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      If the baby kept crying even another minute, my head was going to explode. David was driving, which left me in the passenger seat, trying to somehow reach into the back to calm Cordelia. I’d tried cooing, singing, and letting the month old infant suck on my finger until I thought it was going to fall off, but nothing was working tonight. She was in a bad mood, and my own was quickly plunging to join hers.

      I hated being a passenger. Put me behind the wheel any day. Worse yet, I knew that I hated riding along, knew I was irritable about it, and knew I was being unreasonable. So did David. He was maintaining a steady, imperturbable calm through all of Cordelia’s crying – and my bitching. That wasn’t helping my mood.

      “Admit it, you’re lost,” I said.

      “Raven, for the fifth time, I am not lost,” David replied. He stabbed a finger at the GPS on the dashboard, which dutifully continued telling us the route we needed to take.

      I huffed. I’d swear that damned thing had been leading us in circles down side streets through the south end of Boston for twenty minutes. And as near as I could tell we were getting ready to do another lap. These were not nice side streets, either. The apartment buildings on either side of the road looked like they hadn’t had any repairs done in years. Maybe a decade, I mused as we passed by one particularly run-down tenement. The street lights were a lot further apart than I was used to seeing, and the yellow light they put out seemed to cast more flickering shadows than it did illumination.

      Not a place I wanted to be stuck. I glanced over at the dashboard to the fuel gauge nervously, but the tank was still reading half full. I exhaled, trying to relax. We’d be at the convention center in a bit. Just getting off these back streets would make me feel better. Then the baby started crying again, bringing the pounding back to my temples. David turned another corner. This street was less well lit than the last, and looked even more dilapidated. I sighed, my hopes that we were getting nearer to civilization dashed.

      “David, the F-ing GPS is broken or something.” I rapped it with my knuckles. “This is nowhere near where we’re supposed to be.”

      “It’s an odd route, that’s for sure,” he said. His glance flicked nervously from one side of the street to the other.

      “I don’t see why I had to come to this dinner, anyway. It’s not like I have time to work on the practice right now.”

      David shot me a curious look. I guessed he was trying to gauge my temper. I’d been ranging from moody to downright bitchy about the practice ever since the month of bed-rest at the end of my pregnancy. I knew I was being a jerk, but I couldn’t help how I felt. Too many damned changes, too close together. It was hard to keep up.

      I was fast heading toward bitchy right now, between being lost and the pounding headache that just kept getting worse.

      “It’s just a matter of time, Ray,” he said. “You’ll be back to work before you know it.”

      “I’ve missed the ground floor of this whole thing,” I said. I was annoyed at the petulance I heard in my voice. I hadn’t meant to sound like that. But the little medical practice David and I had worked with since passing our internships had been bought out. It was merging into a conglomerate of Boston family practices. I hadn’t been in favor of the buyout. I’d preferred the small scale of the old clinic. It was more personal. And it was nice when your boss worked in the same office every day, instead of having to deal with higher-ups you never even saw. But it wasn’t my call. As the new kids working in the practice, neither David nor I had a lot of say.

      Being on maternity leave for the entire process made it all worse. I’d missed most of the merger meetings, so I didn’t know anyone at all from the bigger group. I didn’t feel like I knew anything about how they operated. I felt... Disconnected.

      “Which is why it’s important you come with me tonight,” he said. I could almost hear his teeth grinding together.

      I let out a long gust of air. There were moments, and too many of them these days, when I wished we’d held off on the decision to have a baby for a while. Cordelia was cute. But I was starting to wonder if I was cut out for this whole motherhood thing. So soon after medical school, anyway. I was only twenty-six! Why had I let myself get talked into the idea? There would have been plenty of time for a baby later on. And I was increasingly feeling that being a mother was going to leave my career as a doctor in tatters, despite all our plans and promises to the contrary. What if having Cordelia had been a horrible mistake?

      As if she’d heard the thought, Cordelia’s crying cut off like a switch had been flipped. I twisted in my seat, concerned rather than relieved by the sudden silence. I reached out a hand to my daughter, and almost missed the flash of movement in front of the car.

      “David, watch out!” I shouted.

      I only had time to say that much before the headlights illuminated something huge in the car’s path. David twisted the wheel wildly, trying to avoid whatever it was – a bear? But the Highlander had too much speed, and the front corner smashed into whatever it was with a sound of tortured metal.

      I felt the car go airborne, felt the world spinning around me, heard glass shattering, small bits pelting my face. I screamed, my body floating against my seatbelt. Then gravity reasserted itself, my head smacked into something, and the world went black.

      

      Someone was shouting. I felt like I ought to go see what was going on, but everything felt wrong. I hurt. A lot. I opened an eye to look and was met with pitch black. Panic filled my veins with adrenaline. Why couldn’t I see? My head started to pound madly. I shut my eyes and everything came back in a rush: the car, the deserted street, and the thing we hit. My memory tried to recall a clear image of whatever it had been but failed.

      I opened my eyes again and found that I could see. The light inside the car was dim, but as my eyes adjusted I was able to make out shapes. I struggled against something trapping my shoulders and realized I was hanging upside down, dangling from my seatbelt. I considered my options. The pain in my skull said head trauma, maybe concussion. I could just stay put until emergency services arrived. I’d be safer that way. I’d seen enough trauma patients come into the hospital during my internship to know how much worse I could make things by trying to extricate myself.

      Then I heard that scream again, the one that had woke me up. It was David. I glanced at the driver’s seat, where he ought to be, but it was empty. And his door was missing. Not open, just gone. It must have torn away in the crash. He was hurt, somewhere just outside the car. I needed to go help him.

      And Cordelia! Was our daughter OK? I was filled with an urgent need to know. I strained to hear the slightest whisper from the back seat. Nothing. I struggled to undo my seatbelt, still not hearing any sounds from the baby. The buckle refused my increasingly frustrated attempts to open it. David was still screaming outside, punctuated by brief pauses where he sobbed inhalations before screaming again.

      The buckle finally gave. Predictably, I fell. I hadn’t been thinking straight and my head impacting with the roof of the car sent brought another burst of pain. Stars danced in front of my eyes. My shoulder slammed into the car roof with a jolt that sent pain lancing down my arm through muscles that were already strained and sore. I winced, bit my lip, and tried to focus. First thing – Cordelia. I wiggled along the ceiling to peek at her car seat, still secured in the back.

      It was empty. The driver’s side door had been ripped free from the car in the back seat as well as the front.

      Where was my daughter?

      Frantic now, I scrabbled to the gaping hole by the driver’s seat and peered outside. I blinked in the dim light cast by a couple of street lamps, both far enough away to cause more shadows than they did illumination.

      What I saw almost made me scream. I choked it back – barely.

      David was easy to spot because of the noises he was making. He lay face up on the sidewalk, both hands clutching at his stomach. His scream had turned into more of a keening sound, and his heels drummed on the pavement.

      Over him loomed a vaguely manlike shape. I thought immediately of the bear-like form I remembered catching a glimpse of in the headlights, just before the crash. But this was no bear. Its limbs were wiry, not the thick haunches of the bears I’d seen on TV. And the few patches where the lamp light struck it glistened like oil. There was no fur on this thing, not even hair on its head. It looked almost like a person, but with an oversized head, a maw full of sharklike teeth. Where a bear would have had paws, it had huge claw-like hands, each digit tipped with a wicked talon.

      As I watched, it reached one of those claws down toward my husband, batting his hands away from his belly like a cat toying with a mouse. David began screaming in earnest again, and the claw came away holding something dripping. With a fluid motion, the thing brought its claw toward its face, and popped the morsel into its mouth.

      I managed not to scream again. Barely.

      Instead, I vomited. My stomach emptied itself in hard heaves that I couldn’t control. I was shaking when it was over. My eyes were flooded with tears, and acid burned in my nose, mouth, and throat.

      I peeked back out of the car door. David was sobbing, trying to hold himself together with hands that gleamed red. The thing looked up from him, and sniffed the air. Then it looked straight at me.

      And smiled, before returning to its meal.

