
        
            
                
            
        

    
Urban Dragon

Book 2: Shadow and Steel

by JW Troemner

First Edition September 2016

Copyright © 2016 by JW Troemner.

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce, distribute, or transmit in any form or by any means.

Cover design by Deranged Doctor Designs


Table of Contents

Copyright Page

Shadow and Steel (Urban Dragon, #2)

Rosario

Arkay

Rosario

Arkay

Rosario

Fext

Thank you for reading Shadow and Steel

Read the entire Urban Dragon series

Acknowledgements

Further Reading: Dance with the Devil

About the Author


For Andrew, and for Tane, who gave Arkay her chair

Rosario

The stuffy quiet of the Attic Window was split by an unholy shriek.

Maybe it was because we were in a broke college town, because this was a thrift shop, or because the entire local population was just that exhausted from finals and jobs and life in general, but nobody seemed to care.

Seconds later, Arkay came sprinting between two rows of plus-sized jeans and skidded to a stop at my feet. She was a tiny thing— five-foot-something when she stood still long enough to be measured, maybe another inch when her short black hair was up in spikes— and I was a bona fide Amazonian Amazon—but she would knock me down like a bowling pin if she came at me at top speed.

“Rosa! Holy crap, Rosa, you have to see this!” she squealed, grabbing my hand and dragging me to the back of the store, leaving my shopping cart abandoned in the aisle. “Rosa, I want it!”

“Wait, what?” I asked. This was less of a furniture section than it was a Tetris-style arrangement of sofas, ottomans and chairs in various states of repair. “Which ‘it’ are we talking about here, Kay?”

“Look at it!” She swan-dived into the ugliest armchair I had ever seen—a huge, plushy, overstuffed monstrosity, with upholstery such an alarming shade of pink that I was pretty sure it would glow in the dark. “Rosa, look! It’s so big and pretty and bright. I want it.”

I shut my eyes. If I stared at the thing any longer, the image would be burned into my retinas. “Yes, it’s definitely... bright.”

She sprawled across the armrests. “Isn’t it gorgeous? And look! It’s on sale! Can I have it? Please?”

“I... I don’t know,” I said. “It’s kind of...” Loud was the word I was looking for. “Big. I don’t know if it would fit in Danielle’s car.” And more than that, I didn’t feel too great about asking Danielle for yet another favor. She’d helped us skip town a few months back, helped me get a job at a local diner, and let us stay at her house in Muncie until we could afford a place of our own. Asking her to help us transport new furniture into said place now that we got it... well, that felt like pushing it.

Danielle was a nice person, really, and she claimed she didn’t mind helping us out. But it still felt too much like extortion to keep asking. Sure, I wasn’t forcing her to commit multiple homicides, like the last guy who found out her secret, but it still made me feel like scum.

“We don’t have to use Danielle’s car,” Arkay said. “We can ask Kindra to help. She has a truck, right?” 

“Oh God.” I covered my face with my hands. “We are not asking my coworker to help us move furniture.” 

“Come on. You’ve been wanting an excuse to get to know her better. She can help us bring this home, and you can pay her back with dinner. Or more than dinner.”

I swatted at her arm. “Stop.” 

I wasn’t even looking for a girlfriend right now. We’d only just gotten our lives back on track. Priorities and all that.

“C’mon, Rosa,” Arkay whined. “How can you see something this perfect and let it pass you by?”

Because the last time I let myself get sucked in by something bizarre and confusing, I wound up with a dragon.

“Tell you what,” I said. “We’ll ask them to hold it for us. I’ll talk to Kindra at work and see what I can do.” 

“Sweet!” Without further warning, Arkay launched herself off the mutant monstrosity that was the armchair and threw her arms around me. 

I caught her easily—dragon or not, she weighed next to nothing when she wasn’t all big and scaly—and lurching back to the clothing department. “Hey, I’m not making any promises here. I’m only going to see if she’ll help. Got it?” 

She snuggled into my shoulder in reply. And God bless thrift shops in college towns, nobody even gave us a sideways glance. 

***

We’d picked a good time to go on a supply run. The last spring showers left over from April had rained themselves out a week ago. The earth had hardened into solid ground, instead of the squelching mud that sucked at our feet while we walked. Not that I minded mud all that much—especially now that I had a clean shower to look forward to afterward—but I didn’t like the idea of slipping and tripping while weighted down with shopping bags full of paper-wrapped plates. Arkay would take them to our new house after she dropped me off. 

Arkay walked me to work every day, and she walked me home every night. She was friendly enough with my coworkers these days, but for the first few weeks she’d been nothing but raised hackles and stormy glares, especially at the customers who tried getting a little too friendly with me. The incidents had left me mortified, but I didn’t ask her to stop. I felt safe with Arkay around to protect me, and I needed that more here than I had in Indy. It wasn’t just that the bar was south of the river and in a patently shady part of town. It was the quiet around here. The houses were all too far apart, and the roads seemed to wind on forever before they hit an intersection, and between it all were buildings in various shades of dereliction. Anything could sneak up on you, and you’d never know until it was too late. The living dead had once crawled out of buildings like these. Endless crowds of corpses, hidden in a giant refrigerator until they woke up, and then they had swarmed, and—

“Rosa. Rosa. Rosa, you still with me?”

“Yeah, I’m here.” I blinked away the gray static from the edges of my vision. “Thanks.”

“If you’re not feeling up to working today, we can always head home. We’ll tell them you’re sick.”

“That won’t be necessary.”

“You did say you’ve got some sick days saved up.”

“It’s okay, Arkay.”

“You don’t even have to go inside to talk to Kindra. She’s right there.”

“What?” I looked more closely at the approaching building.

One of the other waitresses sat on the edge of the uneven sidewalk taking her pre-lunch smoke break, probably a bit closer to the back door than the regulation eight feet, and she waved us over. As we approached, my heart stopped pounding with the remnants of anxiety, and started racing for other reasons entirely. 

Her name was Kindra Douglas, and she was pretty in a way my teenage self would never have been brave enough to admit: bold, heavy makeup; braided ropes of bleached blond hair that contrasted strikingly against her dark skin; and more piercings than I had fingers. 

“Hey you two,” she said. “Get some good shopping done?” 

She quirked her sharp black eyebrow, and the captive ring looped around it glittered in the light. That’s the only reason I stared so long at her eyes. Promise. 

Arkay covered for me with a dramatic sigh. “Ugh. Yes. Seriously, how much stuff does a house actually need to have? This is like the third shopping trip in a week.”

“And tomorrow you’re gonna be sittin’ on the john and remember something else you need.” Kindra gave a sage nod and rolled her cigarette between her fingers. “You alright carrying all that?” 

“I’m fine with this stuff.” Arkay’s face lit up like someone had flipped a switch. “But if you’re offering, we saw this really amazing chair—” 

“You know what, I should probably go ahead and clock in,” I said quickly, handing Arkay my set of shopping bags. “How about you go home.”

“Actually, you might want to hold up a sec.” Kindra climbed to her feet. “A guy came by earlier. Says he knows you.” 

“Really? Huh.” I tried to look nonchalant, but Arkay stiffened. Every inch of her frame coiled with tension.

“He’s still in there,” Kindra said. “Dan got to him before I did, told him you had a shift later today. Which is why Dan’s gonna be rolling your silverware tonight, so don’t let him get out of that.” She leaned in slightly, her big brown eyes wide and sincere. “Rosa, if you need any help with this guy, you say the word, okay?”

“Thanks,” I said, and I meant it. “But let me take a look at this guy before you two start searching for places to dump the body.”

Kindra flashed an encouraging smile. “Who says I need to look?” 

I tried to look confident as I stepped in the front, but I could feel half the staff watching me. 

When I first applied for this job, I’d been trying to hide some nasty bruises, and my hands were covered in the long, thin scars of dozens of scratching fingernails. People asked, of course, but I kept my mouth shut, and enough stormy glares from Arkay convinced them not to push it. Almost six months later, they still didn’t know where I’d come from, only that Arkay and I left in a hurry. 

I’d heard some theories. My manager thought I was on the run from an evil ex. Dan, the bartender, put his money on a drug problem gone bad. The dishwasher swore up and down that I was in Witness Protection, and Arkay was my FBI-assigned bodyguard. 

So far, nobody guessed we’d skipped town after a fight with a necromancer and his zombie horde. Mostly because none of my coworkers were actively delusional. It wasn’t exactly common knowledge that necromancers, ghouls, and dragons existed outside of D&D and Syfy miniseries. Trying to explain otherwise was the fast track to stigma and isolation, and I wasn’t going back to that again. Not if I could help it.

Which is why I needed my visitor taken care of fast. 

A slender black man sat in the corner booth, nursing a glass of water. Fresh streaks of gray colored the dreadlocks that fell like a mane around his narrow shoulders. He made an obvious effort to keep his back straight and his head up, but there was no hiding the new creases lining his face or the exhaustion ringing his eyes. His name was Mike Jones, and he was the mayor of the homeless camp where I used to live.

“Hey, Mike,” I said, sitting down across from him.

“Rosario. Hey.” He fidgeted with his mug. Mike Jones didn’t fidget. “Susan’s in town—says she saw you working here—and I wanted to say hi. How are you doing? I haven’t seen you in a while.”

He wanted to say hi? An hour’s drive away from his home turf, and God only knew how long by bus? 

“I’m fine. Living here now.” I floundered in the awkwardness. What was I supposed to say? “Just signed a lease on a house.”

“That’s good,” he said. “Real good. I’m glad to hear it. You... er... you look good.”

“Wish I could say the same,” I said. “Mike, are you okay?” 

He rubbed one hand across the back of his neck. “No. I can’t say I am. Rosa, do you have a minute to talk?”

Four strained shopping bags hit the table with a sharp clatter. Apparently Arkay had decided to accompany me in the talk. “You’re kidding, right?”

And eavesdrop.

Mike’s gaze remained steady. “No, I am not.”

“That’s hilarious.” Arkay slid into the booth beside me, wedging tight against my side. “Because last time I saw you, you were kicking us out into the cold. We really could’ve used a minute to talk back then.” 

It didn’t help that we’d gotten attacked by an honest-to-God zombie swarm less than an hour later.

“I’m real sorry about that,” Mike said. “I wish there was a way to take it back. Really, I do. But I didn’t have any choice. It’s my job to take care of the camp. The whole camp. And if someone’s endangering the others—” 

Arkay threw her head back in a laugh, but it sounded more like a snarl. “You sure picked a convenient time to start being picky about that. I could give you a list a mile long of people you’ve let in and out without a problem— people you’ve seen pulling shit. But god forbid there’s a rumor—”

“Kay, stop it,” I said quietly. 

“Don’t tell me you’re actually thinking about this!”

“There’s no harm in hearing him out,” I said. “So what’s up?”

He wrapped his hands around the glass. “I know how the two of you feel about me and the Valley—”

“Oh good,” Arkay said. “And here I was worried I was being too subtle.” I couldn’t exactly blame her. Her priority was my safety, and his was the entirety of the Valley. They didn’t always overlap.

“I wouldn’t come to you with this, but we’re out of options. And honestly, it seems like your kind of problem.”

“Exactly what kind of problem is ‘our kind’?” I asked.

“The kind like her.” He nodded at Arkay, but kept his eyes on me. “There was a time when you came to me and said she wasn’t human. I figured that was all talk, you know? People get funny ideas about each other all the time, especially strangers. But since then...”

Since then, Arkay had snapped a man’s arm the way I would snap a pencil. Since then, three police officers had been murdered and their bodies had been carved up with her tag. Whether he believed in dragons was moot; he knew something was seriously off about Arkay, and he was still coming to us for help.

He took a long drink. “Our people have been disappearing these last few weeks. It was only one or two at first. But then it started being one or two a day. And it keeps happening. People are getting scared, running to other camps, trying to hide out alone, but that makes it that much harder to keep track of everyone.”

