
        
            
                
            
        

    
Urban Dragon

Book 1: Mark of the Dragon

by JW Troemner

First Edition September 2016

Copyright © 2016 by JW Troemner.

Cover by Deranged Doctor Designs.

All rights reserved.


Table of Contents

Copyright Page

For Andrew, for Tane, and for the woman with the knitting needles on the edge of the circle

Rosario

Thank you for reading Mark of the Dragon

Read the entire Urban Dragon series

About the Author

Acknowledgements

For Andrew, for Tane, and for the woman with the knitting needles on the edge of the circle

Rosario

There are certain problems you kind of expect when you first start living on the streets. It’s typical stuff— where am I gonna sleep, what am I gonna eat, how am I gonna keep clean, who the hell has public bathrooms anymore?

When my parents first kicked me out, I was naive. When I pictured violence, I saw it coming from Jack the Ripper wannabees and Ted Bundy lookalikes. Don’t get me wrong, there are some sick fucks out there, but they’re few and far between. Most of the harassment I dealt with came from regular guys who drank too much after work and thought it’d be hilarious to mess with the first person they found sleeping under a bridge. To people like that, a plus-sized Latina made as good a target as any.

Take this guy, for example: he probably thought himself all stealthy and shit as he grabbed the duffel bag of laundry I’d been using as a pillow. Maybe he meant to empty it onto the road and watch me scramble to collect my clothes before they got ruined by traffic, or maybe he thought he’d throw it away. Hell, maybe he wanted to take it home as a trophy or something. All of the above happened to me at one point or another over the years.

Then I found Arkay.

She didn’t look like much: short, skinny, and baby-faced. She could pass for a teenager if you put her in the right clothes. Maybe even younger, with the way she nestled into my side, the shape of her body obscured by a thick winter coat.

She tensed as stale beer breath wafted over us.

His hand closed around the strap of the makeshift pillow, and in the same instant, her hand closed around his throat. He made a surprised, sputtering sound, but the words never made it to his mouth.

“You really don’t want to do that,” Arkay said, sliding upright without relaxing her hold. “My friend here has had a very long day, and she needs her sleep. You wouldn’t want to wake her.”

The stranger grabbed at her hand, but she didn’t let go. He tried to pull away, but only managed to step on my hair. I let out a hiss of pain.

“What did I just say?” With a twist of her wrist, she forced him backward and away from my head. The poor drunk’s eyes bugged, wide and bloodshot. “That was very rude of you. I expect you to make it up to her.” Slender fingers curled, and her nails dug into his trachea. “We accept cash.”

***

“That wasn’t necessary,” I told Arkay once the stranger fled.

“No, but it beats the hell out of panhandling.”

I couldn’t argue. Less than five minutes of Arkay’s snarling, and the guy had thrown us more than I’d been able to scrounge up all day, most of it in the form of crumpled twenties. Still, somebody had to have the moral high ground here. “You could have really hurt him, though.”

“Come on, Rosario. He didn’t even bleed.” She dug a can of blue spray paint out of her backpack and gave it a vigorous shake. “I think I taught him a valuable lesson about respect and personal dignity.”

I sighed, and it turned into a cough as a sharp chemical smell filled the air.

“I mean it,” she said. “Now he’ll think twice before he does it to anyone else. That’s one less douchenozzle out bothering people who can’t defend themselves. I say that’s a point for the good guys.”

She stepped back, admiring her work. It wasn’t the most intricate tag: just a stylized ‘RK’, made of sharp edges and straight lines. Arkay thought it looked like lightning and teeth; I thought it looked like neither of us actually knew the first thing about graphic design. Dozens of tags just like it littered this side of town, and each one marked another ‘point for the good guys’. In reality, they served the same purpose as any other gang sign: a stake on our turf, and a warning to anyone who might want to mess with us.

I found Arkay years ago, on the underside of the Washington Street Bridge over the White River. At the time she was sick to dying, fed on poisoned fish and polluted water. I was the one who taught her how to subsist on hamburgers and fried chicken, how to pass for human long enough to get them, how to stay out of the kind of trouble that might get somebody killed—though I was admittedly still working on that last part. In return, Arkay kept me safe. Safer than I’d ever been on the streets without her, anyway. Maybe even safer than I’d been when I was living with my parents. I never had to worry that she might turn on me or suddenly decide to throw me out on my own. She didn’t just need me, she cared about me. She’d kill for me if I let her.

Which, admittedly, came with its own set of problems. But at least those I could handle.

I stretched out my stiff joints and got to work rolling up our blanket. There was no point staying. Even if the odor of the spray paint didn’t keep us awake all night, the man we’d just robbed might still call the police to this corner, and we needed to not be here if that happened. Besides, the promise of a fight would leave Arkay wired for at least another few hours. If I had to stay awake, at least I could do it someplace that served coffee.

A ten-minute shamble brought us to Stella’s, a homey little diner at the edge of what reasonably counted as downtown. I grabbed our usual booth while Arkay ducked into the bathroom.

Cheap fluorescent lights washed the color out of the air, leaving everything inside papery and pale, like an old photograph. The sharp smell of lemon cleaner cut through the clinging odor of frying grease. The table in front of me was chipped, and our tag peeked out at me on the exposed particle board, alongside half a dozen other sets of initials.

“Just coffee tonight, hon?” asked the waitress, a squat woman with crooked teeth that seemed blindingly white against her mocha lipstick.

“Actually, can I get a burger?” I asked. “And a fish sandwich for Kay. And give her decaf.”

She didn’t give more than an acknowledging nod, even when Arkay came back out with a few flecks of blue on her cheek. That was the nice thing about Stella’s. Nobody asked awkward questions. That quality attracted a lot of people to the diner, really. A red-eyed white girl in a college hoodie poked listlessly at her chicken fingers; a man from the nearby homeless camp slouched at the bar, nursing a coffee; a gorgeous dark-skinned woman in a button-down shirt tapped her nails against the surface of her table. She caught my interest, and not just because she kept biting her full lower lip and scowling at the door like she’d been stood up for a date. The kind of women who wore office chic didn’t usually come to a place like Stella’s, especially not at two in the morning. This was the kind of place people went to avoid being seen.

So, naturally, I looked.

“I don’t see a ring on her finger,” Arkay pointed out as our food arrived. “You gonna ask for her number?” I shot her a dirty look, and she flicked a waffle fry at my face. “If you don’t, I will.”

Okay, so yes, I really wanted to. “Leave her alone,” I said. “She’s waiting for someone.”

“Looks to me like they’re not coming.” She didn’t push it much further, but she didn’t need to. Nobody had joined the woman by the time I finished my burger, and she only took her eyes off the door to look at her phone.

As I stood up to pay, I resolved to actually talk to her. After all, the worst she could do was say no, right?

But as I handed the waitress a crumpled twenty, a draft of cold November air blew through the room. The door swung shut behind a balding man in a rumpled suit. He swept the room with his gaze, picking at his nails, which were already inflamed and bloody. Even though the diner was practically dead, it took him a second pass before he made a beeline for the woman we’d been watching.

“Yeah, I’m pretty sure she would’ve been better off with you.” Arkay didn’t bother lowering her voice— tact wasn’t exactly her strong suit— but the subjects of her comment didn’t seem to notice. The two of them had started arguing in hissed murmurs. 

“Is Driscoll here yet?” 

“How the hell should I know?” the woman asked. “You’re the one who hired this guy. Those two are the only ones who’ve come in since I sat down.” She waved a flippant hand at us, and the newcomer turned to stare at us with bloodshot eyes.

Caught eavesdropping. Classy.

I ushered Arkay to the door. “Come on, let’s go.”

“Wait.” The man stepped closer, squinting at us against the fluorescents. “Don’t I know you?”

I flashed an apologetic smile. “Just one of those faces. Kay, let’s go.” The man spoke up again, but whatever he said was lost as we stepped outside.

Arkay hugged her thin frame, bracing against the sudden cold. The wind ruffled her spiky black hair, but her attention was on me. “You alright, Rosa?”

“Fine.” I wrapped the coat tighter around myself and zipped it to my chin. “That guy gave me the creeps, is all.”

“All the more reason to bail the poor lady out,” she said. “There’s still time to swoop in and be all charming and heroic, you know.” She flashed a wry grin. My answering smile was probably as weak as it felt, because her expression turned serious. “You know I wouldn’t have let him lay a hand on you, right? I don’t care what he was on.”

“I know.” All the more reason to get the hell out of there. The staff at Stella’s had put up with a lot from us over the past couple of years, but they wouldn’t be so tolerant if we started a brawl in the middle of the dining area. It wouldn’t be the first place that kicked us out. “Let’s just find a place to bunk down for the night, okay? I’m tired.”

It wasn’t even a lie. Despite all that caffeine, my eyelids still dragged. The worst of Arkay’s jitters had subsided, and hopefully she could get the last of the adrenaline out of her system by the time we found a place to sleep. We couldn’t go back to the bridge we’d been using, but this side of town had plenty of empty storefronts we could huddle under. 

The area used to be a pocket of blue collar pride, but it started going downhill even before the economy tanked. A depressing number of the people living here gave up, beaten down by circumstances, yet scattered among them were signs of a community clinging stubbornly to hope. Foreclosures sagged on every cross street, side-by-side with fixer-uppers with Lisa Frank paint jobs. Cracked, empty parking lots stretched out between struggling small businesses and the hollowed-out buildings that had already surrendered the fight.

Even though we weren’t far from downtown, the street was nearly empty, which made it hard to ignore the white van slowing down to idle beside us as we walked.

I kept my eyes fixed straight ahead, but Arkay watched with interest as the passenger window rolled down.

“Hey there,” said the driver, a middle-aged white guy with a crooked nose and a faint Chicago accent. “Now where’s a pair of pretty girls like you going at this hour?”

Girls? Seriously?

Arkay might have looked like a kid, but I was twenty-five, thank you very much. Hell, I’d been mistaken for her mother.

“What is with people tonight?” I muttered.

“Full moon’s this week,” Arkay mused. “Maybe people are getting their crazy on early.”

“Awful cold out here for a walk,” the man said. “Can I give you ladies a ride?” He grinned wide, a gesture that was probably meant to look disarming, but mostly looked skeevy.

I forced a polite smile of my own. “No, thank you.”

“C’mon,” he said. “Won’t be any trouble at all.”

“We’re fine,” I said. “We like walking.”

“What, trying to get your cardio in?” He laughed. “No need for that, hon. I like girls with a bit of meat on ‘em.”

Notice how I didn’t ask your opinion? My smile took on an edge. “You know, we’re almost home. Thanks anyway.”

I grabbed Arkay’s hand and made a sharp turn, cutting across a moonlit parking lot toward the next cross street.

It probably would have worked better if I’d picked an obstacle that wasn’t paved.

The van’s tires squealed as it picked up speed, lurching over the curb and onto the blacktop in front of us.

“Come on, don’t be like that.” The driver’s jaw tightened. “I was trying to be nice.” There was nothing nice about his tone.

“And we really appreciate it,” I said hastily. “But it’s late, and we really need to go.”

“You heard him, Rosa.” Arkay squeezed my hand. “Don’t be rude.”

I eyed the van again. The damn thing practically had ‘free candy’ scrawled across the side. “I said no, Kay.”

“Hey, it’s cool,” the driver said, his anger abated for a moment. “If you ain’t interested, you don’t have to come. Your friend here knows where it’s at.”

“You hear that?” She grinned, all teeth. “I know where it’s at.” She turned to the driver, bouncing on her heels. “Actually we’re heading to the Skyline Motel. It’s just down that way. You know it?”

“Can’t say I do,” he said. “But I bet you give great directions.” Judging by the look on his face, he wasn’t thinking about transit. 

Arkay opened the passenger door and took one step inside. “You coming, Rosario?”

This whole idea was all kinds of bad, but no way would I let Arkay get into some creeper’s molest-o-van on her own.

“What was that you were saying about the moon?” I asked, and I pulled open the sliding side door. The van reeked of stale fries and cigarettes, and even though it was mostly clear of trash, a layer of grime had settled over most of the surfaces inside.

“So I haven’t seen you around before,” Arkay chirped once the van started moving. “What brings you to this side of town?”

“Got some business in Indy,” he said. “Delivering a package. For a client,” he added, with the smug pride of a man who didn’t get to say that word very often.

“Ooh.” Arkay oozed awe. “That sounds fancy. What is it?”

The man grinned even wider. “Sorry, babe. Can’t tell. Courier-client privilege, you know.”

“Oh. Right. I know all about that.” Arkay flashed a coy smile, like she could totally keep a secret.

“But, ya know, I’ve got another package.” The courier laid a hand on her thigh. “If you wanna see it.”

I debated whether throwing up would make the van smell any better. Could this guy actually hear himself talking?

“I don’t think we have any time for that,” Arkay said. “The motel is just on the corner over there.”

“I think we can make time.” He made a wide right turn, pulling the car into a lot behind the husk of an old car wash. “I don’t have to meet my client for another hour.”

“Yeah, but we’re really tired,” she said. “Thanks for the ride and all, but we really need to go.”

“Sure thing,” he said. “Just wanna have some fun first.”

I tried the sliding door, but it wouldn’t budge. Apparently someone had engaged the child lock.

Arkay’s mask dropped, and her expression turned sharp. If he’d been looking at her eyes, the courier might have noticed. “That’s not what you said when you picked us up.”

“It was understood,” he said.

“That’s funny,” I said dryly. “It’s not what I understood when I got in here.”

“If there’s been a misunderstanding, you can just drop us off right here,” Arkay said.

“Come on, baby, don’t be like that. Pay me back for gas, at least.” He slid his hand further up her leg and gave a squeeze.

Not a very smart move.

Arkay wrapped one hand tenderly around his bicep, laid the other on his forearm.

Then she inverted his elbow. 

He screamed, not the kind of long, one-note screams you hear in movies, but something worse. It tore through his vocal cords, deafening even when it broke down into a whimper. 

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Arkay said, pulling off her seatbelt and squeezing between the steering wheel and his lap. “Did you not like me touching you like that? We’re just having all sorts of misunderstandings today, aren’t we?” 

He whimpered, flattening himself against the seat, and I cringed in sympathy. Pain was never fun to listen to, even when it happened to a slimeball.

While Arkay dug through his pockets, I wedged my way into the now-empty passenger seat. She tossed a wallet into my hands as I climbed out onto the broken pavement. I leafed through its contents, pocketing the cash and credit cards before tossing the rest into the back seat. Sure, getting robbed sucked, but I wasn’t about to steal his driver’s license and loyalty cards. That would be petty.

The courier tried to shove Arkay away with his good arm. “You— you little whore.”

“Ha! Like you could afford me.” Arkay planted a chaste kiss on his forehead, and the courier’s whole body shuddered like he’d been stabbed with a cattle prod. When she pulled back, a spark danced off her lips. While he twitched, she kicked open the door and rolled off his hips with a graceful flourish. 

“Hey, Rosa, he’s got the new iPhone! What do you wanna bet he’s got Netflix?”

She started around the front of the car toward me, but she didn’t get far before I heard a sharp, metallic click.

The courier tumbled out of the car, still twitching. A handgun shook in his good hand. His finger wrapped around the trigger. 

“F-fuck,” he grated through clenched teeth, pointing the barrel at Arkay. His face had turned an alarming shade of green. “Nobody told me you were one of them freaks.”

She took a step back, but her eyes flickered in my direction. “Hasn’t there been enough name-calling for one day?” 

He bared his teeth. “I ain’t about to be robbed by some— some thing. On your knees, bitch.”