      I ducked back out of view, panting hard. I’d never seen a predator this close before, but something in that look was unmistakable. The thing knew I was there. And it was going to come for me next. David was gurgling away outside. And when it was done with him, it would be coming for me.
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      Panic grabbed me by the throat. I had to get the hell out of the car. Somehow, I had to run and get help while it was distracted. That was my only chance to live. I could feel that in my gut.

      And then I heard the shrill, piercing sound of Cordelia crying, and I was undone. I couldn’t leave Cordelia, not if there was a chance of saving her.

      I snuck another peek outside, looking to see if I could spot her. At first I couldn’t find her, but then she squalled again, the sound giving away her position. There! Resting on the creature’s hip was a wriggling sack tied to some sort of cloth belt. The thing had my little girl.

      “No,” I whispered. I knew I wasn’t going to win a mother of the year award, but that thing wasn’t getting my child without a fight. There had to be something I could do! I fished around the junk that had fallen to the ceiling when the car flipped, looking for some sort of weapon. Nothing. I reached up and popped open the glove compartment, and was pelted by a pile of junk. Useless crap, all of it. Looking around, I saw a long plastic box. Wasn’t that the emergency roadside kit?

      That gave me an idea.

      I pulled at the latch holding the cover down, snarling when it resisted. My fingernail tore, but the latch popped loose, freeing the cover. Inside were the usual assorted bits designed to help someone out in case of an accident. A few reflective signs. A small flashlight. A paper packet of first aid supplies – too little, but there could be something in there that would help David, so I stuffed it in my pocket.

      Under that was what I was really looking for – road flares. My fingers fumbled with the smooth tubes, dropping them twice before I managed to get them all out. There were four in all. As weapons went, they sucked. But it was the best I could come up with right now. I remembered reading something about someone using flares to scare off bears in the wild, once. Although I was pretty sure those had been marine flares, and I knew damned well this wasn’t a bear.

      I wasn’t sure what it was. But it had my baby.

      I tucked three of the flares into my coat pocket next to the first aid pouch. The fourth I held out in front of me, trying to figure out how to use the thing in the dim lighting. There was writing on it, but I couldn’t read it. Flares were supposed to work like matches though, right? And yes, one tip was rough, like the striking surface for a match! I pulled at the plastic cap on that end, and was rewarded when it popped off into my hand.

      Underneath the cap was a rough black patch at the top of the flare tube. I held the cap in one hand and the flare in the other, and struck the flare against the striker, holding my breath.

      It caught! Red light filled the car, little sparks dripping from the tip of the flare like a red rain.

      Gritting my teeth and summoning every ounce of courage I could find – and more than I thought I’d had – I stepped from the ruined car, holding the flare aloft like a torch. The reaction from the thing was immediate. It recoiled, hissing. It held one hand up between the fire and its face.

      “That’s right, I have FIRE!” I yelled at it. The monster’s fear inspired me to stupid levels of valor. I felt like some modern Beowulf, facing down Grendel.

      It hissed again and grabbed David by the foot, dragging him a foot further away from me. He wasn’t screaming anymore, but I could still see his chest moving. Passed out, but not dead.

      Maybe I could get us all out of this.

      Emboldened, I threw the flare at the thing. It shrieked like a steam engine, surprisingly high pitched for such a big body. The flare arced through the air toward it. For once, I thought maybe my aim was perfect. But the thing flattened itself to the ground faster than I could blink, and the flare circled harmlessly through where its head would have been if it had just held still.

      The flare clattered to the sidewalk somewhere in the darkness beyond.

      I gulped. Throwing my only weapon at an angry monster was not the smartest thing I could have done. I started fumbling in my pocket for another of the little tubes. The creature was rising up, lithely unwinding itself from where it had crouched close to the ground. Then it jumped! It must have cleared ten feet with that one bound. I dove sideways without thinking, and it missed by so little I felt the wind from its passage.

      I hit the ground hard, all my breath going out at once. Worse yet, the flares tumbled out of my pocket, scattering on the ground. I reached – and grabbed one! I worked the plastic off the end cap, all the while trying to watch the thing.  It was coming, coming fast now, looming over me, that horrible mouth opening wide…!

      I struck the flare, light filling the space between the creature and I. Again it shrieked, screaming and hiding its face. From the light? From the fire? I thrust the flaming flare toward it. It scrambled backward, batting at a spot on its arm where the flames had touched, and caught, and seared it.

      I got back to my feet. No throwing this one. The other flares had been lost somewhere on the ground, and I didn’t have time to go hunting for them. But I’d seen the thing’s fear. Seen it burn. Fire could hurt it. And it still had Cordelia.

      I took a step toward the thing, holding the flare between us.

      “Give me back my baby,” I growled.

      It hissed in reply, baring fangs. But it continued to back away from the flare. I’d never been so furious – not with anything. This...thing...whatever it was, had my child. And it was afraid. I’d made it afraid. That fear said I could hurt it. Emboldened, I took another step. Then another. It had both claws in front of it now, raking them through the air. Trying to look frightening – and it was! But I called its bluff. Just another few steps, and I’d be able to lunge and hit it with the flare, maybe set it on fire.

      The thing held its ground a moment less than I needed. Then with a burst of sudden speed it reached down and grabbed David’s ankle. The jostling startled him back to wakefulness, and his sudden scream reached my ears almost like a physical blow. Whirling in place, the creature launched itself toward one of the abandoned apartment buildings lining the street, dragging David’s flailing form behind it.

      It hit the doorway like a train, smashing the wood to bits, shards and splinters flying into the space beyond. The thing had to be incredibly strong – it was carrying David by the ankle with one hand, and had bashed its way through that door with only the briefest break in stride.

      I tried to not to think about that. I followed it, my entire focus still on Cordelia. Nothing else mattered.

      I stepped through the doorway into a short hall with a flight of stairs. The lights were out inside, but the flare I carried was bright enough to show the peeling paint on the walls, the stains, the smashed bannister... The scent of urine and feces hit my nostrils, a miasma that made me pause for just a moment. Then I looked down and saw the long smear of fresh blood trailing across the cracked tile floor. It was David’s blood, and way too much of it. I knew then that there wasn’t really any hope of rescuing him, and I knew I’d cry hot tears for him later. We hadn’t always gotten along perfectly, but...he’d been good to me.

      Just then I didn’t have any tears to shed. I took three steps forward, speeding up as I went, until I hit the stairs at a dead run.

      I chased the thing up five flights of stairs by sound alone, the crashing noise it made in its progress clearly audible above me, along with a wet smacking sound that was probably David’s body banging into things. But when I hit the fifth floor, the noises ahead had stopped. I couldn’t hear the thing anymore. It had to be there somewhere ahead, up the stairs – but where? And why did it stop?

      I slowed down, instinct begging for caution. Carefully, I rounded the corner, my flare still a torch in the darkness.

      And ducked back just in time, as something flew down the stairs. I pulled back around the corner while the projectile slammed into the wall in front of me with a meaty thud. Glancing down, the light from the torch glared off wet red gore. But even under the mess, I recognized the clothing. I’d know David’s favorite jacket anywhere.

      I whirled forward up the stairs, and heard a sob as my foot slipped in something wet. It took me a moment to regain my balance, and I realized that the sob had been mine. Steeling myself, I glared up the stairs. It was a long flight, more steps than any other level. This must be the end of the stairwell. And there at the top was the thing that had killed my husband.

      It hissed at me.

      I brandished the flare and screamed an inarticulate cry of rage. Then I sprinted up the stairs, taking them two at a time. I have no idea what I was thinking just then. I don’t think I was thinking – just reacting.

      It let me get six steps before turning to the door next to it and slamming its body against the frame. Once, then twice it hammered on the steel door before something snapped inside and the thing flew open with a crash. It ran through the door, out of my sight. I was two-thirds of the way up the stairs.

      “Not so fast,” I said. “I’m coming after you!”

      I reached the doorway, night air touching my skin like a cold bucket of water. I froze there, just a moment. Inside my head, a small, rational voice was screaming to run away, to get away while I still could. But the rest of my mind was overpowered with blind rage at this thing.

      I ignored the small voice. Instead, I stepped out into the night, and saw the thing running across the rooftop. It ran to the edge...

      ...and then leaped across to the next building!