“Meaning even more people could be disappearing and you wouldn’t know,” I said.

“Exactly. We have no idea what’s going on, or who’s behind it, or why this is happening. We’ve gone to the police, but they just say to head to the shelters.”

Advice like that assumed a lot. That you could get into the shelters at all, for one. That there were enough beds. That you didn’t have a family, which could make it nearly impossible to find spots for everyone. That you were straight. That you were more worried about what would happen to you on the street than what might happen to you inside its walls.

“Fuckers,” Arkay muttered. 

Mike spread his hands, conceding defeat. “Like I said, we’ve got nowhere else to turn. So I’m asking you.”

“For what, though?” I asked. “I still don’t know what you want us to do.”

“Help me keep my people safe,” he said. “Find out what’s doing this, and if you can’t stop them, then at least let us know what we’re dealing with so we can figure out what to do. I’m not asking for miracles, Rosario. I just need help.” 

I glanced at Arkay, her eyes black and scalding. "Give me a second," I told Mike, shooting Arkay a meaningful look. I got up, and she followed me into the bathroom. 

“You think we should help him,” she said, as soon as we’d checked under the stalls for eavesdroppers.

“You’re not wrong,” I said.

“Even though you don’t owe him anything.”

“That’s debatable.”

“You don’t.”

“Even if I don’t,” I said. “People are getting hurt. That’s more than enough reason to try to help them.”

“There’s such a thing as going too far with the whole ‘good Samaritan’ thing,” she said. “That Christ guy got nailed to a block of wood for his trouble.” 

I gave her a look. All those Masses I’d dragged her to never quite took the way I had hoped. I let it go. “I’m surprised. Usually you’re all gung-ho about chasing down bad guys.” 

“Those bad guys are perverts and assholes. What Mike’s talking about is a serial killer, at best. We’ve dealt with that type before, Rosa. You almost got killed.” 

My hand traced over the bite mark on my right arm. I hadn’t forgotten. “And if it’s not a serial killer?”

“Then I know better than to poke around in another predator’s territory. Especially if it’s picking off two people a day. An appetite like that means it’s probably big and it doesn’t mind attracting attention. If you go after something like that, it’s going to retaliate. And that means somebody isn’t going to walk out of that confrontation alive. Which is why you’re staying right here.”

That caught me off guard. I’d always taken Arkay’s enthusiasm for granted, when she wasn’t holding a grudge against someone. It hadn’t occurred to me that anything could scare her. “Arkay, I didn’t mean... You don’t have to come...”

She huffed. “What are you talking about? Of course I’m coming. There’s a freaky who-knows-what running around in my old town. Which is why you need to stay here where it’s safe." She gave an indignant sniff. "Besides, you've got work."

My shoulders sagged. My beautiful, ridiculous dragon. "I'll see if Kindra can cover for me. If I let you go alone, you'll wind up chasing half the camp out of town."

"Only if they deserve it." She shrugged daintily.

I took her by the shoulders. "Besides, somebody's got to watch your back." 

***

We took a bus to Indianapolis, our tickets purchased by Arkay with a handful of small bills from dubious origins. Most likely she made her extra spending money the old-fashioned way, by luring in depraved strangers with her doe-eyed damsel routine and then robbing them blind while they lay unconscious in a back alley. I used to keep her aggressions corralled to the kind of creeps who really deserved it, but babysitting Arkay was a full-time occupation, and it didn’t exactly mesh well with waitressing. Hopefully she’d internalized at least some of what I’d tried to tell her.

“By the way,” Arkay said, trying to cram the leftover bills back into her wallet as we picked out our seats. “I keep forgetting to ask you— can we go to the bank sometime soon? I need to make a deposit.”

I glanced at the wad of cash. Anybody else would have been more discreet about waving around that much money, but she didn’t seem to notice. “What did you do, rob a guy on his way to a strip club?” 

“Nah,” she said. “Most of the time I only get them on their way out, and by then they don’t really have a lot of money on them anymore.” 

Wait. “So who did you get it all from?” 

“I don’t really get names off them or anything. They’re not exactly good tippers.” She pointed out the excess of singles.

There were so many levels of Does Not Compute at hand, I didn’t know where to start. “People gave you this money? Willingly?”

She blinked. “...Yeah?” 

“Without any threats of violence?”

“Well, there is this one guy who keeps wanting me to hit him, but he pays in fifties.” 

“Arkay?” My voice jumped an octave. “Where are you getting this money?” 

“Our Lady of White River. You know the place. We’ve walked by there a few times.”

“The strip club?” Forget Does Not Compute. I was veering into a straight-up Blue Screen of Death. She nodded, all cheerful and chipper, like it was no big deal. “Since when?”

“About a month after you started working at the bar. Where do you think I go while you’re at work?” 

I thought she’d been out doing her Hard Candy Robin Hood routine. This was—this was—better? Worse? I didn’t even know. “Is there a reason you’ve been keeping this from me?” 

The question seemed to confuse her. “It never really came up. And you were having problems with bad tips, so I wasn’t going to rub it in or anything. But that’s how I paid the water bill last month, remember?”

“God, Kay—” Good thing we were already sitting down, because otherwise I would have fallen over. “I know money’s important right now, but we’re not... we’re not desperate or anything. If you don’t feel comfortable with anything—anything—I want you to get out of there ASAP, all right?” 

“I guess?” She cocked her head to one side. “Rosa, are you feeling okay?” 

No, I wanted to say. Because I just found out my best friend is a stripper.

The wrongness of that thought hit me like a slap. I’d had less of a freak-out moment when I’d learned she was a dragon. How was that less bizarre than the fact that she took off her clothes for money? She was an adult, after all. And obviously she didn’t see any problem with her line of work. And honestly, it was probably some of the best money she could make without a birth certificate or a social security number. 

So who the hell was I to judge?

“Fine,” I said slowly. “I’m fine. Just... recalibrating, okay? Give me a minute.” 

“Take all the time you need.” She curled up on the seat beside me and laid her head on my lap. “We’ve got an hour, right?” 

“Yeah.” Already my pulse was settling back into a reasonable pattern. Arkay’s confidence was contagious. “Want me to wake you when we get there?” 

She snuggled deeper against my lap. “That’d be nice.” 

“She asleep already?” Mike asked, settling into the seat in front of ours. The bus had started moving a while back; apparently he’d waited until we’d finished our conversation before coming to join us. I appreciated his discretion. 

“This is as close as she gets to sitting still,” I said. “Most people call it napping.” 

He watched her for a few long moments, lost in thought. “I don’t know how you do it,” he said at last.

“Do what?”

“I remember when you first brought her in, she didn’t even talk, just growled and hissed and hated everything. And now...” He gestured to my dragon, curled up like a sleeping kitten on my lap. “You’ve got a gift, Rosa. You really do.” 

“Nah, Arkay just likes me.” I petted her fluffy hair. She’d need to get it cut again soon. “Let’s see if we can talk sense into whatever’s giving you a hard time, and then you can decide if I’m gifted.” 

The nostalgia left Mike’s face, replaced by something darker. “So you do you think it’s... like her?”

“You’re allowed to call her a dragon,” I said. “It’s not a racist metaphor or whatever. When she gets all big and scaly, she seriously does look like the picture on a box of Lo Mein.” 

Arkay elbowed my hip, but she had a smirk on her face. 

“Honestly, we don’t know what’s going after your people,” I said. “But she should be able to tell you whether it’s human or not once we’ve had a look around.” I hoped so, anyway. Arkay had figured out that Danielle was a ghoul based on her smell. Hopefully, she could do the same with whatever this was. “Is there anything else you can tell us?” 

“There’s no pattern in time of day or anything like that,” he said. “I tried setting up a curfew when I started noticing disappearances, but then they happened in the daylight hours. People would wander off for a few minutes and then never come back.”

“You sure they didn’t... you know, move on?”

“And leave all their stuff behind?”

I conceded the point.

“It’s not just that,” he said, lowering his voice. “I’ve seen people head toward the train tracks, and they looked all... out of it.” 

“Could they be taking a new drug or something?”

“I’ve never seen a drug act like this. They’re almost stoned one minute, but once you shake ‘em a bit, they’re fine, and they say they’re clean.”

“People lie."

“Not like this.” He shook his head. “Some of them go wandering off again. And the ones who do, they never come back.”

“I take it you haven’t sent anyone looking for bodies, then.”

“I sent two,” he said. “They didn’t come back, either.” 

***

We were halfway through the month of May, and the days seemed to stretch into the late night—so you’d think we would have plenty of daylight while we investigate. Unfortunately, it took us half of forever to get back to Indy, and nearly as long to get from the bus hub at the courthouse to the East Side. By the time we arrived at The Valley, the sun had fallen low on the horizon. 

As we broke through the trees encircling the camp, a few regulars raised their hands to greet us. More cast sidelong glances at Arkay and kept their heads down. 

The Valley was Indy’s largest homeless camp; even depleted, it held maybe fifty people in at least thirty tents, some of them draped with old rugs or heavy blankets for extra warmth and privacy. In the center of the camp lay a small, makeshift library, a dry-erase community bulletin, and a fire pit that sent a plume of smoke through the surrounding trees. Outside the communal area, the space between the tents was piled high with garbage— an unavoidable consequence of living off scraps, especially when you couldn’t exactly pay for weekly pickups. Back when I’d lived there, Mike had made arrangements with a local church to dump the trash beyond saving. Either that tradition ended since we’d left town, or the next dump was way overdue, because the piles were especially high today.

I recognized the pungent odor of old diapers and felt a pang. This life was hard on little kids, even when there weren’t monsters on the loose.

“We’ve been doing everything we can to keep people close by,” Mike continued. “But it’s not enough.” He gestured at a figure moving through the camp, a blond woman who tapped softly at the front flaps of a tent. I caught snatches of conversation between her and the people inside. At one of the tents she used signs, and I caught snippets of ‘is everyone here?’ and ‘how many?’

I’d picked up a little ASL over the years. Deaf and hard of hearing people weren’t exactly uncommon among the homeless. 

"You said you saw some people wandering off," I said, dragging my focus back to the conversation at hand. "Were they going anywhere in particular? The road, or..."

“Always up to the train track,” he said, pointing the way. "Toward downtown."

I frowned. If they were heading downtown, there were easier ways. The tracks that converged on either side of the Valley lay at the top of steep slopes, covered with oversized gravel and thick with undergrowth. The road would be faster, easier to navigate, and a lot more subtle. 

The only places easier to reach by train track would be things already on the railroad line.

The blond woman moved toward us. “Hey Mike, we’ve got a problem,” she said. “Allison’s gone. Nobody’s seen her in at least an hour.”

“That’s our cue,” Arkay said flatly. “Show me which tent is hers, and I’ll see what I can do.”

That was one of the perks of having a dragon on your side. Reptiles had an impressive sense of smell, especially when it came to things like pheromones. She couldn’t exactly track a person bloodhound-style, but some days it seemed damn close. Once she had Allison’s scent memorized, she started toward the train track, bounding up the loose rocks like a mountain goat. Halfway up she paused to look back at me. I saw the debate going on behind her eyes—whether she thought I was safer in the Valley or with her.

Six months ago, we’d been walking along this same set of tracks when we’d gotten attacked by a swarm of zombies. Arkay had torn through them like tissue paper while trying to protect me, but in the end I still got bit.

Sometimes I still saw an echo of that moment in her eyes, a time when she was frantic and desperate and utterly helpless, trying to save me from something she couldn’t stop.

At the moment, she’d tamped down her anxiety, looking overly casual instead. "Coming, Rosa?"

In the end, the choice was always mine. But I always made the same one. 

"Wait up, you overgrown lizard." 