“Apparently not,” she muttered. 

Arkay was impossible to ignore on the best days, but she’d seriously pissed this guy off. The courier seemed to have completely forgotten I was there. I crept back into the car slowly, silently, so I wouldn’t draw his attention back to me. 

“I said get on your knees,” he repeated, and I froze. No, he was still turned away.

“Or what?” she asked. “You’re gonna shoot me?”

He snarled. “Or I’ll start with your kneecaps.”

“Not really the most eloquent argument ever,” she said. “But I’ll give you points for being concise.”

The keys were still in the ignition. The keychain tapped against my knees as I slid into the driver’s seat.

“You know what?” the courier asked. “I think I’ve had about enough of your—”

I twisted the keys, throwing the van into gear as the engine roared to life. My foot slammed down on the gas pedal, and the van smashed into its owner. 

Arkay leaped out of the way, snatching the gun as it fell out of his hands. 

“Could you say that again?” she asked cheerfully, leveling the barrel at what I assumed was his head. “I don’t think I caught that last part.”

A strangled groan seeped from somewhere past the front bumper. I put the van back in park and hurried out to get a better look. My stomach twisted. I’d only wanted to stop him from shooting Arkay. I didn’t want to hurt him.

Apparently Arkay had no problem reading my expression. “Don’t worry, he’ll live.” She grabbed him by the ankles and dragged him across the pavement, well away from the van’s wheels. He moaned as the concrete scraped across his skin, but made no move to get up. 

“Better than that,” she continued, seizing the collar of his shirt and ripping it open. “You’re going to go home with an education. Won’t that be nice?” She grinned, showing off more teeth than rightfully belonged in a human mouth. “See, back in Ancient Greece, there was this rule. Xenia. When someone comes in your home, or gets in your car, you have to be nice to them. Take care of them. And you wouldn’t ever do anything untoward to them. Ever.” 

She traced one fingernail down his chest— only what had once been a fingernail was now a vicious, curved claw. The pale skin of his chest split underneath the pressure, and blood bloomed in the moonlight. 

“People used to think that gods would punish you if you violated xenia. That they’d do all sorts of nasty things to you. What people keep forgetting is that the gods aren’t the ones you have to be afraid of.” 

She spoke slowly, her voice so low it was almost a purr as she carved line after line into his flesh. Tears leaked from the courier’s eyes, but he didn’t move. Maybe he couldn’t. Maybe he just didn’t dare.

“See, I’m the one you should be worrying about.” 

She dipped one clawed finger into the fresh wound and brought it to her lips, flicking out an inhumanly long tongue to taste it. 

“I’m much more creative.”

She rose, leaving her symbol branded into his chest. 

***

The courier didn’t have the chance to get up again before we were inside the van and peeling out of the parking lot, down one street and up another, into the labyrinth of residential areas and foreclosed houses.

Arkay settled comfortably into the passenger seat, digging through the glove compartment for its obligatory stash of fast food napkins to clean the blood off her hands.

My own fingers were bloodless, white and tense on the steering wheel.

“Seat belt,” I grumbled, and Arkay obeyed with a dramatic flourish.

“What’s got you all sour puss?”

“’Sour puss’ is a noun, not an adjective,” I said. “And I told you not to get in that van. I told you.”

“You also told me that your coat was falling apart, and now we have money for a nice new one.” She wadded up a bloody napkin and tossed it into the back. “You’re welcome.”

“You went too far this time. What if this guy goes to the police?” 

“Then he gets to explain to them how he sexually assaulted a tiny Asian chick before she grew claws and wrote her name on his chest.” She sat up abruptly. “Ooh, do you think he’ll tell them how I tased him with my mouth?”

“It’s not funny, Kay.”

“No, it’s freakin’ hilarious. You're the one who said nobody believes in dragons, Rosa. If people are gonna go around pretending I don't exist, they're gonna face the consequences."

I had to pry my hands off the wheel to use the turn signal. “He pulled a gun on you.”

“It’s not like he’s the first one.”

“But he could’ve been the last one,” I snapped, turning to glare at her. “It only takes one shot, Kay. That’s it. And then you’re gone.” I forced my eyes back onto the road. “You could’ve died.”

I couldn’t see Arkay, but I felt her watching me like I was one of those Magic Eye images, like if she squinted and turned her head just right she’d be able to see whatever it was I was upset about.

“Yeah, but I didn’t,” she said. “You had my back. I knew that.”

“And if he shot you before I hit him?” I asked. “What if I ran you over?”

She shrugged. “That’s what hospitals are for, isn’t it?”

“That isn’t always an option, and they can’t always...” God, what was the point? “Just... be careful, alright?”

She gave my shoulder an affectionate squeeze. “Don’t worry, Rosa. I’m not going anywhere.”

What I wouldn’t do to have her confidence.

***

The stolen credit cards had to be used before the courier had a chance to cancel them, and so we made our way to a twenty-four-hour Super Target to stock up on supplies. 

Before I could make a beeline for the camping gear, Arkay dragged me to Ladies’ Apparel. It had been a bit since I’d last let her rob anyone completely blind, and in that time our clothes had gotten stained and torn beyond repair.

Reluctantly I picked through the plus-sized section, looking for soft cotton and sturdy denim in muted tones that looked about my size. I didn’t want to even try with the dressing room. I could practically feel people’s eyes on me, judging how long it had been since I’d bathed and making mental notes about what clothes I’d touched. If they saw me trying anything on, somebody might say something, and then Arkay would jump to my defense, and then we’d have one less place we’d be welcome in. Better to just estimate my size and go as fast as possible.

Besides, I didn’t need my reflection to tell me that the clothes wouldn’t flatter me, any more than I’d need it to know my face was probably smudged with something, and that my long black hair was full of split ends and halfway out of the braid that fell down my back, or that my dark brown eyes were bloodshot and puffy from lack of sleep. Some things were just obvious. 

Arkay didn’t seem to have that problem. She skipped in and out of the dressing rooms, draped in brightly colored fabric that was so thin it needed four layers not to be see-through. If I’d tried any of that on, I probably would have looked like a walking pile of laundry, but she managed to look like she was getting ready to go clubbing. Her short dark hair was a mess of hard-gelled spikes, her big brown eyes were bright and wild, and when she smiled, it was so bright you could practically see it from space. 

Most of the clothes she rifled through were impossibly impractical, and I’d have to help her get rid of the worst offenders before we left the store. But I still needed to stock up on non-clothing supplies, and while I filled our cart, she could have her fun playing dress-up. The stolen credit cards had to be used before the courier had a chance to cancel them, and so we made our way to a twenty-four-hour Super Target to stock up on supplies. I had to admit, Arkay had good timing. Winter was coming fast, and things like thermal sleeping bags and industrial-sized containers of hand warmers didn’t come cheap. We piled them high into the back of the van and filled the rest of the remaining space with industrial quantities of soap, pads, diapers, socks, and other basic toiletries. What we couldn’t stow in our home base, we brought to a scraggly patch of woods on the south side of town. 

The Valley, the city’s largest homeless camp, lay deeper behind the trees, nestled in the fork between two railroad tracks. We didn’t go as far as the camp. Instead, we left the supplies piled a dozen yards or so past the tree line, the topmost of the packages signed in blue sharpie with our mark. There was no point in leaving more of a note, most of the local homeless community was all too familiar with Arkay’s hands-on style of problem solving. We weren’t welcome in most of the other camps in the area, so I made sure to send regular gifts to the Valley. Hopefully if we plied them with enough peace offerings, they wouldn’t sever ties with us. 

We spent the rest of the night camping out in the van. I slept curled up across the bench of the back seat and Arkay nestled tight against me, burying her face in my hair. The van was warm and the steel doors felt refreshingly secure, but we couldn’t risk keeping it for a second night. The thing was police bait.

“Good riddance,” Arkay said as we set out to get rid of it the next morning. “It’s gonna take forever to get the tobacco smell out of my hair. You think Raimo will let me use his shower?” 

Raimo Abels was a favorite contact of ours, a mechanic with a talent for making stolen vehicles disappear. He was a burly blond hulk who looked like he’d walked off the set of a Viking docudrama, but as far as I knew, he’d never had to use all that muscle. He had a jovial smile, a reputation for altruism, and a talent with paperwork that bordered on magical. Even if the cops could find something to book him on, nobody really wanted to do him harm. 

His shop lay on a wide lot on the southeast side, and he kept it neatly divided between the cars he sold, the cars due for repairs, and the heaps of scrap metal that were beyond saving. Even though he didn’t live there, he spent enough time at the shop to justify the shower he’d installed there, and he was free about letting anyone use it, along with the fresh pot of coffee he always kept on hand. 

Like I said, he was a popular guy. 

Arkay hopped out of the van to pull open the heavy chain-link gate at the edge of his lot. An enormous gray pit bull sprinted across the lot, summoned by the rattle of metal, and lunged at Arkay. Moments later, her face was shiny with slobber from an impromptu tongue bath.

“Hey, there, Rufus,” she cooed, rubbing the dog’s muscular shoulders. “Who’s a good boy? Who’s a good boy?” 

His owner stepped out of the shop a few moments later, cleaning his hands on a greasy rag.

“Well if it isn’t Hiccup and Toothless!” he declared as I pulled the van into the junk yard behind his workshop. “I like the ride. Real FBI chic. Very stylish.”

“I think you mean rank,” Arkay said, wrinkling her nose.

He winked. “It’s called camouflage, Toothless. Nobody’d expect a fed to go around smelling like that.” 

I opened the driver’s side door and Rufus, satisfied that he’d licked every inch of Arkay he could reach, leaped onto my lap before I could slide from the seat. 

“Hey to you, too, boy,” I said, ruffling his fur while he tried to smother me with kisses. 

Raimo grinned wide. “I’m guessing you two are lookin’ to sell?”

“Depends,” I said, once Rufus had left my lap to prance at his owner’s feet. “Are you looking to buy?” 

Raimo threw a hand at his chest in fake affront. “Really? Hiccup, Rosie, baby! Have you ever caught me when I wasn’t in the mood for a sale?”

I shot him a dirty look.

“Okay, aside from that one time,” he said. “But it was just one time! Where’s the love?” 

“She’ll love you a whole lot more if you don’t call her ‘baby’,” Arkay pointed out. 

The drama faded from Raimo’s expression, leaving behind genuine sympathy. “Hiccup, hon, your mark didn’t hurt you, did he?” 

Arkay snorted. “If he did, you’d be washing his blood out of the upholstery.” 

“That’s my girl.” He ruffled her hair with a hand the size of a shovel, mirroring her savage grin with an affectionate smile. 

He let her in to get cleaned up, and offered me a drink while he looked the van over. I’d already run my own sweep, cleaning up Arkay’s bloody napkins and searching for a GPS and police bugs. I hadn’t found anything interesting except for a metal box that took up most of the back. 

“What have ya got there?” Raimo asked when his inspection reached the back of the van. 

“No clue,” I said, coming around front. “The guy we got this from said he was delivering something.”

“Like what, a case of beer?” He tipped the box back a few inches, and it made a wet gravelly sound. “It looks like a cooler.”

“Must have been some excellent beer,” I said, tapping the padlock that sealed the lid. “You don’t get ice boxes like this at Walmart.” 

An excited grin crossed Raimo’s face. “Let’s find out, shall we? Give me a second.” He vanished into the garage and came out with what I could only describe as a murder weapon. “Watch your fingers, Hiccup.”

This wasn’t a friendly little set of bolt cutters. It had wicked blades nearly as long as my hands, and they snapped shut around the cooler’s lock with a slow hydraulic snarl.

“Isn’t that a bit excessive?” I asked.

“I know, right?” he squealed. “I just got her in. Isn’t she gorgeous? I’m going to call her Matilda.”

“Ooh, did Raimo get a new toy?” Arkay called from inside. “I wanna see!” She bounded out to join us, bits of moisture still dripping down from her damp hair. 

The padlock could probably have been pulled off with a solid pull, but Raimo caught the remaining sliver of metal between Matilda’s jaws with an almost dainty twist. Another roar, and the pieces fell away.

“All right,” Arkay said, taking the lid with both hands. “Let’s see what we’ve got here.”

Matilda hit the floor with a solid thunk as Raimo stumbled back. “Jesus Christ!” 

It took me a moment longer to make sense of the metallic, meaty smell and the sudden flash of red. 

“Jesus— Arkay, don’t touch it!” I shouted, grabbing Arkay and yanking her close. Behind me, Raimo retched onto the concrete floor. The smell of sick almost masked the smell of gore. Almost.

Gently, Arkay extracted herself from my grip and approached the van again, climbing into the back to get a better look. 

The cooler was lined with half-melted ice, like a seafood counter at a grocery store. It even had the same irregular lumps, each in shades of pink and puce and red. 

They weren’t fish.

Some of them could have been mistaken for anything. Something unrecognizable. Maybe something innocent. 

But there was no mistaking the heart that floated at the top of the slush. 

I ripped my gaze away and turned my back on the cooler, trying to swallow the bile that rose in my throat. Awkwardly I patted Raimo’s shoulder. “Maybe... maybe they’re animal parts. Pigs or something. Cows.” 

“No.” Arkay leaned over the open cooler, breathing deep through her nose. “They’re definitely human. And not just one person, either.” 

Raimo vomited again. I shepherded him away from the growing puddle, trying to focus on him instead of the ringing in my ears or the welling panic in my gut. 

“Arkay, can you call the police?” I said. 

“No!” Raimo gurgled. “No, you can’t do that. Not here. God, if you bring the cops down here with— with a car full of organs— they’ll think I— I—” He lurched, and I narrowly escaped another round. 

“He’s got a point, Rosa.” Arkay sealed the lid. “We stole the van. Whatever the hell is going on here, we really don’t want to be blamed for it.” 

“What, do you have a better plan?” I demanded. “This thing belongs to a serial killer, or an organ harvester, or— or I don’t even know what. Somebody’s got to let people know.” 

“Not here,” Raimo repeated. His face, pale even on a good day, had gone bone white. “Whatever the hell you do, keep me out of it.” He swung his arm wildly for emphasis. He would have hit me, except that another hand intercepted it: small and long-fingered, with a stronger grip than such a slender wrist should have been capable of. 

Arkay fixed him with an icy stare, and he retreated into himself.

“First,” she said, “you’re going to calm down. And then you’re going to do as I say.”

In the end, it took a few hours of frantic pacing, several raised voices, and a homicidal glare from Arkay for us to reach a conclusion. 

We brought the cooler to an abandoned parking lot on the west side, out of sight of surveillance cameras and unfriendly eyes. We alerted the police by text— no way of identifying us by our voices that way— then wiped down the stolen cell phone and left it with the cooler. I’d seen enough crime shows to know the police could trace you with those things. Raimo took the van back to his shop to hack it to pieces. 

Not exactly a perfect system, but it worked well enough. 

***

Arkay insisted that we check into a motel, and I didn’t argue with her. 

This one was a familiar haunt to the homeless in the area. The rates were cheap and the owner never asked questions when the name on your credit card didn’t match your face. Sure, they gave us hell if we were still around when the card got declined, and Arkay always had to zap the mattress to kill the bed bugs, but it felt good to sleep behind a locked door. 

We slept the way we always did, curled tight around each other and jerking awake every time the curtains lit up with the headlight of a passing car. When I finally woke up for good the next morning, it wasn’t because of a loud noise or a sudden movement, but because of the subtle tension in the body nestled against mine. 

Murky daylight light filtered through the curtains, and the clock on the bedside table read 10:49. We had plenty of time before we had to leave.

