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For Andrew

Monica

The night was thick. It was the only word for it. March had ended with an abrupt heat wave that turned the last inches of melted snow into heavy fog. Light pollution spilled out from the city and left a haze of orange-purple smeared across the sky, but this far on the outskirts of town, the streets were nearly black. Streetlights loomed like scarecrows over the parking lot, and gave off just about as much illumination. Of nearly a dozen, only three still worked, each one surrounded by a puddle of murky light. 

What I’m trying to say is the place looked creepy as hell. 

The weeds that jabbed through the cracked blacktop grew taller and thicker as they got farther away from the security fence, where it yellowed and collapsed into a hay-colored mat. In drier climates, the overgrown grounds might have constituted a fire hazard. Even in upstate New York, with all the rain and moisture in the air, it wouldn’t take much more than a few sparks to catch.

I suspect there were a few people who wouldn’t mind watching this place burn. Until it did, though, I had a job to do.

The path I walked was well-worn from years of repeated use. A perfect circle, a little more than a mile in circumference, closing in nearly fifty acres of industrial wasteland. I could have followed it by feel and memory, if not by moonlight, but that left too many openings to make a mistake. I used my flashlight to follow the line of mineral and sediment, and slowly added another layer to the circle. Black salt and brick dust. It was the kind of thing my Gramma used to tell me about, usually with a grin and a wink. Nothing but superstition and mumbo-jumbo, but there ain’t nothing wrong with hedging your bets. 

That’s what this was. One last hedge against the thing that lay inside. Whatever the hell it was. I’d asked plenty of times when I’d been assigned here, but HQ didn’t like me enough to throw me any bones. I wasn’t sure how much I could blame them. The last team I’d been part of had collapsed when two agents were killed and a third switched sides to fuck a dragon. Of the three of us who were still around, Weiss got shipped off to a backwater in Ukraine, Mara got thrown at another dragon up in Canada, and I got stationed here. All three of us were under suspicion. The rogue agent had been sentenced to die, and we’d let him get out alive. For all HQ knew, any one of us could still be working with him. 

That lack of trust meant I was kept out of the loop on important details. All my information was given on a need-to-know basis, and as long as I obeyed my instructions and stayed outside the salt circle, I would never need to know what was inside this factory. 

Further in was another circle made of solid silver. Beyond that, a ring of cold iron. You could still see the cracks and indentations where the cranes had come in to lay down the pieces before they’d been hammered into place. But that was before my time. By now, the silver was badly tarnished and barely visible through the weeds; the iron was so badly rusted that I could probably have broken the circle if I kicked the right place. 

It was quiet here. On the factory grounds there were no trees for the wind to disturb, and only the distant echoes of crickets filtered through the darkness. Consequently, I had no trouble hearing the jangle of the chain link fence as it was pulled aside. It couldn’t be my partner. We worked on alternating shifts, and he wouldn’t even be awake for another five hours. 

Which meant it was an intruder.

I stepped out of the beaten track and back onto the uneven pavement, keeping my flashlight low. 

They were close enough that I could pick out four sets of footprints, and the frantic heavy breathing of a large dog straining on a leash. A girl’s voice broke into giggles. 

“Oh my God, I can’t believe I’m doing this.” 

“That’s the point, isn’t it?” said another voice. The same age, if I had to guess. Male, late teens or early twenties. “If you go to the same places everybody goes, you’re just gonna wind up with the same pictures everybody takes. The only way you’re gonna get anything new is if you do something nobody else is gonna do.”

God, not more teenagers. I was a seasoned detective, not a rent-a-cop.

Once a month or so, I’d get a bunch of urban explorers who wanted to take some creepy pictures of an abandoned factory for their blogs. Some called ahead to ask for permission, and I sent them away with warnings of crumbling infrastructure and contaminated soil. Anywhere else, I wouldn’t have wasted my time stopping them.  Anywhere else, the hobby was relatively harmless trespassing, the kind that didn’t hurt anyone so long as they were careful and had all their shots.

Here and now, though, it was anything but harmless.

I waited until I had a good position, then swept my flashlight across the intruders, catching each one in the eyes. 

“Holy shit!” one of the boys yelped. Another girl let out a scream that sounded closer to a squeak. 

“Freeze!” I barked. “This is private property. The four of you are trespassing.”

One of the girls stepped forward, trying to maintain control of an enormous German shepherd. She’d probably brought it for protection, but it was too busy whining and fidgeting to intimidate anyone. “I am so sorry, Officer. I had no idea. We were just here for a project, and—” 

“I don’t want to hear it,” I said. “This place is dangerous. You all need to get out.”

“But if you could just let us look around for like five minutes,” said one of the boys.

“Did I stutter?” I flashed my light squarely into his eyes. “Either you kids turn right around and walk out through that damned fence, or you get in my car and I’m taking you all to the station. Is that clear?” 

I got a mumbled chorus of “Yes, ma’am,” and “oh, man,” and “yeah, sure,” from three of the voices. The fourth was more preoccupied.

“Rexie, heel!” The dog was pulling so hard she was at an angle to the pavement. The choke chain was pulled so tight that the poor mutt could barely rasp for air, but it wasn’t letting up. Its belly scrubbed the ground as it dragged itself forward an inch at a time, its claws digging into the cracks of exposed dirt. “Come on, Rexie! Sit! Down! Come here!” 

She gathered herself for one mighty tug, and promptly lost her grip on the chain. The dog took off running. 

“Hey!” the girl shouted. “Rexie! Rexie, come back here!” 

The dog made a break straight for the factory, and so did the girl. 

“No, wait!” I sprinted after her. “Dammit, kid, it’s dangerous!”

She was young, but after the freshman fifteen and a long semester of sitting at a desk, she was slow. I should’ve been able to catch her easily. But the beam of my flashlight was fixed on the girl’s feet, not my own, so I didn’t see the crack in the pavement before it caught my foot. I hit the ground hard enough that gravel and broken glass sliced into my leather gloves. In an instant I was on my feet and running again, not even bothering to brush off the debris, but I’d lost precious time in the fall. When my flashlight caught the girl’s feet, she was well on the other side of the circle.

Meph

“Are you ready for this?” Arkay asked. I appreciated her erring on the side of caution, but all her double-checking was starting to make me anxious. Maybe that was the point.

“Yes, I’m ready.” 

She leaned close enough that I could smell the fabric softener on her clothes, and she fastened a coarse blindfold over my eyes. “And you remember your safewords?” 

“Red for stop, yellow to slow down, green for go.” It was getting to be a ritual between us. We’d done this plenty of times on the bed, until that had grown— if not comfortable, then at least familiar. But this wasn’t supposed to be familiar.

“That’s good.” She was on my side now. I heard her bare feet moving across the carpet before I felt her take my hands and feet and fasten them, one at a time, into steel handcuffs. 

Familiarity didn’t stop the surge of adrenaline that hit as soon as the cuffs locked into place. My pulse rose. Sweat moistened my palms.

“How are you doing?”

“I’m green,” I said, and I meant it. The anxiety was a wake-up call, but it didn’t overwhelm me anymore. 

“Good.” Now she hovered somewhere above me. She’d stood up. It had been easy to follow her movements when we did this on the creaking mattress, but under the cushion of carpet, her floor was solid stone, and her footsteps were light and careful. I held my breath and listened for the soft rustle of fabric and the nearly inaudible sound of a pin falling to the floor. 

The crawling fear in my gut left me hyper-vigilant. I focused that fear, let it hone my senses and drive my movements. Keeping track of the pin required focus and attention. I shuffled toward it on my knees, keeping the chains of my shackles taut so they wouldn’t rattle and give me away. I had to be quiet. If I made a noise— if she heard me— she’d be angry with me. She’d lock me away.

I heard footsteps overhead. Oh God, she’d heard me. She was here. She—

“Meph?” Arkay asked.

Arkay. Not the Contessa. Arkay. 

I was in her apartment. I was safe. 

I let out the breath I’d been holding. “I’m... green.” 

“You sure about that? We can take a break if you need one.”

“I’m sure.” 

“Okay.” She stepped back and again became the guard in our simulation. I waited for her footsteps to move away, and I resumed my crawl to the pin. 

I must have miscalculated somewhat. When I did find it, it was because the pin stabbed me in the ankle. It took a good deal of fidgeting and shuffling to get it into my hands and poke the slender bit of metal through the keyhole of the cuffs. Once there, though, the rest was muscle memory. A few twists, some awkward fumbling, and a bit of pressure, and the handcuffs slid first off one wrist and then the other. The shackles on my legs came away almost as an afterthought. I pulled off the blindfold and blinked at the sudden brightness. 

“Good job, Meph.” Arkay stood over me, just within arm’s reach, and she smoothed my hair with a gentle hand. “That’s your fastest time yet.” 

I leaned into her touch and tried to take my mind off my still-racing heart rate. “It’s easier to move quietly without the mattress.” 

“Yeah, I noticed. But hey, now you’ve got practice moving on a super noisy surface.” Her hands kept moving down my neck, my shoulders, my back. My forehead slid against her chest and found a resting place between her breasts. Her knees migrated to straddle my thighs, and my alertness took on an entirely different focus. Arkay called it aftercare. She said it was essential to the process of working my way out of these goddamned phobias. Usually by this time, I couldn’t care less what she called it, so long as she kept touching me. “It looked like things were getting a bit rough for a second.”

“Yeah.” Coherent thought? What was that? “It’s... fine, though. Getting better.” I repositioned to take the pressure off my knees and pulled her closer against me, my thumbs catching the waistline of her jeans. “I think I’m ready to go through with it.”

“A few more trial runs wouldn’t hurt.” Her words were more a sensation against my neck than they were a series of sounds.  When she put it like that, I had a hard time arguing with her. I would put up with a thousand of these sessions if she kept ending them this way. 

But I didn’t have time for a thousand sessions. A cold weight washed over me. My fingers dug into her hips. It probably would have hurt her, if she were human. Instead, her expression softened into concern. 

“Meph, you don’t have to go if you’re not ready.”

“Ready’s got nothing to do with it,” I said. “If I don’t accept the Order’s offer now, they aren’t going to give me a chance to reconsider.”

“Then you don’t have to go back at all.” She said it like it was a matter of fact, not like she was offering absolution free of charge. But absolution had to be earned. After all the wrong I’d done, all the people I’d hurt, all the evil I’d contributed to, I couldn’t just accept her forgiveness. I had to do something to make it right, and that meant going back to the Order. 

“I’ll be careful,” I said softly. 

“Damn right you will.” She smoothed my hair again, her gesture as protective as it was affectionate. “I can still get you that GPS tracker if you want it. Anything happens, and we can be there in minutes.”

“They’ll be looking for one.”

“They’re not nearly as creative as I am about hiding these things.” She flashed a wide, toothy smile. A dragon’s smile. It faltered when I felt something buzz against my leg. “Shit.” 

She didn’t bother taking the phone out of her back pocket, so I pulled it out for her. The screen lit up with an alarm. 

“Got somewhere to be?” I asked.

She plucked it from my hands and tossed it at the couch. “Whoops. Sorry, guys. I had an alarm and everything, and I totally slept through it. You know how these things are. My bad.”

I could go along with the lie. Even if I couldn’t keep her from having to attend these godawful conferences, I could give her a pleasant reason to be late. I would certainly enjoy helping her procrastinate. 

But like I said, absolution had to be earned.

“You should probably go,” I said reluctantly.

“I don’t want to.” 

“I don’t want you to, either. But it’s important.” I pushed lightly at her hips, and she climbed out of my lap, extending a hand to help me up.

“Tell you what,” she said. “I’ll make sure these windbags wrap it up quickly, and when I get back, I’ll make it up to you.”

I grinned. “I’ll be looking forward to that.” 

She pursed her lips into an exaggerated kiss, and slipped from the room. As soon as the door shut behind her, the grin slipped from my face. 

As pleasant as that offer sounded, I wouldn’t hold her to it. On her best days, these conferences dragged on for hours, and she always came back gray-faced and bone-weary. I hated how much it took out of her. I hated how little I could do to help. But it wasn’t like I knew anything about the politics of non-humans, or their customs, or their psychology, or anything at all that didn’t involve murdering them. At this point, all I could do was stay with her at night and help her get at least a little bit of sleep before she went back for another round. 

Maybe that was another reason I had to go back. So I wouldn’t feel so goddamn useless. 

Arkay

I took a deep breath and plastered on a professional smile before I opened the door to the conference room. On one side of the table sat a stern middle-aged man in a business suit, whose intense brows hid large, expressive eyes. His name was Ren Matsumoto, the head of a syndicate of youkai in Japan. Beside him sat a muscular woman in a brilliant golden sari— Shreya Kumar, the general of an alliance of rakshasa in Uttar Pradesh. Nadia had recommended I include a tea service, so between them sat a pitcher of Southern sweet tea, loaded with enough sugar to crystallize into rock candy when it hit your teeth. Three glasses had been filled. None of them had been touched.

“Mr. Matsumoto, Madam Kumar, I hope you haven’t been waiting on me.”

They had and I knew it, but neither said as much as I took my chair at the head of the table. 

“Not at all, Arkay,” Matsumoto said with a bow of his head. I noted the distinct lack of ‘sama’ at the end of my name. Apparently that was expected when addressing dragons where he was from.

At least Kumar was generous enough to hide the edge in her tone. “I’m sure your affairs take precedence.” 

Really? This again?

I took a swig from my own glass. “My affairs aren’t what we’re here to discuss, Madam. Let’s get right to it, shall we?” 

“The Matsumoto Syndicate wishes to offer its most heartfelt condolences to the Hoarde and its newest members in this time of strife,” the youkai said.

“And we greatly appreciate the sentiment. Just like we appreciate the doctors and supplies you sent to help us with the transition. That both of you sent.” I offered a smile and a nod to Kumar and tried not to look impatient. Which part of ‘let’s get right to it’ didn’t come across when I said it?

Kumar leaned forward. “Matsumoto and I have been corresponding on the matter, and we would like to expand our support of the Hoarde in future endeavors.” Matsumoto looked like he was starting to reconsider. “When last we convened as a whole, you raised concerns that the factory you found wasn’t the only one of its kind.”

“Concerns would be putting it mildly.” If I had any doubt, I would have tried harder to keep Meph from going back to the Order. “We just have to find them.” 

“And to that end, we believe a direct approach would be most expedient.” She smiled the way a boxer would throw a punch. “Naturally, as the first factory was found in your territory, we will leave the workings under your command, but the Alliance would like to pledge its full support. What weapons and soldiers you might need will be gladly supplied. And tactical expertise, should you require advice in how to proceed.” 

