffet? Really? I don't have a choice — I have to go with it now. "Yep," I confirm, "An all-you-can-eat buffet with really questionable food. Never going back there, are we Mason?"

"Not unless we want food poisoning."

"Or our insides ripped out," I agree.

Well. That's close enough to the truth.

"I guess you don't live in Nashville then." Ben's looking at me like he's never seen me before. 

"I'm from Cincinnati," Mason says. I choke on a nervous titter. Cincinnati's where the chick-flick Mason's been watching is set. By the music I hear, he's missed the happy ending.

Ben nods. "Never been to Ohio."

"You're not missing much." 

We're all still standing in my entryway, and the knock at the door sounds as loud as a slummoth's roar. I jump. Oh gods. Not right now. The meat.

I look through the peep hole. Sure as Sunday, there's a man in a white smock with a large cardboard box on the other side of the door, tapping his foot in rhythm with music I can hear blasting even through the door. Guy's gonna blow out his eardrums.

I can't ignore him. Ben watches me expectantly, and Mason's nostrils flare. Can he smell the meat through the door? I turn back to the door and open it. 

The guy pulls his earbuds from his ears, and the volume of the music increases. Mike and the Morbid Morphs. Interesting choice of band. "You Ayala Storme? I got your forty pounds of flank steak for you."

There's silence behind me, but I can almost hear Ben wondering why I need forty pounds of flank steak. I play dumb. "Forty? I ordered four."

"Ma'am, the order's right here. If you'd ordered four, that'd be some damn expensive steak. Even our filet mignon's not that dear." He pronounces it fill-it mig-nun and chuckles when he's done like he's made a fine joke.

"I must have made a mistake. Looks like I'll be eating lots of beef stew." I sign the clipboard he offers me and heft the box from the floor.

"I was gonna bring that in for you," the delivery guy says. 

"I've got it."

"You sure do. Strong for a girl, aren't you?"

I grit my teeth. "Thank you." I kick the door shut.

"Forty pounds of flank steak? You're never going to eat all of that before it goes bad, Ayala." Ben makes a move as if to take the box from me, but I scowl and head into the kitchen.

"That's what a freezer is for, Ben. You freeze things and then thaw them later. Then they don't mold or spoil."

"Hey, I'm not the one who accidentally ordered forty pounds of meat." 

Praise the gods for Ben's gullibility. Mason sniffs at the box, and I shoot him a look. Not hungry, eh?
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CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE




If I thought spending the night in bed with a shade holding very sweaty hands was awkward, it's not such a huge surprise that sharing coffee with one while the guy who has a crush on me looks on plays its trump card within five seconds of our asses hitting my kitchen chairs.

The caffeine calms me a bit. Just a bit. 

I don't know what it will do to Mason, who takes an experimental sip while Ben stirs an obscene amount of sugar into his mug.

I mean, I like my coffee sweet, but four spoons? 

No one speaks, but Mason makes a face when the black coffee hits his tongue and spares a wistful glance at the refrigerator, where I jigsawed his meat into every available cranny to make it fit. I don't know why Ben's still here, and from the look on his face — somewhere between bafflement and constipation — he doesn't either.

"So, Mason. What do you do for a living?"

Not that question. Fuckles. If he says trash collector before I can think of something more suited, I'm breaking my mug over his head. And I like this mug.

"Mason's a taxidermist," I blurt out. 

Mason frowns at me, uncomprehending. Ben's constipated look eases, and he takes a drink of his coffee.

"That sounds interesting."

My sole reasoning for choosing that profession is that I saw Ben get really squidgy around a stuffed elk once. I think stuffed animals — the real ones, not the fuzzball plush wereleopards little norms get for Winter Solstice — give Ben the jibblies. 

I clearly picked the right one, because silence spreads over us again.

Ben pushes his coffee cup back and stands. "I should be going. I just stopped by to check on you, and you seem fine."

"I'll make sure she's okay," Mason says, and I talk over him.

"Yep, happy as a lark. Lark-like. Not concussed anymore."

"Cuckoo is more like it," Ben says, but he smiles at me before I can shake off the awkward of the last half hour enough to get offended.

I walk him to the door. "Thanks for checking. I'll see you later."

"Gregor wants to see everyone for debriefing Monday night at ten. Will you be there?"

Debriefing. I can manage that. I nod. Ben looks over my shoulder at Mason, who's back on the couch. "Have fun with your...friend."

For once, Ben gets to see me balk at any other man besides him. "What? No. He's not that kind of friend."

Ben shuts the door, and the tiny light of hope in his eyes is enough to make me regret my outburst. 

Maybe letting him believe I'm banging Mason would get Ben off my back.

Then again, maybe not. Some guys seem to go nuts for love triangles.
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I can't watch Mason eat, so I leave him alone in the kitchen while he does his thing. He says he's not that hungry, but I trust a shade's appetite about as much as I trust a hungry lion in a butcher shop.

A text from Gregor lights up my phone while I'm sitting in my bedroom waiting for Mason to finish licking his chops. I'm forbidden to patrol until after the debriefing. Another day of sloth and nervousness, here I come.

Mason and I watch five movies on Sunday, and I'm so burned out on the boob tube by the end that I insist we turn it off.

Silence is its own oppressor.

"Do you have a plan?" I ask him.

"A plan for what?" Mason's eyes stay attuned to the dark television screen as if he's searching for hints of the pictures.

"For reaching the rest of your kind. Do you know where they hide out? Where there's another nest?"

"I know a few places."

I can understand the vagueness of his answer, but I've never much cared for vague.

"How will you find them?"

"I can...feel them."

That makes me sit up straighter. It's like his statement poked me in the ass.

"You can feel them? What do you mean?"

He frowns, breaking eye contact with the blank TV screen to look at me. "You can't feel your kind?"

"Only if they touch me."

"I have an awareness of them. I can sense how close they are, what they are doing."

"That's helpful." I'd rather not walk up to a shade in the middle of a blood bath and ask if it's grown a conscience lately.

Tomorrow I have to work, which means I have to leave Mason here for hours. Since we're not creating any specific strategies for my helping him to save his kind from themselves, I decide now's a good time to bring it up. "So tomorrow I have to leave here for a while."

"Where do you have to go? To an office?" We watched some movies with offices.

"Yeah. I have to be there at eleven. Then I have to go to that debriefing Ben mentioned."

"What's that?"

I sniff. "Mostly Gregor telling us we're all failures and that the earth is doomed."

"The earth is doomed?"

"Not really. He just likes to make it sound like we can't do anything right." I wonder what he'll spin it to this time. "He might tell us what we're supposed to do next. About...you. And the rest of the shades."

"And you will help them?" The closest way I can describe Mason's face is consternation. 

I frown back at him. "I don't really have a choice. I don't know what he'll say. Maybe I'll get a pat on the back or a 'Gee, Ayala is a brave son-of-a-biscuit, but dumb as a post' or a suspension for a week. I don't know."

"Son-of-a-biscuit." Mason smiles. "My mother loved biscuits."

I can't help but return his smile then. A second later, the question of what my mother would have loved flits through my mind and wipes away my grin. "Well, she was from the south. We Southerners love our biscuits. Especially smothered in gravy."

"So you don't know what your people will do next to find mine?"

"I wish I did, but no. I don't."

The not knowing is as troubling to me as it seems to be to Mason.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO




After three nights with Mason next to me, sleeping hand in hand, I wake up Monday morning in a strange sort of normal. He greets me with a close-lipped smile and releases my sweaty fingers.

We've survived another night. Now I get to face Monday.

I beat my boss to work. Alice is already there, of course, and her nails have dulled from blood-red to bubble gum pink. I don't think I've ever seen that shade on her, and I look to her teeth immediately to see if she's matched her lipstick. Yep. Sure enough, both lips and front tooth share the same shade.

See, Mason and his crew have gone and ruined color comparisons for me. I can't think the word shade without seeing a bunch of naked people eaters. 

My office feels too mundane in the aftermath of my week. I haven't been in since last Tuesday — or was it Monday? 

It's hard to sift through the accumulated news stories on my desk, and my hands move with a mechanical slowness, like a robot underwater if that would even work.

I hear Laura before I see her.

"Is she here today?" The question must be addressed to Alice, so I sit back in my chair to see what comes next.

I picture Alice rubbing at her thumbnails the way she does when she's anxious. "She's in her office," Alice says in a coarse whisper. At least one of them remembers I have the ears of a human, plus some. Laura wasn't making any effort to be slippery about her question.

Laura grunts and appears in my doorway a moment later. "You. You're back." She's short, round, and has a hairline that bears suspicious resemblance to the double crown pattern baldness in those witch-sponsored hair loss commercials.

"My concussion and various injuries have healed nicely, thank you for asking." I roll backward six inches in my chair and give Laura a beatific smile. "The Summit will be exceedingly grateful for your lenience."

"Can it, Storme. I've heard enough from your Summit this week."

She stumps into her office before I can ask her what in the hells she's talking about.

The rest of my work day goes by without incident — unless you count the extra stack of articles that poofs into my inbox during my lunch break as incident. It keeps me at work until nine fifteen and obliterates any chance of me getting home to check on Mason before I have to meet up with Gregor at the Summit.

I'm starting to wish I'd taught him how to use a phone. I can never tell what his oddly transferred mommy memories left him.

The Summit parking lot is peppered with vehicles when I arrive at ten minutes to ten. I spot Ripper's dull black truck and Gregor's Hummer. I always save a snort for the Hummer. Sometimes people just match their cars.

Human idiosyncracies aside, a dribble of bile creeps up my throat. It tastes like fear. I have no expectations for this meeting tonight. It can't be like any of the other debriefings I've been to — and there haven't been many — because there has never been a mission like the one we undertook Thursday. And I've been so sequestered in Fort Storme with Mason all weekend that I haven't even watched the news to see what they said about the Summit making a warehouse go boom.

Hell, with all the shades we got, maybe the mayor even gave us a parade. Wouldn't that be something?

Nah. The whole city probably went back to ignoring demons and leaving them to us. Like always. Talk about a thankless job. At least postal workers get tips around Solstice-time. We barely get the rare perfunctory nod-and-cough.

The entry hall of the Summit is cold and silent as the marble that floors it. I make my way up to the debriefing chamber, trying to think of the last time I had to take this route. I think it was a couple years back when I helped a small crew clean out a nest out in Crossville. Talk about going boom — we haven't collaborated with the Knoxville Summit since then. As I recall, they almost set Mira on fire.

Accidentally.

I think.

The debriefing chamber is a small auditorium with stadium seating. And when I say small, I mean it seats maybe fifty. The whole terraced seating arrangement makes it look somehow stunted, like a baby auditorium that never made it to puberty.

A little less than half the seats are already full, and I take one about a third of the way from the back next to some Mediator I don't know well. His name might be Todd. Or Tad. Or Toad. No clue.

Gregor's at the front, and he hasn't noticed my arrival. Alamea's with him, fiddling with a remote control for the projector. 

If they show us slides, I'm leaving.

I see the back of Mira's head in the front row. Ripper's with her. No Devon, of course. He's still at Vanderbilt University Hospital in a body cast, under constant guard of three witches who are tending to his wounds. I feel a surge of sickly-sweet guilt. I should go see him. Maybe tomorrow.

"Everybody here?" Gregor turns to face us, eyes scanning the crowd. They light on me, and he gives a small nod. Alamea does the same after a beat, and I shift my butt on the hard folding seat. It creaks with my movement. A couple other Mediators turn to look at the noise.

Great.

"We're here tonight to debrief Mediator Intervention A778B5, shade central extermination."

Ugh. I forgot they named these things. 

Gregor's going on. "We're pleased to report no Mediator deaths and only two casualties. Mediator Devon Monk will be released from Vanderbilt in twenty-nine days, and Mediator Ayala Storme is here tonight, having recovered from her injuries." His eyes glow as he says it, sort of like backlit purple marbles. It makes me almost as uncomfortable as the formal tone in his voice. "Twenty-three of the hybrids were destroyed with the warehouse, and there have been zero reports of shade activity in the days since the explosion."

A smattering of applause greets this announcement, and I follow suit with a halfhearted pat of palms. No shade activity? Mason's sure there are more shades in Nashville. Is he wrong, or have they just learned to better cover their asses?

Figuratively.

Or maybe literally. My shoulders quake for a second when I think of a bunch of shades strolling downtown dressed like hipsters or suits.

In my paranoia, I've missed what Gregor just said. And I'm pretty sure it was about me, because suddenly every violet eye in the room is trained on my face.

"What?"

"You've been awarded the Silver Scale, Storme." Gregor rolls his eyes and beckons.

The Silver Scale. 

They're giving me a fucking medal?

A medal.

There's no other explanation. Nope. I must have died Thursday night in the explosion — hopefully not with a bunch of shades feasting on my nether regions — and the last few days with Mason and forty pounds of rapidly-disappearing flank steak in my fridge were just the final blips of my brains neuroses working themselves into oblivion.

So why does the blood-rushing tingle in my very hot cheeks feel so real?

I make my way to the front of the stunted auditorium, and Gregor clasps my hand. A flash goes off.

Whoever just took a picture of me is getting stabbed later.

Gregor takes hold of my silk blouse — one of my favorites with a ruffly faux-cravat at the collarbone — and punctures the expensive fabric with a spike of a pin. Cold metal hits my skin with the weight of the thing as he drops it. I look down at my left breast. There it is. A bright purple band of ribbon with a heavy platinum disc hanging from it, engraved with a set of scales.

I've never known anyone to get this medal. Not Alamea, not Gregor, not even...anybody. I suck at history. I don't even know if anyone's gotten this in my lifetime. So why is it perched on my boob?

Oh, hold on. Alamea's about to tell me.

"Ayala rushed into the warehouse to save Devon's life at supreme risk to her own. It was only when we went through the wreckage of the warehouse and tallied the bodies that we understood what she faced. She came out baptized in the blood of the slain, but not before she pushed Devon out first. For what could have been the ultimate sacrifice, made in full knowledge of the dangers she faced, the World Mediator Summit bestows this Silver Scale on Ayala Storme."

Well, fuck.

No wonder Laura didn't fire me.

I make it through the next half hour in a blur of handshakes and so many pats on the back I wonder if I'll have a bruise tomorrow. The weight of the medal bears down on the thin silk of my blouse, and it feels heavier still for the fact that I've got Mason shut up in my apartment and twenty-three deaths that forged this bit of platinum.

Twenty-three deaths I can no longer justify.

The official award ceremony is set for a month from today. Apparently I get to keep this medal and then they'll give me a loving cup. 

As long as it's filled with wine, I'll take it.

I have a feeling I'm going to need a drink.

In fact, I could use one now. I've gotten no less than six offers to buy me a shot, but there's no way I can go out tonight with Mason home alone.

Instead, I stare around emphasizing how dazed I am, hoping someone will blame the concussion and figure out a way to excuse me for the night.

It only takes about eight minutes in all the hubbub. Mira makes her way through the throng, elbowing Ripper and Gregor and Todd-Ted-Toad out of the way. 

"You bunch of fucking rakath spines. She's still recovering from her head injury, and you've all been banging away at her shoulder like her head's not directly attached to it. Get away and give her some fucking air already."

I give Mira my best thanks-for-rescuing-me smile, which can't be that good because I don't think I've ever used it before.

Everyone backs off, muttering about Mira's mouth. She loops an arm around me and leads me from the debriefing room. Out in the corridor, she scrutinizes my face — well, my eyeballs — and then harrumphs. "Well, at least your pupils are on straight this time. I'll tell all those goons you'll take a rain check on their shower of alcohol. You go on home. Think you can make it okay?"

I'm not used to anyone taking care of me, and I find it strangely affecting coming from Mira. Then I shake myself. If I tear up, she'll slap me. Concussion or not. "Yeah, I'll be fine. Tell them I told you to give at least half my drinks to you."

"You must have gotten your head bashed harder than I thought. That's the best idea you've had all week. Get your ass home."

That's one order I'll follow with relief.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE




I find Mason on the balcony, looking out over the city. 

This wouldn't be strange, except he's sitting on the balcony rail, his legs dangling over the edge. I know he can jump two stories without breaking his bones into kibbles and bits, but seven? That's a stretch even for my liberal imagination.

I'm afraid opening the sliding door will startle him off his perch. Instead, he just turns and slides back onto the solid terra cotta tile of the balcony floor. "You are later than I expected."

"And all I have to show for it is this shiny medal." Platinum. Boy, howdy.

"Medal?"

He's looking right at it, which also happens to be right at my left boob. I unpin the thing, mourning the loss of a favorite blouse, which now looks like one of those fictional bloodsuckers has sunk its teeth into it.

I hand Mason the medal and shuffle to my wine rack. No cure for the remnants of a concussion like getting drunk in the safety of home. I'm dismally low on wine. Only six bottles left.

I pop open a dry Shiraz while he examines my medal and pour two glasses before I think to ask whether he can handle alcohol. The coffee seemed to be fine on Saturday.

He takes the wine glass and looks at it. He looks at things a lot. I guess because everything is new, or at least because everything familiar is blurred like an old photograph — or someone else's memory.

Mason sniffs the wine.

"Like this," I say, swirling mine around in the glass. I stick my nose in the goblet's opening and inhale deeply. Mason imitates me.

"What do you smell?"

"Old oak, cherries, and fermentation."

I blink. It's one of the stranger assessments I've heard, but the wine is aged in oak barrels and its one they add dried cherries to. "Does it smell good to you?"

"Yes. I think my mother liked wine."

I take a large sip of the Shiraz and swish it in my mouth. Mason does the same after a beat and swallows just when I do. It's an easy warmth and a slow kindle that suffuses my throat and stomach, reaching alcoholic tendrils into the rest of me with subsequent sipping.

Then I stop, bottom lip on the rim of my glass. Maybe giving Mason alcohol isn't the best idea. 

"This makes you anxious," he says.

"You've never gotten drunk before. I don't know how alcohol will affect you. You might be dancing on my coffee table singing Barbara Streisand or huddled under it singing Barry Manilow and crying, for all I know."

"I don't know those songs."

"They're people." Okay, so Barbara's a morph who hasn't gotten over the eagle nose her dad passed on to her and Barry's a witch whose best power is making the name Mandy seem somehow romantic, but they're people nonetheless.

"Oh." Mason drains the rest of his glass. "I feel fine."

"That's what they all say." 

He does seem okay though. 

My phone buzzes as I refill my own glass. Gregor.

"Hi, Gregor. Thanks for the shiny."

"You earned it, Storme."

"Devon getting one?" 

"Not that one, but yes. He's getting a shiny." Gregor's tone as he uses my term is dull as a mud covered show pig, but I can hear a smile in there somewhere. "Look, Storme. I'm sorry to ask you this after tonight, but can you come to the Summit again tomorrow? Maybe for lunch? Alamea wants to talk to you, and she ain't telling me jack about what."

Alamea's using Gregor as a messenger? I don't know what she could want from me. "I guess. But I won't be able to stay long without the wrath of Laura raining down like a markat demon's spittle."

"You let me deal with Laura."

And of course, after that I'm left with a beeping phone and no Gregor. Nonplussed, I drink half my wine in the next gulp. 

"Who is Alamea?"

"She's the head honcho of the Summit in these parts. She might even be able to kick your ass."

"Is that a joke?"

"Try her and find out." I'd bet my shiny new medal on Alamea most days. Even against Mason. When I meet his eyes, he's smiling. 

A big, toothy grin. He pulls back the balcony door and walks back out to his perch. "Kick my ass."

I think Mason made a joke and I missed it.
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Laura is almost shockingly docile when I tell her I have a meeting at the Summit. Either Gregor drugged her, or he pulled a just-turn-up-in-her-living-room like he's done with me a couple times and scared her shitless.

Knowing Gregor, it's probably the latter.

Alamea's in her office when I arrive at the Summit, drinking out of a full quart of orange juice and picking her fingernails with a letter opener.

Mediators are nothing if not eccentric.

"Storme. Come in."

I take a seat across from her. "What did you want to talk to me about?"

"Straight to the point as always. Congratulations on your medal, by the way. I didn't get to see you last night." Her eyes are fastened on my face, which I try to flatten into a humble-yet-grateful expression. 

Her chuffing laugh casts doubt on my success.

"Thank you, Alamea."

She places the letter opener back in her desk and flattens her palms on array of papers. "You all pulled off something miraculous. I know it better than the others might. Most of them had never really come face to face with a shade — aside from you, of course — but you better believe it smarted when one took me down."

"You got beaten by a shade?"

"It was a damn fool move on my part, Storme. I went after it like it was human. Went for the stomach and heart. You can guess at how effective that was."

I don't have to guess; the answer is not very.

"Gregor thinks this initiative we pulled out of our asses last week was the last of it. I think you and I both know that's not the case."

I nod smoothly, trying to convey gravitas instead of the hopping and bopping that's started up in the region of my ribcage.

"What I want from you is to track them. Find out how many more are left and where they're hiding. If there are more spawning." Alamea bares her teeth. All that's missing is a snarl. "However you tracked down Lena Saturn, I want you to start tracking any other missing people you think could be connected."

So far what she wants me to do only lines up with Mason's thoughts. So far, so lucky. "That's it?"

"One other thing."

I'm so confident, that I say something stupid. "Anything."

"Take out as many of these motherfucking, people-eating monsters as you can."

Oh. That. 

That I'm not so sure about.

Somehow, I make it out of the Summit without vomiting all over the marble floors. I don't know what I said to appease Alamea, because the moment it left my mouth, I was busy concentrating on the sense of my head separating from my neck.

Because that's what'll be waiting for me if I disobey a direct order like this.

And yet I have to disobey. 

All I'm doing lately is hiding things from the Summit. I convinced them to hunt the shades into extinction. How can I be the one to say I was wrong? That they gave the Silver Scale to a Mediator who's hiding a shade in her apartment and feeding him flank steak by the pound?

That and getting him addicted to rom-coms. Who'd have thunk?

Would the Summit really behead me? I don't know. I feel sick as I return to work. I can't even muster up a sassy retort when Laura jabs at me even though I'm back an hour earlier than I thought I would be.

I haven't patrolled in days. I need to go out tonight, and I know even as I turn my key in the locks on my door that Mason's going to want to go with me.

I find him in the kitchen with some of my best china, daintily eating raw flank steak with a knife and fork.

I stop in the doorway to the kitchen. He meets my eyes. I turn and slowly walk to the bedroom, wondering who in the six and a half hells landed in my apartment.

With a few hours before peak patrolling time, I don't have much else to do but wait, and waiting makes me antsy. Mason finishes his meal and washes his dishes — I can tell by the running water and the poffa-poffa of him playing with the bottle of Sparkle Dish Soap to make it spew tiny bubbles into the air. A moment later, he appears in the bedroom. 

"What happened at your meeting?"

My eyes fix on a snagged stitch of my duvet. I pull the pillow Mason usually uses to my chest and hug it tight. "Are you sure you want to know?"

He steps into the room and eases his weight onto the foot of the bed. "She wants you to hunt us, doesn't she?"

At least I don't have to break the news to him. "Yeah. She does."

"What are you going to do?"

"I don't know. Help you find them first?" In terms of sneaky plans, it's not the most slippery in the world. More of a desperate, beat out the clock sort of plan. But it's the only idea I have that might allow me to keep my cushy king-sized bed and a head to put on my cushy king-sized pillows.