“Kay?” I mumbled, still groggy. “What’s wrong?” 

Her eyes remained on the window. “Someone’s coming.” 

A shot of adrenaline yanked me out of my doze, but I kept my tone soft. “It’s okay. It’s probably someone going to the room next door or something. We’re fine.” 

A fist pounded on the door.

“Rosario Hernandez!” barked a low female voice from the other side. “Open the door. This is the IMPD. We have a warrant.” 

Arkay rolled off the bed. Her eyes narrowed and her lips curled into a snarl. 

“Wait!” I hissed, scrambling to my feet. At the door I shouted, “Just one second!” 

“This is the police,” the woman on the other side repeated. “Open this door right now.” 

The door clicked and squeaked as the doorknob lock unlatched. More clicks, and the deadbolt twisted in place.

I dove at Arkay, grabbing one of her hands in my own as the door opened a few inches. Only a taut length of chain kept it shut.

“Rosario—”

“I’m coming!” I said, raising one hand in front of me. With the other, I held Arkay so tight I thought I might leave bruises. “I’m coming. I’m sorry, you caught me while I was asleep. I’m gonna open the door now. Just don’t shoot, okay?” 

Arkay pulled aside the blinds with her free hand and sniffed petulantly at the air. “I can handle this, Rosa.” 

“I’m asking you not to.” Taking a deep breath, I unlatched the door and let the chain clatter against the frame. I gave Arkay’s hand a warning squeeze, forced a smile onto my face, and turned the handle. “What seems to be the problem?” 

I stayed polite while we were searched, handcuffed, questioned, and forced into the back of a police cruiser. I met everything with smiling submission, prefaced every sentence with ‘please’ and ‘thank you’. It wasn’t about good manners: five uniformed officers and a detective had come to pick us up, and the latter was the only one with her hands not on a firearm. Beside me, Arkay thrummed with tension, so strong that sparks of static made my hair stand on end. The last thing anyone here needed was an excuse to stop playing nice. 

During the ride to the station Arkay’s hands curled into wicked claws and clenched again into fists, over and over again. I took her hand, lacing her fingers between my own. 

“It’s okay,” I said. “I’m sure they just want to ask us a few questions. We’ll be out of here soon.”

She didn’t bother pointing out my lie. 

It didn’t occur to me that we’d be separated until we were being led through a plain, door-lined hallway in the police precinct— and even then, not until one of the officers took me by the shoulder and pushed me toward one of the doors. 

Naturally Arkay moved to follow me, but the officer held out a hand. “Not you. You’re in there.” 

She blinked at him, dumbfounded by the idea. “I’m with her,” she said, like that explained everything. Which, to her, it probably did. 

“You’re being questioned separately,” he said. “You’re in there.”

“But I’m—”

The door shut between us, cutting off the rest of her argument.

And then there was silence, and all the gaping, unnerving possibility that came with it. 

I tried not to panic.

It wasn’t like we were joined at the hip or anything—we didn’t exactly chaperone each other’s love lives— but in the three years I’d known Arkay, every separation had been deliberate, with specific understandings of how long we’d be gone and where we’d meet up afterward. Even then, I’d spend half my dates worrying that I’d come back to our home base to find a corpse. 

But that wouldn’t happen here. 

Especially not here. A few weeks ago, a guy had gotten shot by cops in police custody up in Chicago, and local governments were scrambling to keep people from rioting. 

They wouldn’t let it happen again.

They wouldn’t.

Would they?

I paced the room, trying to take my mind off the possibilities. It didn’t take long to make each pass: the interrogation room was small, crowded by a desk and three chairs. The walls were blank and off-white, interrupted only by a camera and a massive one-way mirror. I tried listening at the door, but to no luck.

The only thing that came through was a detective holding a manila folder, after what felt like hours on my own.

She was a strong-looking woman, broad-shouldered and well-muscled, with natural hair pulled into a tight bun. She regarded me with intense brown eyes. 

“Miss Hernandez.” Her voice was softer, smoother than I’d anticipated it. But then, the last time I’d heard her speak, she’d been hoarse from yelling through the motel door. “My name is Detective Sharp. Could I have you sit down?” It wasn’t a request.

“Sure thing,” I said, my fallback smile plastered on my face. “I hope my friend hasn’t given you any trouble?” Hopefully, if I cooperated, she’d return the favor.

“Your friend,” she repeated. “Miss... Plath?” She fixed me with the kind of immovable patience that teachers give misbehaving middle schoolers. “I’ll assume her name isn’t really Sylvia.”

I kept my expression neutral. “No, it isn’t.”

“And I’ll assume it’s not Austen, Dickenson, or Bly, either. Do you like to read, Miss Hernandez, or is that just your friend’s hobby?”

“We spend a lot of time in libraries,” I said. 

“Then I’m sure you understand what’s happening right now.” 

I swallowed. I could only imagine what was going on with Arkay. “Actually, I don’t. Could you please tell me why you brought us here?” 

I had a couple of inches on Detective Sharp, but when she sat down across the desk, she loomed over me. “Miss Hernandez, do you know Ian Driscoll?” 

I frowned. It sounded familiar, but I couldn’t match it to a face. “Should I?” 

“I would hope so.” She pulled a piece of paper from the folder and scraped a ball-point pen across it in a succession of straight lines. “Because he had this carved into his chest.” She slid it across the desk for me to see, but I’d seen Arkay scratch that symbol into enough surfaces to recognize the motion. “Do you know what this is?” 

I didn’t say anything. 

“We’ve got reports from almost a dozen men who have the same mark somewhere on their body. Their chest, hands— one on his face.”

I remembered that one. 

Most of the time they fell for Arkay’s flirting and focused their attention on her. This particular guy had tried to grab me instead. I’d had to call an ambulance by the time she finished with him. 

Sharp continued: “All of them say they got it from the same person: Asian woman with a pixie cut, late teens to early twenties, five foot two, hundred pounds soaking wet. Always accompanied by a brown woman in her mid-twenties, long hair, six one, two hundred and fifty pounds. In the next hour or so, we’re going to have those gentlemen take a look at a line-up. What do you think they’re going to tell us?” 

I wrung my hands. “They’re probably not going to tell you what they were doing right before she did that to them.”

Sharp’s eyes bored into me. “Explain.”

“That mark she cut into them? She doesn’t just throw it around,” I said, keeping my gaze low. “When she does that to someone, it’s because that person’s dangerous. Sexual assault, usually. Sometimes people who’ve pulled a gun on us. It’s so the rest of us know to keep away from them.” 

“‘The rest of us’ being...?”

“On the street.” My words faded into a mumble. The more Sharp loomed, the more I wanted to dissolve into my chair. “Listen, what she does is self-defense. Always. We don’t go looking for these guys, we don’t start trouble. But when they come after us, we protect ourselves. And...” I bit my lip and looked her in the eye. “And if any of them are going to be pressing charges, then so am I.” I tried to at least look confident, but internally I searched my memories of every police procedural show I’d ever seen. Was that actually something I could do?

Sharp’s face revealed nothing. “I’m sure Ian Driscoll would feel very threatened by that, if he were still alive.” 

“He’s dead?” Immediately my world went sideways. “I— I don’t understand.” 

Another photograph slid across the desk. “Does that jog your memory?”

The photo was of the courier, his eyes wide open and glassy, a look of horror frozen on his face. His shirt lay in shreds around him. The space below his ribs had been reduced to a bloody, empty cavity, all ragged edges and a single fresh symbol carved into his chest. 

“No.” I shoved myself away from the desk. Bile rose in my throat. “No— I— no. We didn’t do this. Arkay didn’t do this.” 

“You sure about that?” Sharp asked.

I shook my head. “He was alive when we left him. We made sure. He didn’t look great, but we didn’t...” I couldn’t rip my gaze away from the carnage. “We didn’t.”

“I believe you,” Sharp said. “I believe you had nothing to do with this. So let me tell you what I think. This guy, he’s a scumbag. You wouldn’t be the first person who’s said so. So he comes after you, and your friend cuts him up. Only then he gets angry. Maybe he decides he’s going to get some payback. Maybe he comes by later when you’re alone. Tries to do his thing. And Arkay, she doesn’t like that. She’s your friend, after all. She doesn’t want anything bad to happen to you. So she stops this guy the only way she knows how. And she doesn’t want you to get upset, so she hides it from you. But friends, they always know. Even if you don’t want to believe it, you know. Don’t you?”

I shook my head. “No. No, that’s not possible.”

“We both know that’s not true.” Her voice was soft. Confident that she’d won.

“No, I mean it,” I said. “Between when we saw him and now, the longest Arkay and I have been apart has been to shower. I don’t care what you think she’s capable of, she physically couldn’t have done what you’re saying.” 

A crash interrupted me before I could go on. I didn’t hear it so much as I felt it through the table and chairs.

“What the hell was that?” I asked.

Apparently Sharp wondered the same thing, because she got up and rushed out the door. In the moments before the door slammed shut, a crowd of uniformed officers rushed past, a few shouting at each other, one calling for backup on his walkie-talkie. I didn’t catch much of what he said, but I didn’t need to.

“— the hell is she?”

The world moved in a blur. I was on my feet and across the room, grabbing uselessly at the door handle. 

Oh God.

I whirled away from the door and flattened myself against the one-way mirror, cupping my hands around my eyes to see into the darkened room on the other side.

Thank God, there were still shadows in the observation room, though they were turned away from me.

“Hey!” I shouted, slamming my fists into the glass. “Hey! Is that Arkay? Is she doing this?” 

Movement. Hopefully they’d noticed me.

I pounded on the glass again. “Please, if that’s Arkay, you need to let me see her. Please don’t hurt her. Whatever she’s doing, you need to let me see her!”

Another sharp crash rattled the floor under my feet. 

“Listen!” I shouted. “I get that you people have procedures or whatever, but that’s not going to work. Please, just let me talk to her.” 

The door burst open. Sharp stormed in, rumpled and disheveled, blood flowing from a gash above her hairline. 

She looked like she’d been thrown.

“You.” She pointed at me. “What the hell is she on?” 

“N-nothing.” 

“That woman is trying to smash her way through cinder block. And it’s working.” 

Another crash, this one punctuated by a shout of pain. 

“Let me in there with her,” I said.

“Like hell,” she said, grabbing me by the shoulder and forcibly dragging me from the room. “We’re evacuating before she kills someone.”

That shouldn’t have come as a relief, but it did—because it meant she hadn’t killed anyone.

Yet.

“This is going to keep getting worse until she calms down,” I said. “I can do that, I swear.”

“We’ve got this under control,” she said. A knee-jerk response. 

“If she were anyone else, I’d believe you. But you’ve never dealt with someone like her before. She’s not hopped up on PCP, or bath salts, or whatever the hell you think is going on with her.” She kept dragging me down the hall, and I dug my heels in. “Do you really want to explain to the press why you shot a handcuffed woman in your interrogation room? Because that’s what it’s going to take to stop her if you don’t let me in there.” 

She stared me down, on that narrow ledge between uncertainty and determination. 

And then a scream threw her over the edge.

“You better know what you’re talking about,” she muttered, turning around and dragging me back toward the crowd.

“Everyone back!” she snapped. “Let us through!” 

At least a dozen police officers had gathered in the hallway, their weapons drawn. Another half dozen moved along the walls of the interrogation room like a pack of wolves, watching for an opening in Arkay’s defenses. 

My dragon crouched in the corner, snarling like an animal. The interrogation table had been torn into pieces and hurled through the one-way mirror. The ground was strewn with pulverized cinderblock and silvery crumbles of broken glass. Arkay’s handcuffs had been ripped apart, and the broken metal cut into her skin. Blood poured from her wrists, staining the twisted metal bar she brandished like a club. 

One of the officers, a six-foot white guy who looked like he could bench press a horse, charged forward. She rushed forward to meet him, bending low to grab him by a thigh that was nearly as thick around as her waist. So fast I could barely follow it, she yanked him up and over her back, using his own momentum to hurl him into a wall. Blood darkened the fabric around his leg. I couldn’t tell if it was hers or his.

She snarled, and I ran past the last line of police into the tiny room. I stumbled between her and the fallen man, my hands outstretched.

“Arkay, it’s me!” I inched closer. She angled her body toward me, but her eyes kept darting to the officers around her. “See? They let me in. Everything’s okay now.” 

She grabbed me by the wrist and yanked me into the corner behind her with a snarl. 

Half a dozen handguns snapped into the air, echoed by a dozen shouts of “put her down!” 

“Don’t shoot!” I threw my hands over Arkay’s shoulder. “Don’t shoot! I’m not hurt. Just... everybody just calm down.” I lowered my voice. “Detective Sharp, please. She’s trying to protect me. It’s what she does when she freaks out, and your guys are freaking her out. If they leave, she’ll start to calm down.” 

Sharp stared Arkay down, and the dragon met her with a growl.

“She hasn’t hurt me yet, Detective Sharp,” I said. “And she’s not going to. Please. You need to trust me here. We’re not going anywhere.” 

Slowly, Sharp’s eyes rose to meet mine.

“Please,” I repeated.

“Stand down,” she said finally. “Kurtz, Green, into the hallway.”

Two of the officers exchanged glances, but they holstered their weapons, backing slowly through the open door. Arkay’s body shifted slightly, following their movements, but she didn’t fully relax. 

“It’s all right,” I said gently. I withdrew my cuffed hands to rub soothing circles on her back. “Everything’s gonna be okay, see? I’m here now.” 

Arkay relaxed visibly, though I couldn’t be sure whether that had more to do with the slow, gentle touches, or with the fact another two policemen retreated into the hall. 

I carefully worked my way down her arm. “Let me see your wrist, Arkay. Did you do this?” I could have been reading a dictionary for all she cared. When Arkay got angry enough, she didn’t just stop talking, she stopped responding to words entirely, beyond volume and tone. Sometimes when it got bad, she didn’t even seem to recognize my voice. But she always responded to touch.

With one hand she still brandished the table leg, but she let me tug her other arm up so I could get a closer look. The metal had bitten deep gouges into her wrist, probably when she’d snapped the cuffs. The broken twists of metal still dangled uselessly around her arm.

“That looks painful,” I said. “How about you let me get you cleaned up? We don’t want this to get infected.” I looked to the only other person left in the room. “Detective Sharp, could I please have a first aid kit or something? I think it’ll help.” 

I wasn’t stalling. Something about the ritual of first aid helped calm Arkay down. It meant that the danger was over, the fight was won, and everyone was safe. She needed that right now. 

Sharp said something into the hallway, but I couldn’t catch it. Most of my attention remained focused on Arkay, and the slow uncoil of her muscles. A few moments later a uniformed officer handed Sharp the first aid kit. Arkay tensed at the intrusion, but I stroked at her shoulders, easing Arkay’s attention back to me. 

There was another jolt of tension as Sharp extended the kit to me, but she didn’t lash out as I accepted it and picked up one of the downed chairs.

“Thank you, Detective Sharp. Arkay, I want you to sit down right here. Let me have a look at you.” She didn’t respond to the command, but she didn’t resist when I guided her into the chair. 

“I’ll give you credit,” Sharp said, her voice guarded. “You got her calm. Think you can keep her that way?” 

“Yeah.” I soaked a cotton ball with ointment and started dabbing it across the cuts. Arkay twitched, but didn’t jerk out of my reach.

“I want you to keep doing what you’re doing, then. We’ve got a transport on its way to pick you both up.”

I swallowed, but I kept my face blank, keeping my eyes focused on the gauze pad I was unwrapping. “Why? Where are you taking us?”