“The Matsumoto Syndicate, of course, would be remiss to withhold our services. I’m afraid our martial contributions can’t be quite as generous as the Alliance, but we can offer monetary support to help bolster your forces.”

Okay, now I definitely knew something was up. If they actually wanted to support me, they’d do it in a larger conference where they could encourage their other allies to do the same, instead of asking to talk in private. The last time I’d been subject to this kind of hard sell, I’d wound up with the weight of the Hoarde on my shoulders. 

But I couldn’t just tell them to go fuck themselves. 

“Thank you both for your generosity,” I said carefully. “I will take your offers under consideration and speak with my councilors about how to proceed.” If I said the wrong thing— or even the right thing in the wrong way— then we’d be down two allies. And sure, Nadia might be able to figure out a way to cope, but that usually took twice as much work and four times as much stress as she already had on her plate. Besides, I had my own agenda. “But while I give that matter my attention, I’d like to bring another matter to yours.” 

There was something predatory about the way their eyes followed me. 

“I’m aware that the Matsumoto Syndicate owns controlling interests in several major publishing houses and news channels. Madam Kumar, your own family is instrumental in the production of several popular serials.” 

“We are.” Her mouth twitched. “Why? Are you craving the spotlight?”

“I’d like to plan for a time when it can’t be avoided,” I said carefully, because I couldn’t give the straight answer. 

I hated hiding. I hated that most people who looked at me automatically assumed I was frail and weak and human. I hated that people who called me what I actually was got declared delusional. I hated the knowledge that my passing for human was the only reason I could even set foot outside this miserable cave without causing a riots. I hated that people like Meph and Rosa and even me could be duped so easily by genocidal butchers like the Order, because we couldn’t do a simple Google search and find out whether they were legit. 

The entire system was broken. And of all the people in the world, I was one of the few who could challenge that system and live to talk about it.

Whether I would fuck it up was another matter entirely.

“I think the world needs to know about us,” I continued. “About all non-humans. Sooner, rather than later. And I think when that does happen, it’ll go a hell of a lot smoother if the media response is in our favor.” 

“That would be unwise,” Matsumoto said. “Secrecy protects us from the Order.”

“Does it?” I asked. “Or does it just make it easier for them to pick us off? Our people can’t just run to the police and say ‘help, the bad men are gonna kill me because I occasionally have scales and a tail’, because they’re just going to be written off as crazy. I’ve seen it happen plenty of times.” 

“That’s why we have dragons,” Kumar said stiffly. 

“There aren’t enough dragons out in the world to keep this from happening,” I said. “But humans outnumber the rest of us ten to one, and if they find out about this, they can stop it.”

“And if they turn on us, they can erase us entirely.”

“Maybe they can,” I admitted, sitting back. “But then why wouldn’t the Order be printing this stuff on the front page of the news? Why hide what they’re doing? They’re the ones keeping up the masquerade, not us.”

“Even if you could win over the majority,” Matsumoto said. “You won’t persuade everyone. And the repercussions will be dire. I understand Russia’s politics are uncomfortable for lesbians; how do you think they will react to poludnica? Would your Fext ever again be welcome in her home country?” I bristled. That was a low blow. “Secrecy did not begin with the Order. It began because we were being hunted by humans across the globe. Because we had a very long history of being hated and hunted. They lull their children to sleep at night with stories about how to kill us.”

“And yet there are entire genres about how much they want to have sex with us,” I said. “Stories change. And right now, we have the power to change them.”

Kumar let out a puff of air that might have passed for a laugh. “We will take it under consideration,” she said, throwing my words back at me. “I hope you extend our offer the same courtesy.”

Meph

I wasn’t very popular in the Hoarde. I probably never would be. But the Felldeep’s bazaar was crowded enough that most people didn’t recognize me, so long as I kept a hood over my head and didn’t draw attention to myself. Most of the people who worked there were too focused on buying and selling to care much about who shared their marketplace. I sidled up to the flower cart from the side, grabbed my selection, and pushed a handful of crumpled bills into the florist’s clawed hands before she could get a good look at me. I took pride in my technique. I was smooth. Stealthy. Unnoticed. 

Hopefully my exit would be just as quick. Abrupt, like setting a broken bone. One minute I’d be here, and the next I’d be gone, and then I could focus on my job and Arkay could focus on hers. There’d be no need to waste time on goodbyes if she wasn’t there to see me off.

Except when I got back to Arkay’s apartment, she was already pulling her key from the door. She wasn’t kidding about cutting her meeting short.

Her eyes fell on me, and I froze. “Arkay. You’re back. How was the meeting?” 

“Meph?” She frowned, puzzled. “Are those flowers?” 

I felt the ridiculous urge to hide them behind my back. Instead I pushed my bouquet of blue alstroemeria toward her. “I know you’re not interested in anything... romantic. But I saw these in the bazaar, and they’re the same color as your scales. And they’re supposed to last a long time in water. And they smell nice. And I noticed that you tend to gravitate toward pleasant smells when you’re upset. Or familiar, anyway, but I’m assuming a link between familiar odors and pleasant ones, which can honestly be two completely distinct categories—” God, I was rambling.

But Arkay took the bouquet from me and buried her face among the blossoms with a fond smile. “Have I told you lately that you’re a total nerd?” 

Just like that, the tension drained from my spine. “You know, I think I can live with that.”

“Good. Because I like you that way.” She bounced up on her toes and kissed me. “Come back safe.” 

Monica

We had protocol for this. 

If somebody crossed the circle, they weren’t coming back. I was supposed to escort the rest of the kids off the premises and report the loss back to HQ. The Order had entire departments set aside for cover-ups. They’d come up with a convenient story to tell her family so nobody ever came looking for her.

But she was still alive. I could see her right now. And that meant I could still save her.

I was on thin ice with the Order already. There was no telling what would happen if they found out about more insubordination.

And maybe if an innocent kid’s life wasn’t on the line, that might have mattered.

“Goddammit, kid.” Salt, silver and steel passed under my feet as I crossed one circle after another, and then I crossed onto broken glass and peeling linoleum. 

The factory was dark. There were no windows at all past the lobby. Inside, everything was pitch black, lit only by my flashlight. From down the hall came the scrabbling of clawed feet against the crumbling tile floors and the echoes of human footsteps. 

“Come back here!” I took off after the sound, emerging from the hallway into an open chamber with multiple doors in every direction and enormous vats sunk into the ground. The sounds echoed hauntingly off the metal walls, distorting and reverberating until it seemed like the entire room was full of struggling bodies. I shuddered and listened harder, straining to pick out the direction of the sound, but they seemed to come from everywhere at once. I stepped over a rusted hatch door and continued on my way. 

I moved further, up one hallway and down another, until I came to a magnetic refrigerator door from what must have been a kitchen, its rubber seal cracked and stiff from age. Through the cracks came the horrific stench of rotting meat, so thick that vomit crawled up my throat. But I could hear something from inside. A grotesque, inhuman howling. 

Maybe her dog had gotten in to sniff at the rotting meat and gotten caught on something. Maybe it could lead me to the girl. Maybe it was beyond saving, but I’d rather shoot the poor thing than let it suffer.

I sucked in a breath of relatively clean air and opened the door.

The stench hit me like a freight train. But more than that was the noise. Thousands of voices were joined in a wall of sound, a single endless shriek of agony. I clapped my hands over my ears and felt blood wet against my palms. My flashlight fell to the ground. Its beam rolled across the enormous space, illuminating enough lumpy, misshapen bodies to fill an auditorium. Some were in pieces. Some were flayed. All of them were impaled on meat hooks that hung from the ceiling. Their iron chains swung as they writhed. Those that still had mouths and vocal cords screamed, their jaws distended, their gums bloodless and rotting. 

I grabbed my flashlight off the ground and hauled ass out of there. I slammed the door shut behind me, but the screams and the stench filtered through, following me until I put half a dozen rooms between me and that freak show. I don’t know how long I kept running, but I never wanted to stop, and I had enough adrenaline to keep going forever. Traction gave out before my body did. The brittle remains of loose papers covered the floor of what had once been an office. One of the pages skidded underfoot, and I fell. The edge of a rusted filing cabinet scraped my head on the way down and carved into the side of my forehead. 

“Shit,” I hissed, touching the wound. It was bleeding hard, but head wounds always do. I might need stitches when I got out of there. But not yet. First I needed to find the girl. There was still a chance she was alive in there. 

I pressed my hand to the side of my head to stifle the bleeding and tried to collect myself, but a sound caught my attention. 

The light of my flashlight whipped across the walls, but I couldn’t find any organic shapes. Nothing that could have caused the noise.

It came again, louder this time. The long, rasping drag of a body over the rough floor. 

“Kid?” I lowered my flashlight and swept the area again, searching the floor. “Kid, I know this place is freaky, but I’m here to help. Let me see you and we can get you out of here and back to your family.”

My only response was another scraping drag, and a long, low rattle of breath. The echoes were too loud and hollow for me to pinpoint a location, but one thing was clear:

It was getting closer.

“Kid?”

My eyes strained as I searched through the darkness. I whirled around a second time and then a third, trying to catch some clue as to where the sound was coming from. 

“Who’s there?” I demanded, unholstering my gun. “This is the police. Identify yourself and come out with your hands up.” 

I didn’t actually expect the thing to obey me, but it didn’t hurt to try. 

“Kid, is that you? Come out, or I will shoot you. I repeat, I will shoot you. I am armed.”

Still no reply. But it kept coming.

I swung my flashlight around, and this time I caught movement. The light reflected off what looked like a length of chain, blood-stained and stretched across the floor. It had been moving toward me.

Slowly I panned the light along its length. My hands shook on the gun. 

“Freeze! Put your hands on your head and don’t move!”

Finally my flashlight passed over... I couldn’t even give it a name anymore. It looked like it might have been quadrupedal once. The useless stumps of mangled hind limbs trailed behind it, tangling in the chain as it dragged itself forward, a few inches at a time, with the remains of its clawed hands. Its flesh was stiff and hard, like roadkill left too long on hot pavement. Long hair fell in matted strings around its head. No, its skull. It was more bone than anything else, covered in places by a few fraying strings of flesh. 

Bile rose in my throat. I’d seen this before. 

Without another moment of hesitation, I opened fire and sent a bullet through the zombie’s head.

The dry skull shattered like a clay pigeon.

I picked up my flashlight again and started running. That was the thing about zombies— they were slow, but there were usually a lot of them. I still remembered the last time I’d seen something like this, back when I’d been pinned inside a garage while they swarmed outside, throwing themselves at the doors to get inside. These weren’t the brain-hungry zombies of Hollywood tradition, but they’d still rip me apart if their necromancer gave the order. 

That was the key to this mess. 

I needed to stop wasting bullets on the sons of bitches and find whoever was in charge of this hellhole. Kill the necromancer, and all the zombies would drop like the corpses they were.

I just had to stay alive long enough to do it.

Meph

It turned out to be for the best that I didn’t take Arkay up on her offer for a tracking beacon. As soon as I got into the Order van, I was searched, patted down, swept with a metal detector, and then searched again. One of the guards even instructed me to squat down and cough. 

It was undignified, but I expected as much. I’d spent six months fraternizing with a dragon, three months after that as another dragon’s prisoner, and another two years after that blowing in the wind, with only sporadic contact with the Order and its agents. Never mind that I’d been actively fighting against Arkay for most of that time; as far as they were concerned, I was still very much in bed with the enemy. 

But now that had taken on a new significance to them.

Just like before, my trial was held in the Chicago headquarters. There was a sense of deja vu as I crossed the elaborate mosaic of the lobby and read scripture off the trim of the elevators. But this time, I was escorted by armed guards. This time, when I passed endless placards of fallen soldiers, I wondered how all of those people had died. How many of them had actually saved lives with their sacrifice, and how many had been butchers? How many were mowed down by grieving lovers, or parents protecting their children?

How many of them had no idea what they were really fighting for?

I kept my expression neutral as I was led into the council chamber and my guards took their places in the corners of the room. Another pair stood on either side of the door, in case I tried to make a break for it.

I had no intention of running. 

I squinted at the Synod. The sun was behind them and cast them into harsh silhouette, but I recognized a few of the shapes from my last trial. Archduchess Stavros and Grandmaster Burns sat on opposite ends of the long table. Closer to the middle, Gage watched me with careful eyes. If this went well, he stood a chance of regaining his position as a Grandmaster. What would happen if I failed him again?

“State your name,” said a voice from among the shadowed figures. 

I hesitated. “I don’t have one. It was officially rescinded, along with my rank and standing within the Order.”

I could feel a glare more than see one. “State a name, then,” the voice corrected, sounding annoyed. “For the record.”

That shouldn’t have amused me as much as it did. I’d been sentenced to damnatio memoriae. Usually that carried with it a death sentence, followed by a complete purge of that person’s records, both in the Order and in the outside world. As far as I knew, I was the first person in recent history, if ever, to have that sentence reversed. Which meant that they had no protocols for how to handle me.

“For the past three years, I’ve been referred to as Mephistopheles. Before then, my name was Adam Preston. What your records will call me is up to the wisdom of the Synod.” 

“Preston, then.” I recognized the voice of Archduchess Stavros, and gave her my full attention. She looked even more frail than the last time I’d seen her, but it was the brittleness of old steel. “Let us see if you’ve earned the right to take back that name.” She regarded me in silence for several long moments. “You’ve made it quite difficult to judge you. You have operated as an outlaw and a traitor to our Order, yet Gage reports that you have been working in...” She glanced at him skeptically. “Deep cover, was it? We have evidence of you fighting against our enemies, and some say that puts you on our side. But we have many enemies, and some of them hate each other as vehemently as they hate mankind. So we leave it to you, then. Whose side are you on?”

“I am, as I have always been, on the side of the Order. On the side of God.” 

“Then what do you call this prolonged absence? An apostasy?” 

“It’s exactly as Gage said.” My gaze flitted at him as I tried to remember weeks of memorized instructions. “During my work conducting surveillance on Rosario Hernandez, I developed a theory about the workings of Potnia Theron. I hypothesized that what we perceived to be supernatural abilities were not in fact innate, but patterns of behavior that could be learned and replicated. I was confident enough in my hypothesis that I allowed myself to be placed into compromising positions for the sake of continuing my study.”

The hairs on my neck stood on end. Someone was watching me. Not the collective of the Synod, either. I expected their scrutiny. This was another feeling entirely. Something familiar.

“Gage asked me that day how much faith I had in my hypothesis. How far I was willing to go to test it. I hope my work has answered that question.” 

Grandmaster Burns spoke up. “Are you seriously proposing that you did all of this for science?”