      I gave chase. I’m still not sure what possessed me to think I could jump from one rooftop to another, but I was going to give it a shot just then. I ran across the flat tarpaper roof. The edge had only the smallest stone ridge, no barrier. I willed away second thoughts, and ran with everything I had. I reached the edge...jumped...

      A sense of floating.

      Wind whistling past my ears.

      Arms reaching.

      Then pain! I slammed into the edge of the building, my arms barely catching the stone lip. I felt something crack in my chest, and my right side flared with sudden pain. My knees cracked loudly as they banged into the brick face of the building. Worst, the flare slipped out of my grip and clattered down somewhere below. I was helpless.

      Gasping, trying to breathe through lungs that didn’t want to work properly, I looked up.

      The thing was standing there above me. It stared down with inhuman eyes. Drops of blood were spattered around its mouth, and a shred of flesh dangled from a tooth. The creature reached one taloned hand down toward me, as if to pluck me up – and then seemed to think better of that.

      Instead, it stepped forward, planted a clawed foot on my arm, and bore down. The claws bit into my flesh, and the agony was impossible to think through. It twisted its foot, and I lost my grip on the wall.

      For the second time that night, I was floating through the air, but this time I knew that I was falling.

      I slammed into something that broke my fall after too short a time. Cold steel pressed against my back and head. Stars sparkled into life across my vision. My hand could feel the patterned steelwork of a fire escape. I tried to move, to lift my head, but pain exploded inside my skull.

      Darkness closed in.

      The last thing I heard was the sound of a baby’s cries drifting on the night air.
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      Flashing lights. Cold plastic. Warm blankets. Strangers’ voices. And pain. Lots of pain.

      My mind was a confused jumble as I slowly came back around. I wasn’t sure where I was, at first. But I knew something was wrong. My side felt like it was on fire. My arm hurt. My knees both throbbed. And I had the headache to end all headaches. I tried to open my eyes, but everything was too bright. When I shifted my head a little, it brought such a wave of nausea that I almost threw up, biting back the taste of bile.

      “Hey there,” an unseen voice said. “Rest. Just rest. You’re safe now.”

      I could smell something antiseptic, and felt something stab my left arm – the one that hadn’t been hurting. I knew that feeling...someone had inserted an IV.

      “Ow,” I managed to say. I was surprised how weak my voice sounded. I let myself start to drift again, but then a hand was there on my shoulder, gently shaking me.

      “Honey,” a voice said, deep and rumbling. “You need to wake up a sec.”

      “Mmm ‘wake,” I mumbled.

      I managed to open my eyes just a crack without the stabbing pain. A man was crouched there in front of me. His face was cracked and lined with age. His skin was weathered, and looked just a bit sunburned. His hair was white as snow, and his eyes a brilliant blue.

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      I was able to open my eyes a bit more now. They were watering, but I was starting to feel more myself. I noticed that the old man wore a police uniform. I glanced left and right, trying to take in my surroundings. My head still hurt too much if I tried to move it. I was on a stretcher, in an ambulance. I tried to recall what had happened to me, but the thoughts were fuzzy, and fled when I tried to hold them.

      “Don’t matter,” he said. “What does matter is that you listen hard right now, hard as you ever have.”

      The man glanced back over his shoulder, toward the open back door of the ambulance, like he was nervous. Yes, nervous. I was good at reading body language, and he was all nerves. Why?

      “You’ve got my attention,” I said.

      He nodded. “You remember what happened to you tonight?”

      And then, suddenly, I did.

      Like his words were magic, everything came unlocked all at once. Every memory, every taste of bile, the scent of blood, the look of the thing, the feeling of rage... Everything that I’d experienced came back in a rush. I had to work hard to keep my stomach from rebelling all over again. Eyes closed, panting hard, I clenched my fingers into tight balls. I dug my nails hard into my palms, like the wounds they were delivering was a tie to the real world. Like that pain could somehow isolate me from the rest of the pain in those memories.

      “Yeah, I can see that you do,” the man said.

      “Honey,” he went on, his voice growing soft again, even kind. I managed to open my eyes again, thanks to that tone.

      “Now, you have to set it aside.”

      I blinked. “What do you mean?”

      He sighed. “I know something about the sort of thing you saw. Seen it before. Don’t work the force in Boston for forty years without seeing a few things in the dark of night.”

      “But those folks about to come in here don’t want to hear it,” he said. “They won’t believe you. They will have their own story, something that fits the way they look at the world. You need to let them.”

      I felt anger I’d felt earlier swirling back to life. “So what, I just forget? My husband...my baby...that thing?”

      He nodded. “Safest bet.”

      “Like hell,” I said.

      He frowned at that. “You be careful, then. Be careful what you say, and who you say it too. Say it to some folks, they might just lock you up as a crazy. Say it to other folks...” He paused. He looked around again, fear frank in his eyes.

      Then he went on: “Say it to the wrong folks, you might end up dead, or worse.”

      Before I could reply, he turned and hopped down from the ambulance, walking back out into the night where he rapidly blended in with the other people in uniforms milling about. I wondered how long I’d have to wait to talk to someone in charge.

      Turns out, the wait wasn’t too long.

      The next visitors came as a pair. The first was short, with only a patch of pale hair in the middle of his head. He had a goatee. The other was dark haired. It looked like he might have a bit of Mediterranean blood in him, somewhere. He was clean-shaven, and judging by the dimples, he smiled a lot. I took an instant liking to him. But it was Baldy who opened his mouth first.

      “Miss. I’m Fred, and this is Drew. We’re police, and here to help you.”

      “You’re safe now,” said Drew. He smiled at me, reinforcing my first impression.

      “We just have a few questions we need to ask, so we can proceed with our investigation,” Fred said. “Are you feeling up to that?”

      I nodded slowly, the movement not quite as painful as it had been before.

      “Did you see your attackers, miss? Were you able to get a look at any of them?” Fred asked.

      I paused a moment, confused. I thought about what the other policeman had said, but still. What did these men think had happened?

      Fred seemed to take the delay as reticence. “We want to help you, miss. Anything you can tell us would help us do that.”

      “What do you know so far about what happened?” I asked. It seemed like a safe start.

      The two men looked at each other, then turned back to me.

      “It looks like the driver lost control of your car, it hit something, and flipped,” Drew said. “Then someone – we don’t know who, but we’re assuming multiple people – broke into the car, grabbed you all, and dragged you out. Miss, we found your husband – I’m sorry.”

      “He’s dead,” I said. I’d already known, but saying it aloud made me feel hollow and alone.

      “Yes,” Drew said.

      “You don’t seem surprised,” Fred said.

      “I’m a doctor. I saw what was done to him. I was pretty sure he was dead.” I could still see it, clear as the moment it happened – the thing ripping a little piece out of David, the claw drawing the little gobbet of flesh up into its mouth... I shuddered.

      “I’m doubly sorry then,” Drew said.

      “Have you found Cordelia? My baby?” I asked.

      “No,” Fred replied. “We saw the infant seat in the car, but, well...”

      “When we didn’t find a baby, we’d hoped maybe the little one was somewhere else,” Drew finished. “Don’t worry, we’ll find her.”

      I wasn’t as certain. My gut said that Cordelia was still alive, but my head wasn’t so sure that made any sense. The thing hadn’t killed her outright, but for all I knew it was just keeping her alive until it got hungry again. The thought made my breath catch. Somehow, I needed to find her, help her. And these police were not going to be much help. In fact, their stupid questions were starting to piss me off.

      “Gentlemen, how did this gang you’re talking about flip our car? How did they rip the driver’s door off the car?” I asked.

      The men both blinked impassively. Drew coughed softly into his hand. “So... Can you tell us what did happen, then?” he asked.

      “I don’t know what it was...it sounds crazy, but... Some sort of creature,” I said. And once I got started, the story just spilled from my mouth. I couldn’t stop. By the time I was done, I was a sobbing, shaking, mess. I had tears pouring down my face. Someone got into the ambulance behind me. I looked over my shoulder to see what was going on. A paramedic was there, filling a syringe.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “Something help you relax,” said Fred. He placed his hand on my left arm. His palm was clammy, and I tried to pull my arm away. His fingers grew hard, his grip rigid.