The rocks slid under my feet as I climbed after her, and I grabbed onto wrist-thick saplings to steady myself. As soon as I got within arm's reach, Arkay caught my hand and pulled me up, pushing aside bushes and low branches until we'd reached the plateau of the track. The sounds and smells of the camp faded, the city lights dyed the sky the color of an old bruise. Distant traffic blended into the rustling of barren branches in a cold night wind. The trees were all warped here, beaten and bowed by the wind tunnel of the railroad and the second-hand gale of every passing train. They seemed to be reaching for us.

How encouraging.

"Smell anything?" I asked. 

She tilted her head back and shut her eyes, and I could practically see her sifting through her senses. The wind shifted, and she stilled. She stood like that for nearly a minute, tasting and sorting what the shallow breeze brought her way. 

"Yeah," she said at last, not moving. "Blood, but it's faint. Either there's not a lot, or it's far away. And fresh earth, like gardening, but not so alive. More dusty.”

At least we were on the right track. So to speak.

“So if you were gonna kidnap a whole bunch of people, where would you put them?” Arkay asked.

“I’d probably ship them all to a country with halfway decent health care.”

She rolled her eyes. “A little less Rosa, a little more evil, please.”

“How about that, then?” A rainbow of chipped paint peeked through the trees that lined the track to one side. “Lure people into the junkyard, kill them, and hide their bodies in the trunks. A different car for every victim.”

“That’s more like it.” She started down the slope, darting easily from one solid foothold to another, while I scrambled after her. She grabbed a handful of the chain link fence. “I think I see a good spot to climb over. You think if I give you a leg up—” 

A mass of fur and fangs lunged at the fence, and she jumped back. The snarling creature looked more like a bear than a dog.

“Excuse you,” she grumbled, kicking at the fence. The dog only snarled louder. “New hypothesis: if I wanted to kill someone, I’d throw them to Fido over there. But there’s no way anybody came in here quietly.”

“This isn’t the only junkyard in the area,” I said. 

“Do they all have dogs like this?” 

“This close to a homeless camp? No doubt.” 

Land in this area was cheap, relatively speaking, thanks to an old coking plant that stood on the other side of the tracks. It had operated for most of a century before it got shut down, and word on the street was that it would take at least another decade to clean up the poisoned soil. 

Three guesses why the city never tried too hard to bulldoze the Valley.

Arkay made her way to the track. “So we could check every single junkyard in the area to make sure that they’re all stocked up with guard dogs. Or we could try another angle and save that for last.”

I sighed. “You want to check out the factory, don’t you?” 

Even though the Valley was within spitting distance of the factory, the homeless population had generally stayed away. It was too open and too thoroughly rusted to make a decent shelter from the wind, too frequently patrolled by police to be any good as a stash, and in winter the steel walls and floor sucked the warmth right out of you. 

And besides, the massive ruin was creepy. 

“What?” Arkay said innocently. "You mean that old rust heap you never let me climb on?"

She, of course, only ever saw it as a super-sized jungle gym, complete with slides and all sorts of dark places to explore. 

"You still haven't had your tetanus shots.”

She fluttered her eyelashes at me. “It’s for a good cause.” 

Yes, it was. It was also big enough and deserted enough to hide a few dozen dead bodies.

Dammit.

“Fine.” I started walking, and Arkay fell into stride beside me. “But you only get to take the moral high ground if you’re actually trying to help. No goofing off.” 

We walked for half a mile along the grooves of packed gravel beside the tracks where maintenance cars still drove for their regular checkups. A barbed wire fence separated us from the empty wasteland beside us. Arkay could probably scale it within a few seconds, but she stuck close beside me, looking for the kind of holes in the fence I could cross. 

It didn’t take us too long to find a path leading down to a break in the chain link. The denizens of the Valley didn't come here much, but that didn't mean it was entirely forgotten. Teenagers came by to explore sometimes, and they left graffiti and garbage behind. Apparently it was a favorite hangout, because the path had been used so frequently the earth was packed smooth, and I had to hold onto Arkay and handfuls of saplings to keep from slipping. 

Beyond a mesh of tall grasses and scraggly weeds, the grounds flattened out into eighty acres of ruins and barren wasteland. The ground was scored with old train tracks, some covered with sheets of steel, others half-filled in with dirt and debris, only to open up into pools of stagnant water a few yards further on. 

The old coking plant had taken up most of the land at one point, though half its structures had since been demolished, leaving behind a patchwork of cracked foundations and broken roads. The parts still standing were massive exoskeletons of old warehouses and boilers, stitched together with networks of pipes, chains, and catwalks that stretched from building to building like jungle vines. 

The carcass of an old conveyor belt hung overhead, feeding into an enormous boiler to our left. Below it stood a brick-covered control room. Mounds of grit and coal dust barricaded the door, but together we managed to crack it enough for Arkay to sniff the stale air inside.

“Anything?” I asked.

She grimaced. “I’m pretty sure a bird or two died in there, but that was ages ago. Nothing fresh.” 

Blocked from any active roads, the empty spaces became a great big echo chamber. What might have been the uneven beat of dripping water bounced between cracked cement and metal walls, growing and twisting and doubling in on itself until it sounded more like the clatter of footsteps. 

"Do you hear that?" Arkay asked, stopping short.

I wanted to say ‘it’s probably nothing,’ but swallowed it back. Reassuring lies like that are the reason why people in horror movies don’t live to see the credits. 

If I’d had my way, we would have woven between the enormous abandoned rust-heaps that hadn’t been up to code for at least a decade. But I was with Arkay and she was following her nose, which meant we were taking the fastest route— which, naturally, was the most dangerous. I could only guess how she could smell anything. My own nose was overwhelmed with the reek of diesel and petroleum, and the constant, oily chalk smell of coal dust.

A rectangular hole yawned open in the far corner of the loading bay. The fading sunlight didn’t reach into its depths, but I heard the faint sound of rushing water.

The sound of dripping continued, but mixed among the drops were other sounds: the rhythmic scrape of metal on dirt and the softer rustle of falling earth.

Someone was digging.

Arkay looked me in the eye and started slipping out of her shoes.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

She pointed to a dilapidated mass of bricks— the power house, according to a yellowed sign over one door. A rickety scaffolding clung to the brick, beginning with a ladder and turning into an elevated walkway that branched off to the higher reaches of several other buildings.

“You stay here,” she said. “I’m going up. Gonna get this thing from above.”

“It’s going to hear you from a mile away.”

“Not if I go barefoot.”

I grabbed her arm before she could take a step. “The hell you are. Do you have any idea how much broken glass we’ve stepped on in the past five minutes? I’m not pulling rusty nails out of your feet.”

She scowled, but put her shoes back on. “An ambush would work better.”

“First rule of horror movies, Arkay. We’re sticking together.”

The shoveling grew clearer with every step. On the other side of what looked like a hellish jungle gym, I spotted movement. We picked our way around the tangle that marked the edge of the industrial complex and its concrete floor.

In the distance hunched a lone figure with long, matted hair, emaciated but definitely male. Barbed wire coiled around his limbs and chest, wrapping with particular savagery around his neck and forehead.

He was chanting, the low tones almost drowned out by the scrape of the shovel. At his feet lay a mound, a good three feet wide and six feet long. Beside it lay another, and another— more than a dozen in all, arranged in uneven rows.

“I’m gonna go out on a limb and say we’ve found our guy,” Arkay said. She wasn’t particularly quiet about it, but the digging man didn’t turn around. He didn’t even pause in his work. “Alright, guy.” She raised her voice, stepping between me and the digging man. “This is where you put down the shovel and turn around. Hands on your head, yadda yadda yadda.”

He kept chanting. Only as we approached, I recognized the words: “Eternal rest grant unto her, O Lord, and let perpetual light shine upon her. May the souls of all the faithful departed, through the mercy of God, rest in peace.”

I frowned. “Arkay. He’s praying for them.”

“I don’t give an okapi’s ass what he’s doing,” she said. “Religious nuts can be serial killers as easily as anybody else. The important thing is he’s creeping me the fuck out.”

The wind shifted, bringing with it the faint sharp smell of a freshly lit match. The man straightened, but not before Arkay grabbed the shovel and wrenched it violently out of his hands.

He whipped around. His eyes went wide and his mouth dropped open. He stumbled backward so fast that he tripped over the fresh grave, and his hands wrapped around the barbed wire at his throat the way other men might clutch a rosary.

The chanting became too rushed and stuttered for me to make out the words anymore. He managed to climb to his knees, but got no further, rocking back and forth, crossing himself over and over again.

“This isn’t normal,” I murmured.

“No shit.” Arkay brandished the shovel, and the man flinched. “Serial killer, remember?”

“I don’t think he is.”

His face and hands were caked with grime. Patches of skin were raised and swollen, dark with infection and streaked from several attempts at cleansing the wound. With peroxide, if I had to guess. In those rare spots of cleanliness, his face was so ashen it almost seemed gray.

He looked like hell, but he didn’t look like a killer. He didn’t even look dangerous.

He looked scared.

I lowered myself to my knees. “Hey.” I gave a small, friendly wave. “It’s okay. We’re not here to hurt you.”

His eyes darted madly from me to Arkay. The chanting didn’t stop. I caught what might have been a few snatches of the Lord’s Prayer in Spanish.

“I’m gonna come forward, okay?” I inched closer on my knees, my hands out. “Let me know if it isn’t.”

“Rosario, he’s covered in blood.”

Arkay was right. Rust-brown stains splattered his clothes. Some of them still looked wet and bright.

“And that’s why I’m glad to have you here,” I said evenly. “You can stop him if he tries to hurt me. But until he does, let me try to talk to him.” I scooted a little further forward and lowered my voice. “Hey, it’s okay. I’m Catholic, too. Catholic-ish. Haven’t been to church in a while. But I’m safe, see?” Slowly I crossed myself. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

Apparently that show of solidarity finally got through to him. His hands dragged in their frantic gestures. The chanting slowed, ending after a hoarse ‘amen’. 

I smiled. “Are we good, then?” 

Emotion crossed his face in a rapid cascade: relief, realization, and then a freezing horror.

He lunged forward and grabbed me by the arm.

“Hands off!” Arkay snarled, brandishing the shovel.

The man ignored her. “You have to come with me,” he said in accented English. “Please. It’s not safe out here.”

“You touch her again and you’ll find out exactly how not safe it can get,” Arkay said.

“I can explain when we get you to shelter, but first you must come with me. Your life depends on it.” His voice rose and broke.

Nobody I knew could fake that kind of desperation.

“All right,” I said, letting him pull me to my feet. “But you’re going to tell us exactly what’s going on.”

He dragged me behind him and Arkay followed. The three of us climbed up a grated staircase that threatened to collapse under our combined weight. It rose into a tangle of pipes and rebar that wrapped around a row of smoke stacks. It reminded me of thorn bushes twining around old trees. Wide sheets of metal had been dragged into the structure over a patch of grate walkways, forming something like a roof.

As abruptly as he’d grabbed me, he released my arm and darted around a corner.

“You’re the expert on humans,” Arkay said. “Mind telling me what the hell is going on?”

“When I figure it out, you’ll be the first to know.”

The man returned with the sound of a clatter. For a moment, I thought the noise was because of the structure coming apart underneath us, but no. He was carrying an armful of iron chains.

“Put these on,” he said hastily. “They’ll keep you safe.”

Arkay gave me another look. “He’s not even trying anymore.”

“Please,” he said. “It can’t touch steel. I don’t know why, but it cannot touch steel.”

“And I’m sure whatever it is absolutely can’t stand the smell of chloroform, right? Not like you’d be able to smell it over the rotten eggs.”

I looked down at her. Before, the scent had been subtle, blending into the petroleum odors that clung to the site. But in the past few minutes it had gotten stronger. Not yet overpowering, but now that I was paying attention, it couldn’t be ignored.

I picked up one of the chains and draped it over my shoulder to calm him down. “You said you’d explain what’s going on. I’m holding you to that.”

His brow furrowed. His eyes focused on my mouth.

I knew that look.