“With all due respect, Grandmaster, I did it to save lives. Hunting dragons is by far the most dangerous act a member of our Order can undertake, and I believe it’s because we’ve been approaching the entire pursuit from the wrong angle. If my research can save even one life—”

“Yes, yes, that’s very noble of you,” said the Archduchess. “Save us the pretty speeches and get to the point. What did your research find?” 

“That our taxonomy of dragons is flawed. For centuries, we’ve classified dragons according to their place of origin, their preferred habitat, their regular diet. But according to my research,” Doctor Magbantay’s research, actually, “the single most telling detail is whether or not they use human speech.” 

“You’re joking,” said a voice from the shadows, and I nearly jumped. It was a female voice, but not her voice. She wasn’t here. She couldn’t possibly be here.

“All dragons are capable of it, but they don’t have a language of their own. They don’t need one, because they’ll kill each other on sight, and in their unGodly arrogance, they don’t see other creatures as worthy of communication. And yet some dragons still adopt human speech. Not to speak with people, but to speak to one person. One single person who dramatically alters the way they interact with the rest of the world. For centuries, we have operated under the premise that dragons are inherently chaotic and unpredictable, but I’ve found that if you take into account the nature of a dragon’s relationship with that person, you can accurately map out their every action with acute precision.” 

The Archduchess raised an eyebrow. “Is that so?” 

“It’s the only reason why I’m still alive. Based on my observations of her interactions with Hernandez, I was able to successfully navigate the dragon Arkay’s moods and habits. Observation of other dragons has fallen in line exactly with the same hypothesis.” 

For nearly an hour they grilled me, challenging assumptions and cross-examining my facts. I’d spent weeks memorizing the pages of Doctor Magbantay’s Index of the Inhuman. I was prepared, but every question elevated my heart rate. Sweat moistened my palms and beaded down my neck. My throat constricted and I stumbled over my words, but I forced myself to keep talking. The air was getting thick. I could feel her nearby. I could practically smell her perfume, the notes of rushfoil and belladonna so subtle I might have imagined them.  

I had to keep it together. If I lost it now, they’d suspect me of being tainted by something. The lingering aftereffects of a succubus, or a poludnica, or any of a hundred other creatures that could get inside my head and twist me around. Everything I said would be discredited. This whole affair would be a waste of time. There would be no way I would get enough clearance to be useful to Arkay. 

I focused my thoughts on her. On the exercises we’d done together. On the memory of her face. The way she moved. The sound of her voice.

And you remember your safewords?

Because she cared about me. She didn’t want me to go through with this if I wasn’t ready. But I was. I could do this.

Red for stop, yellow to slow down, green for go.

Dragons always—

Green for go.

I told her I could do this, and I would, dammit. 

“Preston, answer the question.” 

I’m green. I’m green. 

They were going to find me out. They were going to kill me. If the Contessa didn’t beat them to it. 

My lungs weren’t taking in enough air. I couldn’t breathe. All the air smelled like her. She was here. She was coming.

“Preston!” 

Somebody rose from the table. 

“Dammit, I told you to search him!” I couldn’t identify the voice. Female. The Archduchess? The Contessa?

Spots danced across my vision. 

Dammit, Meph, now is not the time to pass out.

I held up a finger. My hands trembled. “One moment. Just... just one...” 

Just ride it out. Let it happen, and then move past it.

I took deep breaths through my mouth. The air was stale, but it kept me from smelling the Contessa’s perfume. I needed to ground myself, so I focused my attention on the Archduchess. Her silver hair was covered in black silk, the veil embroidered with red poppies. The ruby on her finger caught the last sparks of sunlight. Her hands were long-fingered and heavily scarred, unnaturally smooth where she’d been burned. 

The guards were at my sides. Members of the Synod were on their feet and raising their voices. But she remained perfectly still, her eyes on me, watching my collapse with a look of... of empathy?

Of recognition.

My breaths started to feel like they were filling my lungs again. The shaking subsided enough that I no longer felt like I was rattling apart. 

“I— I apologize,” I rasped. “I... the last time I was in this room, I wound up with a death sentence. I hope you can understand that I’m feeling some anxiety right now.” I forced my face to relax and tried to inject some lightheartedness into my tone. 

The Archduchess raised a hand, and the guards stepped back. “Continue to answer honestly, and we won’t need to carry out that sentence.” 

“Yes, Ma’am. I intend to.”

Monica

I crouched low behind the desk, trying not to breathe. The mummified corpse of a minotaur stomped past me, its dry hooves pounding on the tile floor with an earthshaking rattle. As soon as its footfalls echoed from around the corner, I let out a rattling breath and turned on my flashlight again. There was no danger of the light reaching the minotaur; the bulb barely glowed bright enough to show me my own feet anymore. 

Insects swarmed across the walls and floor, no longer fleeing from the beam of my flashlight. I crawled over them, and they crunched under my hands and knees. Not squished, but crunched. When I moved my hand away, I found not the gooey wetness of bug guts, but the dry crack of empty chitin ground into powder.

Even the goddamned bugs were zombies in this hellhole.  

My flashlight flickered and died. I gave it a smack in hopes of reconnecting the wires inside. Stupid cheap piece of shit. 

I crawled out from under the desk, grateful for the gloves on my hands. God only knew how many insects were swarming on the surfaces under my fingertips. I restrained a shudder and climbed to my feet, keeping my hand out to feel for obstacles, another to help me follow the wall.

It had to be morning by now, but that was only a guess. The factory had no windows to let in the light or indicate how long I’d been walking. I tried to check my phone, but the battery died not long after I got lost in here. I was moving at a snail’s pace already to avoid attracting attention with unnecessary noise. Now that my light cut out, I went even slower.

I listened for any sign of the girl. Barking from the dog, or crying, or attempts to call for help. The fact that I didn’t hear anything didn’t mean anything. Maybe she had the presence of mind to stay quiet. Maybe she’d lost consciousness.

Or maybe she was dead.

Another set of footsteps headed my way. They were lighter than the minotaur’s had been, softer, with what sounded like soggy shoes between its feet and the tile floor. I stumbled backwards and ducked into the opening that I’d walked past a few moments before. It didn’t seem like these things could see in the dark any better than I could, but I still crouched low and flattened myself against the wall, holding my breath.

Could they see me, though? Could they smell me?

It wasn’t the kind of thing you learned about in the police academy, and years of experience on the police force hadn’t done shit to prepare me for the supernatural. Otherwise, maybe I’d have recognized a cooler full of organs as the components of a necromantic ritual. Maybe I would have recognized an angry dragon when I saw her, and known better than to separate her from the Potnia Theron that kept her from going postal. 

Instead, I’d assumed that she was just drugged and delusional. I’d assumed that handcuffs would restrain her, and that cinderblock walls could keep her contained. But I was naive. I was ignorant. 

I saw her rip apart a grown man like he was a stack of junk mail, and I actually thought pointing a gun at her would do anything more than make her mad. 

I saw fist-sized craters in our interrogation room and dozens of recently de-animated zombies, and I was stupid enough to think that counted as evidence of magic. That my years of service to the force and the city meant I would be listened to when I gave my statement. Instead I was thrown off the force. Gently, of course, given leniency because the higher-ups said I’d had a mental break. They said all those bodies had left me deluded.

Even after I completed my psych evals and earned back my side-arm, things changed. People looked at me different after I’d cried ‘dragon’. People stopped trusting my word. My instincts.

The only person who believed me was Green, and only him because he knew exactly what dragons were. Only unlike me, he knew enough to keep his mouth shut and not draw attention to himself. He was smart. I wasn’t. 

But he taught me to get smarter. And when there was nothing left he could teach me, he sent me to an Order compound out in New Mexico. 

I would have called it a cult or a paramilitary group, but what they were doing was real. I’d seen it with my own eyes. And now I was a part of it.

The footsteps passed, and I got back up, patting myself down to get the zombie bugs off my face and clothes. I needed to find the girl and get out of here. 

It was too dangerous to confront these monsters in the open, the Order told me. There were dragons out there who had entire governments in their thrall. Syndicates of oni and youkai controlled enough wealth across Asia to send the world economy into a tailspin. And even if they didn’t, there would be riots in the streets if word got out. Mass suicides. Witch hunts. Nobody would feel safe if they found out that their worst nightmares were actually real. 

So the Order worked from the shadows, and I was left in the dark.

Meph

After four hours of grueling interviews, they finally let me out.

The Order gave me a room to bunk in while I underwent my trial, one of the apartment suites on the higher floors usually reserved for agents who were passing through on assignment. I couldn’t tell anymore if it was meant as a courtesy or as a way of keeping an eye on me until I passed the scrutiny of the Synod.

There was a time when I would have admired the superior security of the accommodations. Now it made my skin crawl. At a moment’s notice, the electronic locks could be changed to render my keycard useless and leave me trapped between a triple-bolted steel door. With enough effort, a dragon might have been able to smash her way through the bullet-proof windows, but there was no way I could manage it, let alone survive the thirty-story drop to the street below. Protective wards were cast in iron and set into the walls. I could identify the artistry of their shapes and swirls, but it wouldn’t be the first time I’d seen artistic bars on a cage.

I avoided spending time there. 

What I needed right now was Arkay and her particular brand of aftercare. Lacking that, I would have settled for fifty bucks’ worth of cheap vodka from the nearest bar. But my keycard wouldn’t let me out onto the ground floor. Most of the building was barred to me, thanks to my probationary status. The elevator would only take me to my apartment, to the interrogation chamber, and to the mess hall.

I went with the third option. It occurred to me that I might be able to duck into the elevator the next time somebody was going down and hitch a ride with them— but even if I didn’t get stopped by the armed receptionist, that kind of disappearance would shatter all illusions that I was still loyal to the Order. If I wanted this to work, I’d have to remain obediently inside the cage.

I loaded up a tray and sat down in the far corner of the cafeteria, close to the window. Natural sunlight felt disorienting after I’d spent the last few weeks underground. Still, the bulletproof glass was a solid wall at my back, and unlike the interior walls of the mess hall, it wasn’t hiding security cameras. 

My back was still clammy with sweat when I picked up my sandwich. I had grabbed it without looking at its label. Now I parted the bread, staring nonplussed at the meat inside. It was just lunch meat. Maybe bologna or ham —

Or long pork.

My scalp prickled as the intrusive thought crawled through my mind. And that was all it was. An irrational, unrealistic idea that slipped into my head without provocation. It had nothing to do with rows of people hanging like swine from meat hooks in what looked like an industrial butcher shop, or the nagging question of what the hell anybody would do with that many bodies—

Vomit burned my throat, but I swallowed it down and tried to wash the taste out of my mouth with a bite of apple. No torture and mutilations involved in produce, right?

Right?

Damn, I needed a drink.

Within a few bites I reduced the apple to a browning core. I was contemplating the origin of cyanide when I heard the familiar rhythm of a cane on the bar floor, and my old handler lowered herself into the seat beside mine.

Mara gave a low whistle. “Damn, Adam. You alright?” 

“Any chance you brought me vodka?” I asked.

“No. But I hear they keep some bottles of wine for the higher-ups in the back. Show them that kicked puppy face of yours and we might be able to convince them to spare a couple.”

I shuddered. Just the word made my tongue curl in anticipation of dry bitterness. “No. No thanks. No wine.” I hadn’t touched the stuff since the Contessa. 

“Adam, I’m serious. You look like shit. Maybe you should go lie down or something.” 

“That’s really not going to help me right now.” I abandoned the apple core beside the sandwich. “Stay. I could use the company.”

She sat back with a nod. “Do they have anything on you?” 

“Hard to say. Most of today’s interview was just them asking me questions. Nothing exactly pointed.”

“You sure about that?” She flicked a bit of lint off her sleeve.

Oh. She meant whether they had me bugged. “No, I’m clean.” 

“The more important question is whether it matters. You having second thoughts now that they’re letting you back in?” 

“By now the Contessa will have heard about me coming back,” I said. “She’ll be watching me.”

“Is that a yes?”

“It means I’ll need to fly under the radar for a while. But there’s nothing stopping me from keeping my eyes open.” It wouldn’t be that far from our original agreement, back when I’d been barred from the Order’s systems. I would find leads about the Contessa’s spies in the Order, and Mara would spread the word to investigate them. Enough people owed her favors to make her formidable, but it wasn’t just that. Mara had stuck with me, even after I was thrown out of the Order. She was loyal— not to the organization as a whole, but to the people in it. And they repaid that loyalty in kind.

I hoped she would understand that that was what I was doing.

“Speaking of leads.” I lowered my voice. “You said you saw the security footage from the factory.”

“Some of it. I saw you duking it out with a dragon.”

“Did you see both of them?” 

She frowned. “There were two dragons in there?”

“The other one was already dead.” I leaned in closer. “I didn’t exactly have a chance to look at it up close. But the Contessa has been using the Order to kill off her rivals, and specifically spoon-feeding the people she wants promoted. We might be able to find her lackeys by looking at the list of repeat dragonslayers.” 

“Careful, Adam,” she said. “There’s a lot of important people on that list.” 

“I know. Maybe check out the other end, then. See if you can find the places where the dragons end up, see if you can find a list of injuries or cause of death anywhere. Look for anything unusual. Tactics that don’t match up with regulation training. Injuries that don’t match the report. That kind of thing.” 

“I’ll see what I can find,” she said. “Don’t hold your breath, though. I didn’t even know these factory things existed.” 

Thank God. I didn’t know what I’d do if Mara was part of this abomination. 

“Makes sense, though,” she added after a thoughtful moment. “It would explain the Boneyard.” 

The name rang a distant bell. I’d heard the word spoken, but never explained. “What is it?” 

“Purgatory.” She wrinkled her nose. “A six-month stint doing the most mind-numbing drudgery you can think of. It’s where they send people they don’t want to deal with. Hotheads who need more discipline, rookies who can’t handle regular fieldwork, fuck-ups who haven’t pissed off enough people to get thrown at a dragon.”

That didn’t sound anything like the faith-shattering, soul-withering horror I’d experienced. “And this is a factory?” 

“It used to be,” she said. “Now it’s just an old husk of a building with a shit-ton of wards around it.” 

Something still wasn’t clicking. “Why would you ward an empty building?”

She flashed a grim smile. “I never said it was empty. Adam, do you remember Monica Sharp? She was on our team, right before you got the can.” 

“The detective, right?” That was years ago, and we hadn’t exactly worked together for very long. “She wasn’t exactly the talkative type.” 

“Converts never are,” Mara said. “It’s different for you, Adam. You were born into the life. Most of the people who join us, it’s because they’ve seen some serious shit.” She picked up my apple core and twisted the stem between her fingers, letting the core rotate slowly in the air. “You don’t need to worry about making friends with her anymore, though. They found her tracks crossing the Boneyard’s wards. Nobody who crosses that circle ever comes back.” 