      “Just relax,” he repeated.

      The medic was turning toward me. I could see him coming closer with the needle. My heart was beating a mile a minute, and all I could think about was getting away. I tried again to pull my arm free from Fred’s grip, but the more I pulled, the harder he held. So I did the only thing I could think of to make him let me go.

      I slammed the heel of my right palm into Fred’s face. Just like I’d trained for, my palm met cartilage with a satisfying crunch, and Fred shouted, letting me go to bring both hands to his broken nose. I tried to get up from the stretcher, but a wave of nausea washed over me. I only made it about halfway up before I closed my eyes again and started to sink back down to the stretcher, defeated.

      I heard Fred growl “Bitch!”

      I was about to open my eyes again when something hard slammed into my cheekbone. My head rocked back against the stretcher. Stars crossed the black space behind my eyes, now pinched tight closed against the sudden pain.

      Over the roaring in my ears, I heard Drew say “What the hell, man?”

      Something pricked my arm. The needle. The rushing sound I was hearing grew to loud to think, and then just as suddenly – it was gone. The stars fled, too, leaving me in darkness again.
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      I came to with a start and sat bolt upright in bed.

      No nausea this time, although my body screamed from aches in more places than I could count. I could take stock of the injuries in a few minutes. First I wanted to figure out where I was. It looked like a hospital room. I lay on a hospital bed. The room had a tiled floor, fluorescent lighting, and a dispenser for hand sanitizer by the door. I’d been in hundreds of rooms just like this one. Generally as someone’s doctor, not as a patient. I’d never been any good at playing patient. I hated having an IV line, and looked at the one stuck in my right hand, longing to yank the thing out, but thought better of it. I’d be good, for now anyway.

      Gingerly, I slid my feet out of bed and set them on the floor. There was a window, but the blinds were drawn. If I could take a look outside odds were good I’d be able to figure out where I was, which hospital I was in. I stood up on shaky legs, fighting to keep my balance. The nausea stayed gone at least. I grabbed the IV pole by my bedside, as much for balance as anything else. Using the pole as a rolling walking stick I made my way to the window and drew back the curtains.

      It was still night, although the first hint of dawn was in the sky. Summer mornings came early in Boston, so I figured it wasn’t yet five in the morning. Maybe nine or ten hours since we’d hit that thing with the car.

      Enough time to change my world.

      I blinked back tears. If I started crying now I had a feeling that I might not be able to stop, and Cordelia needed me.

      Outside the window I could see the sweeping Charles River, and Boston stretching out along the river’s banks. The city had more hospitals than you could shake a stick at, but I recognized the Longfellow Bridge. That made me pretty sure I was at MGH – Massachusetts General Hospital. I was up pretty high. Boston was a beautiful city from this elevation. You couldn’t see any of the dark corners or the grime. Couldn’t see the monsters that I knew now might be hiding in every shadow.

      There were a lot of shadows out there.

      I closed the curtain and started inching my way back toward the bed. As I reached it, I heard voices from outside the door.

      “She woke up yet?” I knew that gruff, angry voice. That was Fred. I touched my face, felt how sore the left side was. I could feel swelling and figured there was some serious bruising. Had he hit me? He must have, the bastard.

      Well, I’d hit him first. But I still felt offended and surprised that he’d hit me back. I felt a little justified in smacking him one when he wouldn’t let my arm go, but I probably should have figured out a better way of resolving the situation. And now here he was again. I slipped quietly back under the bed covers. Better to play asleep until I had a better idea what was up.

      “Not a peep, sir.” That voice I didn’t know. Someone new.

      “You sure this is a good idea, Fred?” That was Drew.

      “What, don’t think I can handle her?” Fred said.

      “Like you did at the scene? That was bullshit, Fred. And I’m not covering your ass if you pull shit like that again here,” Drew said.

      “No, I’m cool, man.” Fred sounded subdued. “We need to talk with her, though. Her baby is still missing. You know the odds of finding a missing kid after twenty-four hours. We need whatever info she can give us.”

      “Yeah, I know,” Drew said.

      I heard the doorknob twist, and the creak of hinges as the door slid open. I kept my face down in the pillow, listening hard. I heard footsteps. They were coming into the room. Then the door closed. Someone cleared his throat.

      “Miss? It’s Drew. Miss?”

      He carefully didn’t so much as touch me, which I appreciated after his partner’s actions in the ambulance. But I wasn’t going to let him know that.

      “What do you want?” I mumbled, turning my head a little out of the pillow. I let the left side of my face turn up so he could see it, and was gratified to catch his wince before he hid it. Judging from his reaction, my face must look pretty awful.

      “We never got a chance to finish asking you questions, miss,” Drew said.

      “And I...I need to apologize, ma’am,” Fred said.

      My eyes got pretty wide at that. He actually looked contrite. He was staring down at his shoes, hands interlaced behind his back. I, of course, immediately decided to test his sincerity.

      “You’re an asshole,” I said. Eloquent and to the point, that’s me. “You hit me!”

      “And I am sorry, ma’am. I’ve got no excuse for my actions.” He kept his stare locked on his toes, a flush creeping into his cheeks. Damn. The man actually looked sorry. I wondered whether his job was on the line somehow. If I hit one of my patients, I’d be up before a board and maybe lose my license. He was probably in about the same boat.

      Suddenly I didn’t want to see him lose his license, or badge, or whatever the hell it was police had. “Apology accepted,” I said. “Just don’t do it again.”

      “No, ma’am,” he said.

      “Now, my turn to apologize,” I said, taking a deep breath. I’d had a few minutes to think about what had happened. I considered what the old cop had said – about being careful who I told my story to. Coupled with the reaction I got when I had told these guys, I was feeling more than a little cautious.

      “I was totally freaked out, guys. I don’t know where that monster story came from. Shock, I guess.” I watched their faces, looking for a reaction to my lie.

      Drew’s face was an impassive mask. I wasn’t sure he was buying it. Fred was eating it up. He nodded to me, pulling out a notebook.

      “So what do you recall then, ma’am?” he asked, polite as you please.

      “Not much. I was unconscious through most of it. I ran when I woke up, tried to get into a building. Someone was chasing me, but I don’t know who. And I ran off the edge of the building trying to get away from them.”

      “Them?” Drew asked.

      “Yeah, not sure how many.” It seemed like a plausible story. And it seemed like the two cops were buying it. The more I spun things, the more they relaxed. Cops are like a hammer, I realized. Give them a problem that they’re used to – a nail – and they’re awesome. Gangs perpetrating crimes, even horrible ones, they could get their heads around. Monsters eating people in the dark streets of South Boston? That wasn’t a nail.

      They asked me a few more questions. I kept the story pretty simple. The less lying I did, the better I was going to be about keeping the story straight. I had a feeling Drew knew I was holding something back, but they eventually ran out of questions and left.

      They’d been gone about five minutes when I burst into tears. I wasn’t able to stop crying. It just went on and on. David was gone. Cordy was gone. The world wasn’t what I thought it was, not at all. And I couldn’t tell a soul. Because no one was going to believe me anyway.

      I cried myself to sleep.
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      The hospital released me just a bit later. My Apple watch had survived the attack somehow, and told me that it was only five in the morning. I hadn’t broken any bones, just cracked a rib and torn up my arm a little. My MRI showed no serious brain trauma, although they told me to take it easy for a few weeks. I had more bruises than I’d ever had before, but overall I’d been lucky. That fall onto the fire escape could have left me dead, paralyzed, or at least broken a bunch of bones. But I had nothing serious enough to warrant keeping me longer, so they sent me home.

      A cab dropped me off at the house where we’d lived. It was a nice place in Arlington, a sort of posh old neighborhood. A little more quiet than I would have liked, but it was all right. David said we could afford it, now that we were out of our internships. And he’d been right. I didn’t know how I’d afford it on my own, though. It looked different to me now, anyway. Everything that had seemed so normal before now looked creepy, even threatening. What if the monster came back to finish me off? It could be hiding there behind that evergreen. I’d never see it in the pool of shadow behind the hedge, not until it was too late…

      I shook my head to clear it. This line of thought would drive me nuts. I held my keychain in front of the outside door, and it buzzed, unlocking. No regular locks for this place. No, we had electronic do-dads instead, courtesy of David. Lots of cool security features he’d installed. I sighed, set my keys down on a small table just inside the door, and walked into the empty building.