“Someplace better equipped to handle her,” she said. 

Good luck with that. 

“She didn’t kill Ian Driscoll,” I said quietly. 

“Maybe not, but she’s too dangerous to be on the streets. Look at her. Look at this room. She’s a danger to herself and everyone around her. She’s a danger to you.” 

I pulled Arkay close against my chest so she couldn’t see my face anymore. “No, she’s not. Not to me.” 

“Huh.” I could feel Sharp’s gaze boring into my back. “I heard a lot of people use that line, back when I worked as a beat cop. Want to guess how many of them turned out to be wrong?” 

There was a knock at the door, and a man in uniform signaled for Sharp. She stepped outside.

Arkay pulled away to watch her leave. 

“Asshole,” Arkay muttered once the door shut. 

“I take it you’re talking again?” I smoothed her hair. “Mind telling me how all this happened?” 

She leaned into the touch. “You know how in movies, when two people are getting into a heated argument, and one tells the other to do something, and the other one says ‘make me’, it usually ends with a makeout session?” 

“Oh my god.”

“Yeah. Turns out that doesn’t happen in real life.” 

“Please tell me you didn’t—”

“He tried to shove me into the chair. Things escalated.” 

I buried my face in my hands. 

In case I needed any more reasons to get anxious about leaving her alone.

Another knock on the door announced Detective Sharp’s return, but I didn’t raise my head. 

“Everything all right in here?” she asked, as if it didn’t look like a bomb had gone off in here.

“Peachy,” I muttered.

“The transport’s arrived. Officer Troy will be taking the two of you to a secure facility.” She paused. “I’ve already told them not to separate you, so hopefully that won’t be an issue again. It’s all I can do.”

“I appreciate it,” I said, finally rising to look her in the eye. “Thank you for your help.”

She eyed Arkay warily. “Will she be able to be restrained?”

Arkay leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees. “Do you really want to find out?”

I tugged her back to me. “It’s not a good idea, no. But I’ll keep her from causing any trouble. Promise.” 

Sharp pinched the bridge of her nose. “God help me. Take off your coat, then.”

The tension fell out of Arkay’s frame, replaced by puzzlement. “Huh?”

“Your coat,” the detective repeated. “Take it off and fold it over your arms. You’ve got half the station spooked, and they’re expecting you to walk out of this room handcuffed. Keep your wrists covered, and they can go on thinking what they like.” 

I was surprised by the allowance. But then, Arkay had already proved how little handcuffs mattered if she really wanted to hurt somebody.

“Thanks,” I said, rising to help Arkay get the sleeves off over her mangled wrists.

“Don’t thank me.” She looked grim. “I’m probably going to lose my badge over this.” 

I cringed. I hated seeing people get hurt for trying to help. “For what it’s worth, that guy Driscoll said he was making a delivery.” 

“Yeah?” she asked wearily.

“He had a cooler in the back of his van,” I said. “I don’t know who it was meant for, but we called it in.”

Sharp’s eyes snapped open. “Wait. That was you?” 

“Cooler full of human organs, about yea big?” Arkay mimed a massive box. “Yeah. We sent that to you. Didja like it?” 

“And Driscoll had it in his van?” 

“He said it was for a client,” I said. “I don’t know who that was, but anyone who special orders that kind of thing has to be bad news. If they didn’t kill Driscoll themselves, I bet they know who did.”

“Wait, van guy’s dead?” Arkay asked. 

Sharp ignored her. “Did he say anything else?” 

“No,” I said. “It didn’t seem like he knew what was in there. But I hope that helps.” 

“You mentioned a van,” she said. “Do you know where it is? Or even what it looks like?”

Arkay snorted. 

“Sorry,” I said. “We sold it to a chop shop.”

“Which one?”

I shook my head. No way was I dragging Raimo into this, too. “It doesn’t matter. It’s long gone. But it was a big white van— like church bus meets pedo van.” I shot Arkay a preemptive glare before she could open her mouth. “I know it’s not a lot, but maybe it’ll help.” 

“Here’s hoping.” 

Maybe I imagined it, but she looked almost sympathetic as she led us to our escort. 

As soon as I turned the corner and looked at the new arrival, I stumbled.

Officer Troy, according to her name plate, had dark skin and delicate features, with full lips she chewed when she was anxious. I knew, because I’d watched her doing exactly that for nearly an hour at Stella’s a few nights back. I’d almost asked for her phone number.

Arkay stared at her as we approached, but she didn’t say anything as we were led past the equally uncomfortable glares of several dozen cops. I kept my head down. Somebody had to.

Arkay didn’t say a word until we were being loaded into yet another white van, this one outfitted with a steel interior to discourage restless prisoners. 

“Okay, I give up,” Arkay said as we settled into the benches on one side of the van, and Officer Troy perched in the other. “What are you?”

Troy frowned. I buried my face in my cuffed hands. The woman looked like she might have been mixed race, but that didn’t matter. It wasn’t my business, and it wasn’t Arkay’s either. I’d taught her better than that. 

“I mean it,” Arkay continued. “You’re not human, and you’re not like me. So what the hell are you?”

Troy froze. “You’re insane,” she said, but her whole body said otherwise.

“You wouldn’t be the first person to say that.” Arkay shrugged. “But I’m not. Just not as blind as everyone else around here.” She jerked her head to the front of the van. “Do they know you’re not human?” 

Troy shut the van door, locking herself inside with us.

“That’s a no, then?”

“Arkay,” I said quietly. “Stop.” Whatever she was getting at, it wouldn’t end well for us.

“Does it work both ways, though?” she asked. “Do you know what I am?” 

“Arkay, please don’t antagonize the nice cop.”

“But she’s not a cop.” Arkay’s eyes never left the woman. “That’s not her uniform. It smells like someone else. A human. And fresh blood, too. I’m guessing you killed the real Officer Troy and took her uniform, right?”

My stomach dropped. What had we gotten ourselves into?

“You need to stop,” the imposter said.

“So if you’re not Officer Troy,” I said. “Who are you? What’s your name?” 

“That’s not something you need to know,” she said. 

“No, but I’d like to,” I said. “It makes things a bit more comfortable, you know?” 

She didn’t reply.

I tried again: “Where are you taking us?”

“You’ll find out when we get there,” she said.

“It’s not like we can do anything about it.” I curled into myself, trying to look soft and pitiful. “Please?”

“Stop asking questions,” she said again. “This isn’t my call.”

“I get that,” I said. “You’re just doing your job.”

A minute nod. Maybe this was working.

“You don’t mean to hurt us,” I continued. “You’re not a bad person.” Arkay cast me a sidelong glance. “You don’t seem like one, anyway.” 

“Sorry,” she said. “It’s still out of my hands.”

“Can you just tell us why?” I asked. “It’s not going to make a difference to anyone out there, but I’d still like to know why this is happening to us.”

“It’s not like you’re giving anything away,” Arkay said after a moment, her voice soft and subdued. “I already know you people killed the courier.”

The woman jerked upright. “You do?”

That was news to me.

“His blood’s all over you,” Arkay said. “Like Troy’s. It’s not deep, though. I don’t think you’re the one who did it. But you were there. Maybe they had you help move the body.”

The imposter grimaced.

“Sounds like things have been getting out of hand for you lately,” I said. “That sucks.” 

“Out of hand is putting it lightly,” she said. “You don’t know the guy I’m working with.” 

I tilted my head a few degrees to the side, the way Arkay did when she was paying attention. “That bad, huh?”

“He seemed fine when this whole thing started, but now he’s killing people— killing cops—” She shook her head. “I didn’t sign on for this. For any of this.” 

“What happened?” I asked. One thing I’d noticed over the years: people really, really liked talking about their problems.

The imposter shook her head again. “At first he just asked me for a couple favors. Something simple, help him get in touch with some people, figure things out. And I figure, fine, whatever. We were friends. I thought we were friends.” 

I flashed a sympathetic smile and nodded for her to go on.

“Only then he started getting weird. Twitchy. And I knew that was going to happen. I knew. I mean, that’s what happens when you play around with necromancy. That stuff’s worse than meth, the way it gets into your head...” She shuddered. 

“Did he do something?” I asked gently.

“Threatened to out me if I didn’t keep helping him,” she said. “Not just me, either. Friends of mine. Family.” 

“Bastard,” Arkay said, and it got the faintest hint of a smile from the woman.

“How did he find out?” I asked. I didn’t want to ask what she’d been outed as; I didn’t want to risk her remembering that she didn’t actually trust us. 

She gave a bitter chuckle. “Stupid. We worked together, you know? At the county morgue. And one day he caught me sneaking out pieces to take home.”

She couldn’t be serious. “Pieces of... equipment?” I offered.

“Bodies. Kidneys, slices of liver— you know, the kind of things they’d never miss at the funeral. And it wasn’t like they were going to use it anymore. And there are people starving out there. I can’t just let perfectly good food go to waste.” 

I blinked, trying to process what I’d just heard. Or better yet, to unhear it entirely.

“Of course not,” I said faintly.

“Don’t you get all judgmental,” she snapped. “I’m a medical examiner. I know how those people died, and a lot of how they lived. I know their names. I respect them. Do you give that much attention to the cows that make your burgers?” 

“Do you? Eat cow, I mean.” Arkay asked, apparently unperturbed. “Or are you a straight up vegetarian when you’re not nomming on the soylent green?”

“I have to be,” she said. “I’m a ghoul.” Her gaze darted ceilingward when she caught our nonplussed expressions. “It’s not like eating human is cheap. Not like I can just run down to Kroger and pick up a few pounds of Chuck. But if I don’t, I’ll die. And it’s not like I can substitute it out for beef or whatever, either. You know how they say you are what you eat? That’s literal for people like me. There are stories about ghouls who got hungry enough, they started eating beef, pork, that kind of thing. And you’d be able to see it. Day by day, they’d get bigger and dumber, as they turned more feral, more animal, until they barely know their own names.”

“That’s awful,” I said softly.

The ghoul jerked in surprise. Apparently she hadn’t expected that reaction. “Yeah. It is.” 

“And I’m guessing they don’t serve human in prison,” I said. “If this guy’d turned you in...”

“I’d either starve to death or go feral,” she said. “I can’t go out that way. I can’t.”

“Of course not.” I reached across the aisle and gave her hand a squeeze. She returned the gesture, but halfheartedly. Her eyes lingered on my handcuffs, and she bit her lip. 

“I’m sorry,” she said. “About what’s going to happen to you. If I had a choice about it...”

“It’s okay. I get it.” I gave her another reassuring squeeze. “But can you tell us what it’s going to be? Please? I just...” I ducked my head. “The worst part is not knowing.” 

She bit her lip, but nodded. “Matheson, my boss, he’s doing a ritual, and he needs certain organs. Special ones. They have to have been properly sacrificed, or else we would have just snuck them out of the morgue with the other bodies. He tried buying a set from a supplier up in Chicago, but...” 

“But then we happened,” I said softly.

“We’d try buying them again, but he’s out of money and out of time. And...” She frowned. “And he’s not himself anymore. There are ways around what he’s doing. I’ve tried to tell him, but he won’t listen. He’s not rational anymore.” She lowered her head. “But that’s what he wants you for. To replace what he lost.” 

The car made more frequent turns as we neared our destination. We didn’t have much time left.

“What’s your name?” I asked. 

“Danielle,” she mumbled.

“I’m Rosario,” I said. “This is Arkay.”

“Yeah. I know your names.” The van slowed and finally came to a stop. “Come on. Let’s get this over with. Stand up, please.” 

She extended a hand to help me to my feet as the doors opened. 

I’d expected a warehouse, or a parking lot, or an evil underground facility. Not the inside of a vaguely crowded one-car garage. The van’s driver stood outside to meet us, shifting his weight uneasily and averting his eyes away from us. The other man had to be Matheson. He leaned toward us, watching us like we were his next hit. I could see what Danielle had meant, comparing necromancy to a drug. He was pale-faced and red-eyed behind horn-rimmed glasses, with wispy ash-blond hair that looked like it had been pulled at too often. His fingernails were bloody from being bitten and picked at. His dress shirt hung awkwardly on his frame. 

I recognized him— or maybe I’d seen a hundred guys just like him, but not quite as far gone. He had a forgettable face, bland enough to fade into the background if not for the obvious decay. In the corner of my eye, Arkay tensed.

“I’ve got them,” Danielle muttered, nudging me forward. 

“Good,” the necromancer said. “Excellent. You’ve done well.” 

I stood my ground. “I’m sorry,” I said, “Were you going for Emperor Palpatine just now? Because you really need the black cloak to pull that off. Great job on the face, though.” I flashed a thumbs up. 

Matheson jerked like he’d been smacked. The other man, another blackmailed ghoul, maybe, straightened. Perhaps he’d expected me to grovel or cry. He’d get neither. 

“Excuse you?” Matheson demanded. “How dare you, you—”

“If you say ‘insolent’, I get bingo.” I winked. Arkay snickered behind me, and I shifted my weight to hide her from view. “Oh! If I guess your evil overlord name, do we get to go? Because my first guess is totally ‘he who— ’” 

Matheson lunged at me, and I ducked. Arkay vaulted over me like a gymnast, both hands on my back as she kicked Danielle out of the van and into the driver. The grace ran out just in time for her to smash headlong into Matheson. He hit the ground hard, but so did she. 

I jumped out of the back of the van and rushed to lift the garage door, but it wouldn’t budge. A shiny new lock gleamed on the side of the door.

Apparently these weren’t the complete idiot brand of bad guys, after all. 

“Arkay?” I called, throwing my shoulder into it without any luck. “A little help here?” 

She staggered to her feet, but so did Danielle and the driver. We had to get out of here. 

I grabbed Arkay by her elbow and dragged her upright as I ran for the other door. This one was unlocked, and I yanked Arkay through, slamming it behind us and fumbling with the deadbolt. 

“What was that?” a man’s voice called from somewhere deeper inside. 

Of course they weren’t alone. That would have been too easy. 

We stood in the kitchen of what looked like a foreclosure. The linoleum floor was cracked and the wallpaper peeling, but the counters were free of grime, and shiny new drip pans glinted under the heating coils on the stove. 

“Shh,” I signaled for Arkay to follow as I tiptoed toward the next room, holding my hands carefully apart so the handcuffs wouldn’t rattle. Hopefully we could sneak out the front door before anyone else in the house noticed us. 

It would have been a great plan, if the people we’d locked in the garage hadn’t started pounding at the door. 

“Matheson?” called the voice from upstairs.

“What’s going on?” asked another. 

Footsteps joined the noise of the banging door, one set hurrying down a flight of stairs, another heading toward us.

“New plan,” I hissed, rushing for the first door I could see and jumping inside before I could register the darkness. 

My feet found nothing underneath them. My stomach leaped into my throat as I dropped into empty space. I grabbed for a handrail, but my cuffed hands couldn’t reach that far. My heel hit rickety wood and promptly skidded forward, and I slid down the steps. The sharp edges of the stairs jabbed at my rear and grated along the small of my back, and I bit back a yell of surprise and pain.

“Rosa?” Arkay called. There was a fumbling thud and a light flickered on. She stood at the top of a flight of stairs. 

“I’m fine,” I said. “Shut the door!”

She obeyed, and hurriedly locked it behind her. And kept locking it.

Gingerly I rolled to my feet, wiggling my toes. No spinal damage from what I could tell. “Who the hell puts a lock on their basement door?” 

“Is that not normal?” Arkay asked, finally coming down to check on me.

“It’s not usual.”