Arkay

I checked the row of clocks on the far wall of the conference room. Every one of them said it was ten past the hour. The meeting should have started by now. 

The Hoarde technically belonged to me, but no one person could cover all the minutia of running such a sprawling organization. It was like a giant clock, with hundreds of thousands of moving parts that needed perfect coordination just so they wouldn’t run into each other. That was what these stupid weekly meetings were for: so we could coordinate between Nadia and her soldiers, Quinn and his medical staff, a water nymph named BeeGee and her IT department, and more than a dozen other executives and upper-tier managers who made sure the whole fucking Hoarde didn’t explode. 

Exploding felt a lot more likely these days, since our head of security organized a lynch mob and then resigned. I didn’t exactly get the warm fuzzies about the remaining security staff; those who hadn’t run off with him had been personally trained by him. So now we needed to weed out the most trustworthy candidate from a pool of potential traitors, and we needed to do it without pissing off another fifth of the Felldeep. And since my single strongest talent seemed to be pissing people off, it had to be a group decision, made by people the rest of the Hoarde actually liked and respected.

If only they would show up. It was fifteen past the hour now, and I was still the only one in the conference room. 

What the hell? Had I gotten the day wrong or something? Did I do the math wrong on this stupid twenty-four hour clock? 

I dug my phone out of my pocket. I meant to check my calendar, but I didn’t need to. There was a message waiting for me. A group text. The meeting had been postponed by a half hour, thanks to an emergency in the hospital wing.

I glanced at the clock. It wasn’t the kind of problem I could help with, except by keeping my nose out of it. I could to back to my apartment, but by the time I reached it, I would need to head back. I didn’t even have time to stop by the Bazaar for something to eat.

Fantastic. 

I swung my legs against the side of my chair. I had some vintage Flappy Bird I hadn’t played in a while. That could probably keep me busy. But before I could find the right app, my screen lit up with a call from an unknown number. 

Suspicious, I put the phone to my ear. “Hello?”

On the other side of the phone came a heavy breath. A sigh of relief. “Hey. I was scared you wouldn’t pick up.” 

“Meph.” I sat up abruptly. “Are you okay?”

“I’m sorry,” he said. I could practically see his shoulders curling in on themselves as he shied away from— I didn’t even know what. I couldn’t hear any other voices in the background, no sounds at all except for his own agitated pacing. “I meant to call sooner.”

“Never mind that. Are you alright?”

“Things got a little iffy during the interview,” he admitted. “But it’s okay. I think I’ve got it handled.” 

“Meph—”

He cut me off before I could finish. “And I’m making progress. My contact is investigating other factories; if I play this right, I’ll be able to get you an itemized list before too long. She already got me one location.”

“Meph, you’re a miracle.” I rose from my chair and grabbed a sharpie out of my pocket. “Where is it?”

“A small town in upstate New York, a few miles south of Albany. They’re saying the place is abandoned, but they’ve got people guarding it. It might be worth your time to investigate. Also...” He hesitated. “Do you remember Monica Sharp? The ex-detective who was working with me, back when... before. She got brought in on that case because she said she knew you.” 

I stopped jotting down the details on my forearm and frowned. Why bring that up? “What about her?” 

“That’s the last place she was seen before she disappeared. If you do go investigating, can you...” His voice trailed off into uncertainty.

Monica Sharp, I wrote on the inside of my elbow. “I’ll keep my eyes open.” 

“Thanks. Let me know if you decide to investigate,” he said. “I’ll ask around, see if I can find any more details. I’ll let you know how it goes.”

“Be safe,” I said. 

“I will.” He took a breath, like he meant to say something else. But instead he said, “Goodbye,” and the phone screen lit up beside my ear. The call was over.

I tried to distract myself with phone games, but I couldn’t escape my anxious frustration. Meph wasn’t sounding good, but he didn’t want to give up on his mission yet. I’d have to make sure he didn’t overestimate his abilities without giving the impression that I didn’t trust him. I needed to investigate the factory he’d found me, but not in such a way that would make them link our raid to our source. A delay might help, but that could potentially cost us innocent lives, and meanwhile—

“You’re going to kick through the upholstery if you keep that up,” Nadia said, stepping through the open door. “Did something happen?” 

“What? No. Phone call from Meph.” I sat up again and pulled my sleeve down to cover my elbow.

“That bad?”

“No. He’s fine. He says he’s fine, anyway. If everything goes well, he’s hoping to get us a list of Order factories. I want us to have a plan in place for when that happens.”

“Does he know how many there are?” she asked.

“It’s mostly still hypothetical. Right now he’s only got one, and he’s not sure there’s anything actually in it.”

“One is enough to start.” 

It was also enough to get him killed. 

I checked my phone one last time before it laid it on the table, face-down. The meeting was set to start in seven minutes, and I needed to focus. “I also got double-teamed by the Matsumoto Syndicate and the Rakshasa Alliance.”

“I do hope you mean politically,” she said.

I rolled my eyes. “If I meant otherwise, I wouldn’t need your help dealing with them. The Alliance is trying to bait us into starting an all-out war with the Order, and they’re offering to give us soldiers to do it. Matsumoto’s all up on that shit, and they’re waving money under my nose to finance it.”

“That’s very generous of them.”

“It sounds too good to be true.”

“Good. You’re learning.” She sat down at my right hand, suddenly all business. “The Order Grandmaster in charge of the Kansai Prefecture just died, and his replacement is about as aggressive as they come. The Rakshasa Alliance is divided on political issues, and it’s starting to crack their unified front. Add to that a generation that just came of age after a lifetime of hearing about their noble warrior legacy...” She kept going, but I got the gist of it. They had problems and they wanted to solve them by painting a bulls-eye on the Hoarde. 

“So they’re both using us.” My tongue ghosted over my teeth. “We’re a distraction for one and a diversion for the other.”

“Don’t take it personally. Matsumoto and Kumar’s priorities are the good of their own people. Our needs don’t belong on their agenda any more than theirs do on ours.” 

“Yeah, sure. So this is the point where I tell them to go fuck themselves?” Nadia narrowed her eyes, and I amended, “Politely, of course.”

“If you haven’t refused their offer yet, then don’t. We could use money and soldiers right about now.”

“Especially if we’re gonna be the whole fucking world’s meat shield,” I muttered.

“They assume they can predict your every move just because you’re a dragon. They think that the only reason you haven’t rained hell down on the Order is because you don’t have the resources to manage it— that all they need to give you is the freedom to act the way you really want to.” 

She wasn’t wrong. Not on most counts, anyway. I really, truly, sincerely wanted to run up to the nearest Order headquarters and rip its foundations out of the earth. I wanted blood and vengeance and fury. It throbbed in my chest like an old addiction. 

I’d given into it once. I ripped my way through the scum of the earth and their minions. I tasted their blood and got drunk off their fear. I shrugged off their bullets like they were flies. I was all-powerful. I was unstoppable.

But at the end of that road stood Rosario. It didn’t matter how much she loved me. She hated what I’d done. She’d looked at me with horror and despair. And even if she could forgive those pieces of shit for everything they’d done, she would never forgive me if I killed them. But there were other ways I could destroy the Order. 

“Then they’d better be ready for one hell of a coming out party.” 

Meph

The next day came another three-hour cross-examination with Grandmaster Burns. The day after that, Grandmaster Adimari, then Chaplain Petric. Each interview was just as tedious and drawn-out as the last, and each one carried with it a constant threat. If I misspoke, if I used the wrong inflection or the wrong turn of phrase, I would die for my crimes. Somehow I managed to get through them without any more panic attacks, but they still took a lot out of me. 

On my best nights, I only managed a few hours of sleep. I’d only been back with Arkay for a few weeks, but I couldn’t get over how quickly I’d acclimated to sleeping in her company. I’d forgotten how much safer I felt in the shadow of a dragon, even when everything else around me was alien and new. 

I was in a bizarre looking-glass world, stepping from one distorted reflection of reality into another. In the Felldeep, my gut instincts told me to run away screaming from the Hoarde, to grab the nearest sharp object and fight my way out of their subterranean labyrinth. Yet for all of that reflexive disgust, it felt right. My soul was at peace despite the rest of me being in a constant state of alertness.

Now I was back in the Order, where every inch of the compound felt familiar. I recognized every symbol and every snatch of scripture. I knew the angles of the architecture and the motifs of the art, and they resonated with those same parts of me that had admired their shapes without understanding when I was a child. It called out to me. It was my home. And there was a part of me that wanted to stay here, to spend the rest of my life surrounded by humans just like me who believed the same things I did. I wanted to crawl into a confessional and have my sins absolved. 

But the things I’d done couldn’t be absolved by the words of men. Especially not these men. 

Everything about this place was wrong, no matter how much I wanted it to be right. I wanted to go back to feeling at home. I wanted to go back to being so sure about the world and my place in it. And at night I lay awake, haunted by the knowledge that I would never feel that way again.

Most days, I dealt with the stress in the mess hall, a notebook on my lap, drawing relentlessly to ground myself. Muscle memory invited me to sketch Arkay again— if anything, I had more experience with the lines of her face than any other— but instead I tried to force myself to depict the people around me. 

How many of them knew about the factories? How many of them had done things they would regret for the rest of their lives?

How many of them would find out and be perfectly fine with what they’d learned?

While I drew, I listened in on other people’s conversations, jotting down notes alongside the pictures. Even if I didn’t have names, I had a record of their faces. Soon I had an idea of their schedules and timelines, which ones were gossips and which ones were tightlipped, which ones had important jobs and which ones were good at getting information out of others.

It didn’t take long before strangers noticed my drawing, and not much longer before people started asking me to draw them. Vanity might have been a sin, but so was gossip, and I indulged both impulses. 

Those fancy swords the top-ranking officials have, the ones supposedly made of dragon bone— where do you think they come from? What happens to monsters’ bodies when they’re disposed of? How do we even know the things we know about monsters?

My questions earned me mostly theories and speculation, but in increments I learned more.

“A friend of mine got transferred to a factory thing in Ukraine a while back. She still keeps in touch, but they don’t exactly have reliable internet up in the mountains.”

“I know a guy whose old handler used to work on making ghoul-bile poisons down in Colombia. Yeah, I remember his name.” 

I contacted them through the email in my burner phone, and as often as I could, I snuck into a hidden alcove, accessed the pinprick holes in the Order’s security that Mara mapped out for me, and gave Arkay what information I had distilled. 

I didn’t know how long I could keep this up without getting caught. I didn’t want it to be for nothing. But I couldn’t deny a more selfish reason for calling her. Hearing her voice in my ear gave me the illusion that she was still beside me. She worried about me, asked me how I was feeling and whether I was eating enough. She let me ramble myself into incoherence when my anxiety ran too high, and talked me down into some semblance of calmness with soft, soothing tones that meant more than the words they contained. It was a fragile, thin lifeline, but I clung to it desperately. This was what I was coming back to. This was who I would please with my success. This was what I would lose if I failed. 

This was why I could never really come back to the Order. Because I couldn’t stand the thought of losing Arkay again.

Arkay

“Medical Team, do you copy?”

“Er... yes, we’re ready,” Quinn said into my earpiece. 

“Bravo Team?” 

“We copy, boss,” Yash said. 

“And the Alpha Team is ready, too,” I said. “All right, everybody, listen up.” The four people inside the van leaned in closer, and the voice in my ear went silent. 

“The Medical Team will be waiting in the wings until you’re called. Bravo Team, your targets are the two Orderlings assigned to guard this factory. Recon tells us that they’re on alternating shifts, so one should already be asleep. We’ve found no evidence of backup guards or sniper nests, but that doesn’t mean they don’t have some kind of failsafe on hand. The Alpha Team will take the factory itself. 

“The fact that the wards around the factory require daily reinforcement tells us that there’s still something inside, and either they don’t want it found, they don’t want it out, or they don’t want anyone in. We may be dealing with an artifact, or we may be dealing with a person. As of yet, my agent in the Order hasn’t been able to find anything more specific than that, so I want all of you prepared for anything. Anticipate the worst, but don’t use aggressive force unless there are no alternatives.”

I nodded to Tomasi, our team’s expert in spells and wards, and he took himself off mute to talk to the entire group. “So far we’ve got evidence of silver, steel, brick dust, black salt, and some pretty intricate networks of charged crystals. Those barriers won’t do much to impede a physical force, but they will wreak havoc on more metaphysical entities. As of yet, we can’t rule out demons or fae, or something else altogether. Keep in mind that most of these wards are meant to deal specifically with evil spirits.”

“That isn’t saying much,” muttered Yash. “They think all of us are evil.”

“Take it to mean aggressive,” I said. “There’s no signs of them delivering food or other supplies to the Boneyard. Whatever’s in there, there’s a good chance it hasn’t been fed in twenty years or so. Anything that’s scared and hungry is going to be dangerous. Doctor Magbantay?”

Quinn cleared his throat. “Right. There are a number of creatures that can survive multiple decades without feeding, which suggests an extended lifespan and slow metabolism. This facility is too small to house anything as massive as a living island, but it’s also been here for more than a century. Therefore it’s not unreasonable to believe that we may be dealing with a member of a race previously believed to be extinct. As there is a very real possibility of this creature being a vampire, it is of utmost importance that you avoid cuts or abrasions to the skin, as the smell of blood may be enough to drive them into a frenzy. Report everything you notice. I will be listening to your broadcasts and attempting to make an identification and extrapolate how to best subdue it without unnecessary violence...”

He continued talking, and I checked my phone. Three in the morning. Why did everything in my life happen at three in the freaking morning? And why did meetings keep getting scheduled at seven? It was shitty planning, if you asked me.

Quinn stopped talking. The voices in my earpiece went silent, and all the eyes in the van turned back to me.

“All right, people,” I said. “Let’s get started.”

We unloaded from the van and moved quickly toward the factory. It wasn’t long before we hit the first part of the barrier. Salt and brick dust made up the outermost ring, just basic circles to stop evil spirits from crossing from one side of the circle to the other. Since none of us qualified as spirits, we left those intact. The next ring in was made of silver, badly tarnished and bent at odd angles where the ground had shifted. 

So how was it still here? I’d slept in plenty of abandoned houses that had been stripped of copper wire so someone could make a quick buck. Who in their right mind would leave thousands of dollars’ worth of silver just lying on the ground like that? 

Deeper in, so close it nearly touched the factory’s walls, lay a circle of cold iron. Endless inscriptions and symbols had been stamped into the metal, barely visible under the thick rust. 

“Looks like most of these are seals of some kind,” Tomasi said, kneeling low over the circle. “I don’t recommend breaking it— we don’t know what kind of backlash it could have.”

I frowned and reached a hand over the circle. It didn’t repel me or anything. I half expected to feel something like a force field, but no dice. “Is it safe to cross?” 