      Two day old dishes were waiting in the sink. A couple of plants were hanging by the kitchen window, and looked none the worse for wear. I was bone weary from pain and grief. I still needed to do something about Cordelia, though. No matter how wiped out I felt. She was out there, somewhere. I needed to believe she was, anyway. I just wasn’t ready to let that go yet.

      Tired as I was, I left the dishes be and headed upstairs to lay down for a bit. My footsteps echoed hollowly on the hardwood floors. I walked past the little room we’d decorated for Cordy, trying to hold back another sudden rush of tears. But they just came anyway as soon as I went into David and my room. I sobbed, flung myself down on the big bed, and cried until I fell asleep, exhausted.

      I woke just an hour later, screaming.

      The nightmare had been awful. I only remembered chunks of it – being bound, helpless, while something clawed at my belly. Then running, as fast as I could, trying to catch Cordelia who just kept getting further and further away. No matter how fast I ran, she just kept fading. And then the thing was standing there, in front of me. I could smell its breath, feel the heat of it against my skin. It grabbed my head in its claws, opened its maw wide, showing all those teeth...

      Which was when I woke up.

      I was sitting there, shaking, crying. I wasn’t given to nightmares, and that one had been a doozy. I sat, trying to calm myself.

      Something rattled downstairs, and I nearly jumped through the ceiling.

      It took me a minute to identify the sound. Branches against the kitchen window. Just wind in the branches, rattling them against the glass. A creaking in the next room startled me. But it was just the old boards, settling, I told myself rationally. I was over-reacting to every little noise.

      I stood up and started my way through a Tai Chi form. I’d started the practice to help with stress during med school, and found it also kept me in pretty good shape. But it was the stress relief, the calming, the centering that I sought now.

      It took me about half an hour of moving meditation to get my nerves back under control. And by then I’d realized a few important things.

      First, that I still in my heart believed Cordelia was alive.

      Second, that I knew without a doubt the police were going to be useless in saving her.

      And third, that if I did nothing, these nightmares would eventually destroy me.

      It was time to do something.

      

      I made a cup of coffee and got fresh clothes on. That the old cop was the key. He seemed to know something about what had happened. He of all people might be able to help me. So I sat down with my laptop and started looking for him. I knew roughly where he worked, what part of the city. And I knew he was a night shift cop. But the Boston Police website doesn’t show a list of people working in each district. So I went to the next best bet: Facebook.

      People like to post where they work. I was gambling that I’d be able to find someone working in one of the three districts I thought were close enough to maybe respond who looked like the old man. At first, it looked like a dead end. I was trying to think where I might look next – maybe try to get lucky with news articles? But then I was checking out the page of one guy working for the South Boston police, and noticed he’d put up a photo album of a cookout from earlier in the summer. On a lark, I clicked the link, and checked out the photos.

      And there he was, large as life. Sitting there sipping a drink at a picnic table. His name was even tagged in the photo. That linked to his profile, which told me where he worked.

      So I knew where to find him. And I knew that he’d be getting off from work pretty soon. It was time to go try to meet him. My car was totaled, but this was Boston. I popped open the Uber app on my phone and summoned transportation. The cab was at my front door five minutes later, and I was on my way.

      It was a silent ride, after I’d given my destination to the driver. I was lost in my thoughts. This guy was my only real lead. He believed me. He knew what had happened out there last night. That policeman was the only person I could think of who might be able to point me toward some real help. And I knew I was going to need help to rescue Cordelia.

      The driver let me out at the police department. The sun was coming up, lighting the broad sides of all the tall buildings around me. I wasn’t going to wait out on the street for him to come out. It seemed like a bad idea – if the police didn’t think I was up to no good, well – I’d already learned that the streets around here weren’t safe. So I went inside and straight up to the dispatcher.

      “Can I help you?” she asked me, her voice muffled through the thick glass around her desk.

      “Yes. I was involved in an...attack...last night. An officer from here helped me out. Officer...” I unfolded the bit of paper where I’d written down his name. “Thomas. He was very kind to me, and I wanted to say thank you. Is he here?”

      She cocked an eyebrow at me, but she looked at a clipboard on her desk. “Hold on a moment, miss. I’ll see if he’s here.” She picked up her phone and started speaking into the receiver.

      He was still here, then. The dispatcher had seen his name on the schedule. With that information, I could find a way to reach him, somehow. But I was hoping he’d just see me.

      “He’ll be out in a minute, miss.”

      “Thank you,” I said. I took a few steps away, keeping my eyes open. I didn’t have long to wait. A few moments later I saw his face appear in the window of a door. He looked, saw me, and his bushy white eyebrows rose. He seemed to hesitate a moment, like he was about to turn and walk away. Then his shoulders sagged. He opened the door and walked over.

      He got very close before whispering. “What are you doing here? How did you find me?”

      “The internet,” I replied, waggling my fingers mysteriously and smiling. It seemed better to make a joke of it. Otherwise, stalking down a cop using Facebook did sound a little creepy.

      “Why?”

      “I need your help.”

      “Shit,” he said. He looked skyward, then seemed to make a decision. “Come with me.”

      He started back out through the door he’d used before, not looking back to see if I’d follow. I stuck close to him. The building was mostly deserted at this hour, and it made me nervous. He led me down one hall, and then another, before opening the door to a small office.

      He gestured into the room, and I went inside. It was a spartan interior. A few framed awards on the walls, two chairs, a desk with a truly ancient computer sitting on it. Some papers loose on the desk. Not much there to tell me about who Officer Thomas really was. He closed the door once I was inside, then plunked himself down in a worn leather seat.

      “Sit down,” he said, gesturing to another chair. I sat.

      He was silent for a long moment. “You said you needed my help. With what?”

      “You know what happened to me last night, don’t you?” I said. “What really happened, I mean.”

      He nodded. “I know something about it, anyway. Enough to know to stay the hell away from anything like this.” He looked fidgety, his eyes darting to corners of the room. What was he afraid of? And should I be afraid, too? I shrugged. I was already jumping at shadows and waking from screaming nightmares. How much more afraid could I get?

      “I need to find my daughter,” I said.

      He sighed. “Lady, you’re better off not.”

      I knew he was probably right. Even if she was still alive, if I found her I’d have to face that...thing...again. I’d have to fight it for her. And it would probably kill me, this time. I’d gotten lucky before, but I remembered those claws, and those teeth. I saw them every time I tried to close my eyes.

      “I have to try,” I said. “Please. Can you help me? I don’t know who else I can ask.”

      “Help you do what? Kill yourself?” he said, and then I knew for sure he’d seen something like what I had.

      “Help me find her,” I replied.

      He looked at me for a long moment, those blue eyes boring into mine. Then he broke away, staring down at his desk instead. He seemed lost in his thoughts. I let him be while he did whatever thinking he was doing. It took everything I had to remain quiet – it’s not something I am good at. But I held my tongue through that long silence.

      “I can’t help you,” he said, at last.

      I opened my mouth to protest, and he held up a hand to stop me.

      “I said I can’t help you,” he went on. “But I know someone who might.”

      “Who?” I asked, trying to keep the eagerness from my voice.

      “He runs a small shop called Silver Serpents. It’s a New Age sort of place – candles, books. You know the sort?”

      I nodded.

      “But this guy is the real deal. If anyone can help you out, he might be able to. His name is Kane. You’ll want to bring along something that belonged to the girl, if you go to see him.” He scrawled an address on a scrap of paper and handed it to me.

      I took the paper. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me,” he replied. “I’m not doing you any favors, sending you there. Do the smart thing, lady – go live your life. Let this go.”

      “I can’t do that,” I said. I stood to go. He didn’t stand up to show me out, just sat there in his chair, staring at the wall. I wondered again what he had seen, that haunted him so. I felt a chill, wondering if I would end up like him myself. Assuming I survived. “Thanks again,” I said, and left the room.