"We should start tonight."

I look at his dark jeans and bright blue shirt. I should have gotten him more sensible clothes.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR




The clothes thing turns out to be moot. While I'm shut in my bedroom painting myself leather, Mason's in the spare room getting full nekkid.

I open my door to his full monty and stifle a yelp. 

"It's me."

"I know it's you. It's a very naked you."

"Why does this bother you?"

"Norms wear clothes."

"I'm not a norm."

Touche.

"Besides," Mason says, "I don't want to have to fight my kind more than what is necessary. If I approach them dressed as a norm, like you say, they might attack me. They might attack you anyway."

"Well, I'm not going naked. I've never seen a female shade anyhow."

"They don't exist."

"Why not?"

Mason shrugs, and I try to keep my gaze at face level. No, I'm not getting hot and bothered. Each time he moves it reminds me how easy he could rip me in half. You try thinking that's sexy. I'll wait.

Even though I'm the one who asked, I think I might know the answer. All demons are male. They're not born; they're spawned. Maybe there's some Big Momma Demon down in Hell Central laying eggs willy-nilly, but I've yet to hear of it. I don't know where little demons come from. What do I look like, a sex-ed teacher? But maybe all the shades are male because of the demon half of them. I don't want to stand here next to a naked male shade and wonder if he could procreate with a naked female shade.

Instead, I head to the living room and start arming myself. Four knives in the usual places, an extra short sword down my spine in a special holster, and one special object I usually reserve for clearing nests.

A flamethrower. Custom-made, very expensive. 

But hey, tax-deductible. Yeah, I pay taxes. Can you believe it? You'd think bleeding for the health of the populace on a regular basis might give me a bigger exemption rate. Nope. Oh well. It's not like I'm hurting for cash.

The flamethrower is in an all-black canister of high-efficiency compression fuel. I have a pair of witches to thank for it, though they've been dead about a hundred years. They invented these things just for Mediators, and only passed the how-to onto their own kin. It's housed in a leather casing, because no matter how much you try and make it matte, metal tends to shine.

It sits across my back like a quiver, and the segmented hose slides through loops in my leather jacket. It almost looks like magic when I do it. Abracadabra — demons en flambe. 

Mason watches as I gird up for battle, intrigued. Probably by the fact that I need weapons at all when his are all firmly organic and entrenched in his bod.

"You need all that?"

"I'm paranoid by nature."

"Fair enough," he says. Is he quoting me now?

"Lead on, MacDuff," I tell him. "You know where your shade buddies are better than I do."

We drive north, far enough to cross into Kentucky, outside the light-polluted haze of Nashville and into the dense forests that blanket this area with underbrush and kudzu. He signals for me to park beside a forestry route and gets out of the car before I've even put it in park.

"In a hurry much?" I get out and lock the car with the clicker. It doesn't beep — I'd be an idiot to chance that in my profession. All Mediators get that particular function removed from their vehicles. Instead, the clicker vibrates to let me know the alarm is armed. I don't need anything chasing me just because I want to keep my car stereo intact. Mason may have the endurance of a Kenyan morph in the Olympics, but I'm still mostly human and get winded after ten miles or so.

I feel oddly winded now. I wipe a hand across my forehead, and my stomach cramps.

"Are you okay?" Mason takes a step toward me, his voice pitched low.

I look around at the woods. We're only about two hours north of Nashville. I shouldn't be feeling this way. I made it to Cincinnati before with no trouble, and it wasn't until Columbus that I started getting the stomach twists. Must be something I ate.

"I'm fine," I tell him loudly. Too loudly. 

Mason raises his hand to his lips. 

Okay, I can take a hint. I zip it and follow him into the underbrush. 

He moves silently through the wealth of flora, feet barely churning the loamy earth. The forest smells dirty, but in that nature way you expect when sniffing the underside of a mossy log. The venue's changed from the downtown shades, and I don't know what to expect. The air makes the fuzziness in my head begin to clear, and I wonder if I was imagining it before.

I keep within grabbing distance of Mason, eyes stuck with his backside in periphery as I try to keep my feet from crunching twigs. 

It's not a bad backside.

Oh, who am I kidding? He's got a nice ass to put all nice-assed underwear models to shame.

Then the ass stops moving and I almost run into it.

There's no clearing ahead, only a mass of live oaks and sycamores that indicate we're probably near water. But Mason stops and holds his hand up to me. 

"Stay here. Do not move."

That's encouraging.

He vanishes into the trees, and I follow the flickering paleness of his skin as it weaves between the trunks. A glimmer of starlight in neat pinpricks shows through the dense canopy above me. 

For creatures that can climb to seventh story balconies as easily as Mason can, I shouldn't underestimate their abilities when it comes to trees. These trees are heavily branched, easy climbing even for those of us without squirrel DNA. 

The branches don't move, and every moment of anxiety from Mason's absence is tempered by the lack of rustling above my head. 

With my eyes turned upward, I only see Mason returning when he's fifteen feet away. Maybe looking up wasn't the best idea. I can tell it's him because he's not making any effort to be sneaky, even though his face is hidden behind a tree trunk. If he gets poison ivy, I'm not going to be the one rubbing calamine lotion all over his itchy anything.

"They are gone," he says, his voice puzzled. "They were here a short time ago. Let's go farther."

We walk for another half hour. A cramp seizes my stomach, and I double over.

"Ayala?" Mason turns, making no noise in the underbrush.

I stumble toward a tree. "Which direction are we walking?"

"North," he says, puzzled. "Why –"

"I can't go any farther."

"What?"

I feel it now, the churning of my stomach acid. My forehead seems to burst tiny beads of sweat from every pore. "I'm hitting the edge of my territory. I have to go back, or I'll pass out."

The words don't compute in my head, even though I'm the one chattering. "They're not even out here. Let's go back to the car. Maybe you scared them."

"I shouldn't have."

I don't know what he means by that.

He's looking at me sideways. "You're not okay."

No, I'm not, but I ignore him and focus on putting one foot in front of the other without landing on my face in between.

We pick our way back to the vehicle in relative silence, only the whisper of our feet on leaves to announce our presence.

Mason's arm clotheslines me onto my back. 

"Mason, what are you doing?" I've landed on the flamethrower. Not the best feeling on the spine. The nausea hasn't improved as much as it ought to. I should have remembered that it takes more than going back home to cure this.

He responds with a hiss and a snarl directed in the area of my feet. 

I lift my head up, fighting the bile that rises in my throat. Two shades are crouched not a yard off from me.

Only Mason stands between us. I tug the flamethrower tube from my sleeve and work it into my hand.

"No, Ayala." Mason doesn't turn, but he points straight at my right hand holding the tube.

One of the shades takes a lunge forward. Mason snarls again. The shade skitters back, baring his teeth. 

They're smart. Cunning. They knew Mason was coming and circled back to meet us on our return. If they want me dead, dead I will become.

But I'm not getting dead. I'm just getting a cramp in my neck from holding my head up to watch them while laying flat on my back. I can't tell if they're communicating. Something flickers through the air. Fear? Pride? Unease?

It could be one or all three, and I don't know where it's coming from. Maybe me. I feel uneasy, and it's not only the clammy sweat on my brow and neck.

"You already know you don't have to hurt her."

The sound of Mason's voice breaks my resolve to stay put, and I scootch backward into a low crouch, pulling my feet beneath me. At least this way I can leap or roll instead of waiting for a shade to grab hold of my foot and tug.

They don't respond to my movement. Their eyes, black in the weighted darkness of the woods, stay trained on Mason's face.

"She's my friend."

I am?

"She helped me. She is helping me. She wants to help you."

Yep. That's me. Ayala Storme, hellkin hunter and shade tamer. I need a flute and a jaunty hat.

"She kills us." One of the shades speaks for the first time, his gaze lighting on me.

"Only out of defense of her life. She thought we were demons." Mason's deep rumbling drawl is even, calm.

"Do we look like demons?" This question is addressed to me.

I take a breath and relax my stance, releasing my hold on the flamethrower tube. Mason's not the only one who can talk. That's good. If any of this can be described as anything other than surreal.

"I first saw one of you in the center of a circle of demons, ripping apart a human woman. How would you have judged it? Not to mention I'd tracked other births, and each was accompanied by serious splattage. I made the best decisions I could with the information I had. It would have helped if I hadn't seen more of you dismembering Nashville's finest and relieving businessmen of their arms." This seems to be a blind spot with shades. Are they all really ignorant of the fact that norms tend to take dismemberment pretty hard? My speech has affected my upchuck reflex. I swallow hard and taste acid.

The shade who questioned me takes a step closer to me, and every muscle in Mason's back tenses. The shade raises his hands. 

"I don't intend to hurt her...Mason." 

How does he know Mason's name? 

"Maybe not, but she doesn't know what I do."

No, probably not. The final shade has only been watching the whole exchange. He makes no move to come closer, only sits back on his heels to observe. 

Something passes between Mason and the shades, and with it a sense of resolve. They're communicating. And somehow I'm getting the backwash.

The two shades turn and leap into the nearest tree, leaving Mason and me alone in the woods.

I straighten, adjusting my skewed back holster after its encounter with the ground. "What was that about?"

"They're going to help us."

"Well, that was anticlimactic."

"Did you expect to fight?"

"A little."

"These two were on their own because they want to be. They are like me. They don't want to hurt anybody."

"So we started easy." Here I got all battle-royale for a couple of shades that were already standing down. I guess in a way I'm thankful; I wasn't really looking to meet up with creepy sadisto-shade and the Hannibal deluxe crew, but now have a weird stuffy feeling that has nothing to do with my slowly fading nausea. My leather pants creak when I take a step.

That's what it is.

All dressed up and no one to fight.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE




I'm going to have to kill something tonight. Mediators are supposed to report all demon kills to the Summit, and I usually bag two or so a night. If I'm out on patrol and come back without having to clean my sword, Gregor's going to ask questions.

I'd rather go home, drink some tea, and concentrate on not barfing. That's not going to happen. I almost lost it up there in Kentucky. Maybe our range tightens up once we press the boundaries. I hope I'm wrong.

Regardless, tonight I have to bag some hellkin.

I bring it up to Mason when we get back to the car. 

He looks at me from the passenger seat, thankfully keeping his knees together. "Do you know somewhere we could find demons?"

"We?"

"I brought you out here. I can help."

I start to tell him that I work alone, but right as the words are about to leave my lips, I realize how stupid that sounds. I'm working with Mason. What does it say about my philosophy when I didn't even notice I'd broken it?

North of Nashville there aren't many places known for being demon hot spots, but there is a newish hot spring over by the ruins of the Grande Ole Opry where the occasional snorbit can be found. 

Snorbits. For a name as stupid as that, they're not fun to mess with. They like sulphur — surprise, surprise — and the hot spring is one of their favorite hangouts in the Nashville area. It's why I don't hunt them very often. I know where to find them, and they're almost always there. Textbook easy.

A snorbit demon has about a foot on Mason and forearms like Popeye if his spinach took steroids. When I pull into the deserted parking lot of the Opry, I already see one lurking on the opposite end between us and the old hotel.

They tried to keep the hotel running after the Opry went up in flames, but then the hot springs started bubbling up all around it. The type of folks to stay at the Opryland aren't the type to think rotten eggs aroma worth the price of a room with a view.

We're not the only things moving around out here. I don't bother to shut off the headlights of my car. Snorbits don't see light well and find their way mostly by smell. They should find us well enough anyway — we're upwind of them.

At least with the lights, Mason and I should see them coming.

The first attack comes in the form of two snorbits. "Ever fight one of these before?" I ask Mason. Maybe I ought to have asked him that earlier.

"No." He blurs forward before I can respond.

The first snorbit's arm sails through the air and lands with a whump next to a crushed concrete pylon.

Now that's just...not fair.

I brighten when I remember the flamethrower. Yes, I can drive with it strapped to my back. You learn to put up with all manner of discomfort when you're a Mediator.

The second snorbit is coming right at me. They're lumbery, leathery things. Sort of like an elephant with about five percent of the cuteness. I wait until it gets close and light the thrower with a snick of flint.

It stops and sniffs the air.

I pull the trigger. 

Fire erupts from the tube in my hand, engulfing the snorbit in flame. Its distended arms flail. I can't tell if it's in pain or if it finds the smell of its own burning flesh enjoyable.

It's down in moments, and Mason's already made short work of its buddy.

A second pair of headlights glints toward us.

I'm not the only Mediator who knows this as a snorbit spa. "Mason!" 

His head jerks up. His body's spattered in black blood that stinks like brimstone. 

"Get out of here. Get to my apartment and clean up. Someone's coming."

So far the beams of the headlights don't touch us. If they've seen a shade, I'm done. Kaput. 

Mason's already gone. That little horse's ass can move fast.

The headlights come to a stop, and I find I've got a second problem. No one will believe I dismembered a snorbit. I don't have time to hack at the wounds. 

So I torch them. 

The heat from the flamethrower draws my skin tight on my face, and the parking lot begins to smell like the inside of a volcano.

Mixed with the rotten egg smell of the hot springs, this is something to say pew at.

I look over my shoulder as the last limb of Mason's snorbit fizzles and spits with the dying flame. Of all the Mediators to show up. It's Ben.

"You're ruining my barbecue," I tell him. If he saw Mason, I'll be tied up with slummoth entrails and left to boil in the hot pool yonder.

"Looks like you're about finished. Taking a pass on tonight's patrol?"

Ben knows me well enough to know how rare it is to see me here. At least I can play the concussion card.

"It's been a weird week."

"You're telling me." He looks at the bodies littering the pockmarked — and now newly-charred — pavement. "Two of them, eh?"

"Glad I brought Lucy here." I waggle the flamethrower at him.

"Lucy?"

I've never named a flamethrower before. But why not? I shrug at him. "You wrapping up or just getting started?"

"Wrapping up. Thought I'd swing by for an easy kill before heading home."

"Where'd you head earlier?"

"Staking out the warehouses. Nothing too messy tonight."

Ben's staking out the warehouses? "Why were you out there?"

"Gregor asked me to keep an eye. Make sure the shades don't come back."

"See anything?"

Ben shakes his head. "Nothing. I think we must have got them all."

I think they're just too smart to flock back to a place where a score of them got blown up.
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Mason's at home when I arrive there, and he's managed to get cleaned up without dripping demon blood all over my carpet. Maybe he jumped in the river. Maybe his skin absorbs dirt like a built in vacuum. Maybe he got rained on.

It's a sign of how tired I am that the latter seems the least probable.

He's curled up on the couch — with clothes on, I might add — and the newest teen heartthrob making googly eyes at him from the television screen. Oh, wait. The kid's ogling a witch who's shooting blue sparkles from her fingertips. I call bullshit.

No self-respecting which would shoot sparkles around.

"What did Ben say?"

Mason pauses the movie. Guess I'll get to see how it ends.

Resigned, I drop onto the couch next to him. "He said he's been staking out the warehouse area and that he hasn't seen any more shades go back to it."

"He wouldn't. They've all moved outward from town."

"So what do we do next?" I straighten my shoulders at Mason's confirmation of my Sherlocke-ing. My mind is still on the warehouse though. I ought to go see Devon in the hospital.

"I think it's best if I see the next group."

"Why's that?"

"They are...less likely to be on our side."

So more likely to be people eaters. Goody. Shades making an active choice to eat humans. That's...nope. Not thinking about it.

I head to the kitchen, hoping for yogurt and finding only a container of applesauce that I don't remember buying. Judging from its position at the back of the fridge, sandwiched between my water filter and the wall, it's been there a while. The only remaining food in my home is Mason's steak. 

That's Mediators for you. Get injured in the line of duty, they give you a shiny hunk of expensive metal and offer to buy you mucho de beers. You'd think at least one of them might have made me a bundt cake, or at least a lasagna.

As a group, we're not known for our culinary abilities.

Mason's already running low on beef. I place a second order for him and an order of pizza for me. My favorite — Canadian bacon and pineapple. As a kid, I always wanted to go to Canada and see if all their bacon really was like that. It was one of my first dreams to go crunch under the mantle of Mediatordom.

I should just go to bed, but Mason won't sleep until his rom-com is over, and I'm still a tad too nervous to sleep with him out here.

My pizza arrives in a blissful twenty minutes — guess three in the morning is their off hours — and I settle in on the couch with a couple slices.

Halfway through my late dinner, I notice that Mason's watching me instead of the screen. "What, you want some pizza?"

He looks back at the screen with a small smile. "Do you ever want that?"

"Pizza? Of course. That's why I got it."

"Not pizza, that." He points to the screen where Tate "I'm-a-Hottie" Something is tonsil-plundering the blue sparkle witch. 

I don't so much want my pizza anymore.

"Um."

I've gone and backed myself into the corner of the couch and am holding my plate in front of my chest like a shield, one thumb keeping my remaining slice of pizza from landing on my black leather sofa. Good one, Ayala. 

"You're uncomfortable."

"And you're stating the obvious."

"I don't mean from me."

Oh. "Just in general?"

The on-screen teens are still going at it. 

Mason nods.

"Then yeah. I dated a few guys in my time, but if they're not Mediators, they're not so understanding of the hours — " I gesture at the clock on the wall, " — and if they are Mediators, they're a little too like me." Except Ben. Opposites attract, my ass.

Mason appears to ponder that, and he doesn't ask any more questions I don't want to answer. 

I do end up eating the rest of my pizza though. Call me a nervous eater. I have the metabolism of a teenager, so I'll do what I want.

Holding Mason's hand in bed an hour later, I wonder what made him ask the question. He doesn't speak, and I'm very conscious of his warmth next to me. This is the weirdest friendship I've ever had.

I rise early, which surprises Mason the next morning, but I want to make sure I get to the hospital before work. I definitely want to see Devon.

I find him in intensive care, looking like his whole body's been dipped in plaster. I don't envy that for a second, especially because he's awake.

The scar that is his face's most prominent feature twists down his cheek, but his eyes light up to see me. 

"Hey, Devon. How's hospital food? Improved?"

He gives a small half smile at that. "Nope. Why would it?"

I pull a chair close to his bed and sit. There's no position that doesn't feel awkward, because Devon can't turn his head, so I end up angling my chair toward him and leaning one arm by what is probably his knee under the layers of chalky white.

"How are you?" I'm as much of a slave to convention as anyone else, I suppose. I don't know what else to ask him, and this question's got the most obvious answer. 

He doesn't take me for a smart ass though. "Okay. I'm okay. I just want to go home. Countin' down the days." I follow his gaze to the wall, where there's a Maserati calendar with big red X's on the days that have passed. None for today yet though. 

"Want me to get today?"

"Sure. The nurse usually does it when she brings me breakfast. Which should be any minute."

I rise from my chair and find a red marker on a string next to the calendar. I mark a tidy X from corner to corner of the box. Twenty four to go. 

Sitting back down, Devon's looking at me. "You look different," he says.

"Different how?"

"More nervous."

A guffaw escapes my lips. "I guess you could say that." Working with a shade, double-crossing Alamea, a shade in my house eating raw flank steak like he's dining fine and fancy — nervous. All of those things make me nervous.

"Hell of a night, right?"

"Hell of a night."

Devon's silent, and I see his jaw working. It presses against the plaster — which comes almost to his chin — and moves as much as the cast will let it. "If I say something, will you promise not to tell the Summit? Or anyone?"

I prop my feet against a rung on his bed. "You got it, Dev."

"I think we did the wrong thing, blowing up that warehouse."

It's not the thing I expect the guy in the body cast to say to me, and my foot slips from the metal bar and clunks on the linoleum. "Why do you say that?" I struggle to keep my voice even. He almost got his arm ripped off. 

"I think..." he trails off. "I think they just wanted to talk to me. At first."

"Talk?"

"One of them — I couldn't see him — started saying something about everything changing. But I was too fucking freaked, you know? I pulled out my sword and stabbed at him. And that's when things got messy. And then you showed up and got me out."

"Have you told anyone else this?"

"No."

"For now, Devon, will you keep it that way?"

He looks at me like he wants to ask a follow-up, but I shake my head with as small a movement as I can.

A nurse knocks and then bustles in. "Oh, how nice, Devon, you have a visitor! Lovely. I've got your breakfast right here, darling."

He's not even looking at her. I smell rubbery eggs and catch a glimpse of bacon that looks like it's been stripped from a tire's inner tube and wrinkle my nose. Devon meets my eyes. 

He nods once.

Eventually, I'll have to give him an explanation. 

First, I'm going to get him some better food.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX




I find a catering company that promises to deliver Devon's meals for the next three weeks. 

I know. I know. I'm a big softie. I can't bear the thought of him stuck in the hospital with nothing to eat but powdered eggs and soggy tuna fish sandwiches. And red gelatin. Devon's been through a lot, and he deserves better. 

Time's running out on me. Alamea is going to expect reports any second now. I need to have more to tell her than "I let a couple get away." Mason said they've spread to the outskirts of town. Maybe that includes Forest Hills.

As soon as the clock hits eight, I lock up my office and hop in the car. In twenty minutes, I'm in Forest Hills. 

I don't know what I hope to find. I drive up to the spot where Lena gave birth. I have a hunch. It's not much of a hunch, but it's the only thing I have to go on. Mason remembers his mother. He might remember in flashes and bits, but he remembers. 

I'm banking on the possibility that Lena's little spawned shade remembers her, and that we didn't blow it up in the warehouse.

I park a mile away and hike in. From what Hazel Lottie told me, Lena was a nice girl. Polite and warm, friendly and not crazy — before she decided to host the birth of a new species, that is.

There ain't much religion in the world, but the little that exists tends to beget zealous believers. Lena was a zealot. I can't believe anybody would put themselves through hosting a happy, healthy hellkin critter without deep-seated belief. And people in a band like The Righteous Dark don't seem the types to come from the overpriced Americana found in this neighborhood. They're people who feel like the world has wronged them.

Just maybe, Lena really thought what she was doing would bring something better. Or change at the very least.

I arm myself with my two short swords and hike into the woods toward the clearing. The sun drips toward the horizon, sending bits of gold filtering through the canopy above. In minutes, it'll be down. 

I try not to think about what happened the last time I came to Forest Hills — or the time before that.

It takes just about every ounce of impulse control I have not to walk with my swords drawn. If this is going to work and not get me splatted, I can't be seen as a threat.

One mile. About a twelve minute trek through the woods, and I spot the first thinning of trees that indicates the clearing ahead. Motes of dirt and dust filter through the day's final sunbeam. 

I reach the edge of the clearing and clasp my palms together in front of my stomach.

Here goes nothing.

"If you're here, I'm not going to harm you. I just want to talk."

I count to seventy as the sun vanishes behind a cleft in the hill to the west. Nothing.

Well, it was worth a shot. 

I turn to leave. My nose plows into something hard that wasn't there before.

It's a shade. Of course it's a shade. I can smell it. Warm flesh and leaves, heated by the sun. No blood.

My legs fly from under me.

I land on my side, coughing. The shade stands over me, then bends one knee. 

I'm betting my life on the idea that if he wanted me dead, I'd be there already.

"You want to talk." He reaches out and flicks one of my swords. 

"You're not the only thing in these woods after sundown." I try to steady my breath, looking the creature in the eyes. My chest expands with the joy of being right twice in five minutes. It's here, and I'm still breathing. I take a celebratory breath to prove it.