“I’m not seeing any signs yet that it isn’t, but we can’t know for sure.”

That was good enough for me to step over it. It didn’t explode or anything, but I could feel magic surging like electricity on my skin and dancing metallic on my tongue.

“Tomasi, I want you to stay here and figure out what’s going on with these markings. Sandro, stay with him. Anything turns sour, I want you two to get the hell outta Dodge.” I gestured to the remaining soldiers. “You two are with me.” 

One was a rakshasa with dental implants where his tusks used to be. The other was a cucuy with careful eyes and long, slender hands. Both were newbies, fast-tracked to active duty because we were too short-staffed to train them properly. In all the chaos of organizing the mission, I hadn’t even gotten their names.

I led the march into the darkened building. The ground around the lobby was covered with broken glass and detritus. The inside was dark, illuminated mostly by flickering flashlights and the more steady light of tactical glow sticks. Short-pile carpet rotted on the floor, covered in overturned furniture and the mashed-pulp remains of old papers. 

I peered more closely at the peeling strips of wallpaper that hung from the ceiling. “Huh. That’s weird.”

“What is it?” Quinn’s voice crackled in my ear. We were barely ten feet into the building and already it felt like I was going through a tunnel. “Did you find something already? Someone?”

“It’s what I’m not finding,” I said. “There’s no graffiti. Like, anywhere” 

“Oh.” He sounded disappointed. “Well, it is an Order facility. There are guards.”

“Guards never stopped me from tagging a wall,” I said. “And we’re talking two people on alternating shifts. It wouldn’t be all that hard to sneak past them with a few cans of spray paint. But there’s nothing here.”

“Somebody broke the windows,” the rakshasa pointed out. 

“With what, though?” the cucuy asked. “You could probably throw a rock a pretty fair distance. Or maybe a pellet gun...” As she moved to get a better look at the broken glass, something snapped under her foot. She stepped away, revealing the bones of a dead bird.

It wasn’t the only one, either. More than a dozen piles of beak and bone lay scattered across the floor. The ground was covered in feathers.

“Bones are a good source of calcium,” I mused. “You’d think something would have eaten these by now.” Bits of flesh still held the skeletons together, dried into leather by sunlight and time and conspicuously ignored by scavengers. Not a good sign. “Must have been one hell of a lazy cat.” 

We moved deeper into the lobby, our lights scouring the hallway for signs of life. The place definitely looked like it had been abandoned for a while.

Something skittered nearby, and I whirled to the source of the sound.

“You hear something, boss?” asked the cucuy, shining her light over my shoulder. 

“Yeah,” I said. “Didn’t you?” 

She shook her head.

I breathed in deep, my nostrils flared. The air smelled like mildew, like mold and bad meat and decay, and everywhere, the thick chemical tang of industry, full of ammonia and sulfur, copper and iron. It was gross, but it wasn’t an animal smell. In fact, I didn’t smell any living thing at all, except for the soldiers who’d followed me inside.

That couldn’t be right.

“Let’s keep moving,” I said. 

We plunged deeper inside, leaving the last vestiges of starlight far behind. The only light came from the devices in our hands and the tactical glow sticks hanging from our necks.

“Wait,” said the rakshasa. “Did you hear it?”

“Yeah. I hear it.” Only it wasn’t the same sound before. This wasn’t the skittering of something tiny. It was more like a clatter. There was mass behind this sound. Weight. “Neither of you happened to open a broom closet just now, did you? There was no comical avalanche of cleaning supplies?”

“No?”

So much for the simple explanation. I paused, sweeping my flashlight across the floor deeper down the hall. In the distance, the light lost too much focus to be any use. It only illuminated empty shadows, and beyond them, a square of inky blackness where the hallway opened into a larger chamber. It smelled like bone dust and metal polish and roadkill that had been left in the sun so long that it hardened and dried.

“Olly olly oxen free,” I called, stepping out of the shelter of the hall.

The rakshasa fidgeted. “Do you really need to do that?” 

I gave him a look. “We literally have neon green lights announcing our presence. We couldn’t get any less subtle if we tried. And the fucking echo really isn’t helping anything.” The clatter was louder now, closer, but I couldn’t pinpoint its direction. It seemed to be coming from all around us.

My soldiers exchanged glances. 

“What echo?” the cucuy asked.

“It’s these fucking walls,” I said. “It sounds like somebody dropped a cutlery drawer down an escalator in here.” 

“Then why aren’t our voices echoing, too?” 

I blinked.

Oh.

Shit.

Slowly I turned around, dragging my light up the wall. This time there was no mistaking the source of the sound: yellowed metatarsal bones, loosely bound to the lumpy tarsals with strips of unfinished leather. In place of proper leg bones were— that couldn’t be right— swords. Two swords, the same shade of stained-tooth-yellow as the bones, and they were expertly crafted aside from the missing hand guards. Further up the skeleton, knives and scythe-blades had been arranged on a long, reptilian ribcage. My light glinted along the carved surface of a femur that was halfway to becoming a broadsword, still porous and unpolished. The bones shifted with a light clatter, tilting to better catch the light.

If there’d been any doubt in my mind that it was a dragon, it evaporated.

It was wrapped dramatically around the entrance we’d come through, waiting for my flashlight to strike its skull, posing like this was a goddamn photo shoot instead of an ambush.

Look at my bones. Aren’t they pretty? Aren’t they grand? Don’t I impress you? Gaze upon me and tremble, puny mortals.

“It couldn’t just be a giant-ass skeleton,” I muttered. “Oh, no. It had to be a diva.”

I don’t know if it understood enough English to recognize the insult, or if just got tired of waiting for my flashlight to move on from its leg. My soldiers turned around just in time to see its skull lurch into the beam of light and snap open wider than skin and ligaments would have allowed, roaring with a sound of shrieking wind and clattering bones. 

I did the only sensible thing I could think of, and I roared right back. 

The dragon swerved, its empty sockets fixated on me. If it had any flesh around its teeth, it would have been snarling. And, being the generous soul that I am, I demonstrated what the gesture should have looked like with a snarl of my own.

It seemed like a good idea at the time.

The bone dragon hurled itself off the wall and straight at us. My soldiers dodged left and I rolled to the right. Before all two-hundred-odd bones had left the wall, the skeleton changed direction and kept going after me, its tail lashing the floor where the rakshasa scrambled to his feet. The other dragon’s focus was entirely on me.

“Get out of here!” I shouted to them. I didn’t stay to see if they obeyed. Instead I took off running down a narrow corridor. The bone dragon chased after me with all the deadly momentum of a speeding freight train. The blades of its ribs sent up a fountain of sparks as they ground against the floor behind me.

I burst through the hallway into another huge chamber, the bone dragon close behind. My flashlight danced wildly across the far wall, but it didn’t show me an opening. Before I had a chance to look properly, sixty feet of calcified territorial rage bore down on me. A fleshless claw caught me by the thigh and hurled me into the air. I hit the wall hard, hissing in pain.

But I knew pain. 

I landed with my legs under me and rolled to one side before its claws could rake through my flesh. In the green light of the glow stick around my neck, I glimpsed one of the leather strips that held its bones together. The flesh was discolored and stretched, but not enough to obscure the tattoo of a crucifix. 

Again the dragon lunged, and I twisted out of the way like a matador, catching it by the vertebrae of its neck. I should have been safe there, protected by its own limited range of motion. 

But of course, a body is only actually limited by its own ligaments and tendons. Which this thing didn’t have.

Its leg rotated in its socket and caught me in the chest. Talons as long as my forearm embedded themselves in my body armor and tried to throw me again. But this time, I wrapped my arms and legs around the limb. The dragon roared again and slammed me into the floor. It probably meant to crush me, but its bones didn’t have enough weight behind them. Instead, the carved blade of a metatarsal sliced into my arm. I pulled back with a hiss and grabbed at the hilt to push it away. 

One solid wrenching pull, and the blade came free of its restraints. The other bones of its foot rattled against each other, loosed by the unexpected slack in their bindings.

The dragon gave another reedy howl and descended on me, its teeth glinting eerie green as its jaws stretched wide. Its teeth were wickedly long and sharp enough to carve right through me. I didn’t stick around to find out for sure. I let go of its foot and gathered my feet underneath me just in time to swan dive straight into its open mouth. Vicious fangs snagged my clothes as the jaws snapped shut, but I kept moving. There was no tongue or throat to impede my fall. Only the knotted tangle of leather that wrapped around the base of the skull. A snap of my claws, another pull, and its bottom jaw dropped to the floor. The rest of its skull followed a moment later.

Decapitated, the dragon thrashed wildly on the floor, but its attempts to claw me off its neck only dislodged more vertebrae. I crawled along its spine and sliced through the leather joints that connected its limbs, and then made my way down its spine. Finally satisfied, I jumped off and dragged myself into the corner, safe to dose myself with Styx while the dragon’s desperate flailing finished my work. Within minutes, it had rattled itself apart, and I was alone in the dark with a pile of harmless, shuddering bones.

By the light of my glow stick, I found my flashlight and looked around. I hadn’t really been paying attention when I was running for my life through the pitch black abandoned factory, and now I had no way to get my bearings. There were three hallways that branched off the way that I’d come, all of them gouged beyond recognition by the bone dragon’s passing. None of them showed any sign of light. I tried to follow the trail of my own scent, but my senses were overwhelmed by the fresh blood clotting under my clothes. That wouldn’t be any help, then.

“Hellooo!” I shouted down the nearest hall.

The only reply was the rattle of the dragon’s bones.

“Shut up. Nobody asked you.” 

The bones rattled louder out of spite.

“Okay, then. We’ll do this the old-fashioned way.” I turned back to the three tunnels. “Eenie, meanie, miney, moe.”

The hallway on the far left looked right, more or less. I even got to a room that looked sort of like the one where I’d left my soldiers, but it was empty.  

I turned on my radio. 

“Hey, guys? Where’d you go?” 

A garbled, staticky signal assaulted my ears. “Boss? —ou okay, boss?”

“I’m fine,” I said. “You guys?” 

“We’re—” The cucuy’s words got lost in the endless crackle. “—a way out.”

Fuck. Trying to find our way back to each other was going to be fun. “Keep looking for a way out,” I said. “I’m going to try going deeper.” 

“Arkay?” Quinn’s voice cut in on our frequency, though slightly less garbled than my soldier’s had been. “Oh, thank God, are you alright?”

“A couple scrapes and bruises. Nothing I can’t handle. Did you know there was a zombie dragon in here?” 

“A —ht? I can’t hear you, you’re breaking up.” He spoke more slowly. “Did you hit your head? Are you experiencing heavy bleeding? Do we need to send in backup?”

“I told you, I’m fine. Seriously, did you not hear the part about the zombie dragon?”

“We heard,” Tomasi interrupted, joining us on the frequency. “Doctor Magbantay is just concerned. We’ve had nothing but dead air for the last forty minutes.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked. “I haven’t even been in here that long. It’s been... what, ten minutes? Twenty, tops.”

“What are you talking about?” Tomasi asked. “Arkay, you’ve been in there for an hour and a half.”

I looked up at the blackened halls. 

“Well, fuck.”

Monica

I huddled behind a piece of industrial equipment while the thunder of combat echoed through the halls. Every instinct told me to run for it, keep running and never stop, but I remained still. 

That’s what you were supposed to do in situations like this. Stay perfectly still. Don’t attract attention to yourself. Most monsters can act human for a while, but as soon as you run, you’ve triggered a predatory instinct and marked yourself as prey. If you can’t stand your ground, you’re as good as dead.

At least, that’s how the Order taught it. It was one of the few details I’d managed to hold onto.

When I joined, I’d assumed there were only dragons and necromancers, and maybe some vampires and werewolves duking it out like in the movies.

Turns out vamps got wiped out at the turn of the century, and werewolves disappeared at least a hundred years before that. Even with all of them gone, there were still hundreds of species and subspecies of monster, all of them hiding in plain sight. 

I spent ten months learning all of this at the Order compound in New Mexico, but there had been too much information to go over for me to get in-depth on any of it. Some of the other cadets training with me had grown up in the Order, and it showed. Without a second thought they could rattle off the taxonomy of poludnica, their relation to other pseudo-fae in the Slavic countries, their periods of peak power, and their traditional dances. Meanwhile I could barely pronounce the word, let alone remember they could do that weird eye thing. 

But at least I knew not to run. 

My hands felt clammy inside my gloves, but I clung to the metal pipes. Down the hall, the sounds of combat finally subsided, leaving a distant clatter in its wake. It was hard to tell from over here, but it sounded to me like whoever had won the fight was leaving. 

I pried myself out of my hiding spot and continued moving. 

It had to be morning by now, and I was all too aware that I hadn’t had anything to eat or drink since before sundown. After a night spent soaked in adrenaline, my tongue felt dry and brittle in my mouth, and my head still ached from when I’d hit it earlier. The pounding of my skull was loud enough that it almost sounded like footsteps.

Wait. No.

Those were real footsteps, echoing my own and coming this way. Something else moved up ahead: a long shadow swaying slowly against the darkness. I froze, and the shadow did too, without delay or hesitation.

It was my shadow, I realized, barely visible against the pitch black. But if it was my shadow, then that meant the source of light had to be behind me.

I whirled to face it. After so long in darkness, the glow seemed almost blinding, and I threw my hand in front of my eyes to block it out. After a few seconds of squinting, I could make out the source of the light: a green glow stick hanging around a human’s neck. 

At least, she looked human.

“Yeah, a whole lot of bones. Bones. I said bones. As in spooky skeletons and stuff. Yeah. Dismembering them doesn’t seem to hurt them much, but it definitely slows them down.” The voice was familiar, though I’d only heard it a few times. That voice had changed my life. Ruined my life. “Shit. Did I lose you? Quinn?” She looked up. “Wait. Who’s there?” 

I unholstered my gun and aimed at the light. Firing would bring a swarm of undead monsters down on me, but it would bring them down on her, too. 

“Hey, calm down,” she said. “It’s just me.”

“I know who you are.” My voice was hoarse from breathing in all this stale air. It got the point across well enough, though. “Get on your knees.”

“Buy me a drink first.” She said it reflexively, entirely unconcerned as she stepped closer. 

The glow stick was impossibly bright; it burned at my retinas even when I closed my eyes. After a few moments of pain, I no longer had to squint to see her: a skinny Japanese girl in a shaggy pixie cut and military-grade body armor. She must have recognized me, too, because her face fell. 

“Oh,” she said. “It’s you. I know you.” 

I pulled back the slide of my Deagle as a warning. The click was especially loud, thanks to a thick layer of grit on the metal. “I said get on your knees.”