“You can’t hear me, can you?” The gestures I made were a pathetic hodgepodge of ASL and pantomime, but finally I caught a glimpse of clarity in the man’s eyes. He shook his head.

“No.” His shoulders sagged. “I... it was whispering to me. Trying to tempt me to come down. To come out of safety so it could...” He shuddered. “I couldn’t keep listening or I would give in. So I...” He cringed, like the memory still hurt to think about. “It’s a small price to pay, isn’t it? Lose your hearing to keep your soul?”

Smears of old blood stained his shoulders and collar. Crusted flakes still clung in places to his ears.

My stomach turned. Just poking my ear drum with a Q-tip was agony. Intentionally deafening himself— I didn’t even want to know how he’d pulled it off.

“Do you... um... sign?” I asked. ‘You’ was easy enough to remember. Either twirling my pointer fingers around each other was the right sign for ‘use ASL’, or else my attempt was close enough to charades that he could figure it out despite my incompetence.

“No,” he said finally. “I— Sorry. I don’t know what you’re saying.”

Okay, then. Plan B.

I pulled out my cell phone and started swiping my fingers across the keypad.

Will this work?

His expression softened. His shoulders sagged. “That’s fine, yes. Thank you.”

Do you not sign? I typed. Or was I just way off?

“I... I don’t,” he said slowly. “I... I’ve only been... like this... it hasn’t been long. Only a few... I don’t even know anymore. Weeks? Months? I don’t know.”

I’m sorry. That must have been very painful.

He nodded grimly. “It worked, though. That... thing... hasn’t got me yet.”

What is it?

He turned his eyes away, scanning the ground in the gathering dark. “I have never been a man of superstition.” His voice was a croak. “I always thought the monsters in scripture were... symbolic. Metaphors. But I don’t know what else to call this thing except a demon.”

I swallowed, but I forced my expression into a look of confidence. At least it wasn’t a zombie.

We’ve handled weird stuff before, I wrote. Whatever this thing is, we’ll take care of it.

“Wait,” Arkay said. “Is this going to be a regular thing now? Can we start charging money?”

I decided not to type out her contribution. I’m Rosario Hernandez. My friend’s name is Arkay. We’re here to help.

“I’m... er... Gabriel Mendoza.” He extended a hand, and I fumbled my phone before I could shake it. “Father Gabriel, once. I’m not entirely sure if that has changed.”

Do you know why it would?

His eyes dropped from the phone. “Because I’m the one who found it,” he said. “I let it out.”

Gravel crunched under a footstep.

Arkay swiped out one arm and yanked me behind her. Her hands curled into claws and her lips pulled back to show razor teeth. Maybe it was the angle, but she looked bigger than before. Longer. More animal.

A woman stepped into view from behind a small shed, bathed in the twilight gloom. Her movements were stiff and aborted, like something you’d see on a badly scratched DVD.

It was hard to make out much detail in the dim light. She had a medium build and twigs tangled in her long hair. More striking was the smell, like sulfur and rotting meat.

We’d been out here looking for a woman.

“Arkay,” I whispered. “Tell me that isn’t Allison.”

“Not anymore.” Sharp teeth and a distended jaw turned the words harsh and inhuman.

Not-Allison staggered forward, so stiff it seemed like a strong breeze could knock it over. My pulse thundered in my chest, and I searched the darkness for more.

One zombie was fine. We could handle that. But if there were more—God, if there was another necromancer— we would handle it. I knew we could handle it. But before my eyes flashed the memory of the last one, blood splashing him while Arkay dismembered him her shaking jaws. I couldn’t watch her do that again. I couldn’t do it.

The corpse of Allison started climbing the stairs. Its hand brushed the railing, and jerked away with a hiss. The skin that had touched steel was blistered and burned, but it kept climbing.

Focus, Rosa. 

I grabbed my cell phone again. I thought you said it couldn’t touch metal?

Gabriel was already hoisting himself up into the tangle of support beams. “It can’t. Not by itself. But humans can.” He dragged himself further away from the grate. “Hurry!”

I tried to organize my mind. I’d seen too many zombies clawing their way through the inside of a body shop for them to have an aversion to metal. So what the hell was this, then?

I tested my weight on a heavy crossbeam. It didn’t seem ready to fall yet, so I leaned on it and reached out to find another. We were a good fifteen feet off the ground, and I could feel every inch underneath me. A fall wouldn’t be a straight one, either— I’d probably hit a few of the branching pieces of metal on the way down.

“Arkay!” I shouted. She hadn’t budged an inch.

The dead woman kept climbing, slow and staggering.

And slower.

I could see her lips moving through the gaps in the metal. She was saying something. I couldn’t make it out, but I could almost hear it. A wordless chant. A drone. It sounded... nice. Comfortable. As I listened, my mounting panic drained away, leaving only a warm buzz in its place. 

Gabriel shouted from behind me, but his words slurred together into nonsense. He grabbed me around the waist and pulled me backward.

I was wobbling just now, wasn’t I?

He clapped his hands over my ears, still shouting.

Farther away, Arkay moved in shudders and starts, like I was seeing her illuminated by a strobe light. She vaulted over the rail of the walkway and leaped through the air in brief, stop-motion flashes. She collided with the possessed woman with bizarre grace. Her momentum carried them both backward. Over the railing. Down, and down, and down until they both hit the cement beneath.

Reality snapped back into focus. The laws of physics sobered instantly.

I wrenched out of Gabriel’s grip, nearly falling off the perch in my hurry to reach Arkay. 

“She’s all right!” Gabriel shouted, grabbing me again. “She isn’t hurt!” He flashed a thumbs-up, and suddenly I realized that I wasn’t the one he was trying to reassure. Arkay was already on her feet again, nodding at Gabriel with a grunt.

Arkay didn’t get mad, she went full on ‘Hulk smash’. It wasn’t limited to her punching holes in cinderblock, either. Piss her off, and she went from witty one-liners to animal growls and snarls. I had a sneaking suspicion that when it got bad enough, she didn’t even understand the words being spoken to her anymore, beyond their tone and timbre.

Apparently that applied to freaky demonic hypno-whispers, too.

The demon didn’t have a chance to scrape itself off the ground before Arkay picked it up and hurled it away from our shelter. The demon rolled, and Arkay chased after it with single-minded fury.

It had tried to hurt me. Nobody ever hurt me in Arkay’s presence and walked away.

A kick to its abdomen echoed with the sickening crack of broken bones. A second kick sent it sprawling backward several feet. A third sent it out of sight entirely.

I started after them, desperate to keep Arkay in view.

“No!” Gabriel pulled me back. “It isn’t safe down there.”

I fumbled for my phone, but my hands were shaking. I couldn’t type.

“I have to see them!” I said, pointing from my eyes to Arkay. “I’m not letting her go alone.”

He pointed up. The rickety staircase continued higher, branching off into the same catwalk Arkay had wanted to use earlier.

That would work. 

The rusting metal clattered underfoot as I rushed up and over. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I noted how high we’d climbed, how badly the catwalk shook, how long it had gone unmaintained, how easy it would be to lose my footing in the dark, but those facts got shoved into the corner that was usually reserved for game show trivia. Arkay was fighting a demon. That took precedence.

The clatters turned to low echoes as we crossed onto the roof of the power house. Another all-metal surface, but this one might have been tin, rather than solid steel, and I leaned my weight on the brick ledge surrounding the roof.

Hopefully the demon wouldn’t figure that out.

Below, the demon grabbed Arkay by the arm and hurled her into a metal shed, which crumpled on impact. Arkay scraped herself out of the wreckage and lunged. The demon moved to block her assault, and she dove low, throwing her weight onto her arms and swiping her heel across the demon’s face. While she was down, she grabbed a length of rebar and cracked it against the demon’s thigh.

Its femur buckled with another echoing crunch. The demon went down hard, splinters of bone jutting through its upper leg. 

“Kay!” I shouted, and Arkay looked up. Her eyes were still distant and feral, but her focus rested entirely on me. “Arkay, that’s enough. She can’t hurt you anymore. You can stop now.”

I moved toward the ladder, but Gabriel caught my arm.

“Don’t go down there,” he said.

I tried to calm my pulse enough to type properly. She won the fight. I need to calm Arkay down before she kills Allison.

Resignation pulled at the creases on Gabriel’s face. “That poor woman is already dead. She was as good as dead the moment the demon took her.”

I looked back to the ground. The possessed woman twitched and flailed while Arkay circled her, knocking her back down every time she tried to rise. Blood pooled under the broken leg, but she didn’t look beyond saving.

“She doesn’t have much longer,” Gabriel said. “I’ve never seen a vessel last more than an hour before it starts to break down. The demon is corrosive, Rosario. It’s rotting her away from the inside.”

“Oh God,” I whispered. Below, her movements started to slow. Arkay sent her sprawling, and she didn’t try to get up again. Can she feel it? What’s happening to her?

“I don’t know,” Gabriel admitted softly. “I dearly hope not. But you need to call your friend. It isn’t safe down there.” 

The woman’s body spasmed and finally fell still.

“Arkay!” I shouted, and waved her closer. “Come on up.”

She moved to obey— and then stopped.

A cloud had passed over the moon, throwing her into shadow. It was dappled and uneven, like the cover of a thick canopy of leaves. Except there were no trees for at least a hundred yards in every direction. The flecks of light surrounded rusty nails and scraps of rebar and clung to the tangled mass of Gabriel’s shelter. Darkness pooled on brick and concrete, dirt and weeds and the flesh of a broken body.

Arkay grabbed her weapon and sliced it across the ground like an amateur golfer. Sparks leapt where steel met concrete, and the shadow fled the assault.

But only briefly.

Around her it thickened, congealing like old blood, closing her in on every side.

“Arkay!” I rushed to the edge of the rooftop, throwing my hand over the ledge to give her a hand up. It was high— a good twenty feet at least, more than even she could jump. But she didn’t need to make it up all that way. I yanked the length of chain off my shoulders and threw one end down to her. “Climb up!”

She didn’t need to understand English to know what I wanted. The shadow fled from the clanking links, and with a running leap, Arkay caught the other end. The sudden pull of her weight nearly sent me over, but Gabriel was behind me, keeping me steady.

Arkay was halfway up the wall, moving quickly— but then she looked up at me and froze.

The shadow was crawling up the brick like ivy. She was moving fast, but it was faster.

On the metal roof, on the catwalk, I would have been fine, but I had all my weight braced against the outcropping of brick. I couldn’t move.

“Hurry!” I shouted.

She looked me in the eyes. The draconic fury was gone. In its place was pure cold calculation. 

And then she let go of the chain. 

Gabriel and I fell backwards, compensating for a weight that suddenly wasn't there. I untangled myself and scrambled back to the wall, peering frantically over the side. 

Arkay lay below, supine in a pool of boiling tar. The shadow wrapped around her outstretched hand, encasing it like a glove. It slid up her skin and under her clothes, shrouding her in darkness before it blended seamlessly into the natural ochre of her skin. It drained into her and left nothing behind but cold, white moonlight.

I stared, frozen.

She moved. Twitched. Rolled over, and then kept rolling. It wasn’t the awkward soreness from the fall— she was twisting. Writhing. Contorting into shapes that a human body shouldn’t be able to take.

Mindlessly I turned and ran for the stairs. An arm closed on my wrist and jerked me so hard I fell to my knees. Gabriel stared at me, wide-eyed and horrified and so very sorry.

He pulled me away, and I pulled right back. “No!” I snapped, letting my body language translate for me. “I need to get to Arkay! She’s hurt, she’s having a seizure, she’s—”

“It has her.” His voice was hoarse, but steady. Resigned. “You can’t help her now. It’s too late.”

No. No no no no no.

“She’s gone.”

I tried to twist out of his grip, but he held me tight, pinning both arms to my sides. I could only watch as Arkay stopped shaking and went deathly still.