The shade retreats a step and settles back on its heels. I pull myself to a sitting position, careful to keep my hands away from the hilts of my swords.

"What do you want to talk about?"

"I want to confirm something one of your kind told me."

"One of my kind?" He cocks his head to the side. It reminds me of a puppy, if puppies had the strength of two eight-hundred pound gorillas. 

"His name is Mason. He's staying in my apartment. We want to help you."

"Help how?"

I can't believe I'm about to say this. Alamea will have my head. "The Mediators want you all dead. I'm a Mediator. But I don't believe it's right to kill creatures that have the ability to choose for themselves."

"Choose how?"

"You're here. You were born here, right?" I point to the center of the clearing. "Your mother birthed you there. Not ten yards from here. Her name was Lena. And you've come back here."

"How do you know that?"

"I was there. Watching."

"What do you want from me?"

A lot of questions, this one. "I don't know. You don't kill humans, do you?"

"No."

"Why not?"

He stands now, looking agitated. I don't like that. "Memories. My mother. She saw people...get murdered. She saw them die. She hated it."

I can't say I get the girl's thought process, wanting to release more hellkin into the world. She couldn't have known what her child would be capable of — the good and the bad. "Then why was she helping hellkin?"

He closes his eyes as though he's trying to see something and the world's in the way. His words are far more halting than Mason's, even if his sentence structures are correct. Lack of practice? "They said they would punish the ones who hurt her family."

That would do it, I suppose. "So she agreed to host for demon eggs."

"Yes. But she didn't know what the demons really were."

"How?"

His eyes close, flicking back and forth under his eyelids as if he's flipping through a file folder of memories looking for the right one. "Magic. And a fertilized demon egg." He reaches out and touches a hand to the center of my stomach, just over my navel. He pauses, then repeats. "She didn't know what the demons really were."

Most people don't. Maybe we Mediators do our jobs a little too well. Something's slipping through the cracks if this many people are lining up to invite the demons into the world.

"You don't want to be a demon," I say.

The shade shakes his head. 

"Do you have a name?"

He shakes his head again. "My mother's name was Lena?"

"Lena Saturn."

"Then I will be Saturn."

I tell him I'll send Mason to see him, and he agrees to wait. The trees are ten shades darker than they were when I arrived. I'm no closer to having anything to report to Alamea. I can't lie to her; she'll know. And I can't just kill every shade I see. It's wrong. 

For the first time, the heavy weight on my chest increases not when I think of demons and their kin, but when I think of the Mediators. 

As I return to my car, I can't get Saturn out of my mind.

I don't think he knows he's chosen the name of a god.
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One thing I like about Mason is that he won't freak out when I tell him I went to Forest Hills alone. What's bothering me is how I seem to have only met nice shades since the warehouse. That can't be right.

There's no way we killed all the naughty ones when the warehouse blew up. It means they've gotten a lot more careful. Careful killers are the hardest ones to catch.

I know that from watching all the crime scene shows.

Speaking of crime, our warehouse explosion doesn't seem to have reset the scales for Nashville. It hasn't gotten worse, either, just plateaued into a steady stream of knifings, break ins, and bar fights. On my way home, more and more shops along Charlotte Pike wear boards over their windows.

Gryfflet's sitting in the kitchen with Mason when I walk through the door.

My heart does a somersault and lands on my spleen. They're drinking...tea?

"Gryfflet? What are you doing here?"

He looks up, cabbage-y face loose with relief. His eyes look tight around the edges, though. Something's not right.

"I came by to see how you were doing after the fight. Devon said you visited him this morning and sent him food. I've been checking up on him for Gregor." Gryfflet gets up from his chair and balances on his heels for a moment. I motion to him to sit back down, and he obliges after a beat. 

So Gryfflet's helping out the Summit. I hope they're paying him. "You've met my friend Mason, then." 

Gryfflet nods and downs the rest of his tea. "We've been talking about meat."

"What?" Not good, not good, not good.

"A big box of pork arrived when Mason was making tea. He says he's on a caveman diet."

That's one way of putting it. One look at Gryfflet's face says he believe Mason's story like he believes in St. Nick. How am I going to fix this?

"Mason, weren't you going to go get coffee with your friend tonight? I ran into Saturn in Forest Hills. He said he'd wait for you." I hope Mason's smart enough to get it. I think he is. 

He is. He frowns, but stands up. "It was nice to meet you, Gryfflet."

"You too."

Mason starts toward the balcony. Shit.

"I brought all your clothes in from where you hung them. No need to go out there." 

He looks confused for a moment, but then nods and goes to the front door. 

The door closes behind him. Not for the first time, I wish Mason had a phone. Though I don't know where he'd store it on most of his little missions. Up his ass?

"Does he always go barefoot?" Gryfflet asks.

Balls. "Um, yeah. He's weird about shoes. Says they pinch too much. He's got feet like a troll though. Can walk on anything."

The only sound is Gryfflet's thumb tapping on the rim of his teacup.

"What are you doing, Ayala?"

He knows. Of course he knows. He's a fucking witch who's already seen shades up close. No way could I have fooled him for a second. I half-expect Mason to burst through the door, but it's quiet. I go to latch the door, knowing he'll just come through the balcony door later. 

I sit down across from Gryfflet in the chair Mason's vacated. It's still warm. Thank goodness he was wearing clothes.

"He saved my life, Gryfflet."

Gryfflet frowns. "When?"

"The warehouse. I was surrounded by shades. When you got the lights on, I saw them. So many eyes, all focused on me. Mason snatched me out of there before they could get me — and before the warehouse went boom." I pause to gauge his reaction. I see none. No censure, but no acceptance either. Just blank. "He turned up here last week. He's never hurt me. The meat's for him. He doesn't have to eat people if he doesn't want to. And he doesn't want to."

"You're saying these things have a conscience?"

"I'm saying the shades have free will."

Gryfflet watches me as if to make sure I'm not joking. If only he knew how not joking I am. 

"I guess it's possible. They gain a lot of their physiology from their human sides. It stands to reason that they would gain a few other things as well."

"I think that's what happened. I don't think the hellkin were counting on it, but I think they got it anyway."

"What are you going to do? The Summit's not going to like this at all. Didn't they just give you a medal?"

"Heard about that, eh?" I sit back in my chair, splaying my feet out in front of me. "I don't know. But if these creatures have free will — "

"They are still very dangerous."

"Do you think I don't know that?" I can't tell him what Devon told me. Proof as it is that we went into our bomb-happy situation without having all the information, it's also evidence of how volatile the shades can be. "Look. I've met a few others who don't want to hurt humans. I don't know what it is that makes them different, or even if all of them could come to the same conclusion given time. I do know that the more violently we respond to them, the more blood and carcasses we're going to get in return."

There's one other thing, and I hate to ask it. But I have to. 

"Please don't tell Gregor, Gryfflet. I need more time to figure this thing out. Time I didn't bother to take last time. I don't have all the information. I need to find out more. See if they're all open to living peacefully, and if not, find out what to do about the ones who aren't."

"I'll give you one week. After that I'm going to Gregor." Gryfflet rises from his chair. For someone who looks as flabby as he does, he's got steel underneath after all. "You didn't come in contact with that one's mind. Not the one at Madeline's diner. You didn't feel it."

"I didn't have to. I saw it smile right before it mutilated someone."

"It's not the same. I'll grant that your Mason is different. His mind is quieter, more sure of itself. And gentle. But be careful. They're not all like him, and you know it. Don't let yourself forget."

I haven't, and I won't. Looks like my little witch friend has a bit of the psychic in him.

I let Gryfflet see himself out and lock the door behind him.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN




The next few days pass in relative quiet. No surprise visitors, and no work drama. And still, I feel uneasy.

I bring home Thai food Thursday after work and eat it with Mason on the couch. Well, I eat it. He's eating raw pork nuggets.

Next time I'm getting him beef again. Raw pork smells like ass in a dirty gym sock.

He says he's found five more shades who have the same moral code as he does. I think he and Saturn have become friends.

Mason moves his arm to spear a bit of pork, and I see a gash across his tricep.

I reach out and touch his arm without thinking. "What happened there?"

"It's nothing."

"It's the first mark I've seen on you. What happened?"

It had to have been last night. We went out together and took out a couple slummoths, but then I came home and he split off to look for shades, like we've done since Tuesday.

"A Mediator found me. I was on my way home and being careless."

There's a hollow stillness in my chest. I think that's terror. "A Mediator? Did you —" 

"Hurt him? No. He slashed at me when I was running away. Lucky shot."

"That's all?"

"That's all."

So I'm not the only one they've put on shade-hunting duty. Either that or someone was trying to be a hero. 

I don't like it.

"We'll have to be more careful tonight, Mason."

My phone buzzes, and I jump, dropping a grilled shrimp on my couch. "Dammit." I pluck the shrimp from the leather and hurry to the kitchen.

It's Alamea. The spot on my couch is suddenly less worrisome. "Alamea. Hi."

"How's our little project coming?"

"Slow." At least that's the truth. "I think they've gone into hiding. I've only seen a couple this week, and they high-tailed it away before I could get close."

"Then you think we have them spooked."

"Yeah. I think blowing up the warehouse showed them they didn't have free reign." I look at Mason, who's dabbing at the shrimp-spot with a paper towel, his bowl of pork set carefully on an end table.

"Very well. I'd like you to come to the Summit tomorrow for a meeting. You can give me a more detailed progress report then."

"Okay. I'll come right after work."

"That's fine. Happy hunting."

At least one of the Summit leaders knows how to properly end a phone call. 

"What do you think she wants?" Mason asks.

"I don't know. Probably just a report."

"What are you going to tell her?"

"As much of the truth as I can — that they've all run off before I had a chance to do anything. That I haven't seen any in the city center. I'll leave it at that if I can." 

It's only nine, but my nerves feel like they've been exposed to an Arctic blast. I gear up for patrol.

"Where are you heading tonight?" I buckle on my sheaths. 

"West. I might find some others there. Saturn said he knew of a few."

"Is he going with you?"

"No."

"Be safe."

Mason doesn't answer, probably because he thinks the request is silly.

He might be going west, but tonight I'm going south, toward Franklin. There's a green area by the mall where hikers like to well, hike. Or run. Or walk little teacup pipsqueak dogs. Demons like nature. Maybe because they know the humans they'll find out there past sundown are stupid, and they're culling the dumb norms from the gene pool. Or maybe it's just that they like the easy pickings.

They always seem to find somebody. No one's ever accused norms of knowing what's best for themselves.

The parking area has a small gazebo and a short bridge that connects the path over a creek. The bridge is mostly superfluous. A quick jump would put you on the other side, especially with the drought we've been having this year. 

I follow the path about a mile into the woods. This particular path is always darker than some others. Overgrown. Several creeks criss-cross around, and that much water encourages the local flora to flourish. 

There aren't any lights on the trail. If there were, they'd be yellow, not the pink that filters through the closest rhododendron. 

There's a jeeling in there. 

Now I'm wishing I'd brought my flamethrower.

I edge around the thicket. No way something that size is fitting in a rhododendron bush, and I'm right. It's just behind it, gnawing on a branch.

No, it's not eating bark. It's probably just sharpening its teeth. That or picking out bits of bone. When you have two rows of teeth, it's that much easier for your meals to get stuck in them. 

I leap at the jeeling's back, drawing both short swords midair. I plunge one into its kidney, and it screams. My second sword sinks into its ribcage before the jeeling can turn, and I wrench out the first, using it like a crampon to climb the monster's back. 

The jeeling bucks and screeches, its pink glow turning angry magenta. One more up. My next stab goes into the base of its neck. The jeeling drops, and I can't help thinking how much easier this is than the shade Gryfflet helped me take down in the diner. I'm guessing the demons didn't choose jeeling DNA for their little hybrid project.

I clean my swords with a bit of moss and call for a cleanup crew. A rustle. 

I spin, swords out toward the noise.

"Easy, Ayala. It's me."

Ben? Again?

"What are you doing here, Ben?"

"I live right over there. I patrol here when I don't feel like driving."

I forgot he lived in Franklin. There's a bunch of condos just over the street from where I parked. Nice area. I think there's a pool.

"You don't look like you're patrolling." He's wearing jeans and a flannel shirt. He looks more like he's going to a honkytonk than demon hunting.

"We don't all have an obsession with leather," he says. "You're probably done for the night. I already took out a slummoth down the path. Pretty quiet around here. I was on my way home." He makes a vague gesture to his right, down the path farther the way I'd been going.

"I might take another little sweep. You head on home."

Ben shrugs. "You're not going to find anything else."

I wait till he leaves, then head down the path to the left, in the direction he indicated. I walk for another fifteen minutes, venturing off the trail a few times before turning back, disconcerted.

There's no sign of disturbed dirt, no slummoth body anywhere. Not even a hint of mucous on a leaf.

Was he just trying to impress me?

Maybe if he got better fashion sense, he'd have a chance at that.
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Mason's already back when I arrive home. He's in the kitchen, spitting blood down the garbage disposal.

I hurry to his side, putting a hand on his back. "Mason. Are you okay?"

He rinses his mouth with water, but doesn't answer. I don't like this. And I'm surprised about how much I don't like this. He's hurt, and that bothers me. 

My hand stills on his back. His skin radiates heat, and I rub my palm against it. One of our early trainers used to do that for me when I was an MIT. All MITs get nightmares sometimes, and she'd soothe me back to sleep telling me about how I'd grow up to keep the balance, running her palm over my back until my eyes got heavy enough to pull me down into swirling slumber. 

It seems to calm Mason, too. He fills his mouth with water once more and spits it into the sink. It's tinged pink.

He turns to look at me. He's still naked, which must mean he just got home. 

His eyes are downcast, long lashes drooping. 

"You didn't find any friends tonight, did you?"

"I was ambushed." His voice comes out with a slight lisp, a tiny whistle on the sh.

I flick on the light, and he winces. His body is covered in bruises, still the angry purple-red of new pain.

"Your mouth?" His face looks unmarked.

"I bit my tongue."

"Oh." 

He doesn't seem to be bleeding, and the sword gash from last night has already healed to a red line, but his face looks like he's been gutted. "You didn't expect to find shades who disagreed with you, did you?"

Mason just looks at me.

I lead him into the bedroom and pull back the duvet. He climbs into his side, his face a mixture of pleasure and stings. I know the feeling, getting into bed when the cool sheets feel like salve but every movement hurts.

"How many were there?"

"Five."

"And you got away?"

"I killed three of them." He says it into his pillow.

He killed three. I can tell he's unhappy about it. "Mason, they wanted to hurt you. They did hurt you."

"I thought the others were just new, just didn't understand."

"These ones tonight?"

His dark hair waves on the pillow as he shakes his head. "No. The ones in the warehouse. I thought they were doing what they did out of ignorance. That they just didn't know. Now I think some of them understood. The ones I met tonight, they understood. They wanted me dead. They killed a boy. I saw him hanging from a tree."

"It's not your fault."

The other two. Suddenly my flimsy glass sliding door seems far too vulnerable. "Mason, they couldn't have followed you back here, could they?"

He pulls up his head at that. "No. I was careful. I swam back in the river. The two who were left, I left them unconscious."

"You're sure?"

The memory of finding Mason sitting naked on my couch the day after the warehouse is still too fresh. 

He reaches out and takes my hand, placing it on his shoulder. "I'm sure. I won't ever lead someone here." He stops for a moment, then meets my eyes. "What you were doing in the kitchen. Will you do it again?"

My fingers move to his shoulder blade, careful only to skim the surface of his battered skin. I stroke his back until he falls asleep. 

This time it's I who watch him as his breathing rises and falls. After a time, it lulls me. 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT




I wake Friday with my head on Mason's bare shoulder and a crick in my neck the size of Texas.

He's awake, of course. His face is turned toward me. The bruises on his skin have faded to blue-yellow, and when I move the hand that still rests on his middle back, goosebumps raise across his shoulder blades.

Until this point, I haven't thought of Mason having human reactions to things, but last night that's exactly what he had. Human reactions. Disappointment. Frustration. Pain. 

And pleasure.

I ought to be afraid of that last. I ought to fear the fact that it was my hand on his body that showed him human touch can be something of joy. 

But then I think of all the nights we've spent hand in hand. I ought to have known that already.

In spite of the kink that's trying to keep my neck at a right angle, there's nothing I regret about this moment.

I don't even know if I want to start puzzling that one out.

Mason doesn't bring it up. He gets out of bed and stretches, his back to me. It's a marvel to me how fast he's healing. Faster than I can, that's for sure. I'd still be a walking black-and-blue today.

He pulls on a pair of jeans before he turns. "You have your meeting today, is that right?"

"After work." I look at the clock. It's only nine. I could go back to sleep, but with Mason already up, I don't want to.

This time not out of fear of what he'll do.

I shake myself and get up, heading for the shower. Go to sleep next to a naked shade, wake up all sorts of confused.

Today's not a day I want to be confused. Not even a little bit.

I'm lucky that work is busy. Laura pulls me into a meeting the moment I walk through the door, and I don't leave for three hours. Apparently the crime spree is mucking up our business. I don't have time to think about Mason or the talk with Alamea. Laura keeps me up to my eyeballs in press releases and pitches until after seven, and it's only the phrase "Mediator thing" that allows me to shoehorn myself out the door with twenty minutes to spare.

My mind is so full of a restaurant launch scheduled for next week — Ethiopian-Chinese fusion — that I am halfway across the parking lot at the Summit before I realize there are only four cars in it. Including mine.

I don't know if I've ever seen the place so barren even on a Friday night. I feel the weight of the heavy brass-handled door as I pull it open. 

The whole Summit is empty. No receptionist, even. My footsteps ring with a cavernous echo across the foyer. 

Alamea's office door stands open, but she's not in it. I find her in a tiny conference room at the end of the hall, sipping a ginger ale. She doesn't offer me one, just nods at the seat across from her. The back of her head is reflected in the dark window behind her.

She's at the head of the table, and now the entire marble expanse makes a ten-foot rink between us.

This is one of the weirder meetings I've had here.

"You wanted a progress report?" I sit in the chair she's indicated and start talking. She cuts me off mid-sentence.

"You haven't been following my directive."

"I beg your pardon?" I might not have been following it to the ends she wanted, but I have been looking for shades. And finding them. Just not killing them.

"You killed four shades in a short period of time before we blew up the warehouse — at least you say you did. We have evidence of only one of them. Regardless, since then you have only killed demons."

Shit.

"Alamea," I begin, "The ones I've seen have fled. And they've been hard to find." 

That's plain truth — I never would have been able to find them if I hadn't had one to follow their patterns on my side. Without Mason, I wouldn't have had the slightest idea of how to hunt down the shades. When they don't want to be found, they don't get found.

Well, there was Saturn. But I watched him born from the grotesque husk of Lena Saturn, and I was following a hunch. I don't have any other connections to them.

"We think you are working with a shade."

My hand freezes on the crease of my pant leg. "Why would you think that?"

"Even Ripper wouldn't go through forty pounds of flank steak in a week, Storme, and I've seen him eat five hot dogs on the fourth of July without breaking a sweat."

"You've been watching my purchases?" That makes me sound guilty, but I can't stuff the words back in my mouth. They hang there like a noose above my head.

Alamea laughs, a rich, don't-be-ridiculous sound that resonates through the room. "We're not CIA. A Mediator happened to be there when it was delivered."

Ben.

Ben's been talking to Alamea about me? 

Ben's been around way more than usual lately. He turned up in my parking garage, at multiple patrols. 

And he lied about having killed a demon.

Has he been spying on me?

Forget guilt. My blood starts feeling like it's been put through a generator. "I haven't done anything to betray the Mediators."

"You have if you are working with a shade."

"Even if they're not demons? Are you so certain they have to be killed?"

I've damned myself. I'm going to get blacklisted. Or worse.

"Do you have any evidence to the contrary?" Alamea sits forward in her chair.

I study her face before answering. Her cheeks are smooth cocoa planes. There's not even a hint of a wrinkle on her brow. Her eyes are hard as amethyst. 

She doesn't want to hear what I have to say, and I can't let them find out about Mason. Even if they already suspect.

"No. It's just hunch. Have you considered that there could be more to it than we've already seen? Are you willing to violate the tenets of the Summit even if there's a chance they have some humanity?"

"You are sympathizing with them." Alamea stands. "You're off this effort. Resume normal patrols. I'll contact you when we are prepared to have your hearing."

"My hearing?"

"If you're aiding our enemies, you will be censured. And if that is true, you will be stripped of your medal."

Just then, a light flickers behind Alamea on the other side of the darkened window. It immediately flicks off again, but I've seen the flash of a familiar face through the glass.

Jaryn.

Jaryn the psychic.

I look around the room again. This isn't a conference room. It's an interrogation chamber.

I'm more fucked than I've ever been.

Alamea sees my face and freezes, one hand on the edge of the table. She shrugs her eyebrows and presses a button under the marble. "You might as well come in, Jaryn."

He appears in the doorway a moment later. 

I can't read his face. He has to know about Mason. He's been sitting in there with his entire force of concentration focused on the contents of my brain. I never would have expected the Summit to stoop to that.

I feel like I've been stripped naked.

I wait for Jaryn's mouth to open, for him to damn me to censure and execution.

But he doesn't.

"Let her go, Alamea," he says quietly.

After a long moment, she nods.

I leave the room on shaky legs.

This is not what I expected from this meeting. I thought I had more time. More time to help Mason with his plan. More time to figure this whole thing out. And I don't. Alamea's decided already; I can see it in the way she looks at me, like I've fooled her. I can almost hear her thinking, "Fool me twice..."

Being a Mediator is what I am. It's what I was born to do. What if I've decided wrong? What if Alamea's right and I've betrayed them by helping Mason?

I believe in what we stand for. I believe that we are doing right by killing the world's demons. But shades aren't hellkin. There's more to them than that.

A tiny voice pipes up inside my head asking if they should be allowed to live when just one of them choosing to kill humans would cut a swath through the population. 

I don't know the answer to that. I wish I did.

I used to know. I used to be sure. 

I've said I don't know more times than I can count in the last two weeks.

I don't like it. I hate the uncertainty that buzzes my skin as I sit frozen with Alamea's gaze trained on me. I just need more time.

And the last five minutes has stolen days from me.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE




Ben's in the parking lot, just getting out of his car when I leave the Summit.

"Ayala!" His face brightens when it sees me. As it always does. Today that farm-boy smile makes me want to stab him with a railroad spike.

"You sold me out to Alamea? You've been following me?"

He stops, one hand on his car door. "I didn't..."

"You told her I'm working with shades! And she brought in a fucking psychic to spy on my thoughts!"

He flinches as if I've tossed acid at his face. Ben's been trying to get me to go out with him since I was twenty. If he thinks this is the way to do it, I'll turn him over to the shades that sent Mason home bleeding and let them hit frappe.

"I didn't, Ayala. I promise! I was just worried about you! You seemed so upset after the warehouse and you were hurt. I was just trying to keep an eye on you."

"This started before the fucking warehouse, and you know it."

Ben's face darkens, and his smile recedes into a tight-lipped frown. "I can't tell you why." He puts one hand out toward me. "You have to trust me. I haven't done anything to hurt you. I promise."