“Are you going to shoot me?” She knelt without taking her eyes off me. “We knew each other, didn’t we? Or we met, anyway. You arrested me. You let me take off the handcuffs because they were hurting me.”

“I let you go without wearing them because you were going to kill my entire precinct otherwise,” I snarled. “I should have put a bullet in you.”

“You probably could’ve.” She nodded, somber. “You were a good person, Detective Sharp. What happened?” 

My old rank felt like a slap in the face. “It’s not Detective anymore, thanks to you.” I advanced, the muzzle of my gun still leveled on her. “You got me kicked off the force. You got me assigned out here in the middle of nowhere. You ruined my life.” 

She frowned. “But I didn’t do any of that stuff.” 

I could shoot her right now. They’d probably let me come back to someplace that mattered, if I could find the way out and drag her goddamned body with me. 

“I mean it,” she said. “I mean, yeah, you let me walk out without handcuffs. But it’s not like I attacked anybody after that. Nobody even noticed until way later. But even then, that was you, not me. I’ve got absolutely nothing to do with the police, and I sure as fuck can’t get you transferred anywhere. So why is it my fault?”

“You dragged me into this bullshit!” 

“How?” she asked. “You’re the one who arrested me, remember?”

“I was just doing my job!” I was shouting now, and my voice echoed off rust and rot and bounced back to me deformed beyond recognition. “Nobody ever told me about dragons or zombies or necromancers. Nobody asked me if I was prepared to deal with any of this shit. Nobody ever trained me. I was just trying to do the right thing, and I lost everything!” 

My chest heaved with my hoarse gasps. I didn’t even want to blow her head off so much as I wanted to keep shouting, but another sound filled my moment of silence. Bones clattered on the linoleum floor. 

“Shit.”

Arkay glanced over her shoulder into the dark. “That wasn’t the dragon, was it?”

“There’s a dragon in here, too?” I demanded. She shot me a look. “There’s another one?” 

“There is, but they just went all to pieces on me. Total drama queen.” 

Was that supposed to be some kind of joke?

The rattle of bones came closer. 

“Put away the light before it sees us!” I hissed. 

“Hm?” She glanced at her glow stick. “I’m sorry, weren’t you about to shoot me?” 

The thing was getting closer. It sounded big, but it sounded like there was only one. If I shot her now, I’d be bringing an entire crowd down on our heads. “Hurry!” 

“I’ll take that as a no.” She tucked the glow stick into her collar, and the world was plunged into impenetrable darkness. Only a few sparks of light showed between the layers of her body armor, but they vanished as she turned away from me. As the bony feet approached, she disappeared entirely. There was a sudden crash, a rattle, and the meaty sounds of bone colliding with flesh. When the glow stick came out again, the skeleton lay in pieces on the floor. 

“Really?” Arkay demanded of the skeleton. “Really? That’s just immature.” She glanced up at me. “Can you believe this guy tried to punch me in the boob?” She shook her head and turned away. In an instant she was eclipsed behind the wall, and I was surrounded once again by darkness, interrupted only by the faint gray of the doorway. 

Maybe the dark was getting to me, but I didn’t like the idea of spending another hour alone in this goddamned factory. 

“Wait!” I hurried after her. “Where are you going?” 

“Well, Bonejangles over there was coming from this direction. I figure there must be something important that way. Worth checking out, anyway.” 

“You can’t just run off and leave me here in the dark.”

I could practically hear her rolling her eyes. “Then quit dragging your feet and come with me.” 

It was a bad move. I knew it the moment I made it, just like I knew she was a dragon. But she had light, and she had equipment, and she had the brute force to fight off these monsters. I could fight her again later. Right now, I needed to focus on getting out of here alive. “Shouldn’t we be focusing on finding an exit?”

“What, don’t you know how to get out?” 

I shook my head. “This place is practically a labyrinth. I’ve been going in circles for... Jesus, I don’t even know how long.”

“The place isn’t all that big. I’ve seen high schools with more square footage. Either you have the world’s shittiest sense of direction, or—” She paused, frowning. “Oh. Okay, never mind. Thanks, Tomasi.” She glanced back at me. “It’s magic.” 

“What?” 

“All those spell circles outside? One of them’s outfitted with like a... what the fuck was it, Tomasi? It messes with your spatial reasoning, your memory, all that jazz. Gets you all turned around so you get lost when you really shouldn’t. Tomasi’s working on disabling that particular feature. It’ll take some time, though, if we want to avoid any particularly nasty backlash.”

“There’s someone else in here, too,” I said. “A girl. A college student, maybe. I came in here looking for her. She might still be alive.” 

Arkay looked at me strangely. “We can take a look if you want. When did that happen?”

“She ran in here only a few seconds before me. That was... I don’t even know. A few hours ago, I think. It’s easy to lose track of time in here.” 

“I can believe it.” She peered around at the endless black. “There’s a chance she’s not around anymore.”

“I know that. But I still have to look.”

“Okay,” she said. Calmly, softly. “Okay. Are you okay to walk?”

“What makes you think I’m not?”

“Then come on,” she said. “Let’s look for that girl.”

Arkay

I’d always assumed that navigating a maze would be easier if you did it in a group. Turns out that only works if one of the members of the group had any idea where they were going. Too often we hit dead ends, and when we doubled back, the halls behind us looked weird and unfamiliar. 

It took an embarrassing number of wrong turns before I went back to Labyrinth 101 and pulled a sharpie out of my gear. It was supposed to be for emergencies, to write down last-minute memos in case I risked overdosing on Styx, but it worked just as well for marking our path. 

I used my old tag, a stylized RK, along with an arrow to show which way we’d gone. Sharp glared at me when I scrawled the first one on a doorway.

“Really?” she asked.

“What?”

“Somebody carved that into the bodies of good cops. That symbol belongs to a serial killer.”

“It was mine first,” I said. “Not my fault the fucker stole it.”

I left another mark every time we went through a door or made a turn, but it didn’t make much of a difference. More than once, we passed through a door, only to find an arrow pointing back the way we came. 

Several times Sharp pointed out a tear in my clothes or a cut on my face that hadn’t been there a moment before. My glow sticks dimmed and died without warning, and I had to replace them, and then replace them again. When I took inventory of my supplies, I noticed three syringes of Styx were empty. I only remembered using one. 

After way too long of walking, we stopped in a room that didn’t already have a mark.

It was a laboratory, the walls lined with candles, the floor painted black and smeared with chalk. The shelves were covered with crystals and silver bowls and bones. The walls and counters were covered with photographs of chalk circles.

I knew those circles. 

I’d been in a place like this before. 

“This is a necromancer’s lab.” I crushed a beetle under my shoe, and pulled back to look at its empty carapace. “Well, that explains all the bugs.” 

“Attracted to all the corpses?”

“Any building’s gonna have a shitload of bugs. Normally they eat each other or get eaten by spiders or some shit like that, so you don’t really see them. But around here, nothing lives long enough to become a predator. They don’t need to eat, so they’re just kind of sticking around. And eventually that adds up to a lot of little creepy crawlies.” 

“Did your friend tell you that?” Monica asked.

“Hm?”

She pantomimed the earpiece I was wearing.

“Oh, Tomasi? Nah, I haven’t been able to hear him for the last four hallways or so. This room is probably a cause of that.” 

Sharp crouched to examine a long femur, deliberately arranged at the corner of a nine-pointed star. At another point of the star lay an unmistakable skull. “Those bones aren’t human, are they?” 

Getting oddly specific there, don’t you think? “They belonged to people,” I said.

“But were they humans?”

I glowered at her through the dim light. “No, they probably weren’t human. I’m guessing ghoul or succubus or something. But they were still people. They still had goals and friends and families. They didn’t deserve to wind up here any more than anybody else did.”

“Says you.”

“Yes, says me.” 

You know, nobody’s making me keep you around. I could just kick out your knee cap and leave your rank ass in the dark.

I could.

But I wouldn’t. I may not have single-handedly ruined her life, but she was still part of my collateral damage. I had a responsibility to her. But that didn’t mean I had to listen to her racist bullshit.

I looked over the photographed circles and changed the subject. “Looks like they were experimenting. Like, full-on scientific method kind of experimenting. You can see where they washed the chalk off the floor when they made their alterations. Most of these circles are only slightly different— probably a lot of refining and perfecting going on.”

“So these are all necromancy?” she asked.

Dammit, I’m trying to read.

“Not all of it,” I said after a heavy breath. “The symbols here are all wrong for that. That circle over there is meant for warding. Protection. See these over here, the Arabic? This set of circles wards against djinn. The runes over here are for fucking with the reflexes of people who enter the circle uninvited, kind of like what’s around this building.” I’d picked up the auxiliary information mostly by watching Tomasi work during raids. I recognized their general purpose, but I couldn’t pick out any one from the set.

“But I thought you said it was necromancy.”

“For spells like this to have any real power behind them, they have to cost something,” I said. “Blood. Sacrifices— preferably ritualistic ones. And you’d have to do a shit-ton of different rituals if you’re gonna be stapling together this many different types of magic into one spell.”

Deeper inside the core of the circle were symbols that were meant initially for key processes in alchemy. In necromancy, those same processes had taken on another purpose. 

Mortification. Extraction. Inhumation. Rarefaction.

I frowned. That couldn’t be right. But it was right there in front of me.

Revivification.

I looked more closely at the circle, the perfect arrangement of intent and meaning.

“What the hell are they teaching in that Hoarde of yours?”

“I didn’t learn it from them,” I said quietly. “I learned it from Matheson. You know, Mr. Reanimator from back in Indy. You guys apparently never found his evil lair.”

Monica raised an eyebrow. “You did?”

“He brought me and Rosa there when he was trying to kill us. Turns out the guy had one hell of a library. And then Rosa got hurt, and you guys burned down my house, and it was fucking cold outside. So I hid out in the old lab for a while.” 

For two weeks, I camped out in that basement, and I only left to eat and shit. Every other waking moment, I pored over the books. I read them cover to cover, memorized every symbol, every formula, every spell. If Rosa was going to die, then she wouldn’t be dead for long. 

“You wanted to bring her back,” Monica said.

“Wouldn’t you?”

It wasn’t that easy. The spells in the books showed how to raise the dead, but they wouldn’t be revived. The corpses would be inanimate puppets, without mind or memory or a will of their own. Another spell outlined a different procedure. You could suck the life out of one person and transfer it to someone else to keep them alive. To heal them. To make them okay.

“You said magic like this had to cost something.” Monica stared at me, her face hidden by shadows. “What was it going to cost?”

“Not as much as I was ready to pay.” 

As far gone as Rosario was, I’d have to kill someone. Not just one person, either. Dozens.

But it wasn’t like I’d take innocent people. I’d go after the ones who deserved it—rapists and child molesters. Scum of the earth whose lives meant nothing compared to hers.

But Rosa wouldn’t see it that way. 

And the fact that I was willing kill all those people for her? To save her?

She would never forgive me. 

That’s why I torched the house and everything inside it. That’s why I went looking for Meph. 

But how was I supposed to explain that to Sharp when she was staring at me like I was dog shit on the bottom of her shoe? I didn’t even know if it was because she still blamed me for everything bad that ever happened to her, or because I’d dared to think about necromancy, or just because I wasn’t human.

I tilted my head and flashed a cheerful rictus. “But hey, they wouldn’t be dragons, so that makes it okay, right? Because killing off dozens of innocent people is only a bad thing if they’re just like you, right? After all, who cares if some person’s skull is just lying on the ground like that, as long as it isn’t human?” 

Sharp bristled. “That’s not what I meant.” 

“You sure about that? Because that’s definitely the message I’ve been getting. Or is it not even about protecting your own anymore? Is it just about humans being the master race and to hell with everybody else?” 

“I said it’s not like that!” Sharp stormed forward. “Stop twisting my words around.”

I let out a hoarse, ugly laugh and rose to my feet. “Look around you, Sharp. We’re standing in a death camp, on top of a laboratory full of experiments powered by so many blood sacrifices that the fucking radio doesn’t work anymore, and you’re arguing semantics?” I leaned in. “You personally hunted down and murdered mourners at a candlelight vigil. Not soldiers. Not criminals. Nurses and mechanics and preschool teachers. So don’t you fucking dare judge me.” 

“Then why are you here, if I’m the antichrist?” she demanded. “Why not just kill me already?”

She looked ready to punch me, and I wanted her to. I could snap her like a twig and call it self-defense. I wanted to. I was so fucking tired of playing nice with people who hated me. But I couldn’t.

“Because it wouldn’t be right.” 

Monica

We stepped through the door into another huge chamber. Strip lights swayed overhead, suspended from the ceiling by long chains.  The light of the glow stick showed the faint outline of figures all over the floor. Most of them looked human, or mostly so, sitting and standing and curled on their sides. When we entered, every single head turned to face us. A few of them turned away with a shudder. The floor before us was strewn with bones, most of them broken into pieces, some shattered so profoundly that they’d been reduced nearly to dust. 

I searched the entrance to the room, but there was no sharpie tag near here. Wherever we were, we hadn’t come this way yet. Arkay wasn’t the one who caused all this damage.

So who was?

“Get out,” said a low, slow, reedy voice. “Turn back while you still can.” 

Another wheezing voice echoed the first. And another followed it, all in a haunting chorus. “Get out, get out, get out.”

“We’re working on it,” Arkay said, walking through the undead crowd like they were holiday shoppers. A few cringed away from her. 

But one of them caught my attention. 

A large dog, or the remains of one. Its bony tail was wrapped in dusty fabric and tucked tight against its leg, but it still curled protectively around the corpse of a young woman. 

She stroked at a bald patch on the dog’s leathery shoulders. “It’s okay, Rexie.”  

I’d only heard her speak once, and now her voice was cracked and hoarse, but I recognized her instantly. She’d only been here for a few hours. Days at most. Barely longer than me. But her skin had dried into leather, and in places it receded entirely to expose yellowed bone. Her eyes were shrunken and shriveled and and rheumy white. 

This wasn’t supposed to happen. I was supposed to save her.

She looked me in the eye. “You need to get out of here. Hurry, while there’s still time.”

“Time for what?” I asked. 

“Just go!” she hissed. Her voice rose. “Hurry, before he—” Another zombie’s hand clapped over her mouth, its skin covered in flaking scales that would have looked more at home on a fish. 

“Quiet,” the other zombie hissed. “You’ll wake him.”

When the other creature released her, the dehydrated muscles of the girl’s face twisted into an unmistakable expression of fear.  

I crouched beside her and lowered my voice to a whisper. “Who is he?” 

The girl shook her head, her mouth clamped tightly shut. 

“Please,” I said. “I want to help you, but I need to know what’s going on.”

“There’s no time,” she breathed. “Please, just run—” The word broke halfway through the syllable. Her mouth hung open, stretching into a silent scream. 