“So does that mean seven locks are really unusual?” 

I peered up at the door. “Yeah, that’s a bit weird.” 

“Are you sure you’re alright?” Arkay bounded down the stairs to help me up.

“My ass is gonna be black and blue for a month,” I groaned. “But I’ll live. Didn’t even twist my ankle. Any blood?” 

She pulled at my shirt to check. “Nothing I can see.” 

Okay. Next order of business. “There’s no way they don’t know we’re down here,” I said. “And even seven locks won’t hold them off forever. Do you think you can break these handcuffs?” 

Arkay grabbed one silver bracelet in each hand and pulled them apart, but it was no use. Her hands shook from the effort. Everything past her forearms was dark and swollen, and fresh blood seeped through the bandages on her wrists. 

“That’s fine,” I said, tugging my hands out of her grip before she could hurt herself. “Are you alright, Arkay?” 

“Tired,” she said. 

“Do you need to sit down for a minute?” 

Upstairs the door rattled against its many locks, and a muffled swear seeped through the crack.

“I don’t think we’ve got time,” she said.

“Then how about we look for a way out of here, and then we can find someplace nice and comfy and you can sleep until summer.” 

She flashed a thin smile. “Sounds like a plan.” 

She ducked through another lock-covered doorway into another basement room, while I searched through the one I’d landed in. The only light came from small, grimy windows that squeezed in close to the ceiling. Dust and litter scattered unevenly on a cracked concrete floor that was covered in deep gouges and splattered with stains. 

Arkay and I had broken into similar houses, when winters had gotten particularly bad. We’d probably be doing the same this year, if we couldn’t panhandle and steal enough cash to book a motel when the temperatures dropped. 

And, you know, assuming we survived the homicidal necromancer upstairs.

I found a few slivers of wood from the ceiling boards, but they splintered when I tried to pick the cuffs with them. In the corner, I found a crumpled coke can. It took some doing, but I managed to wrench the metal apart, peeling off a piece of sticky aluminum. I wedged it between the teeth of the cuffs and the locking mechanism, and finally the cuffs slid open. 

“Kay?” I called, following her into the second room. “I found a way to get these things off me.”

“Good,” she said. “I think I found something, too.”

Oh yes she did.

The room was lined with dozens, maybe hundreds, of unlit candles in shades of white and red and black. The line of candles only stopped at a bookshelf full of old, leather-bound tomes and even older-looking brass weapons. An iron circle had been pounded into the concrete floor, which had been liberally smeared with rust-brown stains. The far wall was shiny and steel with a big door that looked like a walk-in refrigerator, the kind you’d find in a restaurant kitchen.

Arkay had apparently ignored Occult ‘R’ Us entirely, except to stack the old books under a window and try to pry open the glass with a rune-covered dagger. “Think you can fit?” 

“I’ll suck it in,” I said.

“Then give me just a minute. I’ve almost got it.”

So during that minute, I did The Thing. You know, that one thing you usually see people in horror movies doing. The one that makes you facepalm and shake your head at the sheer stupidity.

Because Arkay was busy with the window, and Matheson and his goons were scratching at the door with what sounded like a screwdriver, and I had nothing else occupying my time or my mind.

Nothing but that giant freakin’ door in the shiny metal wall, just begging to be opened.

Three guesses what I did.

The door was vacuum sealed, and it sucked at the wall when I yanked it open. A wave of stale, cold air flooded out, along with a sterile white light.

“Oh my God!” I yelped, slamming it shut.

Arkay was on the floor in an instant, ducking under my arm to get in front of me. 

“What is it?” she demanded. Curling forward for an attack, she wrapped her hand around the handle and pulled open the massive door. The dagger in her other hand was out and ready to kill.

But the people inside were already dead.

They were bodies. At least a dozen, all ashen and unmoving. Some of them were whole, others carved up like something you’d see in a butcher shop. 

I wanted to throw up.

“Guess she wasn’t kidding about the whole necromancer thing,” Arkay said. “You alright, Rosa?” 

No. No way in hell was I alright. “F-fine.”

“Okay. Let’s focus on getting out of here, then. I think I’ve got it.” I’d expected her to try actually opening the window. Instead she had carved through the rotting frame and pulled the glass onto the floor, careful to avoid breaking it. “You want a leg up, or do you want more books to stand on?”

I grimaced at the shaky pile she’d been standing on all this time. It didn’t exactly inspire confidence. “You know, I think I trust you more.”

She gave me a light smile and crouched down, cupping her hands.

Let me repeat here that I’m well over six feet tall and built like a fertility goddess in training, and Arkay is five-something and could pass for a pixie. 

Let me also repeat here that she punched through solid cinderblock when she’d gotten pissed off at the police.

She hoisted me into the air like I was made of cardboard and tissue paper. It took a bit of wriggling to get through the narrow window, but she had no problem pushing me through. She didn’t even need the stack of books to climb up after me: a handhold, a twist, and she was dusting herself off beside me.

The necromancer had made his hideout in a crappy neighborhood, but tonight that worked to our advantage. We slid like shadows between the houses, some of them glowing with light, others boarded up and empty. If the necromancer wanted to chase us, he’d probably do it by car, and so we zigzagged, cutting through unfenced yards and hiding among overgrown bushes.

Soon I started recognizing the area. It was the east side of town, not too far from Stella’s, or from The Valley. 

“This way.” I grabbed Arkay and steered her south. When we couldn’t run any further, we slowed to a walk, staying in the trees and darting out of sight when headlights flared up on the road. We were still too far east, but once we reached the train track we could follow it all the way to the camp.

As soon as I turned onto the track, Arkay slowed. “Seriously? We’re going to the Valley?”

“We don’t exactly have a lot of options,” I said. 

“Sure we do,” she said. “We’ve got about a million options. There’s plenty of bridges. Or trees. Or parks. We can sleep in shifts.”

“I’m exhausted and so are you,” I said. “They can help us hide until this all blows over.”

“Or they’ll help you hide and kick me out. They hate me, remember?” 

“Don’t be petty, Kay.” 

“I’m not,” she snapped. “Just because they say they’re going to protect you doesn’t mean they actually plan to do it.”

God, not this again. Not now. “Arkay, it’s fine.” 

Her feet dug into the gravel of the track. “And just because they’re protecting you from Mr. Reanimator over there doesn’t mean they’ll save you from anyone on their side.”

“Kay!” 

“I don’t go there for a reason, Rosa.”

“No, you don’t go there because you broke Rudy’s arm. Of course they’re going to be scared of you.”

“The hell I did!” Her lips peeled back into a snarl. “The way he was grabbing you, he was lucky I didn’t snap his neck!”

“He was drunk,” I said. “And this isn’t the time. Get over it.” 

“How the hell am I supposed to get over it?” she demanded. “How the hell are you over it?”

“Because this is survival,” I snapped. “Sometimes you have to deal with the bad to avoid getting killed. It’s a tradeoff.”

“It’s a tradeoff you don’t need to make anymore,” she said. “It’s not okay.”

“It’s necessary.”

“No, it’s not!” 

“Kay, please.” I took her by the shoulders and looked her in the eyes. “One night. Just try to hold it in for one night, and then we’re out of there. Please, Kay. Just one.” 

Arkay’s brows were still furrowed, her mouth in a thin line, but she lowered her eyes. “One night. I’ll keep my hands to myself if they do.” 

The last hours of daylight had dissolved into darkness by the time we reached the Valley. We approached slowly through the trees, telegraphing our presence, but as soon as we stepped into the glow of the campfires, an uneasy silence washed over the camp. I pasted a timid smile onto my face. Arkay glowered, but she kept her mouth shut.

More than two dozen pairs of eyes followed us as we moved closer. A few retreated into their tents. I couldn’t exactly blame them. I’d lived here, once, and after I’d found Arkay I’d brought her here to stay with me. Thing is, Arkay had broken more than an arm before we’d been sent away. A lot of guys around here thought that doing me a favor entitled them to cop a feel, and Arkay had taken issue with that. It had even cost me a few potential girlfriends. Just because I promised she wouldn’t hurt them didn’t mean they believed me.

I searched the crowd, praying the mayor of the camp was around. I probably couldn’t convince the entire camp to let us stay, but he was reasonable. Honorable. And almost more importantly, the others would listen to him.

Apparently God decided to give us a break, because a tent toward the back of the camp opened with the squeak of a zipper, and the mayor emerged. His name was Mike Jones, a lean man with weathered hands and gray-streaked dreads that fell around his face like a lion’s mane. 

“Rosario,” he said, clasping my hands. “It’s been a long time. How have you been? And Arkay.” His tone changed, less warm and more respectful. He had good instincts. That was probably the smartest way to deal with a dragon.

“Mike.” She tipped her chin at him.

He extended a hand to her, too, but didn’t clasp it. “I hope the two of you are doing well?”

“Actually,” I said. “I was wondering if we could ask you for a favor.” 

We didn’t offer much information, and Mike didn’t ask. He just offered us his tent to sleep in for the night, and let us know that he’d be minding the fire if we needed him. It was a good strategy on his part. It kept us away from anyone Arkay might fight with, and it let him keep an eye on us in case of trouble. 

His tent had a particular smell about it. All tents do, after you spend enough nights in them, but it wasn’t an odor I’d ever found offensive. If anything, it had always seemed overwhelmingly human: sweat, earth, old books, and a faint note of nostalgic tobacco. 

I lay on my stomach to take the pressure off my bruised back, and Arkay tucked a pile of blankets around me, burrowing in at my side. 

Every time I tried to sleep, I woke up to visions of blood and corpses. Arkay was still too far gone for my squirming to wake her, but she still nestled closer against me. 

“It’s gonna be alright,” I whispered, stroking her hair. “Everything’s gonna be alright.” She couldn’t hear me, but it made me feel better to tell her so. 

It made it easier to believe.

***

By dawn I’d given up on actual sleep. Instead I dozed, absently listening to the camp waking up: the slither of tents shifting, the rip of opening zippers, the shuffle of feet, the grunts and mumbles of morning greetings, and through it all, the background notes of birdsong. I hadn’t realized how much I missed being here. 

The peace of it started to pull me under when a new sound snapped me awake. Feet pounded on dirt, twigs snapping underfoot as a body rushed frantically through the woods toward the camp.

“Mike!” shouted a woman’s voice. “Somebody! Oh God, somebody help—”

I disentangled myself from Arkay and crawled out of the tent to get a look. Around me, the rest of the camp shuddered and shivered as its more permanent residents got up to do the same.

A heavyset woman burst through the trees, stumbling and gasping for breath. Thorns had chewed up the legs of her pants, but it didn’t look like that was the source of the blood that had soaked through the denim below her knees. More red stained the palms of her hands, though already it was flaking off like rust.

Mike rushed out to meet her, catching her by the shoulders before she fell. “Sue! Susan, it’s me. I gotcha, Susan. What happened?”

“There was— Oh God,” she sobbed between panting breaths. “There was so much blood.”

“Is this your blood?” He gently took her wrist. “Is any of this yours?”

She shook her head so hard her hair whipped at Mike’s face, but he didn’t seem to notice. “It’s— oh God. She’s dead. They’re all dead. Ripped open, all empty inside, and...”

My stomach churned, and I stepped closer.

“Who’s dead?” Mike asked gently. “Do you know? Did any of them look familiar?”

She shook, staring at Mike with big, round eyes. “A cop,” she said. “A good one. Friendly. Used to let me sleep a couple extra hours in the morning. She was good people, Mike. She didn’t deserve to die.”

“Who?” I whispered, and Mike asked the same question. “Who was it?”

“Troy,” she said. “Officer Dana Troy.”

My stomach gave up churning and dropped straight through the soles of my feet.

“She wasn’t alone, neither. There were two people with her. Cops, too, I think. I mean, they had the hair, and... but they were naked, and ripped open, and— if I didn’t know Dana...”

I stepped closer. Maybe the movement caught her attention, but Susan looked up like she’d been slapped, and her eyes met mine.

She screamed, hurling herself away from Mike like he was covered in spiders. “It’s them! For the love of God, get them away!”

Mike stepped between her and me, raising his hands to calm her. “That’s just Rosa,” he said softly. “She’s cool. You know that. Came by a few days ago to drop off supplies.”

“It was all over!” Susan cried, backing away. “Everywhere! On the walls in their blood and cut into their skin! Over and over and over again, the mark of the beast!”

Two dozen faces turned to me, and two dozen bodies pulled violently away. Parents held their children close. Men pulled their partners behind them.

Hands reached for weapons.

“It wasn’t us.” I could barely hear the protest in my own ears. “We didn’t do this. We couldn’t have done it. We were here all night.”

But Officer Troy hadn’t been killed last night. She’d been murdered the night before, her uniform stolen so Danielle could abduct Arkay and me from the station.

“What’s going on?” Arkay emerged from the tent. Her gaze swept the crowd, and already her body curled into a protective stance as she moved closer to me.

“You let them in here?” came a man’s voice. Rudy. Fantastic. “The hell is wrong with you, Mike?”

“Get her away!” Sue threw herself backward. She disappeared into the crowd, but I could still hear her screaming. “That thing’s a monster! A murderer!”

“I thought you’re supposed to protect us,” Rudy continued. “And you go letting those— those crazy bitches back in here? The fuck were you thinking?”

“Arkay, we’re leaving,” I said. 

“The hell you are!” Rudy snapped, stepping closer.

Arkay jumped between him and me, her face twisting into a feral snarl.

I grabbed her by the shoulder. “We’re leaving,” I repeated, raising my voice. “We don’t want any trouble here, so we’re just gonna go.”

“I want everybody to calm down,” Mike’s shout was a roar, but for once it didn’t stun the camp into obedience.

“You gonna let them just walk away?” Rudy demanded, whirling on Mike. “The cops see those tags, and they’ll think it was one of us done killed their people. And what the hell do you think they’ll do to us then, Mike?” He took another step forward, and he wasn’t the only one.

“Mike, please.” I pulled Arkay tight against me. “You know how this ends. Don’t let it.”

Mike looked me in the eye, cutting through the crowd. Thinking. Deciding.

“Rosa, Arkay, you’re going to come with me,” he declared. “I’m gonna walk you to the road, and I’m gonna watch you walk away. And then I’m gonna call the police, and I’m gonna tell them that we have no part in all this. Do you understand?”

Arkay’s face twitched, a growl vibrating in her chest. I tightened my grip on her. “Yeah. We get it.”

“Do you understand?” he repeated, louder this time. “You, all of you, are going to keep your hands to yourselves and let these women pass. This camp is our home. Don’t you ever bring violence into it.” 

He extended a hand to us, silently challenging anyone else to intervene. I lowered my eyes and followed him. Arkay marched at my side like an empress in exile. 

“We didn’t do this,” I said quietly, once we’d passed out of view of the rest of the camp. “We couldn’t possibly have done this. We’ve already talked to the police once, and...” 

“It doesn’t matter, Rosa,” Arkay said quietly. “He doesn’t care. Just like the cops didn’t care. Ever notice that they didn’t have a problem with my violent tendencies when we were giving out free shit?” 

“It’s nothing personal,” Mike said. “I’ve got to protect my own. You do the same.” 

“So you’re throwing us to the wolves,” Arkay said. “Thanks for that.”

“Wolves can howl awfully loud,” he said. “But I’ve seen you bite. Even if you’re not the ones who did this, you could. And you will, if Rosa’s in danger. Which means whoever it is that’s out there killing people, they’re the ones who need to be scared of you, not the other way around. But whatever it is that’s going down, I don’t want my people in the crossfire.” 