"I don't trust you! Why should I trust you? Because of you, I have a hearing coming up. I could get censured." I take three steps forward until I can feel my own breath ricocheting back from his skin. "You have no fucking idea what you're messing with. I decide what's best for me, not you. You weren't in the warehouse. You don't know what I saw or what happened. You have no right to follow me —"

Ben's lips crush against mine.

My fist connects with his stomach.

He crumbles backward into his car with a wheeze, his back making a thud on the metal.

"What part of me screaming at you made you think I wanted you to kiss me?" I've never heard that tone in my own voice before. Soft volume, but there are icicles in every word.

"I thought —"

"No. You didn't. You fucking stay away from me, Ben Wheedle. If I so much as see you somewhere you shouldn't be and it's not a Mediator function, next time I punch you there'll be a knife in my fist."

I turn in the direction of my car and then stop. "In case you haven't figured it out yet, I'm not fucking interested."

It's still early. When I get in my car, the clock tells me that only twenty-seven minutes have passed since I got here. Is that all?

I flick on my headlights. They illuminate Ben, hunched against his car. He clutches one hand to his stomach, but at least he's not looking this way. He kissed me. When I was ripping him a new one. Whatever signal receptors this asshole has, they need a serious reboot.

I need a cup of tea and a bottle or two of wine.

I drive aimlessly around Nashville and find myself outside The Hole. No show tonight that I can see, and I don't even know if Gryfflet still works there. Gryfflet. Shit. He didn't give me a ton of time, and now I've got even less.

Two blocks farther, I see Hazel Lottie's house. The lights are all on, and there's an extra car in the drive that looks vaguely familiar. I feel like I know someone who drives a yellow Bug.

I park in front of the house. I could maybe tell Hazel about Saturn. Maybe she'd be happy to know that at least Lena's progeny isn't a mass-murdering fuckhead.

The shredded screen door whinges at me when I open it to rap on the wood behind it.

"Who's there?"

"It's Ayala. I have some news you might want."

She kicked me out last time I was here. I probably should have thought about that before paying this social call.

Another voice makes a noise of surprise behind the door, and I hear the low tones of a not-too-heated argument.

After a few seconds, the door opens. "Come in." Hazel's got on spectacles as thick as the magnifying glasses one of the other MITs used to roast ants with. 

Alice is sitting on the neck-tie skirted chair, sipping tea out of a mug that reads, "I don't make the rules. I just break them."

What is Alice doing here? I've never seen her outside the office, and her metaphysical facelift doesn't look nearly as bad in the warm lamplight as it does against the pallor of the wasabi green walls. Still has lipstick on her front tooth though. Some things never change. The Bug — last time I saw it was out in front of work.

"Alice, how do you know Hazel?" There's a shelf of figurines above Alice's head, little hunched-over lumpy things. I look back down at Alice's face, which beams at me. 

"I needed to make some extra cash, so I told Hazel I'd help her with her housework and organizing. She's so generous," Alice practically gushes all over the chair skirt.

"She is that." I look at Hazel, whose mouth is pursed up into Dried Apricot Phase.

"Well, spit it out. What're you dropping in on me for?" Hazel doesn't offer me tea this time. Pity.

"I wanted to let you know that your friend's son is okay. I mean, we all thought he was a little monster. But turns out he's becoming a nice kid."

"What?" She takes off her spectacles and strides to me. "That can't be right."

"Not everything's black and white, apparently." 

Hazel drums her fingers against her hip, muttering something I can't understand. "You're wrong. You've got to be wrong."

"I've met him. He was perfectly polite," I tell her, too aware that Alice is picking at her cuticles the way she does when she's really craning her ears to listen to something she's not meant to hear.

"That's not possible. First you come and—" Hazel looks at Alice, then slaps her hand down on the back of her sofa. "Then you come here and tell me he's fine? You don't have the tiniest inkling what you're talking about, girl."

I don't like the way she says girl, like I've talked back to the head of the World Summit or the Dalai Lama or something. Resentment wrinkles my insides. "Look, I just came to tell you that maybe things weren't as bad as I thought before."

"You're not welcome here."

"Hazel, Ayala's just being polite," Alice breaks in, looking alarmed at the tension turning the air to crunchy electricity.

"She doesn't know what she's on about." Hazel shoots one glance at Alice before turning back to me. "It's time for you to leave. This time don't come back."
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CHAPTER FORTY




I feel sick as I drive home. 

Hazel's still furious about what happened to Lena, and I can't blame her. And Alice. Poor Alice. Always on the outside looking in. 

She doesn't know it, but she sure as hell doesn't want to be on the inside of this one.

My apartment is empty when I return. No Mason, but he's left a note.

He has really bad handwriting. I've seen kids with sticks write better in the dirt.

I guess I can't blame him. I'm surprised he knows how to write. The note just says, "Went to Saturn."

I'm having a hard time seeing the humor in anything right now. I don't even want to patrol. That feeling doesn't fit right, like a jacket too tight across the shoulders. I always want to patrol. Except right now.

I'm in enough trouble without failing to log kills for the night after that meeting with Alamea. If I don't, she might think I'm sympathizing with demons as well as the shades.

I stop in the middle of zipping up my leather pants. 

How did I get here?

The night's humidity has fled for once, and stepping outside, it's almost chilly. There's a briskness to the air that's foreign in a Nashville summer. I'm glad my jacket fits better than my mentality.

I find a park on my GPS at random and drive there. I don't even register the name of it. Bleary, maybe. Or Blary. As long as I find a demon or two to slaughter, it'll be fine. 

I park a block away and hoof it to the green area. There's a playground with only a sad pair of rusty swings and a slide, and a glimmer of moonlight hits a pond beyond it. Approaching the pond, I hear a disgruntled quack. 

If I've disturbed a duck, there're no demons here. 

The path leads farther into the park. You'd think demons would try to wreak more mayhem at night while they can. I never really stopped to wonder why they don't just head straight for the country bars downtown and snarf down some tourists before daybreak. They just don't.

Maybe it's us. The Mediators. Humans can pick us out in a crowd because of our bizarre eye color. To demons, us homo sapiens — whether homo sapiens magus, homo sapiens morphus, or homo sapiens libra — probably all just look alike. No one ever accused demons of being astute.

I walk about a mile down the path until the air goes silent and even the crickets and cicadas cease their deafening clamor. 

No one, no matter how small, likes demons.

If the bugs are silent, I'm getting close.

I hear it.

A muffled whump and a grating skree. Behind a giant sycamore, two demons are attacking a man. He screams as a slummoth tears down his shoulder with four inch claws.

His naked shoulder.

Just like his naked legs and bare feet that pummel the ground as he kicks to free himself.

That's not a man. That's a shade.

And the demons are killing him.

One slummoth and a rakath. I can take those. The slummoth's slime-covered skin glistens in the light. I flank that one first; rakaths are less of a threat. I dart forward, and my sword comes down on the slummoth's neck, separating the head. 

The head falls onto the shade's chest.

Now the rakath's noticed me. Its eyes glow lavender in the darkness. Before it can move, I put both swords through those glowing eyeballs.

It screams, but it doesn't die until I jerk both of my arms to the side.

Decapitation works just as well when you take off half the head.

"Are you okay?" The shade is bleeding from a deep wound down the side of its neck. If I'd been a second later, there'd be a third head littering this clearing.

The shade's hand closes around my ankle. With one quick jerk of his arm, I'm on my back, feet toward him. I kick, heart picking up a tap-dance in my chest. You've got to be kidding me.

"I just saved your life, asshole."

The shade doesn't seem to care. He climbs on top of me, warm blood dripping onto my leather with the pat-pat-pat of summer rain.

Halfway up, he collapses, dropping two hundred pounds of weight on my stomach. His indigo eyes glaze; his head falls to the side. I scramble out from under him. 

Now that he's on his stomach, I see the deep gashes down his back. Crevasses. On either side of his spine. I don't know if the demons did that to him. They're even marks, almost too even for claws to make.

He stirs. 

One leg flops on the ground like a giant piece of elbow macaroni, broken in several places. 

Can I take the chance that Mason can bring this one around? I couldn't even get to Mason right now if I tried.

This shade could wake up stronger. Try to kill me. 

He's wounded. I can't kill a wounded creature. He's not a demon, and I can't explain why the demons were trying to kill him. His eyes open, dark as the night sky. 

His lips move twice. Two one-syllable words, but I can't hear him. 

"I can't hear you," I say.

He mouths it again, and his eyes shift to my swords.

Oh.

Kill me.

I hesitate, and his eyes harden. "Are you sure?" I ask because I have to.

His chin dips. That's as much of an affirmative as I'll get.

I make it quick.

Then I call for a body pickup. Mixing a shade into this bunch is going to confuse Alamea.

Let it.

I stumble back to my car. Again I can feel the shade's weight on top of me, feel the patter of his blood dripping on leather. I hadn't seen the extent of his injuries. 

As I open my car door, the thought strikes me.

He wasn't attacking me because he wanted me dead.

He was attacking me to make me kill him.

For the first time in my life, I know the Mediators are very wrong.
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Mason's still not home when I arrive back at my apartment. I get a text confirmation of the body pickup. Let Alamea get the news about a dead shade turning up courtesy of Ayala. 

Never mind that it was a mercy killing. 

Was that why my mother agreed to host a shade in her flesh? To end things? Did she know it would be the end? 

There's also always the chance that one of the shades I've killed was my half-brother.

The thought leaves me hollow, but not as hollow as finding a half-brother and discovering that he's been tearing apart the populace.

I shower and pop a frozen pizza in the oven, curling up on the couch with a cup of tea. You'd think I'd want wine on a night like tonight, but tea is calming. Something about the scent of chamomile always does it for me. The Mediators all seem to be a tea-drinking bunch; that's where I get all my tea and coffee. They give it to us for free.

Probably because almost getting dead on a nightly — or at least weekly — basis frays the nerves a bit.

I don't realize I've fallen asleep until I feel Mason's warm hand on mine, tugging my fingers from the handle of my mug. 

"You're back," is what I try to say. It comes out in a whumffled sort of murmur into my arm.

"I'm back." He sits next to me. "How was your meeting?"

I straighten my shoulders and flex my cramped hand. "Awful. They think I'm betraying them."

"They know about me?"

"They suspect. Ben told them about the meat. I should have been quicker on my feet, told them I was using it as a lure." I just now thought of that. Where was that handy thought five hours ago?

Mason's dressed, which means he'd been home for a minute before waking me. 

"It'll be okay." He doesn't look like he believes it.

I remember the shade I killed and sit up straight. "I saw demons trying to kill a shade tonight. They roughed him up bad enough that he asked me to kill him."

I don't think Mason's surprised. His eyebrows scrunch together for a second, and then he shakes his head. 

"Looks like everyone wants us dead," is all he says. 

That sounds about as cheery as a dead bluebird on a Sunday morning.

"What next?" Like it or not, Mason and I are a team. 

"Saturn said he heard some whispers about more births coming soon."

"More? To replace the ones the Mediators killed?"

Mason nods. "I don't know what the demons are doing, but Saturn thinks they are desperate."

"For what?"

He shrugs, then goes still. I'm starting to learn that going still is Mason-body-language for fidgeting. He's nervous. I'm nervous. I suddenly want a whole lot more chamomile tea.

"Ben," he says suddenly. 

"What about him?" I don't want to talk about Ben. Hell, I don't want to think about Ben. I can still feel his lips slamming against mine. Who does that?

"He told your people that you betrayed them. Are you mad at him?"

"I'm more mad that he thought me screaming at him was an invitation to kiss me."

"He kissed you?"

Mason stands and walks two steps away, then turns and comes back. He goes still again. 

I watch him, fascinated at what I'm seeing. Mason's jealous. Of Ben. There're implications to that. Implications I can't entertain until I'm fully awake and caffeinated.

"I punched him."

"What?" Mason sits back down again. He's so uncensored, this shade in my home. He doesn't try to hide what he feels. Or maybe he just doesn't know he broadcasts it.

"I punched him. He kissed me when I wasn't okay with it. So I punched him in the stomach and told him I'd kill him if he tried it again." It gives me a warm little glow, actually. Nobody makes me do shit I don't want to do. I remember the bondage guy I left out on the street with a twenty taped to him and smile.

Mason smiles back. "Do you want to go to bed?"

Any other guy on the planet, and I'd think he meant something else. There's a warmth in my belly that says I sort of want him to mean something else. 

No, Ayala. 

I can't be that stupid. I don't know what would happen if I were to sleep with Mason beyond the sense of sharing a bed with him. Would he impregnate me with a quarter-demon monsterling? I can't take that chance, and I don't trust a condom enough to risk it.

Oh. My. Gods. I'm really thinking about this like it's some sort of possibility. Having sex with a shade.

Mason's still sitting there waiting for my answer, and my neck grows hot. 

"Yeah, Mason. Let's go to bed."

We settle in, me under the duvet, him with just the sheet as usual. But tonight he lies just a bit closer, and his hand grips mine instead of just cupping it.
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CHAPTER FORTY-ONE




The morning dawns, as mornings do. 

Today it comes a little too soon.

The warmth of my bed and of Mason next to me contrast the chill of my air-conditioned apartment, and I don't want to get up. But I have to go to work.

On the drive, I can't stop thinking about last night. Do I really want to sleep with Mason? In some ways, he's so like a child. Would I be taking advantage? He looks like an adult man, but he was just born months ago. He just happens to have the memories of the woman who birthed him shaking around inside his skull.

I don't like complicated. Someone must know that, because that's all I'm getting these days. Everything was so simple before demons started siring full-grown men in evil-worshiping human women — and men.  These men get to be mamas. Fancy that. Where are they finding all of these people? It used to be easy. Me Mediator. Here sword. Mediator stick sword in bad guy.

Ugh.

It's starting to rain when I pull into the parking garage at work. It only does that when I don't have an umbrella in my car. Looks like I'll be ordering in for lunch today. 

I could have a kebab. Or some orange roasted duck from Ping's down the street. I could spend the next four hours ruminating on lunch.

The office is dark. 

I frown at the door and jiggle the knob. I might keep Mediator hours from eleven to seven, and Laura might follow my lead because she's the boss, but Alice is human and comes in at nine. The shadows turn the wasabi green walls to olive. 

I have a key. Somewhere.

My key ring is a jumble of metal. That's what happens when you put locks on everything. It takes five minutes of fumbling before I find the right one. I go straight to Alice's empty desk and put a big dot on it in permanent marker. Not losing that again.

Alice must be sick today. I flick on the lights and turn up the air conditioning from its night setting at 77 degrees. All is silent except for the click and whir of the HVAC starting up.

My office is warmer than the rest of the space, but I settle into my chair to work, pulling out a bundle of restaurant reviews I'm meant to synthesize into a report on Nashville's foodie world.

An hour later, the front door slams. 

"Alice?" Laura's voice calls from reception.

"She's not here." I pull my fingers from my keyboard and go to my doorway to greet Laura. She's wearing a dark purple suit that makes her look like an eggplant.

"She's not here? Where did she go?"

"She wasn't here when I arrived. I figured she'd called in sick."

"Not to me, she didn't." Laura frowns. "I'll call her."

I follow to Laura's office and lean on the door jamb as she dials. No one answers, and she opens up Alice's file and dials a second number. No one picks up there, either.

"Did Alice live with anyone?" I should know this. Alice has been here for almost a year, longer than the previous receptionists. All I usually hear about is her new boy toy. 

"Her mother passed away right before she started working here," Laura says absently, dialing another number. "She doesn't have any family."

That pricks me with an unexpected pang. I've never taken the time to get to know our receptionists. Gregor's faxes had a tendency to scare them off faster than you can say human-kebab, and most of them never lasted any longer than a cat in a ring with twelve Rottweilers. 

"I saw her a couple nights ago." Or was it last night? My life. An ever blurry stream of the same old. "She was just starting to work for an old lady part time for some extra cash. I can stop by the lady's house after work and see if she's heard from Alice."

Hazel won't like that any more than I do, but if Alice isn't answering, she might be in trouble. Or sick. 

"Do that." Laura hangs up her phone. "I'll ask the others if they heard from her."

By the others, she means the pair of staff witches she has who work here part time. It's doubtful they'd know anything more about Alice than I do, but maybe she called one of them if she'd had an emergency.

I head back to my desk, almost touched by Laura's concern. For someone who rags on me for missing time, she's quick to assume the best of Alice.

Maybe I ought to be offended instead of touched.

Mediators who don't show up to work are just assumed dead.
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By three-thirty in the afternoon, no one has managed to find so much as a lipstick smudge to hint at Alice's whereabouts. No family, and from what we can see, no friends.

Maybe I judged her a little too snottily over her parade of boy toys.

Loneliness is its own punishment.

I don't think I realized how lonely I was until Mason plunked his bare ass on my sofa.

No one at the office has gotten anything done today, something I'm reminded of as I sit with my elbows propped against the cool laminate of the conference table to watch Laura argue with the cops.

"No one can find her. Isn't that the definition of missing person?" Laura pauses, mouth open, tip of her tongue twitching like she got cut off and words are jostling to get out. "To hell with forty-eight hours. She doesn't have any family. You can't do anything?"

I've got to give Laura her due — talking to cops like that is something usually reserved for really stupid fuckers and Mediators.

Laura hangs up the phone. "They won't help."

"I figured as much." I've seen enough procedurals to know the forty-eight hours spiel. "I'm going to go over to that old lady's house. See if she's seen Alice."

For once, Laura doesn't question me leaving in the middle of the day. She gives one sharp jerk of her chin that I take to signify a nod. 

The streets are almost empty in the mid-afternoon lull. I reach Hazel's house in seven minutes, and I don't even have to knock to see that no one is home. It's the first time I've been by here where the house was empty. The boards of her small porch creak under my feet. I peer through the window. The curtains are drawn, but they're made of a light, filmy gauze. Her living room looks just as I saw it last time, but lacking both Alice and the buzz of tension. Clean. Organized. Decorated with oddities. 

The necktie chair skirt mocks me through the mist of gauzy curtain.

Hazel's not here, and neither is Alice.

I never did get Hazel's phone number. No way for me to call her, which means I'll have to stop back later. 

I head back to the office. Laura bustles out of the conference room, shoulders straight and tight until she sees me. Then the air goes out of her stance, and she slumps against the wall. 

"You didn't find her."

"No one was there." I flop down in the reception chair, looking around Alice's desk. "Have you gone through this yet? She might have a datebook or something. A list of conquests. Voodoo dolls. I don't know. Anything."

Laura shakes her head. "Go ahead and look."

I pull open the drawers one by one. Post-its, paperclips, a couple legal pads of varying sizes. Nothing personal except for a tiny blue rubber ducky with devil horns that sits on top of her computer monitor. Everything is tidily arranged. Alice always took care to do her job well, even if we never really thanked her for it.

I shouldn't put her in the past tense. She could have gone off on a bender and is sleeping it off. "Did you happen to check the drunk tank?"

"Alice didn't drink." From the other side of the desk, Laura's eyes look down on me. In more ways than one. "If you'd ever talked to her for more than five seconds, you'd have known that."

Ugh. I get it. I get it. I'm detached. Just because Laura's right doesn't mean I don't already feel awful about it. And I do. I was so used to our receptionists bailing — at least indirectly because of me — that I didn't take the time to get to know her. Now I have to find her, and I don't know enough about her to do it well.

If she hopped a plane to Tahiti, I wouldn't be able to follow her. That's why Mediators don't make good investigators. Hard to follow leads when you can't, you know. Follow.

There are two drawers left to check. The first contains a box of tampons that also houses a box of condoms tucked in with the regulars and supers. I raise an eyebrow, but push the box to the side. A tube of bright red lipstick. A mini hairbrush. A hot pink makeup bag.

I pull the zipper on the makeup bag. It only contains another lipstick, a compact, and a small plastic tube with a few cotton swabs. And a travel mouthwash, some of which has spilled in the bag, giving off hints of wintergreen.

Tucking everything back into the bag, I arrange it all in the drawer just as I found it. No datebook, no anything. Futile hope; everyone uses their phones for those things now. 

The last drawer holds a couple pairs of still-packaged sheer stockings, a bottle of clear nail polish, and a pair of fuzzy slippers with ducks on them.

"Her feet got cold at the desk because the AC vent's right under it," Laura says. "She wore those sometimes."

I never noticed. 

I frown at the drawer. Nothing I can use to find her. 

Laura turns to go back to her office.

"Wait." I kick the drawer shut with my right foot and hop up. 

Laura stops and turns to look at me. "What?"

"Her phone. She had a smartphone, right?"

"Yes. Your point?"

"My point is that if she has it with her, we might be able to track it." I waggle the mouse, and the desktop computer whirs to life. "Do you know her personal email address?"

I tap out the website into the browser and enter the address Laura gives me. AliceInChains. Cute.

The password is a sticking point. "Any idea?"

Laura shakes her head. 

I lift the keyboard. We keep the system passwords written on a taped-on sticky. Sure enough, Alice added the password for her work email. Duckling48. 

If she's anything like most people, she uses the same password for everything.

I type it into the FindMyPhone page. 

It's correct.

A map of the United States zooms in by itself, toward the east, centering over Tennessee. 

At least she didn't go to Tahiti.

Nashville sprouts up on the screen as the view veers away from downtown. There's the Parthenon, The Hole...

My heart gives a hiccup before the screen even stops.

Alice's phone is at Hazel Lottie's house.
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CHAPTER FORTY-TWO




For the second time in an hour, I'm standing on Hazel's front porch, trying to burn holes in her gauzy curtains with my eyeballs.

I can't see any evidence that she's been home since I was last here. 

There's also no evidence of an alarm system.

I pull up the welcome mat. No key. There are a few planters of pansies on the porch, but they're not hiding any keys either.

The screen door squawks when I pull it open, and I twist the knob.

It turns easily under my hand. I want to snort. Old Hazel apparently isn't worried about anyone coming in to steal her denim coasters or other hobby projects.

I close the door behind me, nostrils prickling at a strange odor. Nothing looks wrong in here. Everything is in place. Nothing overturned or smashed. I duck into the kitchen, where the smell strengthens. It's not the tang of blood that makes me sniff about like a hound. It's more acidic. Grating instead of sharp.

Hazel keeps her kitchen as pristine as the rest of her home. But there's a smear on the floor, dried and crusted over. It's a pale orange and looks like someone did a hasty clean-up on it, judging by the way it's smeared across a foot long chunk of olive green linoleum. If she'd had paler flooring, I might not have noticed.

Crouching down, I give another experimental sniff. The acid-y odor is there, a little stronger, but stale. Like old bile.

Vomit. 

I'm looking at a dried, half-wiped puddle of puke.

As far as bodily fluids go, barf is at the bottom of my list along with the stuff that comes out the other end.

And as far as clues go, this one's about as useful as it is pine-fresh. Which is to say, not at all.

I walk back into the living room. Each time I've been here, I was settled on the couch. I sit in the same spot again, looking at the chair across from me where I last saw a very confused Alice.

The chair skirt of neck ties still makes me want to upchuck, but I resist the urge. Above the chair is the same shelf of knickknacks and tchotchkes. I stand and walk over to the shelf, plucking a lumpy figurine at random to look at it.

I almost drop it. 

At first glance, I thought they were gargoyles. Little critters made of stone to ward off evil.

They're not gargoyles.

They're demons.