The entire room had gone quiet. 

“Uh... Sharp?” Arkay said. “I think something just happened.” 

Keep your voice down, I hissed. Or I tried to, but my mouth wouldn’t open.

Around me, dozens of figures uncurled and climbed to their feet. The ones already upright moved toward us, their motions stiff and unnatural. 

“Okay, you made your point,” Arkay said. “We’re leaving. Hear that, Sharp? We’re leaving.” 

What’s happening? I wanted to demand, but I couldn’t. My mouth wouldn’t move. Only my legs did. 

“Guys, I’m down for self-defense, but I don’t want to hurt you.” Arkay retreated further. “Can we just calm down?”

More zombies shuffled toward her, blocking off her exit. Mine too, if I could figure out how to make my legs obey me.

“Monica, can you hear me?” she asked.

Yes, I can hear you!

“Say something, Monica. Do something. Give me a sign.” 

I strained. There had to be some way to get through to her, but I couldn’t even blink on command. 

“Dammit!” she hissed. 

I was closest to her, and so I was one of the first to lunge her way. But my movements weren’t the ones I’d practiced in endless hours of training and sparring. These were stiff. Jagged. Arkay ducked under my lunge easily and dove between the legs of the nearest zombies. 

“You guys aren’t in control of yourselves,” she said. “This isn’t you. Try to fight it.” 

I was trying. Goddamn, I was trying, but I had nothing to show for it. My body wouldn’t obey me, and the crowd descended on her. Dragon or not, a mob this huge was going to rip her to shreds. 

Arkay

The zombies surged, and Monica vanished into the crowd. No time to enact a dramatic rescue. I tucked and rolled through a barricade of the undead and scrambled up a ladder. 

“Tomasi, can you hear me?” I said into my earpiece. “Come in, Tomasi. I really need you right now.” 

The undead followed me up, but they were bottlenecking at the ladder. At least that would buy me some time. 

A voice crackled through my earpiece. “...’rkay?”

“Tomasi, there’s freakin’ zombies, and they’re swarming. Please tell me you know anything that can help with this.”

“I can— what you need— do— s—”

Dammit, this wasn’t helping.

Most of these zombies had been hanging around for decades. By now they were barely more than mummies, held together with scraps of fabric and leather. It wouldn’t take much to rip right through them, especially if I got big and scaly first.

But they were victims here, conscious and unconsenting. I wasn’t going to just mutilate them, not if I could help it.

Whoever was controlling them wasn’t going to wait for me to come up with a plan. I had to avoid dying first. And that meant I had to get higher.

I found handholds in the rusted wall and scrambled up to the ceiling. I clung upside-down to an I-beam, but already the zombies were following after me, and more were coming up the opposite wall. The beam rattled to the beat of dozens of new hands clattering toward me. A metallic groaning joined the chorus of undead moans. Pieces of metal fell loose from the weathered ceiling, loosened screws and flakes of rusted iron and chittering bugs. 

Suspended fluorescent lights crashed to the floor, along with the iron chains that had anchored them to the ceiling. It would have been a safety hazard, if almost everyone in this room wasn’t already dead. 

I looked to the beams on either side of me for escape, but they were too far away for me to jump, and already they were crowding with more bodies. 

Only two directions left to go: up or down.

I anchored my thighs against the beam and punched straight into the ceiling. Jagged iron tore through my armor and bit into my skin, but it was old enough to crumble under the blow. When I pulled my fist back, it was bloody and illuminated by a blinding light. 

Sunlight streamed through the hole I’d made, so shrouded in dust that it seemed almost solid. My eyes stung, but I squeezed them shut and took another punch at the ceiling, and another, and another. When the hole was wide enough, I squeezed through, wincing when the jagged metal sliced into my chest. But that didn’t matter.

I was out.

Sunlight poured down around me. The corrugated metal of the roof stretched out in every direction, offering an unimpeded view of the city around me. A Hoarde van was parked in the distant weedy parking lot, and beside it lounged the weary figures of my strike teams. I could walk right to them. It didn’t matter what effect the spell circle had on my mind; it couldn’t get me turned around when the way out was directly in my line of sight. The zombies clamored below, struggling to make it through the narrow hole. A few of them might get through, but they wouldn’t be able to follow me past the edge of the circle. A little more running, and I could leave them behind. I could leave all of this behind.

Sharp was already lost. Besides, Meph had only ever asked me to find out what happened to her. Now I knew. Mission accomplished. I had no obligation to stay. Not for him. Not for her. Not for anyone.

But it wasn’t about obligation.

I turned around, moving forward until I felt the stability of an I-beam under my feet, and I stomped another hole through the corrugated iron beside it. A few feet further, I did the same thing, and then I did it again. Every puncture in in the roof let in another shaft of light that stabbed through to the floor, until the inky blackness lifted into a murky dark. Vague shadows became defined shapes, and even the figures still on the floor became clearly identifiable. There were dozens of zombies, most of them frantically dragging themselves up to my level. 

All but seven.

Six of them stood perfectly still, posed like soldiers at attention in a circle around the seventh, who sat in a cracked leather office chair. The seat didn’t have nearly as much style as the one I had in the Felldeep, but I recognized a throne when I saw one. 

One of the zombies managed to squeeze through the largest of the holes and started across the roof toward me. More followed after it. Too bad; it looked like it took a lot of work to get all the way up here.

I peeled open the newest hole and slipped through, leaving them behind. I found my way to a suspended light and climbed down, letting myself hang a good fifteen feet over the zombies’ heads. 

The six guards were arranged on the edges of a circular iron gutter that had been set into the floor. Geometric patterns spiraled inside it, drawn in rusty brown beneath a layer of dust. The man in the chair squinted up at me with yellowed, bloodshot eyes. His hair was thin and wiry, his skin sallow and unnaturally pale. I couldn’t guess at his race— his features were sunken and sagging, like the bones of his face had started to dissolve under his flesh. He looked more like a corpse than anyone else here, but his chest rose and fell in the rhythm of his ragged breathing. I recognized his uniform, even under endless layers of dirt. I’d seen people wearing jumpsuits just like it in the last factory.

“Our necromancer, I presume.”

“At your service,” he rasped. The corners of his mouth lifted and warped into a savage grin. “I hope you enjoyed my work? I’m very proud of it.”

I bet you are.

I shifted my weight, and the chain squealed as I started to swing.

“What am I saying? Of course you don’t understand. They never do.” He laughed. It was a rasping, harsh sound. “You thought you could just come in here and catch me, didn’t you? Oh, but you’re just their pawn, aren’t you? They sent you here to do their dirty work, just like they sent all the others. Just like they sent me. But that’s not enough. You know why? Because I’m smart. I’m brilliant. And you— you’re nothing but a dim bulb. Burnt out. Useless.”

He was trying to bait me. Make me attack so I’d leave the safety of my perch.

I tilted my head. “So that’s how you’re doing it.”

The necromancer hesitated, squinting against the light.

“People come looking around, you drag them into the circle, and then you suck the life out of them. In the literal sense.” I definitely had his attention. “Normally something like this shouldn’t completely substitute food and water, but I’m guessing those were your modifications, weren’t they?

The necromancer straightened slightly. “Not entirely dim, perhaps.”

“You’re definitely meticulous. I saw those circles in the other room.” It was a trick I’d learned as a stripper. Most people liked to be the center of attention more than they liked lap dances. Keep the conversation focused on them, and they’d tell you anything.

“The product of years of research.” God, was he seriously preening? “They were idiots to throw me away.”

“Same old story,” I said. “Heard it a hundred times. They love the results you give them, but...”

“But nobody likes the mess that comes with it. Nobody ever wants to pay the price. But you did, didn’t you? That’s how you know about all of this, isn’t it?” He looked me in the eye. “Do tell me about her. It’s always a woman, isn’t it? What was she? Your mother? Your sister? Your girlfriend?” His grin turned obscene. “Oh, what did you say her name was? Rosa?”

My knuckles tightened around the chain. Static crackled in the air around me. The fluorescent light under my feet sputtered and glowed.

One well-aimed leap. That was all it would take, and I could rip the bastard’s head from his shoulders. I could do it. Fuck, I wanted to do it.

I forced my fangs to revert back into ordinary teeth, but sparks still fell from my fingertips. “You heard that, did you?”

“You’ll find that sound carries so very well in this place.”

“Yes, her name was Rosa.” I hooked a knee around the chain and leaned lower. “You would have liked her. Most people did.”

“Come closer, dear. It’s hard to hear you.”

I leaned further. “She would’ve felt sorry for you, being locked up in the dark for so long.”

He laughed. “Not locked up. I’m the king of this domain.”

“The king of corpses,” I said flatly. “The Order put so many sealing spells on this place that I’m surprised the basic laws of physics still work. They’ve kept a constant guard over this place for decades. It’s not even considered a good gig, either. It’s a shit job, where they send the people they don’t like. It’s meant to bore people to death.”

He sneered. “They were frightened of me. Jealous of my powers.”

“Let me whistle you a tune, Mister Scientist, and you can tell me if I’m off key.” A slight shift in my weight, and I started swinging from the long chain. The fluorescent light blazed under my feet, and somehow the necromancer looked even more lifeless and pathetic. “They hire you for your brilliant work on spells or circles or whatever. Maybe you’ve heard about necromancy and its corrupting influences, but you tell yourself that couldn’t possibly happen to you. You’re moral. You’re righteous. You’re doing it for truth and justice and God and kittens and all that bullshit. You’re above it all. And your bosses, they tell you they trust you. That you won’t let them down like the last guy did. They tell you how he was arrogant and self-absorbed and weak, like this was all just his own flawed character instead of his neurons literally melting inside his skull. And you told yourself that it couldn’t possibly happen to you. But then it did, didn’t it? You started getting paranoid. Forgetting things. Maybe you started feeling bugs crawling on you when you couldn’t see them. Maybe you started seeing things that weren’t there. Maybe you called it stress and overwork, because you were so dedicated to your job. But it wasn’t stress, was it? And your bosses started to notice. So one day you come to work and you’re the one scheduled for the chopping block.”

“They were going to kill me!” he shrieked. “After all the things I’d done for them! After all my hard work and loyalty, they were just going to throw me away!”

“And there’s the refrain,” I said. “You’d be surprised how many times I hear this same song. And you know what? Most of the time, I’m on the side that says people don’t deserve that. But you—you’re a special brand of shitty.”

“I am a martyr!”

“You butchered and enslaved hundreds of innocent people to save your own skin. That’s about as far from ‘martyr’ as you can possibly—” I leaned too far, and put too much weight on the single chain.

The straining links stretched and snapped. For a delirious instant, I felt weightless, grabbing at the swinging chain to save me, but I plunged to the ground. 

I didn’t have time to gasp in pain before six bodies descended on me, pulling me prostrate into the center of the circle. The necromancer stood over me, a bronze knife in his hand. “I was doing God’s work.”

“You sure about that?” I pushed myself up just enough to look him in the eye. “This looks an awful lot like hell to me.”

He brought down the knife.

I brought down the lightning.

Monica

The necromancer went rigid, twitching and jerking like he’d been tased. His hold over me tightened, strangling me in its grip. Then it fell away entirely.

I was free.

I acted on instinct. In an instant, my sidearm was out of its holster and in my hands, aimed at the bastard’s head. 

“Wait, don’t—”

With three short squeezes of the trigger, I emptied the rest of the magazine into what should have been his skull.

Instead my shots went wide. The necromancer fell to the side, dropping just underneath the line of fire. 

I released the magazine and rammed another in its place. Meanwhile, Arkay threw the dogpile of zombies aside and lunged to her feet. 

“What the fuck was that?” she demanded.

I stormed forward. “He needs to die.” 

“No he fucking doesn’t!” She stepped into my path. I tried to shove her aside, but she wouldn’t budge. “Sharp, think for one second—”

“I am thinking!” I snapped. “Take a look around you. He has to be stopped. He has to pay for what he’s done.”

“And you’re gonna make that happen by shooting him while he’s unconscious?” She jumped in front of me again. “You were a cop, Sharp. What the fuck happened to justice and due process of law and all that shit?” 

“There are no laws for people like him.” I took aim, but she grabbed my arm and forced it to point at the ceiling. I tried to wrench out of her grip, but her hand was like iron around mine. “Dammit, let go of me!” 

More hands were reaching out and grabbing at me, pulling me back and away. I thrashed, but I couldn’t get leverage against anything except for Arkay’s hold of my arm. He was regaining control of the zombies. I had to kill him before he started after us again.

Arkay forced the gun away from me, and the mass of hands yanked me back, pulling me away from him.

Of course. She knew about necromancy.

“This is you!” I shouted. “You’re controlling them!” I writhed so hard that my joints threatened to give way. “Dammit, why are you siding with this piece of shit?”

Her expression stilled. Her light cast long shadows across her face. “I’m not.” She raised her voice. “Sharp, think. You’ve seen what happens when you kill a necromancer. All their spells break. Everyone they raised goes back to being dead. Everyone.”

The static in the air thickened, and the lights above her head started to glow. The surrounding lights joined in, casting a dim, murky light on the room, but for the first time, I could see clearly. Living corpses, their desiccated faces contorted in determination and fear as they held me down. Other bodies twisting away from me, their faces hidden behind their arms, like they were bracing for an explosion. The skeletal figure of a minotaur clutching a calf protectively against its chest. 

“These aren’t mindless brain-munchers,” Arkay said. “They’re sapient, self-motivated people, when he’s not controlling them. If you kill him, you’re gonna kill them all.”

Another figure stepped close behind Arkay. A teenage girl with her hand on a whimpering dog. She’d been human once. She’d had her whole life ahead of her, and she could have been incredible, if only I’d saved her.

The strength drained out of me. I stopped resisting my restraints. 

“He has to be stopped,” I said weakly.

“I know. And he will be. One phone call and I can get him to a nice dingy jail cell. My guys have read up on this stuff. They’ll figure out a way to hold him so he can’t hurt anyone else.” 

She held out her hand in command. The hands that held me started to loosen, and I slid to my knees.

***

Arkay gave directions to the zombies and called whatever contacts were waiting on the other side of her earpiece. I didn’t move. I didn’t even look up until she dropped the necromancer in front of me and perched beside him.

“You okay?” she asked.

No. Not by any stretch of the imagination. 

“Tomasi’s almost done getting that directional spell down. As soon as he does, they can send someone in to come get us.”

“How long has he been working on it?” I asked. I didn’t really want to know. Or maybe I knew, and I didn’t want to find out if I was right.

It was like Schrodinger’s Cat, stuffed inside that box. As long as you didn’t open it, it could have anything inside. If I didn’t ask, then everything was exactly as it had always been. No more or less than what I expected.