“Yeah, I get that,” I said, cutting off Arkay before she could say anything else. We’d reached the edge of the trees, and pavement rose up past a border of gravel. “And thank you. I know you’re doing what you can.”

“You two take care of yourselves,” he said. “I can give you a couple of hours before I call the police. If I were you, I’d work on getting out of town.” 

“We’ll get right on that,” I said. 

We didn’t bother getting onto the road. It would be too easy to follow us by car, and too easy to see us from far away. Instead we climbed up the steep slope across the street and into the tree-lined railroad track. My feet slid and skidded on the loose chunks of tar-black gravel, but Arkay climbed the raised hill with ease, weaving between the scraggly trees like a pro and pulling me along behind her.

We walked away from the camp for a good while before I’d had enough of the unnerving silence.

“So, those ghouls,” I said finally. “You could tell they weren’t human.”

She glanced at me like I was a puzzle that needed to be solved. Apparently she figured me out, because she shrugged. “They smelled funny. Different.”

“Have you ever smelled anything like that before?” I asked.

“I don’t know. Maybe?” She shrugged again, and I heard something in her back pop. “We see a lot of people in a day. I don’t usually pay all that much attention to them.”

“But they weren’t human,” I said.

“Neither am I.”

I frowned to myself. “You said you were the only person like you,” I said.

“Only dragon, sure,” she said. “If we ever met another one, I’d know.”

“The only not-human, I mean. You said you didn’t know about any other...” I searched for the words.

“The word the courier used was ‘freaks’,” she said, and I flinched. “I didn’t know about any others. Still don’t, aside from ghouls now. But you didn’t know dragons existed before you met me, and here I am. Just because you haven’t personally seen something doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist.”

The ground rose up to meet the track and flattened out. It occurred to me that we were going east. If we kept up on this route, we’d be pretty close to Stella’s.

We’d be close to where we met the courier.

I wrapped my arms around myself. “You’re not a freak, Arkay. No matter what anybody says.”

“I know that.”

“I know you know,” I said. “And... so do I. I just don’t have a word for what you are.”

“You mean aside from ‘dragon’?” she asked.

“For everything. For people who aren’t... muggles, like me. I mean, all this time, I just kind of assumed you were some kind of a cosmic exception to the laws of the universe. And that’s wrong of me, because you’re not. You’re not. Are you?”

Arkay stopped, her face turned to the sun.

“You know,” I continued. “Some days I still wonder if I made you up. If you’re just some huge hallucination, and I haven’t just been talking to myself all this time. I’d kind of hate that, though. I like having you here as my friend. I do. Even if I don’t understand you all the—”

Arkay turned back to me, her eyes flashing. “There’s someone out there.”

“Where?” I whirled, searching through the trees. Was that someone coming toward us, or was that just the wind? “Why didn’t you shut me up?”

“It looks like an ambush,” she said. “It’s not like they didn’t already know we were here. Might as well finish your thought.”

“Do you think someone in the Valley sold us out?”

“Probably,” she said.

“Can you see who’s out there?”

She shook her head. “I can smell them. Ghouls, mostly. Some humans, too, I think.”

“You think?” 

“They don’t smell right. Not like the ghouls, but... stale. Rotten.” She fidgeted with the bandages around her wrists. “You didn’t happen to grab a knife or something while we were in the Valley, did you?” 

“No,” I said.

“That’s okay.” She cracked her knuckles. “There’s always the old-fashioned way. They’re gonna try to come at us from all sides, but try to stay behind me. If we run—”

“Run where?” I asked. We were too far away to make it to our bridge from here, and even if we weren’t, home base was dangerously close to the police station. We couldn’t exactly go back to the Valley, either. Besides, running wasn’t my strong suit, even when I was scared. Big feet and disintegrating shoes made for easy tripping, large breasts weren’t exactly helpful, and the gravel underfoot didn’t make things even slightly better. I’d be on my ass faster than the sexy chick in a zombie movie.

Which, it turned out, was an apt comparison.

More than a dozen of the walking dead burst through the trees all at once, moving faster than their raggedy shamble should have allowed. I recognized some of them: gray-faced and open-mouthed, they were the same bodies I’d found in the giant walk-in freezer in Matheson’s basement.

The first lunged for us, and Arkay sent it sprawling with a punch that unhinged its jaw. It gargled and writhed, but it didn’t get back up.

“On your left!” I shouted, and she twisted to throw another punch.

The others were getting closer, coming in from all sides. Staying behind Arkay stopped being an option.

I turned to face the nearest one, knocking it down with a stomp to the stomach. 

Another figure lingered in the back, barely visible through the trees. She watched us with remorseful eyes, anxiously chewing her lip.

“Danielle!” I rammed another zombie to the floor with my elbow and tried to ignore the sudden flare of pain from my funny bone. “We could use a little help over here!”

She looked to another figure behind the trees, and shook her head frantically. I couldn’t hear what she said, but I didn’t need to: she was denying she knew us.

“Danielle, please!” I shouted. Another zombie reached for me, but Arkay grabbed it by an arm and swung it into a tree trunk. “You don’t have to be a part of this. We can still get you out. But we need—”

Another zombie jumped out from behind me. I moved to kick it away, but I couldn’t lift my leg. One of the zombies I’d knocked down caught my foot in its grip.

And it wasn’t alone.

The ground at my feet writhed with fallen bodies. Before I could dislodge the first one from my foot, a second hand wrapped around my other leg. A third caught the inside of my knee, and I plunged to the ground with a cry.

“Rosa?” Arkay’s voice cut through the horde, but I couldn’t see her. The corpses swarmed around me, blocking her from view.

I flailed, but even more hands wrapped around me. They grabbed my arms, my hair, my throat. Jagged nails snagged on my clothes and scraped my skin. Mindless groans filled my ears. I gasped for breath, and the little air I could suck in tasted like antiseptic and rotting meat.

I couldn’t move.

“Rosario!” Arkay’s voice rose above the moans.

I tried to call out to her, but I couldn’t breathe. My lungs burned. My vision swam. I gagged, but nothing got past the vice around my throat. 

“Rosario!” she howled. And then she said something that wasn’t a word at all, formed by a mouth that wasn’t remotely human.

The watery gray of the sky was blotted out by blue scales and white fangs, and one of the zombies was ripped away. Another was hurled back, its broken nails carving through my jacket before it went flying. Another one fell back, its arm caught in an enormous set of jaws and flung away so violently that the arm was ripped from its socket. The swarm dissolved into salsa, and only the beast remained.

It loomed above me, forty feet long and as thick around as an oil drum. Mottled blue scales swept down its serpentine body, from the tip of muzzle to the end of its tufted tail. Sharpened antlers rose from its skull. Wide gashes ringed both its forelegs, at least an inch wide and just as deep. The dragon bore down on me, and talons the size of tire irons sliced through the decaying flesh mere inches around my body. The arms that had been holding me down fell limp, no longer attached to anything that could give them leverage, and I wheezed for breath, choking on the taste of the sewage and ozone that filled the air.

The dragon turned away from me, but it wasn’t finished. It zigzagged between the trees like a bolt of lightning, knocking down the stragglers and ripping them to shreds. Most only moaned, but one scrambled away, tripping on disembodied limbs and spilled entrails in her rush to escape.

The dragon saw, and it pursued. In an instant it was on top of the fleeing woman. It caught her in its long antlers and hurled her through the air.

Danielle’s scream cut short when she hit a tree and tumbled to the ground.

Stay down, I thought, dragging myself upright and rushing toward her. For the love of God, stay down.

She didn’t.

She scrambled backward, clutching one arm to her chest.

“Please,” she sobbed. “Please don’t— I’m sorry— I’m so sorry—”

The dragon advanced through the trees. It rose to its full height, its mouth open wide to show off gleaming fangs.

“Oh God, no!” She curled into a ball and screamed as the dragon lunged—

—and then stopped short, to avoid crashing headfirst into me. Wicked jaws snapped shut mere inches from my skin.

“Arkay, stop.” I sounded like a chain smoker, but at least I got the syllables out in the right order.

The dragon’s head was bigger than my torso. It could swallow me whole, but instead it gnashed its teeth and twisted to move around me.

I grabbed it by the antlers and dragged its head back. “I said stop.”

It hissed, its enormous brown eyes narrowing into slits.

“Don’t you start,” I said. “She’s begging for her life. Good guys don’t go around killing people who beg them to stop. That’s a villain thing.”

The dragon growled again, but it was a petulant growl: the grumble of a teenager who didn’t want to do her homework.

“She’s not going to hurt us,” I said. “Are you, Danielle?”

“N-no!” the ghoul yelped behind me.

“See? You’ve made your point. So let her go.”

The dragon moved faster than my eyes could follow: one moment it was in front of me, the next it had me wrapped in its coils, its whiskered muzzle tracing up and down my limbs, so close that sparks of static crackled between its flicking tongue and my ruined coat. Its muzzle came to a rest at my left arm. The polyester sleeve hung in crimson tatters around my elbow. Blood dripped down my hand. Long gashes crawled along my arm, interrupted by two deep, jagged crescents.

The dragon huffed a deep breath onto the wound, and I inhaled the sharp tang of ozone.

Everything had happened so fast, I hadn’t even noticed the bite.

I laid my other hand on Arkay’s nose. “It’s— it’s fine. I’ll be fine.” I took another deep breath. “Everything’s gonna be okay.”

The dragon gazed up at me, its large eyes wide. We’d watched zombie movies together on swindled pay-per-view and stolen cell phones. She knew what a bite meant.

“L-listen, Kay,” I said. “It’s fine. Really. But if it  isn’t—”

“It is.” She was small and human-looking once more, still wrapped protectively around me. “It will be. We’ll get you to a hospital and everything’s going to be fine.”

“No,” I said. “No hospitals. They won’t know what they’re dealing with, and they won’t believe it if we try to tell them. If somebody catches it—”

“If they catch it, they can go to some other hospital,” she spat. “You need help, Rosa.”

“No.” I grabbed her arm and tried to ignore how much my hand trembled. “No. We deal with this here. Just you and me. And if things...” I swallowed. “If things turn ugly, then we deal with that, too. Or I can deal with it. Or...”

“Um...” Danielle mumbled. “Are you two—”

“Keep out of this,” Arkay snarled. “I’m not done with you.”

“Yes, you are,” I said. “Kay, don’t you dare take this out on her.”

“The hell I will! She’s involved with this. She helped them do this to you.”

“I don’t care,” I said. “Don’t go all Sith on me, Arkay. You’re better than that.” I tilted her head back to me so I could look her in the eyes. “And I hope you think I’m better than that, too.”

“I just want to make sure you aren’t assuming you’re going to turn into a zombie or anything,” Danielle said in a rush. “Because it doesn’t actually work like that.”

We both turned to face her. I kept my face carefully blank. Arkay’s was a mask of outrage.

Danielle swallowed. “I mean, you should still get that looked at. It’s not very sanitary or anything. But those things— they were raised with magic. Necromancy. It isn’t contagious.”

I exhaled so hard my knees wobbled. 

Arkay drew closer to keep me steady. “Do you need to sit?” she asked gently. I shook my head, but she eased me down against the nearest tree regardless. “Take off your coat. Let me take a look at you.”

She helped me peel off the heavy coat and the sweatshirt beneath that. Thank God for layers. The zombies had managed to gouge some nasty scratches into my skin, but most were superficial. Arkay yanked off her own coat and wrapped her long-sleeved shirt around my mutilated arm. She didn’t have a chance to tie the sleeves into place before the blue cotton soaked through.

“Hey, you,” she jerked her head at Danielle, “call an ambulance. We need to get her to a hospital.”

“An ambulance?” I asked. “What do you think they’re going to do when they see that pile of bodies? We’re already wanted by the cops, and people think we killed four  people—”

“Thanks for that, by the way.” Arkay glared at Danielle. 

“What we need to do right now is lay low,” I said. “We’ve got some bandages and disinfectant spray back at home base.” 

“This isn’t something we can fix with Neosporin,” she said. “This is just begging for infection.” 

“Then we’ll go to a hospital somewhere else,” I said. “Muncie. Cincinnati. Or we go to a clinic or something and pick up antibiotics. But we do it later. Not now, and not here.” 

“You,” Arkay said, pointing at Danielle. “You’re coming.”

The ghoul stammered. “I— can I just go home?”

“No, you can’t,” Arkay said. “Because that makes you a witness, and we don’t want you ratting us out to your boss. So you can either come with us, or I can go all Titus Andronicus on your ass.”

I glared at Arkay, but Danielle just stared from her to me, completely nonplussed.

“It’s from Shakespeare,” I explained. 

Arkay rolled her eyes. “Nobody reads anymore. Geez. You’re coming with us, and that’s final.”

“It’s obvious you don’t want to be involved in all of this,” I said. “If your boss gets cranky, you can tell him you’ve been captured by a homicidal dragon. Which shouldn’t be too hard to believe, since I didn’t see any other non-zombies around. It looks like the rest of your crew took off when things got bad.”

Danielle’s shoulders sagged. “They did.”

“Then you’re our hostage,” I said, not unkindly. “Or prisoner, or whatever. You can make a token resistance if you see any of your guys coming.”

“Just like that?” Danielle pointed at Arkay. “She tried to kill me all of ten minutes ago.”

“It’s nothing personal,” I said. “Is it, Arkay?”

“Let’s just get you cleaned up, okay?” Arkay muttered. We had to move quickly, and every step sent a painful pulse through my injured arm. Arkay stayed close as we walked, giving me a hand to squeeze when it hurt, and my arm hurt a lot, once the adrenaline started to work its way out of my system. Pain burned in my arm, and it brought to mind uncomfortable thoughts of infection and disease, gangrene and amputation. By the time we reached our mural-covered overpass, I was breathing hard and gritting my teeth.

“You sit,” Arkay commanded, easing me down in the brush on the side of the road, just out of sight. “I’ll be right down.” She turned her eyes to Danielle, and her stare carried the weight of a judge’s gavel. “And you. Don’t go anywhere.” The unspoken ‘or else’ lingered in the air while Arkay scampered off, leaving the two of us alone.

“So,” Danielle said as she watched Arkay climb. “You two. You’re... um... close?”

“Yeah,” I said carefully.

“Like... ‘together’ close?”

If she’d asked me the same thing three days ago, I’d have been ecstatic. Now I just felt exhausted. “Is there a reason you’re asking?”

“You kept her from ripping me into confetti,” Danielle said. “I just figure I should know where everyone stands.”

Arkay and I were partners. Not ‘partner’ partners, not exactly, but not exactly not, either. We’d been sleeping together on and off, early on. But then, that was kind of traditional, given the circumstances. The streets were dangerous at the best of times, and exponentially more so for a woman. The best way to stay safe was to pair off with someone who could watch your back and protect you, and a lot of times that was paid for with sex, whether you were actually interested or not. At least Arkay was a woman, even if she wasn’t a human one.

When I’d told Arkay about it, she’d been furious. She said taking care of me was her duty. Her responsibility. That I thought she needed to be bribed or persuaded to do that job was the highest form of insult. It had taken more than a week for that fury to fade, and I’d spent most of that time terrified that she’d storm off and leave me entirely.

She never did.

There was still sex sometimes, but it was more casual after that, usually when the stars aligned and I was rebounding while she was going through a dry spell.

But were we together?

“It’s complicated,” I said at last.

“Well, I guess it would be,” Danielle said. “Dragon and all.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You know a lot of dragons?”

“I’ve heard rumors,” she said. “Usually they stay away from places like this. You hear about them living in the mountains, or in national parks, that sort of thing. I’ve never heard of a dragon living in the city.”