I'm holding a tiny slummoth. The rest cover almost every breed of demon I've ever seen. 

Why would an old lady who makes household crafts out of old clothing have a shelf full of demon figures?

The shelf looks so innocuous from across the room. I never would have thought to look closer.

I replace the mini-demon with a shaking hand. I don't like the thought that swirls in my mind, trying to coalesce. Instead of letting it, I ignore the prickles of unease and walk down the short hallway. Four doors. One's a closet. One's probably the bathroom. Which leaves two bedrooms. 

The first door I open is the bathroom. It smells like Ivory soap and grandma. The vomit-odor doesn't reach this far. I shut the bathroom door and pull open the next.

It's clearly a guest room and Hazel's craft room combined. The dark orange walls are the color of the sunset, matched by the quilted cover on Hazel's sewing machine that sits in one corner. Clear plastic boxes of fabric swatches make a tidy pile next to the sewing table. Scissors, thread, seam rippers — every instrument is arranged in almost military precision. 

A double bed takes up one wall. There's a dent in one pillow, and the sheet lolls out from under a salmon-colored quilt that has several rumples as if someone got out from under it and jerked it up to the pillow without any attempt at making it pretty.

Two hasty marks in an orderly house. Hazel's far from hasty. I think of the constant smudge of lipstick on Alice's tooth. This looks like Alice. I step closer to the bed. There's an end table on the opposite side, and it holds an unplugged alarm clock. No bright digital numbers. Frowning, I make my way over to it. Alice's phone is on the floor, plugged in and fully charged.

Alice spent the night here? 

What would make her vomit on the kitchen floor?

Now that I'm on the other side of the room, I see the closet. I step back around the bed and pull back the gliding door, which accordions into four hinged panels.

There are no hanging clothes, no moth balls, nothing normal.

Instead the inside of the closet is stocked with shelves. No. Not shelves. Cubby holes, like you'd see in a kindergarten classroom. They're numbered. Ten high by ten wide. One hundred smallish squares. They're filled up to number eighty-three.

I don't know what I'm looking at. The cubbies each contain something small. One has a scarf, another a necklace. I peer closer. Number forty-seven has a CD in a jewel case. The Righteous Dark.

Lena Saturn's band.

My throat feels like I've taken a blow dryer to it. I swallow, and my tongue sticks to the roof of my mouth. 

Box eighty-three. 

It holds a tube of bright red lipstick. Identical to the one I found in Alice's desk today.

I take a step back. Then another. My knees feel slushy, like there's nothing in them but half-liquid ice. I sit down on the edge of the bed, looking at the grid of lives turned into trophies. Are they trophies? Am I looking at a shrine?

Who were these people?

Box thirty-six contains a wallet. I make myself stand, tell my knees to support me. They allow me to walk forward stiff-legged. I pull out the wallet.

A couple credit cards. A driver's license. Tennessean. A smiling face beams out from the picture, far happier than I've ever looked in a state-issued ID.

Through the plastic protector, I read the name.

Mae Harrod.

Mae. 

"I read it on a jar." Again I hear Mason describe how he picked his name. At the time, I didn't think about how arbitrary it sounded to choose a name from a jar. I just brushed it off like some quirky shade thing. I think of Saturn, who chose his from his mother's.

Mae Harrod. Mason. Mae's son. 

I'm holding a remnant of Mason's mother. Eighty-three boxes. At least fifty shades are still out there. Fifty. And another could be on its way into the world through my office's receptionist.

Did Alice puke on the floor because she was about to mate with a demon?

Most of the other boxes contain no identifiers. I try to time it back from Mae Harrod. Is Leila Storme box two, with the storm cloud colored nail polish? Or is she box fourteen, with a comic book bearing a lightning bolt? Or maybe she's box eight, which holds nothing but a tub of lip balm, quite like Alice's. Anonymous. I'll never know which one of these is my mother, if any of them.

Mae Harrod's wallet goes slick in my hand even in the short walk outside to my car. I don't know who to call about this. Alamea wants my head garnished with slummoth slime, Gregor is Gregor, and the police wouldn't know where to start.

Ben? 

He'd be the one to shove my head under the guillotine. All his acting like he had a MIT-yard crush on me.

I might not be able to call anyone, but I can document what I saw.

I toss the wallet under the driver's seat of my car and head back into the house. I snap pictures of the crusted smear of vomit, the demon figurines lined up on their shelf, and the hundred cubby holes, eighty-three percent full.

Alice's phone on the charger merits the last picture. Then I realize I haven't gone into Hazel's room. After what I've seen here, I don't know that I want to.

Her door has mutated from the crappy hollow paneling concealing the bedroom of an old lady and her dentures to something more ominous. What if I find Alice in there, already pregnant and doomed to have a shade claw its way out of her? I approach the door with steps that make the floor creak like old bones.

I take shallow breaths through my nose and push open the door. 

Hazel's bedroom is as tidy and odd as the rest of the house. Her bed skirt is made of neckties just like the chair in her living room. An all-white, starched quilt covers the mattress and twin pillow shams. When I open her closet, I only find hanging clothes, a dresser housing only underwear and an array of lacy bras, and the mothballs I expected in the spare room. 

The room smells of damp must and that perfume only old women wear. Eau de Over the Hill.

Only one other piece of furniture occupies the bedroom. Across from the bed, there's a small vanity. Just like the sewing table, all her toiletries are lined out, regimented. Hairbrush, comb, eyelash curler, powder, perfume — which is actually called Mystique. I think my name for it's more fitting.

Three small drawers line either side of the vanity. The top two hold only cotton balls and a few small mirrors. 

Something glints as I pull open the middle drawer.

A pile of small metal discs. 

I reel backward, unable to process what I'm seeing. I remember Gryfflet holding one of those, terrified as it glowed. Tracing it to find The Righteous Dark exploded all over their reeking apartment. And one that Hazel Lottie handed to me, pretending not to know what it was.

She was trying to make a splat of me.

And I was idiotic enough not to get it.

I photograph the discs, too. Maybe she's a witch, or maybe the demons spell them so they can find the holder. I don't know, and I don't care.

All I know is they're a death warrant for anyone who's too close to them when the demons respond to the call.

The discs shine at me in the dim light. It doesn't take much for me to imagine a countdown pulsing at me.

Ticking down the seconds until Alice dies.
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CHAPTER FORTY-THREE




"Mason?" I call his name before I finish bolting the door shut. "Mason! Where are you?"

Alkaline nerves jitter across my chest when only silence greets me, but a moment later the slide of the balcony door reaches my ears.

Mason comes around the corner of the kitchen, frowning at me. "Are you okay?"

I tell him what I found at Hazel's house, and about Alice. He doesn't know her from the Dalai Lama, but his forehead creases when I finish relating the story. 

"There's more," I tell him. I pull Mae Harrod's wallet from my bag and hand it to him. "Why didn't you tell me your mother's name was Mae?"

Mason takes the wallet and tugs it open. His face slackens at the sight of the picture, and he snaps the clasp shut again. "I didn't think it was important."

"It's important to you. You gave yourself part of her name. Saturn did the same from his mother's name."

Silence slips between us. I want to reach out and touch his hand now, but his entire body is so still. His gaze falls like crumpled flower petals to the wallet in his hands. 

"I killed her. For nothing more than her giving me life. Because of me, she'll never get to see the pyramids. Or the Great Wall. Or any other thing she wanted to see."

His confession bolts my feet to the floor. "You had no control over that, Mason. It's not your fault. You didn't ask to be born, and if what I've been told is correct, she knew what would happen to her. You didn't murder her. She gave her life to you."

It makes the creation of the shades sound so romantic, so Shakespearean tragedy, when the reality is souls and bodies given to devils for no more than blood in return. But it seems to help him. Would any half-brother of mine worry this way about what his birth did to our mother? Mason's dark blue eyes meet mine over the black patent leather of his mother's wallet. 

"If I can help you save your friend, this Alice, I will." 

I think Alice is probably beyond saving. But I don't tell Mason that.

In spite of this declaration, his face still wears a cloak of anxiety. He runs his thumbs over the smooth surface of the wallet. I can see him gazing at his own reflection in the silver clasp. 

"Mason?"

"I don't want to trouble you."

Too bad. I'm already troubled. "Trouble me," I tell him.

"The Mediators are planning to take out the rest of the shades."

"I already knew that."

"The shades are going to fight back this time. Saturn heard it from some of the others. They know the Mediators aren't much of a match for them, and they don't want to be exterminated like a bunch of rabid cockroaches."

He's getting good with his similes. 

Blasé thoughts or not, I do feel troubled. Very troubled. Because the Mediators will take out some of the shades, but it's much more likely that the shades will scratch out whole swaths of Mediators.

"Do you have any idea of when this is going to happen?" I kick off my shoes, not wanting to continue this conversation in my foyer. The couch. The couch looks inviting. I pull the puffiest pillow into my lap and cradle it to my chest. Mason sits next me, one knee curled on the center cushion.

He shakes his head. "They're waiting until they find out when the Mediators are going to move against them."

Mason goes still again, eyes on the wallet. He opens it, looks at Mae's picture once more, then snaps it shut. He repeats it three more times. Or at least that's how long it takes me to understand the subtext to his words.

"You want me to find out when that is, don't you?"

My heart feels like that wallet. Open, snap shut. Open, snap shut. Arrhythmia. Can I do that? With Alamea wanting to strip me of my medal and a hearing coming up, if I get caught feeding information to the shades I won't end up censured. I'll end up gutted and racked in the amphitheater in front of every Mediator in Middle Tennessee.

"I understand if you can't do it."

But I promised Mason. I promised him I would try and stop the shades from getting killed out of hand. Is it the right thing to do? The Mediators don't seem to be concerned with right or wrong. 

No. That's not true.

The only right they know is the right they've always known. And until Mason swept me out of certain splatting, I knew it too. 

Norms good, demons bad. 

It doesn't leave any room for a gray area, but I'm sitting here staring that gray area in the face.

Even before I answer, I know I'll help him.

"These other shades. Are they the ones who attacked you?" I have to know who I'm risking everything for. It's not like I can flee. 

"Some of them." Mason's answer is about as reassuring as a dentist telling you it will just feel like a tiny pinprick.

"And the others?" 

"They're like me and Saturn. They just want to live a peaceful life. Make friends. Eat lots of steak."

A glint of white teeth shows as Mason's lips curve in a small smile. My lip twitches in response, and now I do reach out and take Mason's hand. "I'll help you. I don't know if I'll make it through helping alive, but I'll try."

A human guy might say something like, I'll protect you. No need to worry! Knight in armor is here, complete with horse and sunset.

Mason's not at all human.

He pauses, looks into my eyes, places his other hand on top of mine, sandwiching it between his. 

"I know you will."
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The first step to committing treason is a lot like the first step in poker: look at the cards in your hand. The second is scrutinizing your opponents. 

My one advantage is that they already played their trump card.

The Mediators showed they could play dirty when they sicced Ben on me to spy. I've never surveilled anyone before, but I've known Ben for two decades. If he managed to haunt me, I can do the same for him.

I always return favors.

I tuck my bright yellow-orange hair under an olive green hat I've kept buried in my closet for two years. It doesn't disguise my face, but it covers up my most distinguishing characteristic. 

The makeup disguises my face. 

For as girly as I am, makeup is something I seldom do. I darken my eyelids with several shades of brown and pop in a pair of green colored contact lenses. My eyes hate me for it, almost smudging the thick brown eyeliner I've painted on both lids. The contacts sting and worry at my irises, but I aim a few drops of moisturizing liquid in there and hold my head back for a minute, dabbing the corners of my eyes with squares of toilet paper.

Ben's used to seeing me in leather or lace. I go grunge, digging through my closet for clothes that were popular in the years when rockers had long hair and before emo tightened their jeans. I don't think I've ever worn the forest green flannel I dig out of a musty corner of my bottom dresser drawer, but it matches the hat and looks suitably hipster. 

I have exactly one pair of jeans, and I pull them on. Ben's not stupid; if I get too close, he'll recognize me. But he'd be expecting flame-haired, biker-posh Ayala, not a Kurt Cobain wannabe two decades too late.

Mason's already gone to keep his ear to the ground, leaving me to hunt Ben. 

My first stop is the Summit. I park three blocks away and zig-zag toward the parking lot, hovering in someone's yard to look for Ben's car. He's not there. 

I don't want to drive to Franklin to find him, and I suspect the last time I saw him that way, he was only there to tail me.

Ben's not here...but Ripper is.

Ripper's dull black piece-a sits in the Summit parking lot, lit directly by the street light above.

Ben and Ripper patrol together almost every night. How Ripper puts up with Ben is a mystery akin to the appeal of reality television, but he might be my best chance at finding Ben before sunrise. I run back to my car and park it down a closer side street, hoping with each block that Ripper's truck will still be there when I get back.

It is.

A small wooden fence cordons off part of the yard from the parking lot, and I sit down, keeping my eyes trained on Ripper's truck through the gap in the planks.

I only have to wait about twenty minutes.

Ripper leaves the Summit building, talking on his phone. He's not far, and the night is quiet enough for me to make out what he's saying over the grating of cicadas.

"Miller's Field? What do you expect to find out there, Wheedle?"

I tug a piece of grass from the base of the fence and shred it. Luck. I have some after all. He's talking to Ben.

"I'm saying if we're going to patrol, I want to kill something bigger than an imp."

There's another pause, and another blade of grass meets my fingernails.

"If you say so. I'll meet you there in twenty. Gotta get some coffee first."

I don't waste time destroying any more foliage. 
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CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR




Miller's Field isn't a small area, but I know the parts demons are likely to call their stomping grounds. It's only a ten minute drive. If I'm careful, I'll beat both Ben and Ripper to the field. I leave my car parked behind an abandoned barn. An old tractor blocks the view of it from the road.

I'll have to go the rest of the way on foot.

Just a couple weeks ago, I was out here to put down an imp. Now I'm trying to overhear information that will put Mediators in danger.

Maybe I didn't think this through all the way.

Even with the light pollution, the stars shimmer above me like they're a mirage. My feet beat the dirt as I run for the field. I need to sequester myself somewhere. Probably up a tree where the demons Ben and Ripper are hunting won't try to gut me and blow my cover.

Most demons suck at tree climbing.

There are a few old oaks that skirt the field's expanse, and I keep my ears open for any sound of cars as I run. I keep to the shallow ditch on the side of the road, ready to dive onto my face if I hear the whirring engine or tires-scraping-gravel that will signal Ben and Ripper's arrival.

I reach the small dirt parking lot without any person-made sounds intruding over the vibrant bug life of Tennessee.

There's no sign of any demons, either. Which is good, because I only have two foot-long daggers in my sleeves. Killing anything with those'll get messy.

An oak tree on the west side of the field looks like my best option for cover. I scramble up into it, using a large burl for a foothold and pull myself high enough to be covered by the lush, leafy branches.

I try not to think of the six-legged critters I'm likely sharing my perch with. 

Ten minutes pass. 

Twenty.

I made it out here. Still no sign of Ben and Ripper, and I'm up a tree trying to dismiss the tickle on my hand as peach fuzz blown about in the light breeze and not a creepy-crawly crawling about.

Twenty-five minutes. 

The air turns thick and dense. The humidity licks at the back of my neck, sending beads of perspiration slipping down my spine. I'm not imagining it. The heavy buzz in my ears isn't a sound — it's a lack of it.

No more crickets. No cicadas.

There are demons near.

I hug my branch, taking my final chance to shift my weight before losing feeling in my left leg. I hear them before I see them. No pink glow means no jeelings here tonight.

With my view of the field through the oak leaves, I see the grasses bend and sway. It's not windy enough to cause that kind of movement.

A yell rends the silence, and I almost fall out of my tree.

It's Ben. 

The last time I heard a fight without seeing it was in the warehouse. This time I'm safe in a tree, and my skin ripples with breaking waves of gooseflesh at the hiss of blades leaving scabbards and the heady thuds of steel meeting bodies.

It goes on a very long time. Or at least it sounds like it. I wouldn't know when it was over, except I hear Ripper grunt.

"Guess you were right, Wheedle. Not a bad fight." He coughs, and there's a slapping sound. Ben clapping Ripper on the back?

"Two rakaths. They looked like they were on their way somewhere. Just passing through."

There's no answer, and I can't see their body language from this far away in the dark.

"And you're right about this place. It'll work fine." Ripper's talking again, and I hear a rustle. He must be cleaning his sword.

Fine for what?

"It's open enough that visibility shouldn't be a problem. Will three days be enough?" Ben's talking now. 

At least they're not heading back to their cars. I never saw their headlights; I ought to have known they'd be smart enough to keep them off. And with the noise of the bugs when I first got here, it's no wonder I didn't hear the vehicles either.

"Three days better be enough. We don't have much time to get this shit settled." There's another pause, and I can picture Ripper's face turning exasperated. "What are you looking at?"

"Wondering if we got them all." Ben's tone is distant, as if he's gazing off into the trees. At, you know. Me.

"I only saw the two."

"Something ran into the woods about a half hour ago. Could've been an imp. Or a shade. I couldn't see where it went though."

"If it was a shade, you'd probably be dead. It's a good thing you didn't go after it."

"Storme took down four of them. I'm sure I could handle one."

"Yeah, well. She's Storme. And she's about to get lynched by Alamea." Ripper's tone starts out proud and sours at the end. "No thanks to you."

"I'm protecting her, man."

Ripper spits. "Tell her that to her face and see what she thinks about it."

Interesting.

"Whatever." Ben sounds moodier than I've ever heard him before. "In three days, all this will be over. There won't be enough shades left to form a basketball team. Come on. Let's hit up the Opry before we call it a night."

Even as he finishes talking, I hear their voices moving off into the night. As soon as they fade enough to make me feel safe, I slither out of the tree. I've got to get out of here before the body pick-up arrives.

I think of Ripper and Ben on my way back to my car. 

Ripper standing up for me. Who'd've thunk?
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If it's all going down in three days, I have a lot to figure out. Like how to not get dead. And how to make sure Miller's Field doesn't get soaked in the blood of two species.

And how to find Alice before she pops.

I swing by Hazel's house again on the way home. No lights. No car in the drive. She's split, and I don't think she'll be coming back any time soon. 

I return home to find a cabbage-faced witch on my front stoop. 

"Gryfflet?"

"I've been waiting for you for two hours, Ayala. I thought you weren't supposed to be patrolling." He gets up and stretches, face lumpy and surly.

"Do I look like I've been patrolling?" I pick at the green flannel.

"You look like you've been rolling around in mulch."

Touche. I'm still wearing a bit of oak tree attached to the plaid of the shirt. "Well, I didn't kill anything. What was it you wanted?"

Gryfflet looks around the empty hallway, then pointedly eyeballs the door. 

I roll my eyes and open it. 

"Is Mason here?" 

"He wasn't when I left." And he's still not, judging by the lack of response to his name.

"Do you know where he is?" Gryfflet doesn't take off his shoes as I latch the door. I hope he doesn't think he's walking on my carpet in his clunky combat boots.

"Tahiti. Mars. No clue. Why?"

"I told you I'd wait. I've waited. I need you to tell me why I shouldn't go straight to the Summit."

I lean against the doorway to the kitchen. I'm sick of having conversations in my entryway. "You've got to give me more time. There's a lot more going on here than just Mason."

"You're not wrong. You know Hazel Lottie, that old lady friend of Lena Saturn's? She's missing."

It catches me off guard, and I have to stop the gurgle of a laugh that threatens to boil over. I swallow it and clear my throat. "How did you know?"

"She usually comes into The Hole for happy hour. She hasn't been there the last few days, so I went over to her place. She wasn't there, and there was all sorts of weird energy. Tension, like there'd been some sort of struggle."

Maybe Gryfflet the Witch has more than just a dribble of psychic in his blood.

"Did you go in the guest room at all?" I ask carefully, watching his face for reactions.

By the way his eyes squish up along with his cheeks, I think it's safe to assume he didn't.

"Do you know something?" He looks at me and takes a step forward. 

I'm no witch, but I'd be stupid not to be afraid of him, even if he has a mushy face. 

I pull out my phone and open up the photos I took at Hazel's house. "This was in the guest room closet, along with a cell phone belonging to the receptionist of my office who went missing. Box thirty-six contained a wallet for Mae Harrod. Mason's mother. And forty-seven had Lena Saturn's CD."

Gryfflet pages through the photos, his pale hand swiping across the screen from picture to picture. He shows me the smudge. "What's this?"

"Barf."

"What?"

"Vomit. Puke. Chunks. Someone tried to clean it up quickly. I think Alice."

"Is that your receptionist?"

I nod at him and take back the phone. "I didn't do anything to Hazel. But I think she tried to kill me when she gave me that talisman."

If Gryfflet gets any whiter, he'll vanish into the paint on my walls. "She's just an old lady."

"She's an old lady who has personal objects belonging to at least three missing people, two of which are both dead." Now I'm getting angry. I feel the hot emotion swirling in my chest, tightening my ribs together. "I'm not the fucking bad guy here. I didn't kidnap an old lady, and I might have a shade in my house, but he saved my life. Which is more than I can say for my friends at the Summit. They'll kill Mason. And they'll flay me. Don't you dare accuse me of hurting innocents. Mason's an innocent. He has free will. I won't let anyone hurt him, including you."

Gryfflet retreats, hands falling to his sides. He holds my phone against his hip, then pulls it back up in front of him. 

"Look at the rest," I tell him.

I can tell when he gets to the photo of the drawer of talismans. His mouth snaps shut so quickly that his cheeks jiggle. 

"I have to go," he says. He presses my phone back into my hand. 

"Where are you going?"

"I can't tell you." Gryfflet fiddles with the locks and tugs the door open. "Just...Ayala. Take care."

He's gone before I can ask him what he means.
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CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE




Getting ready for bed takes up too little time.

Mason's still not home when I crawl beneath the cool sheets and tug the duvet up to my chin. His side of the bed draws my attention, and I roll on my side, cuddling an extra pillow against my chest. My raw silk pajamas feel good against my skin. The tiny nubs of uneven fabric are a nice reminder that even silk isn't always soft.

Fuck. What am I going to do?

For a suspended moment that hovers in my mind like a bubble about to burst, I don't know what I mean. About Mason, about the Mediators, about Gryfflet, about Alice — I don't know which problems I can tackle. 

I feel tired. My fingers grasp the edge of the pillow, and I try to close my eyes. 

It's not a matter of being worn out. I'm worn down. Weary.

Three days, Ben and Ripper said. Three days until something happens. Until the Mediators decide to try and kill every hybrid creature in Nashville? Until the shades wipe out an entire branch of the Summit? Until the only group I've ever identified with turns its back on me forever?

The chill that sweeps over me has nothing to do with the blast of air conditioning or coolness of the sheets that's slowly warming to the heat of my body. If I'm not a Mediator, what am I?

Dead, a helpful part of my brain supplies.

It's right. Stupid brain.

Only the sudden weight on the mattress tells me I've fallen asleep. Mason.

I feel his warmth before I even hear his breathing. "Mason?"

His hand finds mine. "I'm here."

"What time is it?"

"Just after four."

It will be getting light soon, though you wouldn't know it. My room has no windows. 

My life is a continual circus of "I don't knows" lately. There's just one thing warm and solid that I do know, and he's right beside me. 