“Arkay, get up!” I shouted. “You have to get up!” She had to be okay. She had to. She’d gotten hit by a truck and walked away. A fall like this shouldn’t hurt her, and neither should a stupid shadow. She didn’t even believe in God— how the hell did she get off being murdered by a fucking demon?

One hand twitched. Her fingers flexed as they dug into the dirt.

My whole body sagged. “Thank God. She’s all right.”

Another hand braced against the ground, and Arkay pulled herself to her knees. But it was an unnatural motion, stiff and careful, like it hurt to move her back. It was all wrong for someone so compulsively bendy.

Her head turned like it was on a ball joint, twisting dangerously far to the left, to the right.

She looked up at me, and my breath lodged in my throat.

That wasn’t Arkay.

Arkay

My leg twisted as I hit the ground. Something would probably be sprained later. 

Overhead, Rosario fell backward, away from the demon that crawled up the wall. She was out of harm’s reach, along with the priest. Safe, then. Even if the priest meant her harm, he would have made a real shitty serial killer.

I tried to get up, but something wrapped around me, and it was cold and dark—

No, that wasn’t right. Two different sensations at the same time: Rosa was squeezing me closer, but in the process she’d dislodged the blanket. A semi rumbled across the bridge overhead, and its roar echoed around me. I’d been dreaming just now, hadn’t I? 

“Can’t sleep?” I whispered, burrowing closer to her warmth. 

“Maybe a little.” Her face was lit half in silver moonlight, half in the yellow glow of a street lamp. “And don’t say it.”

I politely withheld my ‘I told you so’. “So this doesn’t have anything to do with those creepypastas you’ve been reading, then?”

“I told you not to say it.” She gave me a playful shove, but I nestled against her. She always regretted reading all those scary stories online, but that never actually stopped her from reading them.

“Was it the balloon one again?” I asked. 

She groaned. “You had to bring up the balloon one.” 

“Was it the Rake?” I guessed. 

“Ugh. Stop already!”

“Ooh! Was it the one with the haunted Zelda game? That one was awesome.” 

“For the love of—” She pulled her pillow out from under her head and smacked me with it. “No more out of you. Stop.” 

“Not untill you tell me,” I singsonged. It wasn’t nearly as mean as it sounded, either. Rosario was good at getting into other people’s heads and seeing the world the way they did, but things like logic and reason didn’t always get to come along for the ride. Talking through it was the fastest way of getting her out of the story and thinking critically again.

“Fine,” she said. “But only if you shut up.”

I drew my fingers across my lips.

“ThreeClaw, okay?”

I tilted my head, inviting her to continue. 

“The story was about this thing called ThreeClaw. It sneaks up on you when you’re desperate, you know? Scared. Lonely. And then it promises to take away all the bad parts of your life. Only then it takes you.”

I drew another invisible line over my throat and stuck out my tongue for effect.

“Actually, it doesn’t kill you,” she said. “It... it erases you. Takes away everything you are. It’s still your body, but all your memories, your personality—everything that makes you you—is gone. You’re a stranger. And that’s...” She shuddered. A cloud passed over the moon and cast us into deep blue shadows.

“That’s not gonna happen,” I said. “You know why?”

“Because it’s a made-up story on the internet.” 

“Nope.” I stuffed her pillow back under her head, careful not to snag her braided hair. “Because if I ever meet this ThreeClaw thing, I’m gonna kick its ass all the way to Lake Michigan. Let the Canadians deal with it. Same with Slenderman, same with the Rake, same with Bloody Mary, and the balloon guy, and that Ben thing.”

“Canada’s gonna have one hell of a ghost problem, huh?”

I grinned. “No boogieman’s gonna lay a hand on you, Rosa. Ever. That’s a promise.”

She buried her face in her pillow and laughed—only it wasn’t her laugh. It wasn’t her voice. The nearby streetlight flickered and went out, and we were shrouded in black.

“Unless it gets you first.” 

Rosario

Arkay’s eyes were empty. Cavernous.

The creature behind them stared at me like it had to think back to remember what it was looking at. It pushed off the ground and rose unsteadily to its feet, staggering, but not the way it had in Allison’s body. It was less jerky, and more unsteady. Like its limbs had fallen asleep. Like it was learning to walk for the first time.

It stumbled toward the powerhouse. And when it reached the wall, it climbed.

Arkay had always had an odd elegance in the way she scaled walls. She’d skim her hands over a sheer surface and find the tiniest crevices she could cling to. The demon tore right into the wall and hauled itself up, fast and brutally efficient. Brick groaned as it crumbled into dust under the demon’s claws.

I grabbed for Gabriel’s hand and backed away from the ledge. “We need to get out of here. Like, now.” The warning went unheard, but it wasn’t needed. We both took off at a run, our footsteps reverberating through the metal roof. The echo was so loud that I didn’t even notice when the steady crunching changed directions.

Gabriel ran faster than I did, and so he reached the catwalk before me. He was looking ahead to the next turn, and not down. He didn’t hear the squeal of twisting metal. When his feet hit the walkway, he fully expected it to hold his weight. Instead it dropped out from underneath him, and he dropped right with it.

I still had his hand in mine, but our palms were slick and clammy. For an eternal moment he dangled by the single point of contact, sliding apart an inch at a time. I grabbed his wrist with my other hand, ignoring the bright stab of pain as the barbed wire around his arm dug into my palms. At least it gave me some traction. With an animal grunt, I dug in and threw all my weight backward. His kicking feet found broken brick, and he scrambled over the ledge.

I didn’t get a chance to catch my breath before the crunch of pulverized stone began again, growing closer with every pace.

I hurried to look over the edge. The ladder that led down had been torn from the wall, along with the support beams that once buttressed the catwalk. Climbing the wreckage was a petite Asian woman with the eyes of a demon.

Arkay would never look at me like that.

I scrambled away from the ledge and pulled Gabriel to his feet. “We need to find another way down.” I signed it as best I could and hoped he could follow along, but he wasn’t looking at my hands.

“The light of God surrounds me.” His voice shook as he tugged me back with him to the opposite edge of the roof. “The love of God enfolds me.” With a free hand he crossed himself, over and over again.

The demon stepped down from the ruined ledge. Its shoulders were rigid and even. Its back was perfectly straight. It looked almost professional, if you added in an extra dose of rigor mortis. The only thing non-regulation about it was the sardonic tilt of its head. 

“Good evening,” it purred. A few more steps and it could reach out and touch me. “Potnia Theron, my most magnanimous benefactor.” 

I cringed. It spoke with Arkay’s voice, but it was all wrong— too low, too slow. 

“Get out of my friend,” I whispered.

“But why?” Its expression shifted into a cartoonish caricature of surprise. It spread its arms wide, like it was showing off a new coat. “It fits so beautifully.” 

I tasted vomit, tainted with the matchstick sulfur soaking the air.

She. Not it. She.

“I said, get the fuck out of my friend.”

“Language.” It tsked. “There’s a priest present, my dear.”

Yeah, that was classy. I had a few guesses what ‘Potnia Theron’ meant, and none of them were G-rated.

Beside me, Gabriel moved on to a different prayer: “Lord Jesus Christ, I place myself at the foot of Your cross and ask You to cover me...”

“A token of my appreciation for your generous gift,” the demon said, gesturing to one side. “You have my permission to leave unmolested. Go home, Potnia Theron. You’ve waited so long to have one. Go home to that nice little house you’re renting, to the cute little waitress with the pierced eyebrows and the charming laugh. Go home to see to your business, and I shall see to mine.”

I’d been hoping the ‘psychic demon’ thing had been one of those things they made up for horror movies. 

“Yeah, I don’t take promises from demons,” I said. “Nothing personal or anything, but the whole ‘damned’ thing is hell on your credibility.”

It actually twitched at that. Maybe if all else failed, I could pun it to death.

Assuming it didn’t kill me first.

The demon shrugged gracefully. “Always a pity to see a boon rejected.” It extended a clawed hand to caress my cheek, and I flinched away. “But we will not both be ungrateful. You will die quickly.” The last words lost some of their effect when the demon had to raise its voice to be heard over a mechanical roar. 

It had started distant, but now the snarl of an engine bounced off the factory walls, and high beams flickered between the cracks of buildings. A black SUV skidded over the tiled foundation of an old corporate office and swerved to a halt. Even when the engine cut off, the roar continued, not from the vehicle itself, but from the chanting of hundreds of voices blasted through oversized speakers on the roof of the car.

The demon had stopped in its tracks. Its face twitched again, ticking in agitation. Its clawed hands opened and shut compulsively. It wasn’t just distracted, it was in pain. I would have taken the moment to run, but we were boxed in.

“Arkay,” I said. “Arkay, if you’re in there—”

I didn’t have a chance to finish the motivational speech. 

A man climbed out from behind the wheel. He looked like a soldier: broad-shouldered and muscular, with an assault rifle in one hand and a silver token in the other. His mouth was moving, but his voice got swallowed by the torrent of voices.

The demon snarled and tore away at a sprint. When it hit the edge of the roof it took a running leap. The would-be-exorcist grabbed his rifle and shot at the demon mid-flight, but if the bullets hit, they didn’t stop it. The demon hit the ground with a gymnastic roll and sprang to its feet less than a yard from the car.

The exorcist readjusted his aim, but before he could fire, the demon slashed at him with clawed hands. He blocked the assault with the rifle, but the first swipe was enough to tear the weapon out of his grip. A second blow bore down, and he ducked out of the way. The exorcist was taller than the demon, his legs longer, and he managed to keep out of reach as the demon swung at him again and again.

It stopped swinging. Its stiff posture loosened, sagged, like suddenly the demon was heavier and more flexible than it had been a moment before.

I rushed toward the ledge. “Run!” I shouted. “Get out of there!” But I was drowned out by the sounds of Latin chanting. Frantically I waved my arms, and for a moment I caught his eye. The exorcist looked from me to the demon and back, unnerved and inching away.

Not fast enough.

Because that’s when the demon changed.

I’d seen Arkay do it dozens of times since I’d known her, but her changes had always been so fast they seemed almost instant: one second she was a shrimpy Asian chick, the next she was big and scaly. Maybe the demon didn’t have her control, or maybe it had more patience for performance. Blue scales washed across its body. Hair rippled down its back in a long mane. Antlers speared from its head in a backward arc. Limbs corded with muscle and rearranged themselves into savage claws. It grew taller, more distorted and reptilian, until it looked more lizard than human, and then more serpent than lizard.

Where there once had been a small woman now stood forty feet of dragon. It arced over the SUV like a low-flying comet, crushing the sound system and dragging the car into a sideways roll. The chanting cut out, abruptly replaced with the shriek of shattered glass and the groan of collapsing metal.

The exorcist was already running.

A hiss from behind me made me jump.

“Rosario!” Gabriel hissed again. “Hurry!”

I looked up. While I’d been watching the demon, Gabriel had fastened the length of chain to a twisted remnant of the old catwalk.

“Gabe, you’re a genius,” I said, tapping my middle finger to my forehead and twisting it in the air. Hopefully he could guess what that meant, because we didn’t have the time for me to type out the praise.

He climbed down the chain like it was one of those ropes in high school gym class. You know, the kind that people like me never managed to climb for more than three feet before we fell on our asses in front of everybody. Turns out that even when the alternative is getting eviscerated by a demon, adrenaline still didn’t kick in enough to keep me from sucking at it. I managed to get halfway down before my grip slipped and I slid the rest of the way, wrapping my arms and legs around the chain and holding on for dear life. As soon as I was loose, Gabriel pulled me into the narrow space between the wall and what looked like a silo of some kind. It was too tight a space for the dragon to slip through, at least not without changing back into a smaller form.

A snarl echoed behind us. I whirled to face it, but we were alone. The demon was still going after the exorcist.

“Hurry,” Gabriel whispered, pulling at my sleeve. “We have to hide.”

He was right. If the demon found us again, it wouldn’t give us another chance to escape.