“That doesn’t really surprise me,” I said. “Your food options are either fish from a polluted river or McDonalds. Not exactly great for a growing lizard.”

“You guys know I can hear you, right?” Arkay jumped from the ceiling of the underpass and landed in a crouch, a duffel bag clutched in her arms.

“I know,” I said. “And city fish still isn’t good for you.”

“One time!” she grumbled. “One stupid case of food poisoning, and suddenly it’s a big deal. People can learn from their mistakes, you know.”

“And you did,” I said.

“Damn straight.” Arkay unzipped the pack and dug through it.

Danielle blinked in surprise. “You guys have a lot of stuff in there.”

“She makes a living beating the crap out of armed strangers,” I pointed out. “It pays to be prepared.”

Apparently Arkay had found what she needed, because she’d started unwrapping her shirt from around my arm. The fabric stuck to the wounds where the blood had clotted, and the bleeding started again as she peeled it away.

“Okay, this is gonna sting. So just bear with me, okay?” She didn’t give me a chance to respond before she doused my arm in hydrogen peroxide. It bubbled and hissed as it came into contact with the blood, dripping from my elbow in pinkish-yellow foam. I gasped in pain, my face scrunching up as I tried not to shout. I used to use peroxide to rescue my favorite clothes from awkward stains, and I remembered watching it froth and foam as it dissolved the blood. Now it felt like it was dissolving my entire arm. Irrationally, I wondered if there’d be anything left below my elbow by the time she was done.

“You’re doing great, Rosa,” Arkay cooed. “You’re doing just fine. Just think of titties. Big, bouncy titties. It’ll help take your mind off things.”

Behind her, Danielle choked.

Arkay ignored her, dousing a cotton ball in even more peroxide and cleaning the cuts with delicate care. “That’s my girl.”

“Titties?” I asked through clenched teeth. “Is that seriously how you deal with it?”

“I like other anatomy, too,” she said. “But that’s not going to help you very much, I think.”

“Seriously?”

“Sexy thoughts can be very distracting.” She tossed the last soiled cotton ball over her shoulder and retrieved a fresh one, soaking it in ointment and applying it to the wounds. “So can thoughts like ‘I’m going to eviscerate the person who did this to me’, but that kind of thinking usually just makes the claws come out.” Another cotton ball flew over her shoulder. “Besides, that’s really not your style.”

I’ll give credit where it’s due: Arkay worked efficiently, and the mortifying conversation we were having in front of a beautiful woman made it easier not to focus on my arm. She layered gauze pads on the wounds, wrapping them in bandages and then sealing it in place with colorful sports tape.

“How’s that?” she asked. “As good as yours?”

I ruffled her hair with my uninjured hand. “You’ve learned well, padawan.”

She grinned, but it was a strained grin. “So, have you figured out where we’re going from here?”

“Was that my job?” I asked. “I’m the injured one, remember?”

“You’re also the one who said we’re not going to a hospital,” she said. “Which I still think we should do, by the way. And she doesn’t get a vote.” She jerked her head at Danielle. “So you get to think up an alternative.”

I groaned, falling back on the weed-strewn ground. Cold seeped through my jeans.

This Matheson guy had burned our bridges with the homeless community, so there’d be no help from them. We might be able to take a bus out of town, but that was a gamble. If the police thought they still had us in custody, we’d be fine, but if Mike had already called them, or if they’d found the remains of the real Officer Troy, we’d be walking into an ambush.

What we needed was a car.

And I knew where to get one.

“Raimo,” I said at last. “We go to him, borrow a car, and get the hell out of Dodge.”

“You sure he’ll front us?” Arkay asked.

“Doesn’t matter,” I said. “If he doesn’t, we hotwire one off his lot. It’s not like he can report us to the police.” Unlike any of a million civilians off the street. I didn’t like the idea of stealing from Raimo, but at least I could predict his actions. 

We kept off the main roads, weaving through yards and ducking through foreclosures, making sure to give Matheson’s hideout a wide berth as we made our way to Raimo’s. It was slow going. The fight had worn Arkay out, and I felt lightheaded and dizzy, and Raimo’s lot wasn’t exactly in the middle of downtown. We almost always drove to see him, and he usually dropped us off at our home base when we finished our business there. By the time we reached the barbed wire fence that surrounded his secluded lot, the sun had started to dip close to the horizon and my feet ached almost as much as my arm.

Arkay slowed, tugging at my shoulder to drag me to a halt beside her. “Wait. Something’s wrong.”

“What is it?” Danielle asked.

“You don’t smell it?” Arkay asked.

“Wait,” I said. A prickle washed down my spine. “There’s no barking. Where’s Rufus?”

“Who’s Rufus?” Danielle asked. “And what exactly am I supposed to smell?”

Arkay peered through the chain link. “Blood.”

No.

Oh God, no.

Without thinking, I wrenched myself out of Arkay’s grip and rushed to the back entrance.

Arkay shouted after me, but her words were lost to the roaring in my ears.

The door gaped open. A bullet hole yawned through the remnants of the lock.

“Raimo!” I shouted. “Raimo, are you okay?”

My feet splashed on the linoleum floor of the back office. It was wet. Slippery. The air smelled like metal and raw sewage.

“Dammit, Rosa!” Arkay’s hiss sounded like it came through radio static. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

I didn’t answer. I couldn’t.

“Whoever broke in could still be here,” she continued. “At least you could’ve let me go in first.”

Something touched me. Arkay, maybe. It occurred to me that I should look, but everything not directly in front of me had faded into pale gray.

“Rosa?” A note of alarm seeped into her voice. “Rosa, are you alright?”

“The— the light,” I stammered, sliding backward and fumbling behind me without turning around. “I need to—” My hands found the switch. I barely blinked as the light gave detail and color to the ruin before me.

Blood pooled on the floor and splattered the walls. A body— mangled, mutilated, but unmistakably huge and blond— lay stretched across the desk, its chest ripped open and hollowed of organs, its mouth and eyes wide with horror.

He’d died in agony.

He’d died screaming.

And everywhere, everywhere, sliced into his face, his arms, his shoulders— on every exposed inch of skin— smeared on the sides of the desk and scrawled on the walls— dripping from the ceiling: RK.

Our tag.

Our mark.

Our fault.

“Arkay.” I couldn’t tell if I was saying her name or reading the accusation off the walls. My voice came out like a dry wind. “Arkay. He’s dead.”

“I know. I’m sorry, Rosa.” An arm wrapped around my waist and gave it a squeeze that should have been comforting. Instead, it dislodged that last inch of control I had over my stomach. I dropped to my knees and vomited up acid and bile. Blood soaked into my hands and knees, but I stopped caring. There was no escaping it here. 

“You,” Arkay said somewhere over me. “Did you know about this?”

A dull thud made me look up in a panic. Another body? Was somebody else dead?

Arkay had Danielle pinned to the wall, but they were both alive. Still whole.

Danielle looked at me, her mouth opening and shutting soundlessly. “I’m sorry,” she said at last. “I didn’t know this would happen.”

“He was a friend,” Arkay said quietly. Cold, but without menace. “He wasn’t involved in any of this. There was no reason to do this to him.”

“His name was in the case file we took from the precinct,” Danielle said. “His fingerprints were on some of the evidence. The police were already investigating him.”

It was getting hard to process the words. The smell was everywhere. I was drowning in it. Smothered by it. The world was going blurry, but I could still see Arkay pulling away from Danielle.

“Hey.” My dragon was suddenly at my side, and I jumped. She flattened herself against me, one arm wrapped around my shoulders, the other around my waist, and eased me back to my feet. “No more of that. We’re gonna grab a car and get the hell out of here. And then we’re gonna get you to some help. And then we’re gonna figure out what to do about all this.”

It sounded nice. Easy.

This was how we did things: I handled the mundane human stuff, and she dealt with the freaky panic-inducing horror. We were going to be okay. She would take care of me.

We had to be okay.

“Delia, help me get her out of here,” she said.

“It’s Danielle.”

“It’s gonna be going bovine in a prison cell if you don’t help me get her out of here before the cops show up. And it’s gonna be extra crispy if you even think about leaving us here.”

A second pair of arms helped pull me upright. Arkay’s diminutive form nestled under my injured arm, and Danielle settled under the other.

Normally, I’d be protesting right about now that I was too heavy, that I’d squish Danielle if they weren’t careful. It was an old habit, deeply ingrained and tough to break even after Arkay had become the exception. But I couldn’t say a word.

My voice lodged in my throat, even when I saw a shadow cross the door and the barrel of a gun rise to meet us.

“Police,” came a snapping voice. A familiar voice. Detective Sharp. “Get on the floor and put your hands on your head.”

Arkay ducked closer to me, her body curling into mine, all hard angles and bared teeth.

“I said get on the floor,” Sharp repeated.

“I heard you the first time, Detective.” Arkay’s voice hardened into a steel edge as she peeled herself off my side. I tried to hold her back, but my arms felt as limp as the lettuce you find in a dumpster. She broke out of my grip with ease and stepped in front of me, throwing her hands in the air with a grand gesture. “See? Just like you said.”

Oh yes. Taunt the freaked-out cop all alone right outside a crime scene. That couldn’t possibly go wrong.

“Kay, don’t,” I said.

Sharp raised her gun at Arkay’s head. “Stay right where you are.”

“A bit of an overreaction, don’t you think?” Arkay asked with that low, languid tone that she used on designated victims. “I’m not doing anything. Just standing here. Go right ahead and cuff me, Detect...” Her head snapped to the side, her nose in the air. A slight wind fluttered through the door and disturbed my hair. “Rosa, get down.”

“Don’t move,” Sharp repeated, and Arkay’s lips peeled back into a snarl.

“You can stay put for all I care. Danielle, get Rosa behind cover.”

“What is it?” Danielle asked. “Arkay, what do you... Oh God.”

Even I could smell it now, so potent that it overwhelmed even the reek of fresh gore: antiseptic and decay and rotting meat.

Sharp’s face twisted into revulsion as it hit her nose, but she didn’t understand what it meant.

More zombies.

“Okay,” I said quickly, staggering forward. “Arrest us already. Just take us to your squad car and do it there.”

Sharp’s eyes narrowed in confusion.

“Something’s coming,” I told her, offering my hands for her cuffs. “I don’t want to be here when they get here, and neither do you. So please, let’s just skip the catfight and go before we—”

“Don’t move!” Sharp shouted, suddenly training her handgun away from us. “Sir, get back down. I can have paramedics here in a few minutes.”

Paramedics...?

Everything inside me told me to stay put, but I turned slowly to follow the detective’s horrified stare.

Raimo pushed himself up off the desk. His arms strained to raise his upper torso, unsupported by the shredded flaps of muscle that had once been his abs.

“You!” Danielle commanded. “Stop. Don’t come any closer. I said stop!” The corpse slid off the desk and tottered toward us. Danielle backed closer to me and Arkay. “Sorry. Worth a shot.”

“Sir, you’re in shock,” Sharp said.

“For the love of fuck,” Arkay snapped. “You can see his spine from here. Could you please paddle your ass out of denial for a second and shoot him already?” She pulled me closer. “Here’s a hint: headshots work on zombies.”

Sharp shook her head, but her hand remained steady on the gun. “No. No way. This is impossible.”

“For the love of—”

Raimo’s corpse staggered closer, extending one hand to reach for us. His eyes were draining of color. Air whistled through a mouth that hung open, still fixed in its dying scream.

Arkay moved to meet it, but she didn’t get a chance.

Three gunshots rang out, deafening in the small office, and the corpse fell to the ground. Three new holes bloomed on his forehead and burst out the back of his skull.

“About damn time,” Arkay growled, repositioning herself under my arm. “C’mon, Rosa. Let’s get out of here before— shit!”

I caught a glimpse of more shapes swaying outside the door before Arkay slammed it shut. She pulled away from me and grabbed a filing cabinet off the wall, dragging it in front of the broken lock. When she released it, her fingers left indentations in the metal.

“We’re trapped,” Danielle breathed.

“No, we’re not,” I said. My voice shook, but adrenaline was forcing me out of my shock. I pulled myself out of Arkay’s grip and staggered toward the pegboard on the wall, grabbing as many keys off the hooks as my trembling hands could hold. “Sa-same plan. We go to the front, find a car that works, and get the hell out of here.”

“Works for me,” Arkay said, crossing the office to open the door that led to the garage— and slammed it shut just as fast. “Fuck. Never mind.”

“What?”

“Garage door’s open. They’re everywhere.” A dull crash shook the door behind her.

Sharp shook her head. “I’m calling for backup.”

The filing cabinet shuddered as fists banged on the back door.

“Do you think they can get here before the doors give out?” I asked.

“If we can keep holding them—”

A gunshot split the air, and the door’s lock erupted into a burst of splinters. The door burst open, swarming with bodies on the other side. Arkay gave a shout, throwing herself against the door to wedge it shut.

“Arkay, get away from there!” I shouted.

“Kinda busy here!”

There was someone with a gun on the other side, and if they shot again— oh God, if they shot again—

“Get the desk,” I called to the others, and Danielle and Sharp rushed to help me drag the gore-covered surface in front of the door.

Another crack of gunfire, and a second hole appeared in the door.

“How long before backup arrives?” Arkay asked.

I could read the answer on Sharp’s face: too long.

“We can lock ourselves into the bathroom,” I said. “It might buy us a little more time.”

But not enough. And then we’d be backed into a corner.

Arkay caught my eye.

“No,” I said. “Don’t you dare.”

“It might work,” she said. “Our biggest problem is the person with the gun. I take them out, we can handle the rest.”

“Assuming you don’t get shot first,” I said.

She batted away my argument like a mosquito. “It’ll be a flesh wound, at worst. I’m one of the good guys, remember? I’m practically bulletproof.” Her grin didn’t quite reach her eyes. “Barricade the door as soon as I’m through, and then get into the bathroom. Okay?”

“Arkay, wait!” I started. “Don’t—”

She didn’t give me a chance to refuse. She grabbed the desk and shoved one corner aside. The door clattered open, pressed against the desk by a wall of grasping limbs. She was already on top of the desk, grabbing the nearest zombie by the head and using it to vault over the others. 

“Shut the door!” Sharp threw her weight against the barricade, and Danielle joined her an instant later.

For a moment the swarm of bodies wedged the door open, but a series of crashes rattled on the other side and the door slammed shut with only minor resistance. 

I stared at the wall that separated us from the zombie horde outside. I wanted x-ray vision so I could see what was going on out there, but all I could do was hear.

More gunshots.

Wet squelches. 

Hollow thuds as bodies hit the concrete floor. 

Sharp grabbed me by the shoulder. “Come on,” she said. “We need to get to cover.”

I shook my head and pulled out of her grip. “How many more bullets do you have left in your gun?”

“I’ll make them count,” she said. “But they’re gonna go a lot farther if we’re not trying to defend from two sides. Now let’s go.”

She moved to grab me again, and I stepped back. “How many?”

“Nine, and another couple of magazines if I need them,” she said. “Now let’s go.”

“Can you show me how to reload?” I asked.

“You’re not touching my firearm,” she said. “Now get into the bathroom by yourself, or I’m going to put you in there by force. This is not a game.” 

“No, it’s not.” I backed up further. “Arkay’s out there by herself. She’s going to need help, and I really don’t want to try fighting off a bunch of zombies with a monkey wrench.” 

“No, you’re staying put. Help is on the way.”