I roll closer to Mason, listening to the even rise and fall of his breathing. I could tell him about what I learned tonight, about Gryfflet's visit, about how his people and mine are set to collide in three days time.

Instead I wiggle under his arm and lay my cheek against his collarbone. The flutter of his pulse in his throat grows minutely faster, like a hummingbird about to go from hover to flight.

He holds his right hand just above my shoulder for several seconds, as if he's making a decision. Maybe he is. When his palm touches my bare shoulder, I realize it's one of the first times he's intentionally touched any part of me aside from my hand.

His fingers are dry and hot in the artificially cold air. They trace fiery lines down the strap of my camisole and back up, never moving outside of a hand's width radius.

My breathing matches his. 

Moments pass with the rise and fall of his chest and mine, the soft movement of his hand on my shoulder.

I reach out and place my hand on his chest.

His breathing halts, then begins again after two heartbeats. He rolls toward me, his hand tracing the line of my neck up to my cheek. Even in the darkness, I can see the outline of his face. I mirror his movement, placing my hand on his cheek. He never has stubble, never shaves. I always thought I preferred beards.

I lift my chin and find his lips.

A little jolt goes through me when I kiss him. His lips are full and smooth, but for one long, aching moment, they don't respond.

Only for a moment.

His fingers tangle in my hair, pushing it back from my face. He kisses me back, his thumb caressing my cheekbone.

Again I follow his lead, stroking his hair. It's thick and wavy, soft without being downy. Mason pulls me up against him. He's warm and hard against my hip. I feel him through the shorts he's wearing and the thin silk of my pajamas. I want to touch him, explore this body that has lain next to me for so many nights.

My fingers dance down his ribcage, seeking a path lower. I slip my hand under the hem of his shorts and pause. It's a question, and he answers by sliding his own hand under my camisole.

The silk skims over my skin as he lifts me from the bed with one hand to pull it over my head. The air in my room chills my flesh, but his hands follow in the fabric's absence, brushing over my shoulders.

Mason lowers his mouth to mine once more, and his tongue touches my lips. I kiss him back. The sensation of him deepening the kiss sends warmth through me. I press my body closer to him.

My bared breasts touch his chest. I want to be closer still.

He does too. He pulls back, and I immediately regret the lack of him, of his heat, his body. The hushed slide of cotton greets my ears before his fingers return to my body.

They start at my breasts, cupping them in his palms and lingering as if making a promise to return. His hands roam down the sides of my stomach, and his fingertips tug lightly at the hem of my pants. Just once, asking the same question I asked of him.

I reach out and touch his face.

I say one word.

"Yes."
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I lie in the cradle of Mason's arms. 

Perspiration dries in the breeze of the air conditioning, and I pull myself closer into his chest.

His lips touch the center of my forehead.

"I've never felt that before." His voice is hushed in the early morning dimness.

I crane my head to look up at him. I hadn't thought he'd had any...experience. Though he could have fooled me. Gentle, tender, but assertive.

"What do you mean?" I'm probably stupid to ask for clarification on that one.

"Intimacy."

Clear as mud. "You mean sex?"

"I mean intimacy." He smiles against my hair, then goes still. "Unless that was just sex to you."

We've each had each other's lives hanging around our necks since we met. I don't know how much more intimate people can get. "That was far beyond 'just sex.'" 

I think back to that first night, me terrified and him no less so, holding hands in the dark and hoping to wake up when the light returned to the world. In some ways, I've never trusted anyone as much as I trust Mason. Either of us could have killed the other. We feared one another. And put our trust in the right place.

Bully for us.

"I won't let anything happen to you." The words leave my mouth with a quiet finality. 

If the Mediators can't understand that shades have free will, they'll sure as hells never understand why I'd be sleeping with one of them. Not only is he a half-human, half-demon hybrid, but he's technically only a few months old.

And that condom better have worked. 

I don't even know if I can get pregnant — a lot of Mediators can't — but I don't want to find out by busting a button two weeks from now because a quarter-demon munchkin is growing so fast.

"You won't get pregnant."

My hand's settled on my own belly, a subconscious gesture. Mason places his on top of mine and moves it upward. 

"How do you know?"

"Demons are like donkeys. Norms are like horses. Different species. They can procreate, but their offspring..."

"Are you saying you're a mule?" I hope he's right. Gods, please let him be right. 

Mason chuckles. "For this purpose, yes."

I ponder that. "In that case, I still have a couple hours before I have to be at work."
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CHAPTER FORTY-SIX




I get to work to find Laura sitting at Alice's desk, staring at the black of the computer screen she hasn't bothered to turn on.

She looks up when I push open the office door. 

"You never called yesterday. Did you find Alice?"

"Only her phone."

Laura pushes the rolling chair back from the desk. "You didn't call the police? You just went home and did whatever you people do?"

"I couldn't call the police. They wouldn't be of any help." I hate the cryptic words the second they're out of my mouth. Laura's just concerned, and I'm not helping.

"Why?"

"Think hard if you really want to hear the answer to that." Demon's spawning hybrids off human volunteers — not something you want to hear standing up. Or sitting down, in Laura's case. Not something you want to hear at all.

Laura knows what I do. She knows what Mediators do. It's why they can call her and put her in her place when she threatens to fire me. There's a fear that runs through the human populace — and extends to the witches and morphs — that's like an underground river. You can't see it from the surface, but moments like now when I'm watching Laura's face as she tries to make a decision, you see a glimmer of anxious water.

It's an ancient fear. The fear of being eaten. The fear of monsters that can get you. And in our world, they're real.

I'm the one who keeps them at bay.

In some ways, the next thing to come out of her mouth is the bravest thing I've seen a human do.

"Tell me."

So I do.

I don't sugarcoat anything or leave anything unsaid. If Laura wants to know the truth, she's going to get the truth. I show her the photos and tell her about the shades. 

"They can walk in the sunlight?" Raised hairs run up and down Laura's arms. I can see them from where I stand five feet away. "Why aren't you hunting them?"

I think of Mason's arms around me in the morning sunshine.

"It's not that simple." What I'm about to tell her would get me in trouble with the Mediators even if they weren't already about to censure me. "They may be half demon, but they retain parts of their human sides as well."

"Like the way they look?"

I nod. "And free will."

"Demons don't have free will?"

It's easy to forget that norms don't get the same education we do. When I consider the eighty-three full cubbies at Hazel Lottie's house, I wonder if that ought to change. Maybe it wouldn't be so easy to find willing rent-a-hosts (well, rent-to-own) if humans were taught like we are that demons are just evil.

"Demons are creatures of the hells. When the sun sets, they have access to our world. The mini-demons, imps and such, can come out in the sun sometimes, but they don't like to, and you almost never see them. I think by creating the shades, they were trying to gain access to our world during the day."

"Then their plan worked." Laura's face is tight, her brown skin stretched across her skull like my words have taken the sides of her cheeks and pulled them taut. 

"Not really. They didn't count on their offspring having a choice."

"A choice of what?"

"Whether to be evil or not."

"But they're still dangerous."

"Yes." They are definitely that. "The shades didn't have a choice in this. They didn't ask to be born. They can feel guilt. Shame. Pain. I may not want any more to come into being, but the ones who are here deserve to make that choice for themselves. If they choose the bad route, they can deal with the pointy end of my sword, but I'm not going to kill creatures who don't want to harm anyone."

"Do you think Alice is dead?"

"Not yet. But she will be soon if she really was used for this."

"How are you going to find her?"

"I don't know."

The door to the office opens, and both of us turn to look. It's the postman. He hands me two packages and a stack of envelopes. 

I flip through the envelopes and hand them to Laura, who sniffs and tosses them on the desk. I can't blame her. The first package is printable mailing labels.

The second is from Hazel Lottie.

My fingers dent the cardboard.

It's a standard mailer, a flat rate box. Innocuous.

I know what's in it without opening it. The cardboard tab feels stale between my thumb and forefinger. I pull it across the box. A bubble wrapped packet falls to the floor. 

The metal of the disc glints in the fluorescents of the office.

"What is that?"

Alice's death certificate. Or mine. Something that invites demons to an all-you-can-splat buffet. A ticking time bomb. An unholy hand grenade. Pick one.

I can't tell Laura any of those things, but she looks at the disc and bends down to pick it up.

"Don't touch that."

Her fingers recoil into soft fists, straightening. "Why not?"

"Last time I saw one of those, it summoned almost thirty demons to a clearing."

Laura takes two full steps back and sits on Alice's desk. "What?" She looks down the hall at the glow of daylight. "But the sun's still up."

I nod at her. "That doesn't mean it's not dangerous. I don't know what's been done to it."

The little bubble wrapped disc sits on the floor. I pluck it off the carpet with only my thumb and forefinger like it's a dirty diaper instead of a summoning spell for a demon horde.

It could be tonight. But I don't think so. Last time, the disc glowed long before it did its flash of light trick. Now its luster is only that of shiny metal.

"What are you going to do with it?"

"Watch it till it boils."

Laura frowns. "You're not going to keep it here, are you? Isn't there someone you can give it to? Your boss — your other boss?"

"We're a bit on the outs right now. Alamea took some issue with my...methods." I phrase it as delicately as I can, but Laura didn't build this business for herself on her charms alone. 

"They want to kill the — what did you call them? — shades?"

"Yeah. They do. I thought there was another way, they think there's only theirs. And the highway's no option for a Mediator."

"Why don't you want to kill them?"

I've left Mason out of it, and I still want to keep his name to myself, as much as that might make me the crazy lady trying to protect her demon lover from the righteous balancers. Lover. 

I can't go into all that with Laura, but I can tell her the first reason.

"One of them saved my life. He could have taken it a thousand times by now and hasn't. He chooses to be more than a monster."

"Then some of the others might do the same."

"They already have." I drop the disc in my bag. "I've got to go...deal with this."

I turn toward the door, feeling off and unbalanced, like I'm standing on one side of a teeter-totter without seeing who's on the other side. Any shift of weight may drop me on my ass.

"Ayala." 

Laura's voice stops me with one hand on the doorknob. I turn to look at her. Her brown eyes are glassy with shock of information or tears, but she tightens her lips together before speaking again.

"For what it's worth, I think you're doing the right thing. You'll always have your job here."

I nod my thanks. "Please don't tell anyone about this."

"I won't."
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CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN




I call Gryfflet three times before I get home, but he doesn't answer. There aren't any other witches I trust.

The disc in my purse makes me more than nervous, like it's a grenade with the pin pulled, or a land mine that may or may not be disarmed. I can't do anything about it now. 

An electronics store a couple blocks from my building catches my eye. I need to get Mason a phone, some way to contact him when he's off starting a shade revolution.

I stop and pick out the most simple phone possible, get it activated, and tuck it into my bag next to the disc from hell.

Mason's left me a note, saying only that he's with Saturn and will be back later. His handwriting has changed. The careful letters on the lined page are even and measured, almost like a computer font. I plug his new phone in to charge and program my number into it first thing. On a second thought, I add Gryfflet's and Laura's. In case of emergency.

I don't know how Laura would respond to getting a call from a shade, but I didn't tell her his name.

The day is bright, and the drenching humidity has faded enough for me to open the balcony door and sit outside with a sandwich for lunch.

I nibble off the crusts and work my way into the center. A couple bites later and the remainder of the sandwich looks like the bat signal.

My phone rings just as I pop the bat's head into my mouth.

I answer it with a gummy "Hello?"

The bread gets stuck in my throat, and I cough. 

"Ayala, it's Mira." Her voice sounds tight. 

"Hi, Mira." Water. Need water. 

"Are you okay?"

"I just choked on a bite of sandwich, but I'm fine."

"That's not what I meant. I heard about your hearing."

That pulls another cough from my lungs. "Not something I expected a week after getting a medal, but I'm fine."

"Are you sure?" There's a note in her voice I can't place. She's getting at something. 

Gryfflet's parting comment surfaces in my memory. He told me to take care. And he said he couldn't tell me where he was going. Why didn't I press more?

"Is there some reason I shouldn't be okay? Besides the hearing?" The line is silent. "Mira? What's going on?"

A muffled male voice sounds on her end, and I hear her shush him. "Just checking in on you," Mira says brightly. "We'll have to catch up soon, bitch."

Then she hangs up.

What the fuck is going on?

Mira didn't call to just check in. And whatever the real reason for her calling me, she couldn't risk someone else hearing her. Not just any someone. Mediators. 

Fuck me.

There's nothing I can do about any of this just now, so I set the talisman — still wrapped in its plastic — in the center of my dining room table. I have to resist the urge to pop the bubbles.

With my luck, doing that would trigger the disc and all the demons would land in my living room.

Still no glow. Just metal wrapped in plastic. Maybe Hazel sent me the wrong one.

After twenty minutes of staring at it, I decide it's not going to do anything and settle in to watch a movie. I should have just stayed at work.

Two action films and a rom-com later, I'm still alone in my apartment as the sun's final glow deepens into green and then cerulean. Halfway through a sci-fi movie about a morph captured by aliens, I order Chinese food and miss so much of the plot that I only half watch the rest.

It's now after two, and Mason's not back. 

He didn't say when he'd return, sure. But my stomach's twisting, and it's not my hot and sour soup or the giant spring rolls doing it.

My gut's the best alarm I've got, and it's telling me something's wrong.

I pull on my leathers and gird up with my favorite sword and my daggers. The drive to Forest Hills seems to take twice as long as usual, even though there's no traffic whatsoever. Trying to remember where I can park closest to Saturn's home clearing makes me almost miss a turn.

A flash of brown flicks in front of the car.

My foot hits the brakes, and the car skids to a stop inches away from a wide-eyed doe. It stares at me for a moment, eyes reflecting green in the headlights, then calmly steps into the ditch on the left side of the road.

I try to retrieve my heart from my esophagus.

The good news is that if the deer are plotting the murder of motorists, there aren't any demons in a mile radius. I don't know if that goes for Saturn or not. I find the tiny pull-off not far from where he lives and set off in the direction I remember.

The woods are quiet, but not silent. The scurry of rodents, the creak of the crickets, the whiny rattle of the cicadas — all band together in a muted chorus. Still no demons. 

I think I'm getting close to where Saturn stays. I have to risk it, or I'll never find him out here. "Saturn? It's Ayala. Are you out there?"

Standing still makes me nervous, so I keep walking in the same direction. After another thirty steps, I repeat myself.

"You shouldn't be here." Whirling to my left, Saturn appears from behind a tree, naked as a jaybird. 

"I'm looking for Mason." 

"He left two hours ago."

"Did he say he was going somewhere else?"

Saturn cocks his head. "You are worried about him."

"I haven't seen him since this morning."

"He didn't say where he was going, but I assumed he was going home. Like I said. Two hours ago."

"You're not worried."

"Mason isn't in any danger from most things."

"It's not most things I'm worried about."
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Mason isn't home when I return. 

My apartment is cool and empty. My bed is neat and unrumpled, just as I made it this morning. My nerves are none of those things.

Okay. Saturn said he wasn't sure where Mason was going. He just thought Mason was heading home. Home. 

It strikes me that this is the first time I've acknowledged that both Mason and Saturn consider my apartment Mason's home.

That I consider my apartment Mason's home.

I crawl into an empty bed for the first time since Mason first appeared, but I can't sleep in it. I don't even bother to get into my pajamas.

At seven o'clock, I call Gregor.

He answers with a sleepy grunt. "What do you want, Storme? Do you know what time it is?"

"Noon."

"Bullshit. What do you want?"

"I want to know what's going on." Say, kill any new shades tonight? Like my live-in lover? Fuck.

"You've got a hearing in a couple weeks."

"I know that. Everyone I've seen is acting weirder than that."

"I don't know what to tell you. You disappointed a lot of people." His tone makes it clear that he's one of them, and I scowl even though he can't see me.

"If there was any chance you were killing beings who had free will and as many odds of choosing to live peacefully as you do, would you still want them all slaughtered?"

"I knew this had clouded your judgment. Whatever they've told you is a lie. They're killers, Ayala."

"Yeah, well so are we. Whether it's right or wrong depends on what side of the sword you're on."

"I'm not having this conversation. You'll have your hearing, and the Summit will decide your punishment."

Good to know they've already made up their minds that I'll be punished.

This time I hang up before Gregor can.

He doesn't try to call back.

I pull myself out of bed at half past eight. I can survive on little amounts of sleep, but my eyes feel like someone dumped a sand dune under the lids. Seeing Mason's new, untouched phone still plugged into the charger in the kitchen makes them prickle, and the tears sting all the more for my eyeballs' dryness.

I've never felt this cut off from everything.

There's a knock at door just as I hit the brew button on my coffee pot.

It's Gryfflet, and he holds up a bag of bagels and a cardboard drink holder with two giant-sized coffees.

I open the door, but stand in the doorway. "It's early, Gryfflet."

"You think I don't know that?" He yawns as if to prove his point. "Hence the coffee. Can I come in?"

Stepping aside, he shuffles in and this time takes off his shoes. 

"Where can I put this?"

"Kitchen."

"Look," he says. "I felt bad about the way I left the other day. You're in a rough spot, and I was bitchy."

"You came over three hours before your normal wake-up time just to say you're sorry?"

"I wanted to come when only humans would be up to see me here."

A flush rushes through my cheeks. That shameful to be seen being nice to me, eh? Word must get around quick.

"Which one is mine?" I motion at the coffees.

"They're both yours." Gryfflet grins. "I already chugged mine in the car."

I shrug and pick one at random, taking an experimental sip. "Vanilla. Good choice. Are you going to tell me what's going on?"

Gryfflet opens the bag and pulls out a bagel, handing it to me. "Everyone's pretty nervous right now."

"You working full time with the Summit these days?"

"They pay well. And the hours sure beat working every night show at The Hole."

"Fair enough. But you didn't answer my question." The coffee's cool enough not to burn the roof off my mouth. Gods, I'm sleepy. I don't think I closed my eyes for more time than it takes to blink all night. I flick off the travel lid and gulp down half the coffee.

"I'm not supposed to answer your question."

"You wouldn't be here if you were doing what you're supposed to do." More coffee. The next one's in my hand without a second thought. At least this is one addiction there's no support group for. What the hell would we drink at the meetings? Booze?

There's a pause while I dig into my bagel and second cup of coffee. At this rate, I'll need the pot as well. The aroma of it suffuses the kitchen with the scent of vanilla. Sue me. I'm no coffee purist. Give me sugar and all the frou-frou frills.

"Something big's going down tomorrow. I can't tell you what."

"You mean the Mediators trying to take out all the remaining shades?"

Gryfflet starts, and his fingers stop their drumming on the kitchen table. "How do you know about that?"

"I guess that confirms it. If you get to hold stuff back, so do I." Coffee and bagels or no, I'm not going to trust anyone working with the Summit. "What I can't figure is how they're planning to find all the shades. I haven't seen more than a few together since we blew up the warehouse."

Even Mason's only found a couple at a time. I finish my bagel and rub at my eyes, a yawn splitting my face. Why am I so tired?

It's cold in here. I get up and fetch my robe from its hook on the back of the bathroom door, pulling it around me. 

"So how are they going to do it?"

"Do what?"

"Get all the shades together."

"I can't tell you that, Ayala. They'd skin me alive."

"They're probably going to do that to me anyway," I tell him.

"They're not going to skin you."

"Fine. Jail me, strip me of my status, forbid me from patrolling, send me to train eight-year-olds how not to stick themselves with the pointy end of swords." I'd rather they flay me.

It's really cold in here.

I feel clammy, and I can see every vein in the backs of my hands.

My fingers go to my forehead and come away damp. A cramp doubles me over in my chair. Bile rises in my throat. I choke it back, swallowing hard. My skull tightens along its sutures — or at least that's how it feels. 

Pressure builds, sending little shocks down my neck. 

The acid in my stomach churns, and I bend in half again. My face lands on my knees. I don't trust myself to speak without vomiting. Instead I force my eyes up to meet Gryfflet's. 

I've felt like this twice before. When I tried to leave my range and go north. 

The chair vanishes from beneath me, and the floor rises up to slap me in the face.
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CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT




I'm not one to stare at walls.

One wall is awfully like another wall, when you get right down to it. Usually vertical, white more often than not.

It stands to reason that I wouldn't have an extensive basis for wall recognition tucked into my brain with all the different kinds of demons and that pulsing center of fear that twitches every time I think Mason's name.

But I know this wall.

It's painted gray with a hint of metallic shimmer. All the other walls here are identical, and there are more than four of them, because where I am is set up like beehive honeycomb, with hexagonal pods scrunched together in rows. 

Recognizing this wall means that I don't have to insipidly wonder where I am. 

It does, however, leave me with rising panic that lurks beneath the surface of my mind. It's like the metallic shimmer in the gray paint that forms a cocoon around me. Present. Hovering. Damning.

The Mediator holding cells are designed for one purpose alone: to keep people in.

Even if I did happen to get out, I wouldn't have the faintest idea where to go. Honeycomb, remember? Imagine a giant underground honeycomb the size of three football fields under the Summit building. And there are at least three layers of it. There could be people above and below me, or I could be alone.

The hallways are narrow and impossible to navigate. The hallways stretch around each holding pod. It's a geometric torture maze, meant to confuse. All the walls are the same color. No distinguishing characteristics anywhere. The only way to know where you are in relation to anything else is to have a special flashlight that reacts with the paint. 

I don't have a one of those. 

Did they somehow throw Mason down here? My first impulse is to believe they probably just killed him. Caught him coming back from his visit with Saturn in Forest Hills and ended him right there.

Gryfflet did this to me.

I want to know what was in that coffee. What it was that stripped me of my strength. Whatever it was made me feel exactly like I did when I tried to flee north years ago. The nausea, the cramping, the migraine. 

Remnants of the latter still prickle at the base of my skull. I ignore it.

Nothing around me indicates the time of day or even that I'm still on the same planet. Though since I can't go very far in any direction from Nashville, I'd have to be in a low-hanging space ship. Sort of pointless.

The first time I went through this, I passed out and woke up more than thirty-six hours later. If that's true, the Mediators must have put me down here to make sure I don't interfere with their plan to take out the shades.

I'm almost flattered that they think I could interfere enough to really fuck it up.

I'm still wearing my own clothes, the same gray linen dress pants and lighter gray blouse I wore to work and subsequently fell asleep in. Both blouse and pants are rumpled, and looking down at myself I can't help but wonder if I wasn't a little prescient with my choice of clothing. 

There's no sound down here but my breathing. I halt my lungs, holding my breath. The quiet wraps around me, muffling me, changing the world to deafness.

You never think about how much sound exists in the day to day world until it's removed. No cars, no buzz of electronics, no whoosh of fans or air conditioning. No giggles or hum of conversation from the streets below or clicks of the refrigerator turning on. No patter of feet in the hall or whooshing roar of an overhead plane.

Silence.

There's nothing really golden about this.

All silence is gray.

I don't know how much more of this I can take.

That's probably what they want, to come back to find me gibbering in an obtuse corner of this hexagonal hell, begging for their forgiveness and pulling at the hems of their shirts like a forlorn child.

I pull my legs in to sit cross-legged and straighten my back. 

Not this girl.







[image: Image]

There are no doors in this cage, so it comes as a bit of a surprise when the wall behind me opens.

It breaks my carefully constructed composure, and I spin around on my ass and skitter backward to face whoever's entering.

Gryfflet. And Alamea.