“Forty-four hours,” she said. “Between him and a few other specialists they brought in. The poor guy had to sleep eventually.” 

Almost two days. “You haven’t had anything to drink since then,” I said. 

Schrodinger's cat wasn’t an actual thought experiment, but a parody of one. 

I raised my head to look her in the eye. “How long was I in there before you came to get me?”

She held my gaze. “Three years.”

Just because you weren’t looking at the damn cat didn’t make it any less dead.

“Meph— Adam— he asked me to look for you as soon as he found out what happened. But he was asking about your body. But I don’t think he expected you to still be around.” 

“It doesn’t seem like that long.” I looked around at the other zombies. The other victims. The girl who vanished inside this hellhole seconds before me. “Do I look like that?”

Arkay pulled out her phone, heavy in its rubber casing and already most of the way through a reboot. “Would you like to see?”

She turned on the front facing camera, and gingerly I took it. The light of the screen and her glow stick weren’t enough for a glamor shot, but that didn’t matter. No amount of lighting would make that picture seem flattering. The face on the screen was shriveled and leathery, the eyes glazed white, the cheeks perforated. Strips of flesh hung loose around a gash on the side of my head, close to the temple. My hair hung loose and matted around my face.

I pushed the phone away with a shudder. “You said you read up on this stuff. Can you fix this?”

“There’s no harm in asking. I’m sure there’s somebody somewhere who knows for sure.” 

It was a gentle way of saying no.

I turned my stare to the unconscious necromancer. “All the people in here— they didn’t all wander in after the circles were up, did they?” 

“I think I tried explaining it to you once,” Arkay said. “But I don’t know if you remember. It’s easy to forget stuff in here. This facility was a death camp. Every time the Order captured someone alive, they were brought to a place like this. They’ve caught a lot of people over the years.” 

“I thought we were doing the right thing.” My voice was small. Frail. “I thought we were saving people.”

“Yeah.” Arkay turned her head to the inky ceiling. “I hear that a lot.”  

Meph

It was almost two weeks before I got a call back from Mara. 

“Adam, we need to talk. Now.”

The mess hall was crowded that day. Not a good time for a conversation. “Not now. I’ll call you back as soon as I’m in my room.”

“Now.” Her voice was like iron. 

I lowered mine. “Did something happen?” 

“Like you don’t know. You knew what was in those files, didn’t you? This was all some kind of sick setup, wasn’t it?” 

“I only know what I saw,” I said carefully.

“This is entrapment. You’re— you’re tainting me. You’re making out like everything I do is for— for this. You’re making me out to be some kind of— of genocidal monster.”

“I never said that.” 

“I’m doing the right thing!” she snarled. “I’m saving lives! I’m protecting innocent people from having to live through what I did. They took my leg, dammit!”

I braced myself against the table. “One of them did, yes. And that one deserved to die. I’m not arguing against that. I will never argue against that.” I lowered my voice until it was less than a whispers. “But Mara, there were children in there.”

“If we let them live, then they’ll grow up into killers! If you spare the children, they’ll remember who turned them into orphans, and they’ll come after us! They’ll be a thousand times worse than their parents ever could have been! So we have to kill them. We have to stop them from becoming real monsters. We have to stop them from becoming— from becoming—”

“From becoming just like us?”

She was breathing hard. “Don’t do this to me, Adam. Don’t drag me into this with you.”

“You did the research, Mara. You saw those files, not me. Tell me it was staged. Tell me it was all an elaborate plot to turn us against them.”

“I believe in our Order. I believe we’re doing God’s will.” She said it with the rigidity of recited prayer. “We have to be. Everything we dedicated our lives to can’t be wrong.” 

“And maybe it isn’t. Maybe this isn’t the Order at work. Maybe it’s the Contessa. We know she’s been manipulating the Order to kill her rivals for her. Maybe this is how she gets rid of the monsters who won’t pledge their loyalty to her. God knows what she tried to do to me.”

“This would be just like a dragon.” Mara’s voice dripped disgust, but underneath that veneer was a gleam of hope. 

“It would, Mara. I know it would. We know she’s got agents all the way at the top. My money says they’re the ones behind all this. They’re the ones twisting us around into something vile and evil. But that that’s why we have to be careful, Mara. If we can’t trust them, then we have to think for ourselves. Use our own judgment to figure out if the orders they’re giving us are right or wrong. We can’t keep blindly following them anymore.” 

“I’m not going against the Order,” she said.

Dammit, dammit, dammit. If she turned on me now, I was fucked. She’d turn me in, and I’d be locked up and— Stop. No. If I went down that road, I would wind up in the throes of another panic attack. Think rationally. 

“I’m not asking you to. I’m not asking you to leave or to try to sabotage them. I’m just asking you to stand up against the parts that have been led astray.” 

“And who’s the one to decide who’s been led astray, Adam? You? Or one of your dragons? How many are you working for these days? I’ve lost count.” 

“Not me,” I said. “And not anybody else. You, Mara. I want you to look at everything you’ve seen, everything you know, and I want you to think. I want you to make a decision based on what you believe is right.”

“And what if I don’t want to make a decision?” she asked.

“That’s still a choice.” I lowered my voice. “Mara, you’re the smartest person I know. You’ve been more places and done more things than most people can imagine. If there’s one person on this goddamn planet who I believe can make an informed decision, it’s you.” 

“You’re asking me to commit insubordination.” 

“I know,” I said. “But I’d rather sin against my superior officers than against God.” 

It was a dangerous line of thinking for someone who’d grown up in the Order, especially to another member. But what really cemented me as the single most imbecilic person in the whole human race was the fact that I’d chosen to make my statement in the middle of the crowded mess hall. 

I looked up. Heads were turned in my direction. A pair of armed guards were striding across the room toward me.

“Make your choice, Mara,” I said quietly. “I’ve made mine.” 

The call ended just as the guards arrived at my table. “The Archduchess will see you now.”
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I was prepared for things to get complicated when we came back with two hundred and fourteen zombies, and the Hoarde didn’t disappoint. Our doctors worried about them carrying weird undead diseases. Pragmatists suggested letting them wander in the Forest as an added security measure, and bleeding hearts argued against forcing them back into the dark. Only the ones in Order uniforms were dealt with decisively, all of them squeezed into holding cells and interrogated as quickly and thoroughly as possible.

We didn’t have much time. For decades, the necromancer had subsisted entirely off the life force he’d stolen from the people who wandered into the factory. It had kept him going, but just barely, and without more sacrifices, his organs were on the fast track to failing completely. It wasn’t a certain thing, though. With generous applications of Styx, we could save him, but it was getting scarce. Besides, he was a war criminal. A lot of people skipped past asking if we should save him, and went straight to debating whether we should execute him outright or let him die slowly. 

But if he died, so did two hundred and fourteen other people.

Yash and Doctor Magbantay were organizing volunteers to talk to them all and find out what they wanted, asking about their families and religious needs and last requests. They’d already collected more than a hundred letters to be distributed to loved ones.

But that brought with it its own set of problems. Though most of the victims were like us, plenty of them were nonhuman, and so were the intended recipients of their last statements. And too many of their final goodbyes came with an explanation of what had happened to them, including the Order’s war on our people. We could send them anyway, and just hope that their loved ones disregarded a last goodbye as some kind of deranged joke. Or we could send somebody with the letters to explain properly what had happened—and in doing so, out the world of nonhumans to dozens, maybe hundreds, of muggles. 

Our allies wouldn’t like that. So it was my job to persuade them.

“Matsumoto, I’m asking you to listen to reason.” I managed to keep my voice relatively calm. Hopefully he couldn’t tell by my heavy breathing that I was pacing circles around the Felldeep’s conference room. “What happened with Meph is not an isolated incident anymore. The captured Order members are defecting in droves. The ones who weren’t working at the factory to begin with are outraged that this was going on under their noses. That’s why the Order has to keep them ignorant. That’s why they have to keep the world ignorant. Because if people realized what was actually going on, the Order would fall apart.”

“You’re basing your predictions on incidental evidence and wishful thinking,” he said. “The backlash could result in a total genocide.”

“We’re already dealing with genocide, don’t you—” Maybe I’d gotten too excited, because the call cut out. “Fuck.” 

There were limits on how much a rubber case could protect against my ambient electricity. I pulled the phone away from my ear and hurried it into a reset cycle. 

I needed to switch tactics. Stay calm. I already knew that passion wouldn’t persuade him. 

The phone had barely switched back on before the screen lit up with an incoming call, and I put it to my ear without another glance. I wanted to say my piece before he had a chance to change the subject. “Listen, Matsumoto. If you don’t want me to expose the youkai, that’s fine. I only intend to out myself. Show the world what a dragon really looks like. I’m tired of living in the dark.” 

But the voice on the other end didn’t belong to Matsumoto. 

“Then you will burn.” 

Meph

The Archduchess stood over me. I was confined to my chair, unable to stand, shackled at the wrist and ankle to the table before me.

“Mephistopheles,” the Archduchess tested my name on her tongue. “An apt name. Satan was the first traitor against God, and he sits in the lowest circle of Hell for his crimes. Fitting that you’d name yourself after their ilk.”

Actually, the circles of hell originated from the Divine Comedy. Biblical fanfiction, Rosario once affectionately called it. I forced myself to focus on the memory, on the soothing presence Rosario always exuded, even when she herself was tense. It didn’t have quite the same effect within the confines of memory. My pulse thundered in my ears. Despite my attempts to control my breathing, my breaths came shallow and harsh, and none of them seemed to fill my lungs. I had to tell myself that I wasn’t really dying, that this was just the beginnings of another panic attack.

That the Contessa wasn’t really in this room with me, so close she was practically breathing down my neck, ready to crush my throat with one perfectly manicured hand. 

Oh God. Oh God.

“I’ve already told you,” I said breathlessly. “I’m not a traitor. I’ve been—” Oh God. “I’ve been working undercover—”

“You were caught in the act of sedition and espionage,” the Archduchess snapped. 

“Not against the Order,” I said. “Please, you have to believe me.”

“I have to believe nothing you say. You are a liar and a disciple of liars. A disciple of dragons.”

“Archduchess, that’s who I’m trying to fight.” 

She leaned close. “You’re a liar.” 

“If I’ve been less than forthcoming, it’s only because I don’t know who to trust. There are dragons who have their claws in the Order. Who have spies of their own in this organization, and who are manipulating its members to do their dirty work.” I was rambling without stopping for breath. Every time I sucked air into my lungs, it tasted like the air in the Contessa’s house, in her study, beside her. I could smell—

I could smell her perfume.

I looked at the Archduchess. Her brows were knit in judgement. Not surprise. Not disbelief. She was still standing close enough that I could inhale the perfume off her skin.

“But you already knew that, didn’t you?” I asked faintly. Her eyes narrowed. There, finally, was the first inkling of surprise. She knew. Of course she knew. “You’re—” 

From her side holster she drew a small-caliber gun. An elegant weapon, easy on arthritic joints. It wouldn’t be enough to pierce a dragon’s skull, but then, she was more than just a dragon slayer, wasn’t she?

“It’s you, isn’t it? You’re the one the Contessa was talking about. You’ve had the whole Order under her thumb for— oh God, for years.” I giggled. My fears confirmed, the panic attack rebounded into giddy energy. “She’s been handing you dragons on a silver platter for years now! You made your career as a dragon slayer. Did you ever actually kill any of them, or did she do that for you, too?” 

How long would it take Mara to notice the patterns in the dragons the Archduchess had killed? How long before she realized they were all the Contessa’s rivals? 

“All you’re doing is ensuring your damnation,” she said.

I grinned, manic and hysterical. “Then I’ll see you in hell.” 

Between us, a phone rang.
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I yanked the phone away from my ear. The number came without a name and an unusual number of digits. But I would recognize that voice anywhere.

“Contessa,” I said. “Why the fuck are you calling me?”

“Language, Schlängelchen. I would like to make you a proposition.”

I choked out a laugh. “You’re kidding, right? You broke my fucking neck. You tortured Meph. No, I’m not making any deals with you.” 

“I recommend you—” 

I hung up. 

The phone rang again, and I answered. “Which part of fuck off don’t you—”

The screen at the far end of the conference room lit up. It showed a video feed of two figures, seen from above. The camera had a bad angle and shitty resolution, but I could still make out the faces.

Meph, chained to an interrogation table, his eyes wide with panic as he stared down the barrel of a handgun. 

The Contessa’s voice returned. “Do I have your attention?” 

My mouth was dry. “Yes.”

“Are you absolutely certain?” she asked. “I would be happy to help you focus.” 

The screen split in half. Meph, much smaller but still at gunpoint, took up the left half of the screen. The right was an outside view of a kitchen window. Rosario leaned against the counter, chatting cheerfully on the phone while she stirred a pot.

“What do you want?” I demanded.

“That is the question of the hour, isn’t it?” The Contessa laughed, and I got the sudden urge to claw the skin off her neck and pull out her vocal cords. “What if I told you to scoop out your eyes with a teaspoon? One for each of your little pets. Would you do that?”

My lips peeled back from my teeth. Like hell I would, you twisted motherfucker. But my voice was frozen in my throat. 

I remembered the fights I used to have with Rosario, back when we were living on the streets. I remembered how much I hated when she’d drag us back to the Valley, where drunken men would demand to cop a feel in exchange for a night in a warm tent. In the shelters, where she’d make me wait outside for a half hour so the people who ran the place didn’t realize we were together, and every minute apart was a minute she was unguarded against predators disguised as saints. Even when I was right there, ready and willing and desperate to protect her, she told me to stay back. To sit there and take it with a smile, because at least we wouldn’t be freezing. 

I fought her on it every single time, because nothing was worth compromising our dignity. Nothing was worth sacrificing our pride.

I was young, then.

I knew better now.

I unclenched my jaw. “Is... is that what you want me to do?” The words tasted like ash in my mouth. 

She laughed again, and it felt like a cheese grater over my raw nerves. “You would do it, wouldn’t you? And then you’d simply take your medicine and be good as new. I’ve snapped that scrawny neck of yours, and yet here you are, alive and walking like it doesn’t even matter. Because nothing really matters to you anymore, Schlängelchen. Nothing but these two. So let me remind you what it’s like to have something to lose.” 

The woman who stood over Meph pulled back the slide, took aim—

“Don’t!” 

“Very well.” I could hear the smile in her voice, and it dripped like slime down my neck. “Turn to face the camera. I want to see your face.” 

Utterly numb, I inched to the side, staring down at the camera at the end of the room.

“The last time we spoke, you asked me why I didn’t act against death camps in my territory. I would like to tell you what a certain commandant told me, once upon a time.” 

Her lips parted in a cold predator’s smile.

“I own you.”
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