“I know,” I said. “And when they arrive, you’ll have God knows how many cops here, shooting down zombies, and Arkay won’t be able to tell them apart from the person she went out there to kill.” 

Uncertainty broke into Sharp’s expression, but she quickly schooled her face back into a look of command. “And if we go out there packing heat, what makes you think she’ll see us any differently?” 

“Not us,” I said. “Just me. No matter what happens, she won’t hurt me. She knows I’ve got her back.” 

***

A few minutes later I burst through the door, and Sharp and Danielle slammed it shut behind me. They needn’t have bothered: the zombies swarmed at the mouth of the garage, surrounding a spiral of scales and teeth. The dragon spat flashes of lightning into the crowd, and each crack lit up the garage like a strobe light, igniting oil stains on the floor. Sickly sweet smoke joined the reek of ozone and rotting flesh, and I struggled not to retch.

The dragon was huge, but there were dozens of them, clinging to its body and dragging it down. One was tangled in its antlers, and the weight dragged at its head. No wonder the dragon wasn’t getting anywhere with all that lightning: it could barely stay upright, let alone aim. 

I grabbed the nearest zombie and jammed the barrel of the gun under its jaw.

It was a woman. Her pale skin had gone gray, her blond hair was tangled, and her eyes had faded into blank white. 

She was already dead.

I pulled the trigger, and she crumpled at my feet, the inside of her head painting the wall and ceiling behind me. My stomach wanted to crawl out my throat, but I had bigger problems: the dragon had twisted around to follow the sound of the gunshot.

“If you could hold off on the lightning, that would be great,” I said, grabbing another zombie off her foreleg and putting a bullet through his— its— head. 

The dragon grunted, but grabbed another corpse between its teeth and snapped it in half.

“Don’t you start,” I said. “I never agreed to hide in the bathroom.” I tried to keep my tone light. Cheerful. Like I wasn’t desecrating the remains of innocent human beings. If I let myself think too deeply about what I was doing, I would wind up in a fetal position in the corner. “So which pile of squishy bits was the shooter?”

I don’t know if Arkay even heard the end of that sentence.

Tires squealed. The zombies parted like a wave, giving just enough room for a flatbed truck to ram into us. The impact threw me to the ground, but it was the dragon that took most of the damage. It slammed into the wall of the garage so hard that it collapsed, taking part of the ceiling with it. I threw myself under a workbench, curling into a ball as bricks and concrete rained down around us. 

For nearly a minute, there was chaos: the snarl of a mangled engine, the crash of falling debris, the moans of crushed zombies, the high twinkle of shattering glass, the clang of bricks hitting metal. 

And then silence.

Dust hung thick in the air as I crawled out of my shelter.

“Kay?” I croaked. “Arkay?” 

The dragon lay in a heap at the mouth of the garage, wrapped around the crumpled engine block and half-buried in rubble. The blood that splattered the hood of the car was thick and sludgy with dirt. The dragon didn’t move.

My knees buckled. 

She wasn’t gone.

She couldn’t be. Not like that. 

The truck’s front airbag deflated abruptly, and the driver’s side door creaked open. 

Matheson staggered out and stared at the wreckage. In his hand, golden metal caught the light of the dying sun: a massive dagger, etched with runes. 

“Dragon,” he said to himself. “An actual dragon. Ha!” The laugh was cut short by a coughing fit as he inhaled a lungful of brick dust. He doubled over, hacking and wheezing, before he finally forced himself upright. He limped to Arkay’s head and nudged it with one foot. “Look at you. Look at you. Small. Juvenile?” He grabbed her muzzle and pulled the edges of her mouth back from her gums. “Not with those teeth. What do you think?” he called over his shoulder. “Pygmy dragon?” 

A pair of ghouls crept into sight, sticking close to the ruined walls. They stared at Arkay’s body with wide eyes. They looked frightened. Sad.

Matheson let go of Arkay’s mouth. “Still too big, though. No way could I fit this in a car. Not in one piece.” He snapped his fingers. “You. Get a tarp. And you, find me something that can—” His face bloomed into a look of delighted surprise. “Oh! That’ll do.” 

One of the zombies shuddered upright and shuffled to the array of power tools at the back of the garage. When it returned, it was dragging Raimo’s brand new hydraulic cutters. 

Matheson hefted it in his hands and studied it intently. He flipped a switch, and it filled the air with a roar like a chainsaw. Six-inch blades gnashed shut and slowly opened again.

He turned back to Arkay and patted her like she was some kind of dog. “Let’s make you travel size.”

I don’t remember pulling the gun or climbing to my feet. One moment I was prone on the ground, the next I stood at the edge of the pile of rubble, the gun in my hand, my finger on the trigger. “Get. The fuck. Away from her.” 

“Or you’re going to shoot me?” Matheson laughed. He hadn’t even looked surprised to see me. “Don’t you know who I am, little girl?” The air filled with shuffles and groans as half a dozen zombies climbed to their feet. “I have conquered death.”

“Then you can go ahead and conquer the hole I’m about to put in your head,” I said. “Back off or I shoot.” 

“Will you? Really?” He laughed and spread his arms, presenting himself to me. “Go right ahead.” 

I hesitated.

He started moving forward, slow and theatrical. “Having trouble deciding? The heart is a classic, isn’t it? So poetic. But remarkably difficult to hit accurately, what with all those ribs. The head makes for a much more reliable target. Care to give it a try, little girl?” He was standing right in front of me. “Care to look me in the eyes?” He grabbed the barrel of the gun and pulled it to his face. 

I jerked back with a yelp and yanked it away. My palms were slick with sweat. My fingers bent to avoid the trigger. It only took a moment’s fumbling, and the gun fell to the ground more than a foot away.

He laughed again. “Of course not. You have a big mouth, but you don’t have the guts to kill a man.” His grin was wide and sickle-sharp. “I bet you think this is all a game. One of your cartoons or your comic books or your movies, where bad guys wear black and good guys never spill a drop of blood and everybody lives happily ever after. But the world doesn’t work that way.”

He was right. 

Shooting zombies was one thing, but I’d never killed anyone. I didn’t think I could. Not even a man like him. 

But he was right about other things, too: the world doesn’t work like it does in movies.

Because in real life, people don’t have to sit still during the villain’s monologue. 

I grabbed Matheson by the shoulders and smashed my head into his. A moment later I drove my knee into his groin. He went down, but his fingers dug into my shoulders and brought me down with him. 

I threw my whole weight into pinning him, grinding his face into the concrete with one hand while I grabbed the cutters away from him with the other. 

He grabbed me by the hair and yanked my head back. I jolted, and he took the opportunity to punch me in the eye. The world blazed white and I fell back, and suddenly he was on top of me.

And he’d drawn his knife.

He started chanting— something low and guttural, in a language I’d never heard before. My eyes ached. My ears hurt. It was getting hard to focus.

He made a shape in the air with his knife, and the last flecks of sunlight glinted off the blade. That bright reflection seemed to linger overhead even after the knife had moved on.

I reached up to stop him, but my hands felt like they’d been weighed down with bricks. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t think.

Something roared in my ears, a grinding, awful sound. Matheson pulled away, turning to look with an expression of horror.

The spell shattered.

A pair of powerful jaws closed around Matheson’s chest and yanked him off me. An enormous muzzle clamped tight around him and shook, thrashing him from side to side like a dog shredding a chew toy. Razor teeth carved through flesh and bone. Blood splashed my face. An arm fell one way, a head fell the other. The legs and lower torso hit the ground just inches away from where I lay, the pieces connected by a few broken tatters of flesh. 

A dozen animated corpses collapsed. Only the ghouls remained standing, alone and obvious without the zombies to keep them hidden.

For a moment they remained frozen, blinking in shock at the panting dragon. 

And then one of them turned to flee.

The dragon lunged after her, snarling and enraged. The mound of bricks crumbled as it struggled to dislodge itself. 

The other ghouls scattered, running and screaming, each one a new target.

“No,” I coughed, crawling to my hands and knees. “Arkay, please—” 

A hand settled on my shoulder. “Don’t make a sound,” Sharp said. 

I looked up. She stood over me, gray-faced and shaking. The office door hung open behind her. The discarded gun was steady in her hand. She raised it. Tightened her grip.

“Wait, no!” 

The dragon whipped around. Sharp froze like a stray cat in the headlights of an oncoming car. But the dragon wasn’t looking at her.

It was looking at me.

Its eyes were flat. Animal. Soulless. Its jaws hung wide, dripping gore, its lips pulled back into a snarl. There was no softness there, no recognition: just a mindless beast that had been brutalized and forced into a corner.

I raised my hands, palms out and empty, still on my knees. “It’s alright, Arkay. He’s gone. The zombies are gone. We’re safe now.” 

I tried to rise to my feet, and the dragon growled so loud that I had to look back to make sure the cutters hadn’t turned back on.

Slowly I forced my gaze back. “You’re scared, Arkay. I get it. You’re scared and you’re hurt. But I’m here now. We can get you to a hospital. Everything’s going to be okay.”

“Dammit, Hernandez, that thing’s going to kill you,” Sharp muttered, and the dragon snarled at her.

“Hey!” I shouted, and its attention returned to me. “Hey. It’s okay. Don’t worry about her, Arkay. She’s just worried. She doesn’t mean anything by it.” I took a step forward, and the dragon advanced, a massive knot of muscle and scales, as much crimson as blue.

A splinter of bone was wedged between two of its teeth, digging into the gums. I recognized the curved end of a rib.

“Looks like you’ve got something there.” I reached out one hand toward jaws that could rip off my arm.

“Oh my god—” Sharp started. “Don’t you dare—”

“Look at me, Kay!” I said, before the dragon could turn its attention back to her. I was another step closer, my hand so close to those fangs that I could smell ozone and iron. Static made the hairs of my arm stand on end. “Look at me. I’m right here.”

I reached into that mouth and seized the shard of human bone. The dragon twitched as I gave it a tug, the jaws threatening to snap shut around my elbow. Then the bone came free. I pulled my hand out just as slowly as I’d put it in, and held it out for the dragon to examine. Massive eyes almost crossed as it struggled to focus on the shape in my hand. “See? It can’t hurt you anymore. Everything’s fine. You’re safe now.” I dropped the scrap of bone and laid one hand on either side of that enormous muzzle, rubbing gently back and forth. “You’re safe, Arkay.”

Clarity returned to those eyes, and before I could register, the dragon was gone, and a human figure stood in its place. Her face was pale in my hands, her eyes glazed and unfocused. She looked like she might have collapsed if I wasn’t holding her upright.

“Come here, Kay,” I said gently, gathering her into my arms. She flinched, but didn’t fight as her head fell against my shoulder.

I looked around. Danielle clung to the frame of the office door. Two of the other ghouls had stayed behind, watching us in stunned silence. 

I raised my voice. “Please tell me one of you still has a working car.”

One of the ghouls nodded shakily. 

“Then go get it. The police are on their way.”

Detective Sharp stepped back in front of me. “You don’t seriously think you’re walking away from this.”

Arkay tensed in my arms.

“Yes, I am.” I scooped up my dragon, ignoring the pain in my arm. “And you aren’t going to stop me.” 

Sharp looked me in the eyes. She still had a loaded gun in her hands. I held her stare.

A blue four-door sedan rolled up to the entrance of the garage, a nervous looking ghoul fidgeting behind the steering wheel. A second sat in the back. Danielle stepped past me to open the passenger door. 

Unblinking, I turned away from the detective and climbed inside, Arkay cradled in my lap. 

Detective Sharp made no move to stop us as we pulled onto the road. 

***

I couldn’t make much sense of what happened after that point. Shock and exhaustion had finally caught up with me, and my awareness shuttered and skipped like a scratched DVD. 

The moon hung high overhead when the car finally pulled to a stop before a two-story house, tucked into the fringes of a college town an hour north of Indy. 

Danielle and the other ghouls helped me and Arkay out of the car and into the house. I’m not sure how many times Danielle explained it to me before I grasped that this was her home.

Snow was falling thick outside the window when I woke up. I stared, hazy, certain I had to be dreaming. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d woken up to snow and been warm. It was nice, like something out of a movie.

I was wrapped in a thick quilt, with Arkay nestled against my side. She was clean and dressed in unfamiliar clothes, with fresh bandages around her wrists; apparently I’d received similar treatment. 

It was nearly two in the afternoon, according to the digital clock that perched on the bedside table. I carefully extracted myself from Arkay’s hold, wincing as my back shifted positions. It was still bruised and sore from that tumble down the stairs, but my biological needs were more pressing. 

I opened the bedroom door as silently as I could and crept down the hallway, looking for a bathroom. The house was warm and smelled of vanilla and cinnamon, but I still felt wary. On edge.

A rumbling buzz nearly made me wet myself. It took me a moment to realize that it was a vibrating cell phone, and not the sound of hydraulic cutters in the distance. At least, I didn’t think so. 

I shuddered, and forced myself to follow the sound. I had to be sure. 

I found the offending phone on a kitchen table beside two others. Danielle sat at the table, along with the two other ghouls from the garage. All three of them stared nervously at the ringing phone.

“Aren’t you going to answer it?” My voice scratched out from the inside of my throat.

Danielle looked up at me, and soon two more gazes followed hers. They watched me carefully. Expectantly. 

“Who is it?” I croaked, moving down the stairs. “Do you know?” 

“That detective from...” Danielle trailed off. 

It hurt when I swallowed. “You gave her your number?” 

“It’s not my phone,” Danielle said quietly. “That was— that belonged to the... the woman. I took it with her uniform.”

Officer Troy.

“And those other two?” I asked. “Are they from the same place?”

Danielle nodded. “She’s been calling all three phones. One after another. It’s been happening for maybe an hour now.”

To hell with that.

I crossed to the table as quickly as my aching legs could carry me and snatched the ringing phone off the table, swiping the screen to answer.

There was a long silence on the other side. Finally: “Didn’t drop the call. You’re not the answering machine, either.”

“No,” I said. 

Detective Sharp made a derisive sound. “And here I thought you’d have dumped the phones by now.”

“If you really thought that, you wouldn’t keep calling,” I said. “But thanks for the idea. We’ll make sure to do that. Bye.”

Before I could pull the phone from my ear, she snapped, “Wait!” 

I paused. “What?”

“I want to know how you did it.”

“Did what?” 

“How did you hack into our servers?” she demanded. “We had redundancies in the system. All the paper files, all the data— it’s all gone. What the hell did you do?” 

“I didn’t do anything,” I said. 

“You know this doesn’t change anything,” she said. “Three cops are dead. You’re hiding out with their killers. You can’t just walk away from this.”

“The man who killed your officers is in pieces in that garage. Or the morgue. Or wherever you put dead people.” I frowned. Something didn't add up. Or maybe it did, but not to the right conclusion. “Is there a reason you’re calling this number over and over again instead of, I don’t know, tracing the phone? Seems kind of low budget, don’t you think?”

“Don’t worry, the local authorities are on their way.” There was an edge to her voice. I knew it all too well.

“I’m sure they are,” I said quietly. “A word of advice from the crazy homeless lady: the next time you see a dragon and a bunch of zombies, you might want to try keeping it to yourself.”

“Fuck you.”

“You have a nice day, too,” I said. “Let me know when they give you back your badge.” 

I ended the call, and methodically disassembled the phone, tossing the battery and SIM card onto the table before I did the same to the next, and the next.

Footsteps creaked closer. When I looked up, Arkay was standing on staircase, peeking out from within the folds of her borrowed clothes. 

“So what was that all about?” she asked.

“Don’t worry about it,” I said with a small, grim smile. “I think, for now, we’re safe.”
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