But I couldn’t run and hide while a man was murdered.

“Wait here.” I held out my hand. “Give me a minute. I’ll be— just give me a minute.”

I could only hope he understood, and I took off running toward the sounds of a fight. A bright flash split the night and left silhouettes dancing in my vision.

The exorcist hadn’t gotten far. He lay on the ground, spasming from a sudden surge of electricity. His rifle lay useless a few yards away. The demon loomed above him, still draconic and swaying like a cobra. Another burst of lightning crackled between its fangs. The demon could have killed the exorcist with one blast, but it hadn’t. It was playing with him. Torturing him.

Meanwhile it was distracted. And I was right behind it.

It leaned close to the ground to unleash another attack, and I leaped at the back of its head. The bolt of lightning sailed wide, striking a nearby outbuilding with a blast that charred the bricks. The demon snarled and tried to shake me off, but I grabbed onto the antlers and held tight.

Arkay had always been strong, and the demon took the power and magnified it. But horses were strong, too, and they could be steered with a four-inch piece of metal. No matter what it was— horse, dog, human, or dragon— if you could control its head, you controlled where it went.

The demon tried to claw me off, but its forelegs couldn’t reach me. It threw its head to the ground in an effort to scrape me off on the concrete, but I tucked myself inside the cage of its antlers. The demon snarled and writhed, trying to coil one of its hind legs in close enough to get at me. I almost laughed. How many times had I helped Arkay scratch an itch on the back of her neck?

The antlers in my hands grew abruptly thinner and started retreating back into the demon’s skull. The body beneath me grew smaller, condensing and shrinking beneath me. Where I had been on top of a dragon, suddenly I was sitting on a woman’s back, clutching handfuls of short black hair. The demon drew its knees under it and threw me off like I weighed next to nothing. I hit the ground with a choking gasp.

The demon righted itself and rose above me. A snarl curled its lips back from razor teeth. 

A sound roared close by, like the bark of an enormous dog. For half a second, I thought the demon might have made it, but it lunged aside as another bark echoed off the buildings.

The exorcist stepped into the moonlight, his assault rifle a solid patch of black in his hands. He lined up another shot, but the demon was already sliding into the shadows with a long, low hiss.

“Thanks for that,” he grunted, searching the darkness for the demon.

“Yeah. Same to you.” I coughed. My throat felt raw and bloody, hopefully from the run over. I really didn’t want to think about what else it could be. Fresh bruises and torn muscles ached underneath my skin. The cut on my hand had torn wider and was pouring fresh blood.

The exorcist offered me a hand up. “You alright?”

“Yeah.” I spat onto the concrete. The runoff from my hand was the only blood on the ground; if that bullet had hit, it hadn’t actually gotten through Arkay’s scales. “You?”

“I’ll live.”

“You sure about that?” I asked.

He was muscular and dressed in the kind of clothes you’d find in a military surplus store, but he didn’t look any older than me. Right then, short and shivering, he didn’t even look old enough to drink.

Now that I had a chance to see him properly, he looked pale. Not washed out by the moonlight, not white-boy pasty, but bloodless. Sickly. His eyes were wide with either excitement or panic. Possibly both. 

“That was a dragon.” It took him obvious effort to keep his voice steady. 

“Yeah,” I said. It was never a good sign when professionals freaked out about a situation.

“A demon is possessing a dragon.”

“Yeah.”

“That doesn’t happen.”

Right about now, Arkay would be rolling her eyes and suggesting he tell that to the demon.

But Arkay wasn’t here right now.

“So that really is a demon. Good to know.” I glanced back the way I came. “Are you good to run? Or jog, anyway? My friend Gabriel’s still out there.”

“Right.” His posture tightened. Abruptly he was all business, every inch of him focused on the task. “Lead the way.”

Maybe jogging hadn’t been the best suggestion. I wasn’t exactly athletic on my best days, and wrestling a demonic dragon had tapped me dry. The exorcist followed me step for step, deviating only to check on the wreckage of his car.

“Oh, come on,” he hissed. The black SUV looked like it had been through a monster truck rally. 

“Think you’ll be able to drive it again?” I asked when he got back.

“Only if somebody pries the roof off the driver’s seat.” He tapped a dark shape on his belt. “Managed to salvage some ammo, though.” 

I swallowed. “Those are some big bullets.” Each one was easily as long as my thumb.

“.300 Blackouts,” he said, with that vein of excitement that all gun nuts got when they talked about things that go boom. At least he wasn’t shaking anymore. “Cold iron core. Might not do much while it’s shifted, but three or four in the chest should make a pretty big impression.”

The mental image sent a chill down my spine. “But you’re going to try to exorcise her first, right?”

“What?”

“Before you go with the shooting thing. You’re going to try to exorcise her first, right?”

He blinked. “Maybe you weren’t paying attention before,” he said. “But I already tried that. Hell of a lot of good it did me.”

I signaled for him to be quiet. We’d reached the silo where I’d left Gabriel.

The last gloom of twilight had faded, leaving the factory shrouded in shades of black and gray. The abandoned structures blended into one another, melting into a single amorphous mass of concrete and brick and steel.

A jolt of doubt gnawed the back of my mind. Had the demon gotten him?

I considered calling out to Gabriel, and quickly stifled the thought. That was a stupid idea. Instead I pulled out my phone and turned it away from me. The glow of the screen reflected dully on scratched metal.

“Morse code?” the exorcist asked, barely audible.

“Nope. Just a phone.”

Maybe it was the illumination, but he looked a bit put out by that answer.

The light bounced off a face that hadn’t been there before. I jumped, and the exorcist raised his weapon to shoot.

“Wait,” I whispered, pulling him back. “It’s alright. That’s Gabe.” I lowered the brightness on my phone and flashed a thumbs up. Hopefully a face full of phone glare hadn’t completely wiped out Gabriel’s night vision.

He hurried toward me, laying his hands on my shoulders. “Are you alright?” Even hoarse, his voice sounded too loud.

I nodded hastily and started typing. We need to find a place to hide.

“I know a place. Watch your step.” He took my hand and plunged into the dark. We moved in the shadows between buildings, without even moonlight to show our steps. I felt a faint vibration under my feet as we crept along. Not movement, but echoes. We were walking on something hollow. I must have veered too far to the side, because Gabriel pulled me sharply back. I stumbled, and the exorcist crashed into my back.

Fumbling upright, I turned on my phone, pointing it down to light my path.

The dim light showed nothing, but a flicker of white light blinked at me, no bigger than a postage stamp. I stared at it for a long time, trying to make sense of the looming darkness— and then it hit me.

The floor had dropped off a few inches from where I stood. Beyond lay a pit, maybe fifteen or twenty feet deep. The light of my phone reflected back at me off the surface of the oil-black water below.

Gabriel gave my hand another, gentler tug, and led me around the edge of the pit. 

We passed over a metal plate that shifted and echoed as we crossed over it— apparently it had been laid over another pit, or a ditch or something. No wonder he’d picked this route. It might as well have been booby-trapped. 

A creaking metal staircase brought us to a doorway on the second story of a narrow gray building. A web of catwalks and ladders converged around us, branching off to reach the surrounding structures. Inside, one wall of the room was covered almost floor to ceiling with rusted filing cabinets; a pile of computer towers had been thrown into a tangled heap in the corner, along with the rotted remains of an old computer desk. Moonlight leaked through patches of glass block near the roof.

The exorcist grunted. “High ground. Multiple exits, none of them silent. Solid vantage point. You really know your defense.”

He says you picked a good spot, I typed.

“Sending for help?” The exorcist nodded at my phone.

“Why, are you getting any reception out here?” I flashed a grim smile. Even if I could call for help, I didn’t have anyone who would answer. There was no point in calling the police. We were on the grounds of an abandoned factory, less than a mile from a well-known homeless camp. If I called in ranting about demons, I’d get laughed off the line. I had no idea if Danielle or one of her friends knew anything about this sort of thing, and even if they did, they were more than an hour away by car.

We were on our own.

I tamped down the thought. That way lay madness.

“Gabriel can’t hear,” I said. “If you want to have a conversation, one of us is going to have to type.”

“Oh.” I could hear the fluster in the exorcist’s voice. “I’m sorry.”

“No point telling me,” I said. “Got a phone?”

“In the car and probably in several pieces by now.” He sighed. “Can I use yours?”

I handed it over. “I’m Rosario, by the way.”

“Adam. Adam Smith.” His name appeared on the screen as his thumb skated over the keyboard. “I’m with the Order of Saint Michael of the Sun.”

“Gabriel Mendoza.” Gabriel extended his hand.

“Does that make you a professional exorcist or something?” I asked, after they finished shaking.

“Something like that,” Adam said.

A cool wind whistled through the pipes somewhere outside, and the metal groaned. I wrapped my arms around my chest.

Somewhere out there, the demon was hunting us.

“Did either of you see that back there?” Gabriel asked. “Did— did she really turn into a...”

Adam nodded, and reluctantly, so did I. Habit told me to pretend I hadn’t seen anything, but there was no point in denying it now.

“It didn’t turn into a dragon,” Adam said, typing as he spoke. “That’s what it was from the beginning. They only look human.”

“She,” I corrected automatically. I didn’t know what gender the demon used—and frankly, I didn’t care right now—but like hell was I letting him talk about Arkay like she wasn’t even a person. “And I know.”

Adam frowned. “You do?”

I gave a small nod. “That’s why we came here in the first place. Something was killing people and it definitely wasn’t human, so we got asked to look into it. I didn’t think this would happen.”

Adam’s frown deepened into a look of scrutiny. “Are you...?”

“Human,” I finished for him, trying not to be annoyed he’d asked. It was probably relevant, but it felt too much like being back in high school. I snatched the phone back.

I’m human, Arkay’s a dragon, she’s perfectly friendly when she’s not possessed, and you’re not going crazy.

My declaration would have carried more punch, but I had to stop twice to correct typos. Adam’s eyes followed the words on the screen.

And we’re not shooting her, I added. Not if there’s any alternative.

Gabriel looked between Adam and me, clearly confused.

Adam snatched the phone back. There aren’t a whole lot. This was supposed to be a low-level demon—

“Low level?” Gabriel repeated.

It should have been. 

I took the phone. Have you actually done this before?

He hesitated to take back the phone.

“Have you?” I asked aloud.

He looked uncomfortable. “I’ve assisted with other exorcisms.”

“But this is your first time alone.” 

No wonder the demon wiped the floor with him.

“I’m very well versed in the theory. And even if I did have more field experience, this is unprecedented. I wouldn’t have been prepared to handle a demon with a dragon body. Besides, all my supplies are rubble right now. We’ve got what I have on me. That’s it.”

“Which is?” I asked, gesturing for him to show his hand.

He stared at me for a moment, a bit confused, but then emptied his pockets. “A loaded AR-15, half empty; a magazine with a little over thirty iron Blackout rounds; a Saint Benedictine Medal; six knives—”

“Six?” I repeated, staring at the orderly rows of deadly weapons. “Overkill much?”

“Demons don’t like getting stabbed any more than humans do,” he said. “And they’re a whole lot better at disarming you. Six is conservative.”

We’re not stabbing Arkay, either, I wrote. Can you do an exorcism with what you’ve got?

“Dammit, woman!” he snapped. His voice echoed back at me from around the room, and I flinched. “Were you not paying attention when she almost killed me just now? I know he’s deaf, but are you blind, or crazy, or just plain stupid?” 

My arm slipped back around my waist, and I looked away.

It’s funny how fast you can lose a thick skin. Right after I came out, I’d dealt with a lot of yelling. Even more so after I wound up on the streets. But a lot of that stopped after I met Arkay. She hadn’t let people raise their voices at me— not unless I told her to ease off. There was a power in choosing whether or not to listen to another person’s vitriol. Shouting lost its sting when I heard it from behind the shelter of an angry dragon.