      I found my way out of the office, wending my way back the way I’d come in. It was morning outside, and the stores would be opening in a few hours. I had places to go.
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      I took a cab home to consult my computer about Silver Serpents. The address was about ten blocks or so south of Boylston Street, in a not-so-hot part of town. I wondered how someone kept an ‘esoteric supplies’ shop open in that neck of the woods. Yelp only had a couple of reviews for the place. One of them said it was ‘creepy, in that bad horror movie sort of way’. Not exactly inspiring confidence. But it seemed like the only lead I had, so I gathered up my courage to head back into town.

      It was hard to ignore the voice of sanity in the back of my head telling me this whole thing was crazy. I was following a lead from a cop to a magic shop that was supposed to be the ‘real deal’, hoping that what – a wizard? – could help me find my daughter who’d been stolen away by a monster. The whole thing was insane. Things like this don’t happen in real life.

      Except they had.

      Out of habit, I stepped out of the house into the garage, but the space where the SUV had been was still empty. Would be empty, until I replaced the thing – the vehicle was totaled in the crash. I glanced at the other spot, where a black Harley 750 sat center stage. My bike. David got the house he wanted. I got a Harley. Everyone was happy.

      I considered taking the bike, but I was sore all over, and my head still hurt. Taking a spill because I was too injured to ride wasn’t going to do anyone any good. I called a cab.

      I had the driver drop me off about a block away. I wanted to get a feel for the place before just walking in. The neighborhood was rough. Old buildings with a dirty, sort of run-down look about them. But it was busy. Nothing like the abandoned street we’d been driving down when the thing attacked. There were lots of people here, going about their business. I read the street as down on it’s luck, but still a good neighborhood.

      Silver Serpents was hard to spot, at first. In fact if I hadn’t had the address and known what to look for, I might have missed it entirely. Again, wasn’t sure why a business would make itself hard to spot. It felt odd to me.

      The shops on either side were empty and boarded up. Again, unusual – most of the retail spots on the street were in use. Not a lot of available storefronts to rent. Except right next to this one shop. Coincidence? I had to wonder.

      The shop was at the basement level, below the street. I had to take a set of steps down to reach the front door, which was glass but covered with drapes on the inside so that I couldn’t see into the space beyond. There was no writing on the door. Nothing which showed this was the right spot except a big silver snake embossed in the middle of the glass.

      I pulled the handle, and the door opened outward.

      Inside, the store was dimly lit. Incense of some sort flavored the air, and I almost sneezed. It smelled like church. The store was only about the size of a small bedroom. Every wall was covered with shelves, and the shelves were packed with the most outlandish collection of things I’d ever seen in one place. I mean, I’d been in to ‘New Age’ shops before, and this was nothing like them. No angels and cute crystals here. No bright, well printed books. The books on the shelves all looked old. The stuff alongside the books...? I was having a hard time figuring out what some of it was. Some knives. Small animal skulls. Jars full of powders with scrawled writing on the sides. Candles with carvings on the sides that twisted around and around in loops that made my skull ache. The Yelp review was right – it was like something out of a B horror flick.

      Something touched my arm, and I jumped. I almost gave out a yell, but stopped when I saw it was just a guy standing next to me, his fingers gently touching my sleeve. He had light brown hair that had gone mostly to white, cropped fairly short, and brilliant blue eyes. He wore black slacks and a black t-shirt that revealed enough arm to show he kept in shape despite being a bit older. His face looked like a combination of annoyance and amusement were warring for control. Amusement won.

      “I’m sorry to startle you,” he said. “I’m Kane, the owner here. Can I help you?”

      “Yes,” I said, catching my breath. “I’m Raven, I’m here–”

      He cut me off. “For help on a very special matter. Yes.”

      “You knew I was coming?” I asked.

      He smiled. “It’s my job to know things.”

      I figured the cop must have given him a call, but I let it slide. If he wanted to play Mr. Mysterious, that was fine with me. So long as he helped me find Cordelia.

      “Can you help me, then?”

      “That depends on what you want help with.”

      “I want to find my daughter,” I said.

      “Ah.” He paused, as if thinking. “Perhaps I can help you there. But we should talk more privately.”

      He stepped back behind a counter, with a cash register barely visible under a pile of knick-knacks. A tapestry hung on the wall there, and he pulled it back to reveal a doorway that had been completely invisible behind it.

      “Follow me, please?” he asked. Then he stepped through. I followed him.

      The space beyond was as empty as the shop was cluttered. The room was large – and it had been stripped down to the bare beams on all the walls, then everything left whitewashed. The ceiling was higher here, too – at least twelve feet, maybe more. The shop had been claustrophobic. This was...something else. No electric lights here, only candles. Combined with the white walls, it gave the impression of space stretching far off into the distance in all directions.

      “You like it?” he asked.

      “Not really,” I said honestly. “It’s unsettling.”

      “It should be. This is my workspace. Very few people get to come back here, you understand.”

      I didn’t really understand. Why was he helping me? But I didn’t have the courage to ask, either. I was terrified he’d turn me away, and then I’d be left with no leads at all.

      “Did you bring something that belonged to the girl?” he asked.

      “Yes,” I said, digging into my pocket. We’d saved a tiny clipping from Cordelia’s hair, David and I. Right into the ‘Baby’s Firsts’ book it had gone. I’d grabbed it and brought it here, along with a little teething ring she loved. I pulled both out now and held them out to him. His hand hovered over them for a moment, and then plucked the packet of hair from my palm.

      “This should do well,” he said. He walked over to a workbench that I hadn’t seen at first – it was the same white as the wall, and easy to miss at first glance. That made me wonder what else might be hidden in the room, white on white.

      “The thing you encountered was not from this world,” he said.

      I kept quiet for a moment, my sensible self warring with the part that wanted to believe this man was not completely full of shit. Then I asked “Not from this world, like from another planet? Or like something out of Lovecraft?”

      “More the latter than the former.”

      He stood at the bench, picking up tools, twisting bits of wire around the hair, adding drops of some sort of liquid from a tiny bottle. After perhaps ten minutes of this, he seemed to realize I was still watching. He looked up from his work and turned to me.

      “This will take quite a while,” he said. “And I’ll need some privacy to concentrate. Could you return to me in a few hours?”

      “Of course,” I said, and hastily made a retreat back out through the shop.

      The sunlight beat down on my eyes, after the long stay in the dimly lit shop. I blinked a few times, trying to clear my vision. I wondered what he was doing down there. I wondered whether whatever it was would help me at all. A few days ago, I’d never have believed any of this crap, but now? After seeing that thing, I was willing to believe just about anything might be possible.

      I had a few hours to kill before coming back. I decided to work under the assumption that he would be able to help me find the thing. Which meant I wanted to be better prepared. Time for a little shopping.

      

      What happened next was my fault. I wasn’t paying enough attention.

      I pulled out my iPhone and did a search for marine supply stores. What I wanted was flare gun. The thing had been afraid of fire. My little road flare had almost set it alight. If I could shoot it with a flare, maybe I could kill the thing. There was a marine supply shop in South Boston that would likely have what I was looking for. I decided not to bother with the cab, and just set off in that direction. I had plenty of time to kill.

      Most of Boston is really nice. Like, you can walk around there without really worrying about where you’re going or who’s around you. And then there are some spots where a woman walking alone is maybe at risk.

      I turned down one of those streets without even realizing I’d done it until I was halfway through. When I looked up from my phone, I saw the rough brick buildings, bars on all the lower windows. Graffiti on the walls. And a lot of young men just sort of...hanging around.

      I picked up my pace.

      Someone followed.

      I almost made it off the street without a problem, but another guy stepped out from an alley in front of me. The one following me was pretty close now. I could hear his footsteps behind me. I was trapped. I felt my heart race, my breathing pick up speed.

      I’d never been mugged, but I knew what was going on when the guy in front of me motioned me back into the alley he’d just left. He pulled back the light jacket he was wearing, revealing a short pistol tucked into his waistline.

      He didn’t say a word. He didn’t need to.