I re-cross my legs in front of me and place my hands on my knees.

"Welcome to my little box. Would you like to try a combo meal?"

"Ayala," Gryfflet starts to talk, but he shuts up as soon as I turn my eyes on him.

"Nice trick with the door," I say to Alamea. Maybe the metallic shimmer isn't paint after all. I never really thought about the extent of witch involvement with the Summit. I think from here on out, it'll factor more prominently into how I approach my job.

That's assuming I get to keep my job and my head attached to my body.

Both of which feel increasingly unlikely.

I sit back and wait for Alamea to say something like it's my own fault I'm in here, that I brought this on myself, that the Mediators are sullied because of my abhorrent behavior.

Instead she just looks down at me from her height of over six feet. I somehow don't care that she's trying to make me feel small. 

They have to say something, don't they? There's not much of a chance they came down here just to shame me with their eyes for an hour. I start counting seconds. The only sound is that of three sets of lungs churning through oxygen.

When I get to seventy-three, Alamea breaks the silence. "You're coming with us now."

I don't respond, and I don't move. 

Alamea nods at Gryfflet.

The pain in my head explodes.

No other sensation registers. When the spikes moving up and down my neck subside enough for me to breathe, I feel hands, strong hands. They're clasped around my forearms, holding me upright.

I take a deep breath and try to make out the murmur of sound.

The pain detonates again.

I wake on my side. My eyes flutter open, and my eyelashes brush against something. Fabric? I'm blindfolded.

My hands are bound around the back of my right knee. The left one tingles with the pulse of lost circulation where it's sandwiched between my two legs. The floor moves beneath me, rocking me sideways.

Not the floor. I'm in a moving vehicle.

Where are they taking me?

An itchy tickle intrudes on my upper lip. I wrinkle my nose and feel something on the surface of my skin crack. My tongue flicks out.

Dried blood. 

My head feels like my brain's spinning about in my skull. I have another concussion. Fucking Gryfflet. I'm lucky he didn't give me an aneurysm. 

I can't take another one of those pain-quakes he used to knock me out. The vehicle is slowing already. If he hits me again, I'll be useless.

There's only one solution I can think of. I play dead.

When I was an MIT, they taught us all these relaxation exercises. I thought they were mostly bullshit at the time, but they drilled us with them so much that I couldn't forget them if I tried. I concentrate on breathing deeply, evenly. 

In my mind, I'm a daffodil just starting to bloom. The sun warms my petals, fills me with energy. I draw water from the earth, feel it course through me to give me strength and life, to help me turn the light of the sun to sustenance.

My breathing slows, air flows. The pumping of my heart decreases to a thub-thub, thub-thub, thub-thub. I can feel the blood in my veins, the anxious pressure fading to smooth rushing, unhindered by nervousness or fear.

Maybe this isn't such bullshit after all.

I flex my hands once, imagining them as withering leaves. My mind pushes water into them. I imagine them turning from wrinkled yellow to the bright backlit green gold of new growth.

The tingling stops, followed by the pins and needles that indicate my left hand is returning to life.

We're slowing more, rolling across gravel. I don't have to see to know we're at Miller's Field.

I was wrong about them wanting to keep me from interfering.

They're using me in this plan to kill the shades. 

I'm not a wild card to be shut away in a holding cell until it's over. I'm the key to whatever they're planning.

And Gryfflet's in on it.

Gryfflet knows about Mason.

My heart expands. THUB-thub-thub. I am the daffodil again. The sun and the water from the earth calm me.

It works. 

Barely.

My body rocks as the van pulls to a stop.

My insides twist with fevered hope and fear braided together like tangled roots.

Mason could still be alive.

He's the one who's rallied all the other shades.

I might be the bait.





























[image: Image]

CHAPTER FORTY-NINE




I hate being wrong.

Even more than being wrong, I hate being trapped. 

As soon as they pull the blindfold off my eyes and twist my arms behind me, I'm both. There's no use in playing dead. They want me awake now.

The guttural roar rips through the sunset, shredding the golden remnants of the day into sad tatters.

Mason. 

He's alive.

But that's all he's got going for him.

They've chained his entire body into a metal cocoon. He looks like he's been wrapped up to eat later by a giant spider. Only his head is free, and his indigo eyes glow orange in the fading light.

The sound that pierces the air happens again. If he could reach me with his eyes alone, he would. 

I'm not the bait.

We both are.

I want to say I'm sorry. I want to tell him many things. That I got him a phone a few days too late. If I'd followed that instinct earlier, he might have warned me. I might have helped him.

Now we're both about to end up minced.

I meet Mason's gaze, and he quiets, his chains going slack as his muscles relax. Not slack enough.

The field is full of Mediators. Faces I know, like Mira and Ripper and Ben. Alamea and Gregor. No Devon. He's probably still in traction, hearing only snippets and trying to see a tapestry in the lace doily of information he's given.

None of them meet my eyes.

Not one of them will look at me.

I don't know if it's because to them, Mason and I look like the leads of a tragic romance novel. If it is, they're far from right. Whatever feelings I have for the chained man with eyes like the night sky an hour after dusk, they don't matter as much as the lives of beings who never asked to come into the world. Who were forced to birth themselves by destroying the ones who give them life.

The shades who, after that gruesome beginning have the ability to make other choices for their existence.

Neither Mason nor I have any choices left to us.

He seems to sense my thoughts. The corners of his eyes lose some of their tension, their tautness. His skin goes slack like the chains.

The Mediators stand around, oblivious. Alamea and Gregor have taken point, a few feet in front of where Mason and I are held by nameless others. MITs? Mediators from Chattanooga? I don't know them, and they certainly don't know me. To them, I'm simply a traitor who betrayed the tenets of the balance.

How are they going to make this work?

I can see Alamea's face only in two-thirds profile. She reaches one hand into her jacket and flings something into the field like a frisbee.

It's not a frisbee.

It's the metal talisman that was left sitting on my dining room table when Gryfflet drugged me.

The one Hazel sent to the office.

Last time, the demons appeared with Lena at the instant the sun vanished beneath the horizon. I try to catch Ben's eyes, but he's staring staunchly ahead into the grasses of Miller's Field as if he's reading tea leaves and they're not telling him what he wants to hear.

Will Alice be among the demons tonight? Will I have to watch her get torn apart to birth a new shade?

I keep my eyes trained on the Mediators, alternated with glances out into the field. Maybe living with Mason has heightened my awareness of the shades, or maybe the Mediators are just looking too hard, because I'm the first one to see the creatures who rise from the grass.

It's Saturn I see first. He frowns when he sees me, and a flash of anger tightens his cheeks when he spots Mason to my left. I want to shake my head at him, get him to go, tell him it's a trap. But I think he already knows.

One of the Mediators holding Mason's chains lets out a low moan. The scuff of feet on the ground tells me that the shades have been spotted now. 

Whatever's going to happen is about to get started.

"We just want to speak to you." Alamea's voice breaks through the field, the first words I've heard since the holding cell.

This time I do shake my head, as tiny a movement as I can. Just speak. That's not even possible. Saturn gives no indication that he saw it.

"Strange way to show it." Saturn crouches in the grass and plucks four long blades. His nimble fingers begin weaving the grass together as he goes on. "If that were true, you wouldn't have to drag my friend out here in chains."

Friend. Singular. Thanks awfully, Saturn.

Mason goes very still. 

"We knew of no other way to get you to come."

"Don't be ridiculous," Saturn says. "I'm only a baby by your standards, and I can think of a more mature way of going about it. For instance, asking politely."

I try to count the shades behind Saturn. Twenty, at least. Compared to how many Mediators? Fifty? But darkness is falling, and there could be more shades beyond, hiding in the grass or even in the trees. Saturn's not stupid.

"We didn't think that would work." Gregor shifts his weight to his left foot.

"You mean you didn't think we'd be civilized enough to speak to you without resorting to violence." Saturn tugs on the ends of the grass he's woven, accordion-like. It reminds me of a craft we did as children. Did Lena make those as a child?

I can only see as much of Gregor's face as Alamea's, but the right side of his face scrunches up, lips turned downward. I take it as a confirmation of Saturn's accusation, and from the sardonic twist to Saturn's smile, he does too.

"Give us Mason, and we'll leave. You'll never hear from us again — or of us." Saturn's fingers still push and pull the little grass accordion between his hands.

There's an undercurrent to his words, sharp like biting down on tin foil. Don't give us Mason, and you'll see how uncivilized we can be.

The Mediators sense it as well as I do. A whisper of discomfort reaches my ears. Small outbursts of breath. Determination. Resolution. And not a little bit of fear.

Alamea gives it voice. "And if we do not?"

Saturn shreds the accordion with a flash of his fingers. 

Bits of grass drift to the ground.

One of the Mediators holding Mason's chains loses his head in a shower of blood.

The two others stumble backward.

Their faces look like a child's splatter-paint experiment, each with a different spatter of bright red.

Mason is gone.

It takes a moment for me to find him, between Saturn and one of the shades Mason and I met in the woods just a week ago.

I forgot how fast they were. 

The clearing fills with the hiss of swords leaving scabbards.

Saturn wags a finger at Alamea. "He's all we wanted. Move and more of you will die just as quickly."

He takes hold of two segments of chain and jerks the links apart with a crack of breaking metal. Mason's free. His hand clasps Saturn's shoulder, and something passes between them.

I don't know what it is.

I'm so busy watching the shades that I miss the sword until the cold blade presses against my throat.

Oh good.

I was wondering when I'd become the star of this show.

"Don't move, or I'll kill you." The breath of the speaker warms my ear with his whisper.

Because the pointy thing against my throat was so ambiguous.

Amateur.

To hell with it. I'm probably dead already.

Only Saturn's hands on Mason's arms keep him from running at me.

And not just Saturn's — two other shades hold him back. I was right; Saturn's not stupid. He knows what the Mediators are doing, maybe better than I. They were goading him. Now they're goading Mason.

I hear a small metal chinking sound, and something flies through the air toward the shades. My muscles tense against the blade. It bites into my skin and sends a trickle of blood down my throat. 

A chunk of metal thumps onto the grass. A grenade. Since when do the Mediators use fucking grenades?

Saturn and the others don't seem to know what to do, but Mason's been watching all sorts of action movies sprinkled into his rom-coms, and his eyes are trained on my face. My mouth is open, drawing in sticky humid air. Mason grabs Saturn and blurs to the edge of the field. 

There's a moment of total quiet. Even the wind pauses.

The remaining shades separate and scatter in a whir of motion to the edge of the field and vanish. 

The grenade detonates, chunking a crater the size of my holding cell into the center of Miller's Field.

I'm expecting it, but whoever it is with the blade on my neck falters with the boom. I wrench my head backward. It connects with the head of the guy who threatened me. My skull screams at me, but the sword slips away from my skin. I twist away and slam my foot into his kneecap.

A hand grasps at me. I duck and veer to the side.

Thank the gods no one thought to tie my feet.

I run toward the crater in the center of the field, choking on the smoky cloud of earth and grass. I can't see any shades. No Mason, no Saturn.

Something grabs me from behind, and I'm wrenched off my feet away from the churned dirt.

"Shhhh."

I topple into a hard body. Mason. We're behind a tree just off the edge of the field. The Mediators still stand tense in their places, and I can hear raised voices though I can't make out what they're saying.

He breaks the ties on my wrists, and my hands spring free. My shoulders hurt from being pushed together. I shift them up and down, trying to loosen the tension. 

"Are you okay?" I check over Mason's body for any injuries. There's nothing but the indents from the chains. "What did they do to you?"

Mason chuckles. "Nothing much. I was stupid. It was your friend Ben. He saw me coming out of the ravine by where Saturn lives and said he just wanted to talk. How'd they get you?"

"Drugged my coffee."

Mason's hand tightens on my arm.

Saturn was right. It's the Mediators who are playing dirty.

Not that I had any doubts after Gryfflet's excursion into assholery.

Twilight suffuses the sky. The Mediators won't be able to see as well as the shades, and I can still see them gathered in the field. 

Saturn appears to my right. I give him a wry smile. He wasn't about to snatch me away from the Mediators.

My smile seems to make him uncomfortable. Saturn goes very still when he looks at me. "I didn't want to let on how much you'd helped us. I thought they might be worse to you."

I don't know if I believe that, but it doesn't matter.

I can't see the talisman in the field. There's no way Alamea has retrieved it. That's the real reason they're all standing there still.

Worse is still coming.
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CHAPTER FIFTY




"Ayala!"

It's Ben. His voice calls through the growing darkness.

I lean into Mason's shoulder and peer around the tree. Ben walks to the crater, waving his hand behind him as if brushing off an annoying dog.

"Ayala, I just want to talk!"

That sounds awfully familiar.

I pitch my voice low enough that only Saturn and Mason will be able to hear it. "For some reason, I don't believe him."

"Please come out here. I know you're still watching." Ben's voice has turned plaintive, as wheedling as his surname would imply.

"I'm not going out there without a weapon." My now-dirt-smudged slacks don't count.

Saturn gestures, and another shade comes forward with a sword. "That was on the man holding Mason. We grabbed it when we got him."

The sword is standard issue. Bright steel but no beauty. Not like my blade. But the hilt in my hand feels solid, even if it doesn't feel at home there. 

Neither Mason nor Saturn tries to tell me not to go out into the field. I want to hear what Ben has to say and see if I can figure out why Alamea and Gregor would let him say it.

I step out into the field, and Ben's shoulders slump. He takes two steps toward me. I shake my head at him. He stops on the edge of the crater.

I stop on the opposite side and stare at him from across the hole. "What do you want?"

"I'm sorry."

"That's nice."

"They promised they wouldn't hurt you. And they didn't hurt your...friend."

He doesn't even know Mason's name. I spare a glance at Gryfflet. He could have told them. Maybe he didn't. But why wouldn't he?

"Not the best way to win over the girl you've been badgering for a date for months." I cluck at Ben, sticking the point of the sword in the ground at my feet and leaning on it. My head still throbs from the impact with Mr. Subtle-Wanna-Threaten, and I hope to all the hells and heavens that Gryfflet can't make my brain spasm from across a field.

"I know. I'm sorry. But you put us all in danger."

"No. You put us all in danger." I gesture around the field with my free hand, pointing to the body of Mason's holder. "That's the price of your duplicity. More bodies. That's not on me."

"Then why are you helping them?"

He doesn't have to explain who he means.

This time I want to be heard. "Because one of them saved my life!"

Ben stares at me. I don't give him time to respond.

"The night I saved Devon? I was fighting in the dark and about to get seriously pulped. And one of the shades yanked me out of there, away from the building before it exploded." I'm shouting now, and I know the Mediators can hear me, because they're standing like they've been turned to stone. "If our basic tenet is not to kill the innocent, we've failed it. They can choose, just like we can."

A flying head interrupts my speech.

It lands in the crater. Its indigo eyes blink once. 

Shades materialize around me in a circle, all of their collective gaze fixed on the head. 

Mason takes my free hand. "We should —"

I don't get a chance to find out what we should do. Ben's sword flicks out of its scabbard and plunges it into the shade behind him. He jerks it out and swings it in a wide arc. A second shade's head hits the ground.

My ribcage contracts.

"Ayala, run!" Ben screams it at me. 

Oh, fuck no.

The pounding of feet reaches my ears. 

The Mediators are running toward us.

In one instant, my mind takes a picture. Every shade's head swivels toward the rush of swords aimed their way.

Behind the assault of Mediators, one hangs back. Mira. She steps backward, shaking her head. Her sword disappears back into its sheath. 

I hear the first screams.
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The Mediator who held the blade at my throat loses an arm. It sails through the air and lands at my feet, the fingers clenching reflexively as the impact triggers the tendons.

Mason throws his back up against mine. I feel his defensive stance, the plant of his feet in the churned grass.

I don't know what to do.

I can't kill Mediators.

I can't.

But I also can't kill shades.

It's almost full dark now, but with a gibbous moon shining down, the naked, whirling forms of the shades stand out in stark contrast. Pale white skin, light brown, dark chocolate — all moving through the field like deadly cyclones.

Except not deadly.

The shades aren't killing the Mediators. Hurting, yes. Maiming, yes. Not killing.

The tumult will reach me in seconds. My feet won't budge from the ground. 

A Mediator's sword swings and takes a shade's head with it. The shades aren't on the offensive; they're only defending. But not for long if their numbers keep getting killed.

"Stop." The word leaves my lips, helpless like I'm watching a volcano erupt.

No one hears me.

Blood sprays my face, and I jerk back into Mason's solid form. I don't know who the blood belongs to. It doesn't matter. I pull my sword from the ground, waiting for someone to come hurtling at me.

The fight ebbs and eddies around Mason and me. It's like no one wants to engage us, and I can't figure out why.

Bright light shines through a clod of dirt at my feet.

The talisman. 

"Mason," I reach back with my free hand and grab his arm. "The disc is glowing."

A screeching shriek of pain rends the sounds of the battle. My head swivels to the right, seeking out the source.

A slummoth has Saturn by the shoulder. 

We're surrounded. 

Miller's Field is a sea of demons with a battle raging at its center.

"Demons!" I scream the word as loud as I can. My voice booms from my lungs, and I burst into a sprint toward Saturn.

Two rakath leap in front of me. I drop to one knee and roll to the side, coming up behind the first. My sword flicks out, right through its eye. I kick the head of the rakath off my sword and use its back as a springboard, launching myself at the slummoth.

The slummoth's claws dig into Saturn's neck, dangling him a foot off the ground. My sword comes down on the slummoth's elbow, severing it in a slop of green blood and slime. The blade isn't as keen as I keep my weapons. It leaves a ragged edge, but it does the job. Saturn falls to the grass. He clutches at the deep claw wounds in his neck, but his eyes meet mine in shock.

A pinkish glow fills the field with a hazy light. It illuminates bodies and darkness-blackened blood in pools and spurts across the ground.

Mediators fight shades, somehow still oblivious to the demons around them. Even if they all changed targets now, we'd be outnumbered.

There's no sign of Alice. Last time they encircled Lena, brought her through her horrendous birth in a pulse of stomping feet and primal ritual.

I clasp Saturn's arm and help him to his feet. 

"Where is Mason?" he asks.

I spin, eyes scanning through the horde of people and demons. "I don't know."

Then I see him. He's on the ground, hands up, a pleading look on his face.

And Alamea raises her sword.

No. This can't happen. Beyond Mason, three rakaths pull a shade apart by the arms. 

I can't worry about that now. My feet propel me forward, and then they leave the ground entirely. Arms encircle my waist. Saturn. 

"I'm faster," is all he says as he puts me down. Then he's gone, into a symphony of screams.

"Alamea! Don't you dare kill him!" I hold my sword point low. 

"He's a monster, Storme. You won't stop me."

"Are you fucking blind? Look around you! We're all surrounded by a shitstorm of demons. And they're not attacking Mediators. They're killing shades. Maybe you should ask why you're helping them."

It works. She hesitates, looking around. Mason's face is grim like a funeral dirge, watching his friends die. He doesn't make a move to defend himself.

I step closer to Alamea. I'm only three feet away now. "If you don't stop fighting shades and start doing what you're meant to do and killing some gods-damned demons, none of us are making it off this field."

Something hardens in her eyes, turning them to agates. "Then we will die doing what is right."

Her arm swings downward.

I fling myself at Mason and land on top of him. Something bites into my shoulder like ice and fire.
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CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE




Blood, hot and sticky, runs down my arm. 

I'm not wearing my leathers. Nothing but flimsy, pointless cotton. 

Alamea's almost chopped my left arm off. 

In those first few moments after her sword bites into the flesh of my deltoid, my nerves don't register the pain. Or anything else. I stare at the blood that wells in the deep cut, then raise my eyes to meet Alamea's.

White shows all around her pupils.

Goody for me; I've surprised her.

If she had any shittier reflexes, my arm would be in my lap right about now.

Claws close around Alamea's throat. 

Another slummoth. It lifts her off the ground, and her eyes bulge, muscles in her neck straining and cording.

Just as suddenly, it drops her. A shower of green blood splatters me, Mason, the ground around us. It melds with the red cascading down my arm like a sick holiday parody.

Mira.

She wipes her arm across her face, leaving a smear of anti-freeze green like a rainbow over her cheek and forehead. She's joined the fight after all.

Mira reaches down and yanks Alamea to her feet. Alamea stands a full six inches taller than her, but just now Mira somehow dominates the pair. "No more of this. You're wrong to kill the shades. Your fucking useless pride is about to get a hundred people killed, if it hasn't already."

Mason helps me up, touching my bleeding arm lightly. His fingers come away bright red.

Alamea looks around us. 

I don't need to look. I hear the sounds of ripping, bleeding, dying.

She says nothing. Instead, she wipes my blood from her sword onto her pant leg and sprints away. 

"You need to get out of here," Mira says. "You're bleeding bad."

I shake my head. Then I shake it again. 

Something is wrong. Wrong-er than a bunch of demons slaughtering shades and Mediators.

The sounds have stopped. The cracking, screaming, ripping. 

"What's going on?"

The demons have encircled the survivors. Which means me. And Mason. And Mira.

It's too dark to see anyone else. 

I can sense the demons like they've piled stones on my chest. It's like it was before with Lena.

Their low-throated roar starts as a buzz and grows to a rumble that vibrates every breath I draw.

"What's happening?" Mira whispers.

"I don't know." I can't say. There's no sign of Alice still, but this first stage of the ritual looks the same, except we're the bullseye in this target.

The demons have closed ranks. There are so many of them. Only the pink hellish glow of the jeelings lights the circle inside. My arm throbs. I stab my sword into the ground and press my right hand over the wound. I should have thought of it earlier. The pressure makes my teeth grind together.

"Here." Mira rips the bottom two inches from her shirt and ties it around my wound, just below my armpit.

The fabric chafes, and the blood soaks through instantly, but it's something.

Mason is still silent, surveying the circle around us.

My eyes adjust enough to pick out familiar faces. Ripper and Ben are there. Ben. He started this shitshow when he chopped off that shade's head. Actually when he lured Mason into getting captured. 

And he's still alive. I guess I'm glad.

I can't see Gregor anywhere, and my gaze drops to the bodies littering the field. Is he one of them? Alamea is twenty feet away, dripping blood, one foot on top of a jeeling just beginning to lose its glow. She meets my gaze and nods.

That's probably the closest thing to an apology I'll ever get from her.

I turn to Mason. "Do you know what's happening?"

"The demons want to take us out."

"By us you mean the shades."

He nods, and Mira turns her head to listen. 

"Why would they do that?" She scoffs. "They created you."

"They got something they weren't expecting out of it."

I know what he means. I give Mason a wry smile. To Mira, I try to explain. "The demons wanted to create a new species that would serve their purposes, but be able to walk in the sunlight. Shades have free will. And as you can see, they can make their own choices. I'm thinking that didn't sit too well with the kings of the hells."

"And all of us?" Mira gestures to the Mediators. Now that I look again, I see Ben limping toward Alamea. He shakes off Ripper's arm, and I turn back to Mira.

"Collateral damage," Mason murmurs.

"Excuse me?" I think Mira finds that insulting. Mediators are the first and last line of defense against all six and a half hells. To think that we're just in the way — I find it a little ruffling too.