Only I didn’t have Arkay to hide behind anymore. She got possessed to protect me. Now she needed me to protect her.

“Don’t shoot her.” My whisper barely registered in my own ears. My eyes stung. “Please.”

The anger melted out of Adam’s expression, and he stared at me in confusion and realization and, slowly, shame. Gabriel laid a comforting hand on my shoulder, though he didn’t look much more enlightened than the exorcist.

Adam extended his hand to me, tentatively, like he expected me to explode, and tugged the phone out of my hands.

I’ll see what I can do. He tapped out each letter with a deliberate effort. But I’m going to need more information than what I’ve got.

“What kind?” Gabriel asked.

Either of you know the demon’s name?

“Not that I can recall,” Gabriel said.

I took the phone back. It kept saying something to me earlier. I tried typing the name out, but autocorrect kept turning the first word into petunia. The second I was fairly certain was the name of some celebrity, but apparently it made sense to Adam.

“Potnia Theron?” Adam repeated.

“Yeah.” I nodded frantically. “Could that be it?”

“It’s—” He caught himself and started typing again. It’s not a demon name. It means something else. Do you know anything else about it? Where it came from? What it wants?

I shook my head. “No idea.”

Gabriel lowered his hand from my shoulder. “It wants me,” he said quietly.

Why? Adam asked.

“I don’t entirely know,” the priest admitted.

We’re going to need details. Anything you can think of.

Gabriel shook his head, more of a shudder than a refusal. “It— it happened back in September last year. We were renovating the old rectory. We had a lot of historic buildings in our parish, you see. And I was always fascinated by all of it. The history. The architecture. So during construction, I ignored the barriers and I looked around.” He let out a strangled laugh. “It’s— it’s such a little sin, really. Something so mundane. Harmless. But that’s all I intended to do, I swear. One of the adobe bricks had split during the construction, and it had a box inside. You could see by looking at it. The priests who built the rectory must have put it inside the brick mold and poured the clay around it. Genius, really. Nobody could possibly have found it, except by accident. But that’s what it was. Just an accident.” Another grim, choking laugh. “And you hear stories, you know? About hidden treasures. Historical artifacts that get lost in times of war. And I thought, how wonderful could it be...”

He shook his head.

“But there was no treasure inside. Only the demon. Only death. It’s been hunting me ever since.”

What about the box? Adam pushed the phone to Gabriel’s face. Do you know where it is? Do you still have it?

“I— I burned it,” Gabriel said. “I thought that might destroy the spirit—”

“Dammit!” Adam growled. Abruptly he looked back to me, as if to make sure I hadn’t been offended by the outburst.

What do you remember about the box? he continued. Did it have any symbols on it? Any writing?

“There was some, but I couldn’t read it. It was bocote wood, I remember that. It was old— dark with age, and it had a heavy grain— usually you find it in luxury pieces, you see. But the letters blended too heavily into the grain. It could have said anything.”

That’s why it’s after you, Adam wrote. You saw the box, so it thinks you know its name. Which would be fantastic if you did, because then that would give us actual power over it. If his fingers dug any harder into the phone, he would crack the screen.

"I'm sorry," he said to me. "I'll do what I can, but we don’t have a lot of options."

Then what options DO we have? I demanded. Lay it out for me.

I have no fu— He backspaced abruptly, casting a glance at Gabriel. — no idea. If a demon ever possessed a dragon before, I haven’t heard about it. I don’t know how much that changes things.

Why would it? I asked. The demon’s still the same no matter what, right? It’s not like you’ve got to physically lift it up or anything, is it?

The power of an exorcism is magnified by the faith of the victim. Buddhist prayers work better on Buddhists, Muslim prayers work better on Muslims. Catholic prayers work well in this country, because pretty much everyone’s seen The Exorcist, so people believe it’s supposed to work. But all of that requires a faith in a higher power, which dragons don’t have. I reached for the phone to argue against the generalization, but he pulled it out of my reach and continued. It’s not wired into them the way it is with humans. They don’t take authority from anyone.

Well, that explained a lot.

Everything about a dragon’s mind is different from a human’s. It would make it that much easier for the demon to dig in.

I could speak to the first part— I’d spent the last three years or so translating between Arkay’s moods and the world around us— but the second half of that sounded off. I couldn’t put my finger on it.

But then, I’d already seen evidence of it, hadn’t I?

Is that why it’s moving so much faster now? I asked. When it was in Allison, it moved like the girl in The Ring. I was fairly certain I’d seen it do a flip when it went after Adam.

Maybe, but I don’t think that’s all of it, he admitted. Humans don’t use our full strength because we feel pain. I’ve seen autopsy photos from possessions. They’re shredded inside. Ruptured organs, herniated muscle, tendons ripped right off the bone. And that’s without the demon doing any dramatic stunts, either. That’s just how much force they exert while walking around. It wouldn’t be nearly as taxing on a dragon’s body. The kind of lifting that would mangle a human body probably wouldn’t even pull a muscle on your friend.

Well, that was one less thing I needed to worry about.

You shouldn’t look nearly so relieved by that, Adam pointed out. It’s a lot stronger than we are.

But I wasn’t the only one more relaxed. Over the course of the diatribe, Adam had eased his grip on the phone, and he’d stopped clenching his jaw.

Something moved overhead, and the tension returned. I peered into the dark of the ceiling, flashing the cell phone’s screen into the air above us.

“You hear that?” I breathed.

Adam nodded.

There was another sound, so light it could have been the building settling. But the factory was a good hundred years old, and it had been abandoned for the last decade. Any settling it had to do had already happened.

The next time it moved, there was no mistaking the sound of footsteps.

“Is it her?” Gabriel whispered.

She’s above us, I wrote.

“Can we run?”

Adam shook his head. “That’s asking for an ambush.”

There’s another platform over the door, I wrote. She’ll be able to jump us if we run.

A magazine was snapped into the rifle with a menacing click. The message was clear: she wouldn’t be able to catch us if Adam shot her first. He signaled for Gabriel to get the door, then leveled the muzzle of the gun at the only entrance.

I opened my mouth to protest, but I never got the chance.

Gabriel’s hand had barely touched the doorknob when a crash split the air at the back of the room. The demon had kicked in the glass blocks in the back wall. It landed in a crouch, illuminated by a pool of moonlight. Shattered glass glittered like fallen stars at its feet.

Adam whirled, raising the rifle to shoot. “Get the door!”

Gabriel was way ahead of him. But when he turned the knob, the door opened all of two inches before it stopped with a metallic thunk. “It won’t open!”

The demon’s hands were dark with burns, and I realized what had happened. Those thick, heavy sheets of steel— the same kind Gabriel had used in his shelter, the same kind we’d walked over on the way here— the demon had used them to barricade us inside.

We were trapped.

Adam raised his rifle. “I’m sorry, Rosario.”

I stepped between Adam and the demon.

Because Arkay was my best friend, and possessed or not, I’d promised to watch her back.

Because we’d been caught and I had nothing left to lose.

And because something had finally clicked in my brain: if dragons were so easy for demons to possess, then why was this the first one Adam had ever heard of?

“Rosario, get out of there!”

“Put the gun down, Adam.” I looked straight into the demon’s cavernous eyes. “You’re not going to hurt me.” My voice barely even shook.

“I’m going to peel the ribs from around your still-beating heart,” it hissed.

“No, you’re not.” I inched closer. “Arkay, I know things are kind of freaky right now, but I’ve got your back, okay? Same as I always do. Same as you’ve got mine. But this guy, he doesn’t believe me.” I jabbed a thumb at Adam. “He thinks you’re gonna let this thing hurt me.”

“Your pet dragon is gone,” the demon said. “Her soul is devoured. There’s nothing left inside but hellfire and ash.”

“I wasn’t talking to you.” I advanced another step. “Arkay, you’re stronger than this motherfucker.” Adam gave an indignant squeak behind me. “I know it. I know you stopped it from hurting me on the roof. That wasn’t out of the kindness of its shriveled little heart, and it wasn’t some demonic IOU, either. That was you. All you. Just like that was you laughing at my lame-ass pun.”

“You’ve got a big mouth, Potnia Theron.” The demon twisted to move around me, but I stepped back into its path, close enough for it to knock my head off with one good swing if it wanted to.

“Then prove me wrong.” I spread my arms wide. “Go right ahead. Prove that you’re really the one in control here.”

No blow came. The demon shook with fury.

One step closer. “Arkay,” I said softly. “My beautiful, crazy, taste-impaired Arkay. I need you to do one last thing for me. Just one, and then we can go home and get you that ridiculous armchair.” I laid my hand against Arkay’s cheek. “I need the demon’s name.”

Something snapped. The demon lunged, throwing me to the ground with an inhuman shriek. The fall knocked the air out of my lungs, and a pair of knees in my diaphragm finished the job. Clawed hands wrapped around my throat.

Two more bodies eclipsed the moonlight as they rushed to help me. Gabriel tried to pry the demon’s arm back. Adam ignored the arms entirely and grabbed the demon around the waist, hauling it into the air. They were both praying now, their voices churning into meaningless gibberish. The demon writhed and spat, clinging to me with its legs. It wouldn’t let me go.

It would never let me go.

My lungs burned. My head spun. The demon tossed me around as it thrashed, and every impact with the floor sent constellations dancing in front of my eyes. How much pressure would it take to crush my trachea? My spine?

I’d been so sure Arkay would protect me. That she could protect me.

The demon pulled me close to its snarling face. Its fingers closed.

And then its expression changed. Desperate rage became horror and fear. Murderous pressure softened. Claws retreated from my skin.

It happened in the space of a second. A flash, a shift, and two syllables cracked through the air like gunfire: “Kele!” 

The word was swallowed as quickly as it had been uttered. The snarl returned, and with it the pressure around my throat.

But Adam was already chanting.

I only had time for one final thought before the darkness overwhelmed me:

I really hope that was its whole name.

Arkay

First there was pain.

No. That’s not right.

First there was FUCKSHITHELLOHFUCKWHYISTHISHAPPENING.

There was screaming. There were threats and curses layered so thick you could drown in them, and then thicker still until they clotted into incomprehension. And when all the horror and pain and fear cancelled each other out, all I had left was rage.

That thing had dared to slither inside me. To smother me. To force me into submission.

And this. Would. Not. Fly.

I thrashed against it. I snarled and spat and tore. I screamed. It wound tighter around me with every moment, but I only struggled harder.

I would break myself into pieces before I let it have me. I would bring this whole fucking factory down over my head. I would burn us both to ash.

But then there was a voice.

Rosa’s voice.

When she spoke, I listened. When she commanded, I obeyed. And when she told me how to fight back, I sank my jaws into the demon and brought her its name still bloody between my teeth.

I couldn’t tell you when the other voices started filtering through, or when Kele stopped laughing and started to howl. I couldn’t guess which command finally ripped its consciousness off of mine, or at what point the murky shadows crystallized into shape and color.

But I knew the precise moment when Rosario’s voice fell silent.

Slowly I became aware of other things: the barrel of a gun levelled a few inches from my eyes, the face of a young soldier as he chanted a prayer, the smell of metallic brine laced with the harsh sweetness of fear.

Blood.

Familiar blood.

I turned my focus away from the soldier and his rifle. The priest was on his knees a few feet away, hunched over a woman’s body. Her face was slack. Her eyes were shut. Her long dark hair had come out of its braid and pooled behind her head like a bloodstain.

My body felt overcooked and disjointed, but I scrambled across rotting linoleum and broken glass.

The soldier shouted, but the words smudged into meaningless sounds. His intent was clear enough: the barrel of his rifle followed me to Rosario’s side. The priest tensed and scooted away.

My fingers skated over her wrist. Her skin was warm. A pulse drummed under my fingertips.

She cringed and groaned, and I withdrew.

Her throat was red and raw, and the darkest marks matched the size and shape of my hands. Fresh cuts on her throat lined up perfectly with my nails.