      I followed him. What choice did I have? I could hear the guy behind me sticking to my heels. The alley was narrow, only a couple of feet between two buildings. It was dirty, filled with random bits of smelly trash. The ground was wet, small puddles of who-knew-what decorating the paved ground here and there. The whole place reeked. Despite the surroundings and the obvious danger, I found myself almost irrationally calm. I felt like I was walking my way through one of my tai chi forms, every step fluid, every movement in time with my breath.

      The guy in front of me turned. “Give us your purse, your wallet, your phone, and anything else you got.”

      I paused in place. My calm exterior held, but behind that cool wall I felt a sudden rage. I didn’t have time for this. I didn’t have time to lose my phone, or my credit card. I needed them to get to Cordelia.

      And this man was in my way.

      My foot lashed out, without thinking about it, and struck his knee. His leg buckled instantly, and he started to fall. I knew the guy behind me would be moving, to I half turned. When his hand landed on my shoulder, I dropped my palm to cover his. I pulled, ever so lightly, on his thumb and continued my pivot. His hand released me, but I didn’t let go. He did a little spin in midair before hitting the ground, hard.

      The first guy was coming back to his feet, drawing his gun. I’d pissed him off. Before he could aim the weapon, I slapped his hand with my palm. The pistol went off, the shot slamming into the brick wall. My other palm hit his nose with a bone-crunching sound. He buckled. I grasped his gun hand, spinning it around so the barrel pointed back at his face.

      He dropped the weapon, tried to take a swing at me. I ducked under the blow, pushing his arm so that he spun in place and slammed face-first into the wall. He crashed to the ground.

      I picked up the pistol, and both men froze in place. Their eyes were very round. I almost laughed, they looked so comical. I knew I was riding an adrenaline high, and had to get the hell out of here. Still holding the pistol, I backed out of the alley. They didn’t move a muscle.

      Once I reached the street, I tucked the pistol into my purse and ran. I didn’t stop until I was about four blocks east, and damned sure nobody was following me. I was breathing fast now, and shaky. That was stupid! I knew the guy had a gun. Why didn’t I just give him my stuff? I could have found a way to manage without it. I had cash at home. I could have found some cabbie who would have taken me there with promise of a fare once I arrived. Stupid, stupid.

      At the same time, I felt elated. I’d never fought like that. We’d done a lot of partner work in classes, of course. But actual, full speed, going all out? Never. I felt...powerful. It was a little awesome, at the same time as being scary.

      I stopped into Starbucks for an iced coffee, added a ton of sugar, and felt better almost immediately after sipping the sweet nectar. Coffee in hand, I continued on my way to buy my flare gun. I was incredibly conscious of the extra weight in my purse – I’d never carried a gun. I felt a little nervous, passing a couple of police officers directing traffic around some construction, but nobody even gave me a second glance.

      And why would they? I was all of five foot four, my hair pulled back in a messy braid. I was wearing work-casual clothes, which for me meant comfortable black slacks and a bright blue blouse. I looked about as dangerous as a mouse.

      But inside, I was feeling more like a cat.
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      I made it back to the Silver Serpent about three hours after I’d left, just on time. I’d managed my purchase – one flare gun and twelve flares. It had come with four, and I’d bought two more four-packs of reloads. The instructions seemed pretty simple – break open the barrel like a shotgun, slide the round in, close it, pull the lever on the back, aim, and pull the trigger.

      I figured I’d find someplace to practice once or twice before I had to worry about shooting it at a moving target. I hoped I could hit a moving target, especially one moving as fast as the monster did.

      The pistol I’d acquired during the ill-fated mugging attempt was still tucked in my pocket. I figured I would ditch it later, somehow. Carrying a firearm without a license was a serious no-no in Boston. I was willing to bet the guy carrying it hadn’t acquired it legally, so it wasn’t like he was going to report its loss to the police. But I’d have an equally hard time getting rid of the thing. For all I knew, the weapon had been used in crimes, and I’d be in deep shit if it turned up somewhere with my fingerprints on it.

      More complications I just didn’t need. But I couldn’t help feeling better with the weight of the weapon in that pocket.

      There was a ‘closed’ sign on the door when I descended the steps to the little shop. But I figured I was expected, and tried the door. Locked. I knocked on the glass. No answer. I knocked again, a little louder, and waited. A few moments later, I saw movement in the back of the store.

      Kane came up and twisted the knob to unlock the door. “Come in,” he said. I stepped inside and he quickly relocked the door. Without another word he went back into his private space behind the shop. I had to follow fast to keep up – the setting sun made crazy shadows through the shop which left me uncomfortable.

      Only once we were both back there with the drape again concealing the doorway did he start talking again.

      “Your daughter is alive,” he said.

      Those words were enough to make my heart beat so loud I was sure Kane could hear it from where he stood.

      “How do you know?” I asked. “How can you be sure?”

      He cocked an eyebrow and waggled his fingers.

      “Ah,” I said.

      “You don’t need to know all the details, but things that belong to us – and bits of our body like blood or hair are especially good – stay attuned to us for a long while. I was able to use the hair you gave me to see something of what was going on,” he said.

      I nodded. I mean, what was I supposed to do? I didn’t believe in hocus-pocus crap. But then, I didn’t believe in seven foot man-eating monsters with claws and fangs, either. I was walking in new territory here.

      “So how do I find her?” I asked.

      “With this,” he replied, holding up a bit of twisted wire, dangling from a silver chain. He stepped up to me – closer than I really felt comfortable with – and reached around the back of my neck. I held very still while he did the clasp up on the chain.

      He stepped away. I reached down and held the pendant up where I could see it. Bits of copper and silver wire were twisted around into intricate patterns. And bound up in the twists of wire were tiny strands of Cordelia’s hair. There was a tiny clear crystal set in the middle, and – it was glowing, ever so faintly, from within. I turned toward Kane, and the glow vanished.

      “What happened?” I asked. Had I broken it somehow?

      He reached forward, taking gentle hold of my hands, and turned them back in the direction I’d been facing. The glow appeared again.

      “It will glow when you’re facing toward your daughter,” he said.

      “Like a compass?”

      “Just so. And it will continue glowing for as long as she is alive, or until the pendant is destroyed.”

      “Might be useful for moms trying to keep track of their teenagers,” I said, a smile tugging the corner of my cheek up at the thought.

      “It’s a powerful tool. Having that much magic on your person can draw a lot of attention to you – of a sort most moms would not want,” he said. I shivered. I’d already gotten my share of unwanted attention, even without a magic pendant.

      “I’ll risk it, if it’ll help me find her.”

      “Good. Now, once you find her – and the thing – how do you plan to kill it?” he asked.

      “I...” I started to mention the flare gun, then thought better of it. He might have another idea, and I didn’t want to sound stupid. Face it, trying to shoot a monster with a plastic gun that fired a little ball of fire seemed crazy. “I don’t know.”

      “You’ll use this,” he said, picking up a knife from his work table.

      It was more of a dagger than a knife. The blade was like six inches long, edged on both sides and etched all over with little symbols.

      Still, the idea of trying to face that thing at close range with a knife was scary. No matter how cool the knife looked.

      “It has claws, and teeth,” I protested.

      “You don’t need to do much, with this. Just stick it in somewhere, and the thing will die.”

      “Just like that?” I asked.

      “It ought to just turn into a puddle of goo,” he said. “Where it comes from, it’s a spirit form, because spirit is everything. In this world, there still isn’t much to it beyond the spirit, holding some random bits of matter from our world together. Makes it hard to kill through most means – but use this, and it will die.”

      “Thank you,” I said, taking the knife. “How can I pay you for all of this?”

      “I’ll need a favor myself perhaps, someday. You’re a doctor, right?”

      I nodded.

      “Ever work in barter?” he asked with a smile.

      “Not til now,” I said, smiling back. “Thanks again.”

      “Thank me if you survive the night. It won’t be easy, even with the knife. Gods go with you.”

      

      I used an app to summon a taxi home. I needed a break. Some food, and maybe a quick nap. It was going to be a long night, and I needed to be as prepared as I could be. When I got there, I unlocked the front door, and started to open it.

      Something inside stank. Reeked. A foul smell that was familiar...