I shrug at her. "Doesn't really matter why we're here, Mira. We're all fucked right now, so we might as well concentrate on not watering the grass with our blood any more than we already are." I wince at my shoulder. 

Thrum.

The ground beneath my feet vibrates.

"What the fuck is that?" Mira draws her sword. 

I nod at the circle of demons around us. "Watch."

They lift their feet and stomp again.

Thrum.

This. This is what Lena would have seen, but closer.

That's when I see it. 

The circle of demons parts.

Hazel Lottie. Her face is set. Any trace of frailness has deserted her, and her hands are holding something with a grip like the jaws of a T-rex.

She drags a stumbling Alice into the ring.
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CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO




Alice.

I take an involuntary step toward her.

She's clothed only in yoga pants and a sports bra, and her torso is slicked with sweat that glimmers pink. 

If I didn't know any better, I'd think she just left a Bikram class.

With Lena, the sky was beginning to lighten. With Lena, her body bulged and writhed. With Lena, I knew she had chosen where she was.

Not Alice. Her stomach has no lumps, just smooth flesh and a concave belly. Her ribs show through her skin.

A chill goes through me.

This isn't a birth.

I remember what Saturn said. Magic. Already-fertilized demon eggs. Host. Presto, one make-a-shade.

I'll eat an entire jeeling if I let that happen.

Is this what my mother did? Did Hazel drag her into a ring of hellkin to be impregnated with their spawn? Demons lay eggs like reptiles. 

They've figured out a way to hatch them inside a human host.

My mother's dead by now. But Alice isn't.

Hazel drags Alice further into the circle and drops her in a heap. Hazel hasn't seen me, and I move to the side, behind Mason's shoulder. If she doesn't know I'm here, maybe I can surprise her.

She raises her arms over Alice's huddled body. I can't hear her words, but I hear the buzzing hum of her chanting. Chanting. Hazel is a witch, and I had no idea. Most witches aren't dumb enough to work with demons, and Hazel isn't dumb at all. I don't know her reasoning, and I don't want to.

There's a commotion in the demon ranks. Instead of continuing their shifting stomps and roars, the energy dies to a low murmur. Hazel's voice rises to a deep timbre, resonant like the crashing of a waterfall. 

The disquiet among the demons settles into silence.

Ben shambles toward Alice.

Hazel doesn't look up. She gives no indication that she's seen Ben as he edges closer and closer to Alice.

Alice's body contorts with the rhythm of Hazel's chanting. Her blonde hair is far from its normal teased order. As she writhes on the ground, it is peppered with grass and dirt. 

I look back to Ben just in time to see him fly backward as if he's been hit with a wrecking ball.

Hazel never looks up from Alice. 

The hellkin resume their movement. The stomping shakes the ground, and Alice screams.

No one is touching her, but her body snaps like a tent flap in the wind with each contortion of pain.

I have to do something.

Mason stands in front of me. His warmth is suffocating in the humid night, but I cling to it. I have to be able to distract Hazel enough to get Alice away. I have to stop her. I owe it to Alice to try.

Hazel lets out a loud cry, and Alice's body contracts into a ball. Then her limbs fling outward until she lies spread-eagled on the ground in front of Hazel. 

Dirt turns to mud on her bared torso.

I shuffle to the left, circling wide. Mason follows a step at a time. Whether Mira comes, I can't tell. My focus is on Alice and the witch who's about to sign her death warrant.

I'm fifteen feet from her when Hazel pauses. Her head cocks to the side, and she turns.

"Ayala Storme." Her smile rots my insides like gangrene. "I was wondering if you'd be here for this. I heard your own people were about to skin you alive."

Good. Everyone knows. That's me. Demon-hunter-pariah-woman. 

"You're not going to do this to Alice." There. When in doubt, ignore the goading.

"Like you care. Lawdy, you've never paid any attention to her before. Why start now? She'll mother a better race." Hazel's tone might have changed, but her voice is still that of a southern granny. Her eyes narrow at Mason. "Better than that."

I'm not going to find out what she means. I leap for her.

And land flat on my back. Another gush of blood flows from my shoulder with the impact. My sword is two feet away, and I snatch it up. Please, Mason. Know what to do. I roll onto my right side.

"Throw me around as much as you want, Hazel. I'm not going to let you turn Alice into a human incubator."

Hazel chuckles. "Honey, she was born one of those when she popped out of her mama without a dongle between her legs."

"Bullshit." I pull myself to my knees and then to standing position. "I won't let you do this to her."

"Oh, she agreed. She consented to this." The old woman pulls a tattered bit of folded paper from her shirt and waves it at me. I can't make out any of the writing, only that it's a dull black color. 

It doesn't take a particularly quick person to know it's blood.

"She signed this right and proper. It's magically binding. You should know that."

How should I know that? I'm not a witch. If I'm not dead in the morning, I'll start learning more about witches.

Alice's mouth moves where she lies on the ground. At first I hear nothing, then a loud, hoarse whisper. "Lena. Thought I could find Lena. She was my friend."

Alice's words bury themselves deep in my soul. Her friend. Maybe Alice's only friend.

What was my mother's reason?

I inch closer to Hazel as she looks down to replace the folded paper in her shirt. I have to keep her distracted. Anything to delay this ritual. The demons seem not to notice what's going on inside their circle. Maybe they're not concerned with Hazel's follow-through. After all, she's done it eighty-two times before.

Eighty-two.

Alice isn't going to be number eighty-three.

"I've figured out what I done wrong before, honey. I won't make that mistake again. This one will be different." Hazel bends and caresses Alice's cheek. Alice flinches away, lips pursed. She lets loose a howl, and spit flies from her lips.

Poor Alice. So fascinated with the reports Gregor would send. 

Here she's become one.

I edge three feet closer, regaining my place from before Hazel sent me flying.

"No closer." Hazel's voice cracks through the air. 

I stop.

There's nothing around me that can help me. I have one sword. I catch Mason's eye, but his face is so impassive I don't know what to expect from him. Ben's unconscious thirty feet on the opposite side of Hazel and Alice, and Alamea is somewhere in between to my right.

I can't risk Hazel being right, bringing truly evil shades into the world. The ground is splattered with dark puddles of blood, black in the pink jeeling glow. A Mediator's body lies to my left, only a couple feet away. I take a chance and shuffle in that direction.

Hazel doesn't notice. Her eyes are back trained on Alice, and she beings chanting again.

Alice's body stretches, taut like she's been strapped to a rack.

I kneel by the corpse, pretending to put pressure on my shoulder. With my left hand, I grapple at the knife sheath that hangs on its — her — belt. My arm protests with every small movement of my fingers, but I keep my uninjured hand pressed down on my wound until I free the small dagger.

On both knees, I shift my right hand down to the ground and switch the knife into it.

I've never been a perfect shot with a knife.

I have to try.

I clench the hilt in my hand, then relax.

And throw the knife at her back.
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My first thought is that I've killed her. 

Hazel drops to the ground, her body still. I've never killed a norm. Even a really, really shitty one who tries to destroy humanity.

The knife protrudes from her left shoulder, mirroring my own wound. 

It would. I always throw to the left.

Her body jerks so violently that I fall backward onto my ass. 

Hazel's left arm twists back behind her, impossibly far, and plucks the dagger from her own shoulder blade. She rolls to one side in the dirt and hikes her weight up onto all fours. 

Her head turns to look at me, and her eyes burn like embers.

She rushes me without standing, hands and feet clawing the ground.

Now, Mason! 

Hazel knocks me onto my back. Her hand digs into my sliced shoulder, and I scream.

The strength of the woman shocks me. I can't get her off me. I feel blood pouring from my arm. A kick to her groin does nothing. Her arm presses down on my neck, cutting off my air.

I draw my right arm back and punch her in the ear. Hazel's head snaps to the side, and she yells. Her grip on my neck loosens for an instant.

I shove her off me with both hands and holler right along with her at the pain that shoots through my arm. My hand searches the ground for the hilt of my borrowed sword. Fingers touch metal.

It's mine. It's here. 

Rolling to the side, I lurch to my feet. Hazel spits at me. 

"You're hurt. You can't beat me."

I can't see Alice. Mason must have gotten her. I give Hazel a small smile and sigh, shifting my weight onto my left foot, allowing my right hand to dangle at my side.

Hazel jumps at me.

I spin the sword up and across.

It severs her head from her body.

Hazel Lottie's face lands in the dirt.

I fall to my knees next to her.

I've killed a norm. I've violated the first tenet of the Mediators. 

Fuck my life.

Hazel's earlobe was sliced off with the blade of the sword, and a drop of blood falls from the raw flesh to the dirt.

My own intact ears turn the surrounding noise to a hushed buzz.

"Ayala!"

I should respond. That's my name. I haven't forgotten it; I just don't want to be connected with it. Almost every remaining Mediator in Nashville just witnessed me hacking up an old lady. It doesn't matter what she was about to do.

She was a person.

And I killed her.

"Ayala." Hands grip my shoulders and pull me backward. Even the pain of the still-bleeding gash doesn't touch me. Mason. I can't look at him.

I killed her.

"Ayala."

This voice makes my head turn, forces me to look into the blue eyes. Not Mediator violet. Not shade indigo. Blue like cornflowers in a sunlit field.

Alice.

"Ayala, thank you." Her dirt-crusted hand touches my face, clutches the side of my neck. There's no lipstick on her teeth now. She collapses against me, sobbing.

The sounds of fighting intrude over Alice's sobbing. A loud boom shakes the air. Grenades. They've gotten out the grenades again.

The sky has lightened to a dull blue, like cadet blue, that boring crayon I never wanted to use as a child.

Except when drawing slummoth demons. It's almost the right shade for their slime.

When did morning get here?

I wrap both arms around Alice's dirt-caked body, ignoring the spasms of my shoulder. 
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CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE




I wake in the hospital.

I've never been in a hospital before. Never in my life.

The only thing that keeps me from leaping out of the bed is the warmth of the hand holding mine.

Mason's. He's here with me. 

I'm alive. He's alive. A bunch of people seem to share that designation, because the tiny room is overflowing with them. Saturn, dressed awkwardly in what is obviously Mason's clothing. Mira I rather expected. Devon I didn't. He's out of traction and in a wheelchair, his arm still bearing a lot more bandaging than mine. 

And Alamea is here, with Ben and Ripper behind her and to the side like. Behind them I see a cabbage-y face, and I scowl. No Gregor. Maybe he didn't make it.

Too many people.

My heart monitor speeds up, and I scoot back against the pillows of my bed. Tubes. There are fucking tubes in my nose. I swat at them with my free hand, which happens to be the left one. It causes a pulsing pain in my shoulder, but I ignore it.

I toss the tubes over the edge of the bed and squeeze Mason's hand once before tugging my fingers from his grip and smooth the sweat from my palm on the nubbly hospital blanket.

"You're awake." Alamea isn't usually one for stating the obvious, but I guess for me she can make an exception.

"So are you. Good for us." Too many people in here. I look up at Mason, who gives me an encouraging nod. If he's at ease and Saturn isn't ripping Ben's head off, I must have missed something. Like Yalta, or Versailles.

I only hope I'm not Poland in either equation.

"We wanted to be here when you woke up. You're a hard bitch to kill." Mira gives me a tight smile. "Did you know you lost almost seven pints of blood?"

That explains the IV. And the bruises on my inner arm. 

"Is Alice okay?" Aside from Gregor, she's the only one I don't see.

Mira opens her mouth, but Alamea motions at her, and Mira snaps her teeth shut. 

"We thought she would benefit from a retreat with the Summit in Mumbai."

"You sent her to India?"

"She was a wreck, Ayala," Ben says. "We could barely get her to let go of you. She needed to be somewhere peaceful, so we sent her to stay with the yogis who train the Mediators in Mumbai."

Maybe they'll deprogram any lingering demon sympathies Alice might have been harboring. I don't think she'll need it. Getting plastered half-naked to the ground in a circle of demons, Mediators, and shades is probably enough of a deterrent for interest in the darker underbelly of the world.

My breath hitches. "The demons. What happened to them?"

"We killed most of them. The sunrise took care of the rest." Alamea glances over at Saturn, her expression about as easy to decipher as the metallic gray walls of the Summit's holding cells. "If it wasn't for Saturn and your...friend Mason, we might not have been as successful."

Amazing. She didn't choke on the words.

"So you're not on a 'kill shades on sight' policy anymore?" 

"We can talk about this another time."

"Of the two of us, I'm the one in the fucking hospital bed. Answer me."

"Ayala," Ben breaks in.

"Can it, Ben." I keep my eyes trained on Alamea. "Answer me."

"No. We're not. We have concluded that the situation is not as simple as we previously thought it to be."

I can't help the snort that escapes me. "No shit."

I wait for Alamea to snap at me, but she only sighs. "Regardless, it looks as though there will be no more shades in the immediate future. We're in communication with Mediators in other areas who were reporting spawnings and hunting down the witches responsible for recruiting the hosts and performing the rituals. Even before we reached them, they found that demons were attacking the shades."

"So Mason and Saturn are free to live their lives in peace?"

Alamea gives me a tight nod. "Any deaths believed to be at the hands of their kind will be investigated, and those responsible will be held accountable."

It's not perfect, and I can see plenty of holes in that kind of justice system, but one look at Saturn tells me he will be on the lookout as well. He values his life.

"That's it?" I ask, looking around at the array of faces.

"That's it." Alamea rocks back on her heels, still watching me.

"Yeah, 'cause after what happened you couldn't get the rest of us to kill them for you." Mira's skin looks stretched over her face.

Alamea doesn't answer her. "I wish you a speedy recovery, Ayala. Do come see me once you are well."

"And my hearing?"

"Canceled at the behest of the Nashville Mediators. They seemed to find your actions...understandable...in hindsight." Without another word, Alamea slides out the door.

Ripper gives me a nod, and I return it with a smile. I can't make myself smile at Ben. He was misguided, sure. But he made some shitty choices, including betraying me personally. I think I'll get over the shoulder wound faster than that. 

Ripper gets it and pulls Ben with him as he leaves. 

Mira makes Devon's wheelchair pop a wheelie. "I'll come visit you with Devon as soon as his sorry ass gets out of this hell hole. And I'll feed you drinks with skittles until you lose some of your uptightness and let loose."

With them gone, it just leaves Saturn and Gryfflet. And Mason.

I don't want to talk to Gryfflet. Not yet. 

Of course, if he hadn't gotten me there, it could have been worse in a lot of ways. Not the least of which being that the demons could have descended on my living room if that talisman had started acting up, but I'm not thanking him for could-have-been-worses. 

I look up at Mason long enough that Gryfflet gets the point and leaves.

There's a long silence while I seek out Mason's hand again and hold it tight.

"Are you going to tell her?" Saturn closes the door quietly. 

And the fun just keeps on coming. "Tell me what?"

He could be telling me about the weather. Or that he farted in the elevator. Wait, do shades fart? Or he could be telling me that he loves me. Of all those things, the latter is the one that makes me the most uncomfortable.

I'm wrong on all counts. Wrong and trapped again.

"I'm leaving." Mason clasps my hand between both of his.

"You're what?" I hate the tinny note in my voice. It reminds me of someone ringing a triangle just a moment too late at the end of a melancholy country song.

"I'm leaving. Leaving Tennessee. I need to explore the world. See things. The ocean. The pyramids, maybe."

I don't ask how Mason plans to get to Egypt without a passport when he's technically only a few months old. He's leaving.

"Why?" I don't know what else to ask.

"It's not you."

He's watched way too many rom-coms. I wouldn't have thought it was me unless he said it. He's a half-demon hybrid in a world that will hate him by default. That's not my fault. 

"I know it's not, Mason. But I want to know why anyway."

Saturn has the charming lack of ability to know that this is a private conversation. Surprisingly, I don't care. Saturn plunks himself down in a chair and examines his fingernails.

"I want to do the things my mother wanted to do. I've been getting more of her memories. She loved the ancient Egyptians and Venice and wanted to see those places. She never made it outside Tennessee."

If anything's fair, that is. "I understand." 

"I got you something. It's at your apartment. And how to take care of it."

I'm not sure if he got me a plant or an animal, but either way, I'm wary. I'll deal with whatever it is later.

I let several seconds elapse before I ask a question I never thought I would. "Should I wait for you?"

Mason's hand runs up my arm and cups my cheek. I know his answer before he speaks.

"No."
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CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR




They release me the next evening.

I tuck myself into the clothes Mason's brought for me. I told him not to say goodbye, and he didn't.

He dropped off the clothes and my keys, thanked me, kissed me, and left.

I call a taxi from the nurse's station and go home. 

I unlock the latches on my door. It seems to take a lot longer than usual. Maybe they just seem pointless now, after everything.

The apartment is cold, colder even than I keep it. I suppose with Mason's higher temperature, he liked having it this cold when I was gone. It's strange to think of him here without me. Now it's me here without him.

I kick off my shoes and drop my keys on the kitchen counter. 

There's a cage on my table. The smell of cedar chips reaches my nose. I move closer, peering around a large plastic object.

A little orange bunny sits, ears perked up at me.

A rabbit. Mason got me a bunny.

How did he know? I don't remember if I told him about the bunnies at Miller's Field. I don't recall half the bullshit we chatted about as we held hands in the wee hours of the morning. 

There's a bunny on my table. I hope the location isn't another one of Mason's jokes.

I pour a large glass of water for myself from the filter pitcher, I don't know what to do. I don't want to patrol. I don't want to do anything. Except maybe stare at my new bunny.

The glass feels good when I press it against my forehead.

"Are you going to stand out there all night?"

I almost drop the glass, imagining Mason's been watching me the whole time.

The mind plays funny tricks when we want things.

It's not Mason. It's Gregor.

And he's not alone. There's a shade with him.

The man is slender, but well-muscled. His mahogany hair is long, past his shoulders and pulled back in a thick ponytail. Indigo eyes stare out at me from an even-featured face. He's sitting on my couch with one leg crossed over the other. Some men look ridiculous doing that. He looks at ease, natural.

Both things I don't feel.

"Gregor. Good to see you're not dead," I say carefully. I think it's good. 

"I needed to take care of some things. Sorry I couldn't be at the hospital to welcome you back to the world of the living."

Also the world of the not censured, I add to myself. "There were too many people there as it was." I look back at the shade. "Who's your friend?"

"Ayala, this is Carrick Kimpton. I'll leave the two of you to get acquainted." Gregor stands up and heads toward the door. "I still think you need better locks."

I'll keep that in mind. Now just to hope he didn't bring this Carrick Kimpton here to kill me.

"I'm not here to harm you," says Carrick just as Gregor slams the door behind him.

"Just to read my mind?" There's an eerie similarity to Mason's tendency to know my thoughts. Here I thought it was just because we were in some sort of zen tandem in-tune-ness. 

Consider my mind blown.

"Just to request your help."

Ain't that a pocket of posies. "Maybe you can start by explaining why Gregor sent a shade to my apartment right after I got out of the hospital."

"Shade. That's what you call us?"

I frown. I thought all of Saturn's people knew that part. "Yeah. It's a joke, of sorts. A demon who can walk in the sun, with human skin to shade him."

Carrick doesn't seem to find it funny.

I'm not about to ask him what the preferred term is for half-demon, half-human hybrids. Hell-spawned Americans?

"I'll start by telling you a bit about myself. Does that sound palatable?"

I can't place his accent. At first it mirrored Gregor's Middle Tennessee bluntness. Now it's settled into something else. English, maybe. I nod at him distractedly.

"My name is Carrick Lewis Kimpton. I was born in Yorkshire in 1608. I—"

"Wait. Excuse me?" I can't help it. I gape at him. No one can live that long. Carrick doesn't look a day over thirty-five. "You say you were born."

"Spawned, born, whatever you choose to call it. My mother chose my name for me."

"Your mother." I think of Mason and his choice of name. And Saturn.

"Your Mason and his friends are not the first of our kind."

"Clearly." I take a deep drink from my water, wishing I was allowed to have alcohol. My wine rack calls to me, and I force myself to look back at Carrick. "How are you here?"

"I'm not the first of our kind either. But I'm the last of my generation to survive." Carrick uncrosses his legs and leans forward to look at me. He gestures to the couch. "Please, sit down."

I sit in the spot Gregor vacated. "You're the last? What do you mean?"

"We shades, as you call us, seem to be a doomed sort of experiment. The demons try again every few hundred years, hoping they will find a way around the universe's need for balance, hoping they will get around our ability to choose our own paths." He pauses. "I believe you saw the outcome of that just two nights ago."

"If you mean the post-birth abortion strategy, yes. I haven't forgotten that yet." I feel weak and tired, and my arm hurts. "I don't mean to be rude, but get to the point."

"Gregor wants you to help me build an army of my kind to take on the demons."

Oh. That point. It's very...pointy.

"Will you help?"

"Do I have a choice?"

That earns me my first smile from Carrick. It curves his lips and seems to elicit surprise from him, as if he'd thought he'd forgotten how. "I think you'll find you have less choice than I, in this if not anything else."

"That's what I thought." It's my turn to feel surprise. I want to help the shades. Maybe this is a way to do it.

"Is that a yes?"

"It's a yes. But I'm not building any armies tonight. I'm going to bed." I drain the rest of my water and head to the kitchen, setting my glass in the sink with a clunk. My hand stops on the rim of the sink. Gregor just left Carrick here. I turn back to the living room. "Where exactly are you staying?"

"Here."

I heave a sigh. Of course. Gods damn you, Gregor. You and your plots and dramatic exits. Him walking out the door and leaving me with Carrick is akin to the many times he just hangs up the phone. Doesn't give me room to object.

I'll ream him out tomorrow.

For now, I point to the guest room where Mason never slept. "You can sleep in there."

"Not in your room?" Another smile tells me this is supposed to be a joke, but I don't find it funny.

I point again.

"My things are already in there." 

He better mean the spare room. As I reach the door to my bedroom, I see that he did. Three trunks — actual trunks — sit in a pile at the foot of the bed in the guest room.

Carrick's still sitting on the couch. I walk into the kitchen and turn my head to look at him.

"Let's get one thing straight. You are not Mason, and you are not my friend. He earned that title. Make any more jokes about sleeping in my bed, and I'll stab you while you're in yours."

Carrick raises his hands. "I surrender. I apologize."

I heft the bunny's cage off the kitchen table and carry it into my room. Carrick doesn't offer to help, which suits me perfectly. I want the screeching pain in my shoulder. I place it on my dresser, aware of Carrick's eyes on me. I slam the door to my bedroom and lock it. The cage clanks. I must have startled my new bunny.

"Sorry, bun-bun," I say. "I can't call you bun-bun." Unfortunately, I don't have a better idea yet. Naming the bunny can wait. He – she? – settles into her plastic cave to wash herself. 

I sit down on my bed to watch her. I'll at least hear it if Carrick breaks the doorknob. 

Building an army. A new shade in my house.

I crawl into my bed, which is now far too big. I swim under the sheets alone, and there's no warm hand to anchor me. The sheets are clean and smooth and smell of Mason. Reaching toward his pillow, I slide across the bed, past the middle and onto what was his side. 

The sheets warm to the heat of my body. I pull Mason's pillow to me, and my fingers hit paper.

Heart skipping to a new rhythm, I unfold it and switch on the lamp. 

It has one simple line. Two little sentences. Six words. 

You taught me love. Thank you.

I hold it against my heart as if it can ward off the night.
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