Kele’s doing. Motherfucker.

But then her eyes fluttered open. Her gaze fell on me, and her grimace softened into a pained smile. A gentle hand rose to brush my cheek, and I leaned into the touch.

Tentatively I reached out to her, too. When she didn’t cringe away, I ran my fingertips along her scalp, careful not to snag her hair. The back of her skull was hot and inflamed. There was blood, but the cut it flowed from was shallow enough that it had already started to clot.

I curled around her shoulders and eased her head against the softer cushion of my arms.

By the time language had congealed once again into patterns I could understand, flashes of red and white light had started flooding through the open door of the little room.

Rosario

“You’re sure she’s not going to try something?” Adam didn’t type it out, but he probably didn’t need to. He’d asked the same question so many times that even Gabriel was starting to roll his eyes.

“Tell you what,” I said. “If you’re that worried, give me a few more minutes and I’ll come with you.” I would have tried writing it, but Adam wouldn’t let me have my phone back. Something about reading aggravating my condition. “I used to live around here. We can walk to the McDonalds, you can call you a tow truck, and we’ll skip the hospital altogether.”

“Absolutely not,” he said. “You lost consciousness.”

“Only for a few minutes!”

“At very minimum you’ve got a concussion. They’ll likely need to do an MRI, a CT-scan, X-rays—”

“And if I ever have grandkids, they’ll be retired by the time they pay all that off,” I said. “No thank you.”

“It’s not up for discussion.” He sounded like he wanted to put his foot down, but the last three times he’d raised his voice, Arkay had straight-up growled at him. Finally he sighed, and I was almost naive enough to take that as a sign of defeat. “What about Gabriel, then? He’s going to need at least three rounds of antibiotics for all the infections he’s racked up, he’s dealing with some obvious signs of malnutrition, and I’m betting he hasn’t been running down the street to Kroger for bottled water. You really want to tell me that he shouldn’t get some decent medical attention?”

“Of course he should.”

“But that doesn’t apply to you because...?”

That wasn’t fair.

I lowered my voice. “You mean besides the medical bills? How about because I don’t want to go to prison. The police in this area know me and Arkay, and they don’t exactly like either of us. I just got my life back on track, Adam. I have a job, we’re renting a house— things are okay for the first time since... since forever.” Arkay gripped my shoulder protectively. “I’m not going to ruin that.”

Adam stared at me for a long while, before he sat down on the peeling linoleum. “Doctor-patient privilege. There’s no gunshot wounds, so they have no reason to turn you in.”

“You don’t know that,” I muttered.

“Then I’ll make sure they don’t. And the Order has a decent medical plan. I’ll see what I can do about getting you covered.”

I blinked. “You can do that?”

“It’s my job,” he said flatly. “You’re dealing with dragons and demons. The entire point of the Order is to keep people safe from this kind of thing. Which we wouldn’t exactly be doing if we let you go bankrupt over this.”

“You’re serious?”

“Yeah.”

I leaned tighter against Arkay. “So that makes you... what? An exorcist social worker or something?”

He tipped his head. “Something like that.”

“What about him?” I asked, nodding at Gabriel.

“I don’t—”

“If it’s about him, he deserves to be included in the conversation,” I said. “Type it.”

Adam glowered at me for a moment, but relented and took a long moment to explain my question in writing.

“I should still have insurance with the Church,” Gabriel said. “I may be sent back to Santa Fe.”

“Well, if you’re ever back in town, be sure to let us know, okay? Or email us, or something.”

Gabriel flashed a weary smile once he’d read Adam’s translation. “I think that may be necessary. After all this...”

I nodded. “Trust me, I know.” 

Gabriel stayed with me while Adam left to call for help. Without him to keep the phone away, I made a grab for it. One text wouldn’t hurt.

What about the demon? I asked. Is it gone?

“The shadows left Arkay,” Gabriel said. “It looked broken. Beaten. Adam seemed surprised.” 

So it’s not coming back? I had to know. I had to be sure.

Gabriel took my uninjured hand and gave it a squeeze. “No,” he said gently. “It’s not coming back.”

***

According to Gabriel, I’d only been unconscious for a few minutes, and it was still enough to warrant an MRI, a CT-scan, and so many X-rays that I was pretty sure I’d start glowing. All the while Arkay flitted around the scanning rooms like a hummingbird on Red Bull, and she hadn’t stopped hovering since. Every hour, on the hour, she was at my side with a cold compress, starting when Adam drove us home from the hospital in a rental car and ending when the doctor-mandated twenty-four-hour period was over. Even after that, it took some genuine coaxing to persuade her to sleep in her own bed, instead of curled up beside me. Constantly handling ice was as good for her hands as it was for my head; apparently the demon’s proactive approach to climbing had done a number on her fingers, and handling iron while possessed had left her hands covered in second-degree burns. She wouldn’t come near the doctors, but Adam said she had what seemed like minor fractures in two fingers, and the rest were bruised to hell.

A lot of the details got fuzzy beyond that, and not only because of the concussion. Adam said he’d take care of it, and somehow he had. Afterward I looked up the average prices of the tests I’d taken. Depending on who took them and how generous they were feeling, my total ran up somewhere between the price of a new car and the mortgage for a house, but I never saw a bill. We never heard from a collector. The police never dropped by to ask us inconvenient questions.

Danielle came by almost daily with food and reminders that she was only a phone call away if we needed anything. Gabriel dropped off his email address and a number where we could text him while his situation with the church got sorted out. 

Kindra came by almost three days after we got home. She leaned nonchalantly against the front porch, but her labret stud twitched as she worried the inside of the piercing between her teeth. 

“Hey,” she said, pushing a bouquet of miniature sunflowers into my hands as soon as I answered the door. “How are you feeling?” 

“Good,” I said automatically. “Better, I mean. Fine.” I needed to stop talking before I completely embarrassed myself. “How are you? How’s work?” 

“We’re missing you.” A faint smile. “Also, Dan is being an asshole, and you totally need to help me put him in his place.” 

“Sure thing.” I averted my eyes to the get-well-soon card, which looked like it had been signed by most of the staff. “The doctor said I should be okay to go back to work by Monday. Think you can survive that long without me?”

“For a few days, I think I’ll manage. But that’s it. No more getting yourself hurt again, got it?” She said it playfully, but there was an undertone of genuine concern in her voice.

“Hey.” I reached out and took her hand. “I don’t make a habit out of hospital visits. I promise. This was a fluke. It shouldn’t happen again.”

“You sure about that?” Her anxiety bubbled to the surface. “You skip work to hang out with some weird dude from out of town, and the next day you’re in the hospital. That doesn’t sound like much of a fluke.” She zeroed in on me, and suddenly I couldn’t look away. “Rosa, you know me. Judging isn’t a thing I do. But if you’re in trouble, I can do a whole lot more to help you if I know what’s going on.” 

She meant it, too.

If I asked her to help me with a creepy ex or a drug dealer or a loan shark or something, she’d probably come running with a crowbar. She was that kind of person. Hell, it was half the reason Arkay liked her so much. 

But the thing was, she already believed in all those things. They were mundane. When you got into trouble with them, you called the cops or the FBI or something, and even if they didn’t help you, at least they would believe that you were really in trouble.

The last person who’d gone to the cops talking about monsters had been a police detective. Detective Sharp had filed an incident report, and she’d lost her badge for it. They said she’d had a mental break.

Right after Arkay started following me around, I’d tried telling people what she was. I’d tried to warn them about what happened when she got angry. I’d learned to pinpoint the exact moment when people made up their mind about me: this is one of the crazy ones. It’s too bad, she was so nice.

Hell, there had been days when I doubted Arkay existed at all, like maybe she was my Fight-Club-style imaginary friend and nobody had the heart to tell me otherwise. 

I could prove it, though. I could ask Arkay to get all big and scaly, and then—

And then?

When she’d found out Arkay was a dragon, Detective Sharp had tried to shoot her. When Mike had realized that there was something not entirely human about Arkay, he’d thrown us both out of the homeless camp. When my parents found out I was a lesbian, they’d disowned me.

People flipped their shit when they learned secrets. The only ones who didn’t were the ones already living with them. 

I swallowed.

I liked Kindra. I really, really liked her. 

I didn’t want to lose her already. 

“I don’t think I can talk about it right now,” I said. “I’m sorry. I just can’t.” 

Kindra’s expression softened. Sympathy, maybe. Not quite pity. “I get that. I do. But I’m here for you if you need me, okay?” 

I scrambled to change the subject. “Actually, there’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you.”

Her smile was warm and permissive. She’d let it go. 

“See, we found the world’s loudest armchair at the Attic Window last week, and I’m pretty sure we’re gonna need a small army to move the damn thing. Wanna help?” At least with this, I didn’t have to hide. “I’ll bribe you with dinner.”

She grinned, and the stud in her lip flashed as it caught the light. That’s the only reason I kept staring at her smile. Promise.

Fext

Security around the factory expanded since the incident, though by the look of things, there hadn’t been much to speak of beforehand. Now the chain link fence was patched and reinforced with barbed wire, and a police cruiser opened the rusted gate to circle the area.

It was a token effort at best. Only a single police officer sat in the vehicle that pulled up beside us, trying to keep my strike team in his line of sight while he reached for his sidearm. 

He caught my gaze and his eyes glazed over, his hand falling limp against his shoulder holster. His body slumped forward against the steering wheel, and the air was filled with the blare of the car horn. I gave the signal, and a rakshasa leaned in the window and heaved him sideways, silencing the noise.

Someone would have heard that. “How long before police arrive?” 

Another rakshasa stepped forward. “Six minutes, if they’ve been notified.”

Of course they’d been notified. As far as they were concerned, this was an active crime scene. “Then you have five minutes. Fan out and collect what evidence you can.”

No point watching the ground for tracks. It had been too long since the incident, and emergency vehicles and regular patrols had spoiled anything the earth might tell us. 

The walls, though, were a different story. 

One warehouse wall was scorched black from an explosion, its epicenter cratered. The bricks had crumbled under the raw force of a lightning strike. Scratches carved into the corner of another building—small, scattered, but parallel. The score marks of enormous antlers.

I narrowed my eyes. A dragon.

“We’ve got evidence of rifle fire!” came a shout from further on.

My team hurried to search for more clues, but I followed the trail of a fight. The dragon had been upended. Outmatched. It had fled to higher ground. 

Two sets of blood splatter led in two directions. Smaller splashes marked a source moving low to the ground, while the other set had fallen from significantly higher. I followed it around the corner, behind the shelter of a foreman’s office. 

This was where it had climbed. Where its talons had carved deep into the brick and mortar to haul its weight higher. 

I traced the lowest of the claw marks with my fingers: three parallel gouges, each so deep that they swallowed my finger up to the second knuckle. A second set of gouges dug into the brick almost three yards away. 

It looked like our dragon had all its limbs intact when it made to climb.

I swallowed my disappointment.

“Five minutes!” shouted my lieutenant, and the rest of the team gathered together. “Let’s move out!” As soon as the team started moving, he fell into step beside me. “Ma’am, we’ve found evidence of demon activity.” 

“What kind of evidence are we talking?” I asked, not missing a stride. 

“The demon, Ma’am. We sealed away what was left of it, but...” He hesitated. “Whoever got to it before us didn’t just exorcise it. That thing was shredded. I didn’t know that was possible.” 

“We can start asking questions when we find out who did it.” I raised my voice for the rest of the team. “We’re looking at a fight between multiple humanoids and a river dragon. Identify them, find them, and bring them to me.”
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Things are going well for our heroes. Rosario has a loving girlfriend and a caseworker who can help her cope with a world full of monsters, and Arkay is getting the attention she craves working as a stripper. But when a new drug dealer tries to turn Arkay's club into a front for his business, Arkay steps up to defend what's hers— and in doing so, she threatens to destroy everything that Rosario has worked to create.
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