      Carefully, I closed the door again. I wasn’t sure if the monster from the other night was still inside or not. But it had definitely been there. I thought about what the guy from the shop had said about something important to someone being a link to that person. Was anything more important to me than Cordelia, right now? Had the thing used her to track me back here, somehow? Or had it been following me all day?

      I went around to the garage. I didn’t want to make a lot of noise opening the big garage doors, but there was a side door. I keyed in the code and the door opened. How had the thing bypassed all David’s security, anyway? I pulled the flare gun from my purse and loaded it, tucking a second round into my hand. If I fired a flare in the house, I was likely going to set the place on fire. I wondered if home insurance covered battles with monsters? Somehow I didn’t think so. I tucked the knife into my belt.

      I tapped the four digit code into the panel next to the inner door. It opened.

      The inside of the house was dark. The shades were all down. I was sure I’d left at least some of them up. The garage opened into the kitchen, and the place stank like rotting meat, like a fridge left open for days. Carefully, I crept into the room, keeping the flare gun level in front of me.

      The next room was the dining room. I swept the barrel of the weapon across the room, but saw nothing. Then I had to choose – living room or upstairs?

      On instinct, I took the stairs.

      My room was empty – funny, I was already thinking about it as ‘my’ room instead of ‘our’ room. David wasn’t dead a full day yet, and already my mind was orienting itself to the new reality. I went over to Cordelia’s room. The door was shut.

      It hadn’t been shut, earlier.

      The door opened in. I kicked it, hard, near the door handle. Bits of wood flew inward, and the door opened with a bang.

      Hissing. Growling. Leaping flash of movement. I fired.

      The flare missed the monster, hit the wall. The thing had to twist sideways to avoid it though, and in the small room it didn’t have enough space to move its large body around so fast. It caught a limb on the crib and fell heavily, the sound something between a crunch and a squelch.

      “That’s right, you bastard!” I shouted. “How do you like it?”

      I reloaded.

      It was already on its feet by the time I had the round snapped into place. It was only two feet away – I brought the barrel of the flare gun up and into line. It moved – almost blurring – and I expected it to try to rush me. I braced for the impact, determined to take the first shot I could get. But instead it jumped straight for the window, smashing through the glass panes. I followed, but by the time I reached the window it was already gone.

      The house alarm was blaring. Where the flare had struck carpet a nice little flame was blossoming, but even as I looked at the small fire in alarm, the sprinklers cut in. They’d take care of the fire. The house alarm was blaring, too, after the window was shattered.

      I had about five minutes before the place was swarming with members from every emergency service Arlington had to offer. I couldn’t afford the time it would take to explain away the mess. The monster knew where I lived. Any thought of just giving up and trying to forget what had happened evaporated in an instant. It knew where I lived – and it had come after me. I didn’t have a choice anymore. I had to fight it, or die.

      My feet flew down the stairs. Out the door into the garage, slapping the garage door button as I went out. I slung on a black leather jacket and helmet, still hanging where I’d left them on the motorcycle – shit, how long had it been since I’d gone riding? I tucked my purse into a saddlebag.

      Not time to worry about it now. I started up the motor and blasted down the driveway. I took the corner almost too sharply, but stayed up. In the distance I could hear sirens wailing – that would be everyone and their brother converging on my house. But I’d be a few blocks away before they could get there. I was clear.

      With one hand, I reached carefully inside my jacket and pulled out the pendant. It was glowing.

      “Time to go hunting,” I said.
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      I’d learned a few important things from that second run in with the thing. It moved fast, but it was big – and it couldn’t corner very well. It was quick and strong, which was a deadly combination. But it was almost too strong and too fast. When it lunged aside to avoid my flare, it tripped. It had been deadly afraid of the fire, again. I hadn’t had to use the knife. Just the threat of flame was enough to make it run.

      It hadn’t had Cordelia with it, either. But if Kane could be trusted, then the pendant said she was still alive. Which meant she was someplace else. And if I could get there before the thing could get back, then I could get away with her clean before it could stop me.

      I rode like the wind.

      I followed the glow downtown, and it maintained a steady light the whole way. I crossed the Charles River and took Storrow Drive east toward the center of the city. Here the light flickered out every time the road twisted away from downtown, then lit again as soon as I was pointed back into the heart of Boston. I was headed the right way.

      I broke off the main road at the Government Center exit, passed Mass General Hospital, and spun off into bustling streets, cursing the evening traffic under my breath. Five o’clock traffic was a constant in Boston, about as reliable as death and taxes. I rode on, turning left or right to follow the light in the pendant crystal, watching the shadows cast by the setting sun grow longer.

      I was somewhere deep downtown when the light went out entirely, and it didn’t come back when I turned left or right.

      Panicked, I pulled off to the curb. I got off the bike, and spun around. The light glowed again, but this time it was behind me. I’d passed Cordelia, somehow.

      Shit. Was she in one of the big office buildings somewhere? That didn’t seem likely. The buildings were all occupied. This was downtown – thousands of people walking and driving around. It would be hard for a monster to go unnoticed.

      So where?

      I felt a rumbling underfoot, and looked down. A subway was passing underneath me. And I knew right away where the thing had made its lair, where Cordelia had to be. Shit. Of course it would be down in the tunnels. I even knew how it was making its way in and out of the place. I was only about three blocks from the Government Center T stop, which had been closed down for construction. Most stops would have people pouring through them all day long. But this one place would be mostly abandoned, with a handful of workers doing renovations. Much easier to slip in and out.

      I got back on the motorcycle and headed that way.

      

      I parked the bike across the street from the station entrance. The work day was over, so the T station was completely abandoned. There was a chain link fence around the site with a lock on the gate, but I slipped over the top. I saw a few curious people looking my way, but no one commented and no one tried to stop me. Boston.

      There should have been a lock on the doors into the station, too. But there wasn’t. They opened smoothly. Inside, stone stairs descended into darkness. The lights were out, and nobody was home. But my pendant was glowing faintly. I was on the right track. I pulled out my iPhone and checked the charge – still holding at 53%. I flicked on the flashlight app. That was going to drain charge fast, but I needed light.

      The place was outright creepy. I’d been in here plenty of times – with the lights on, and people swarming through on their way to and from work and school. But now? The only light was mine. Every corner and crevasse seemed to house shadows that danced as I moved. I switched the flashlight to my left hand, and drew the flare gun with my right.

      I kept the pendant in my left hand with the phone, and its glow drew me along through the station. It wasn’t GPS – the thing didn’t give me step-by-step directions, so I had to backtrack more than once. Then it clearly took me out onto the tracks. Shit. The station might be closed, but I wasn’t sure about the tracks here. Did trains still come through, or not? Was there a hot third rail?

      Which one was the third rail, anyway?

      I shone my light down onto the tracks. Two rows of rails that were pretty normal looking train tracks. One rail off on the side a bit, sticking up more. OK, third rail identified. I could avoid that. I jumped down, bending my knees to soak the impact of the drop. My hands were shaking a little. Getting out of here was going to be harder than getting in. I checked the pendant. It glowed when I aimed it down one end of the tunnel. I followed the glow.

      The place was silent. I avoided adding the ‘as a tomb’ simile, because it seemed too apt. Nothing was making noise except for my footfalls and my ragged breaths. I worked hard to bring my breathing back under control, and more or less managed.

      Up ahead I saw a shadow in the wall. I shone my light that way, and it revealed a space in the tunnel wall, an opening. The pendant glowed from that direction. I peeked down into the opening. It was some sort of crack in the concrete, about two feet wide. It looked like it opened into a wider space.

      From inside, I heard a soft sound, the stuttering cough and babble of a baby.

      “Cordelia! I’m coming!” I shouted, starting to squeeze my body into the crack.

      It waited until I was partway through before it ambushed me. The monster had been hiding in the train tunnel somewhere. I heard the scrape of claws on stone, saw a flash of movement behind me by the tracks, and raised my arm to protect my face just in time. Its claws raked at me, tearing deep gouges into the leather jacket. The blow slammed my arm back against the rock. I gasped from the pain but somehow hung on to the flare gun I was holding in that hand. I didn’t have time to aim – I just pointed at it and fired. Red light filled the tunnel as the rocket propelled flare slammed into the wall before careening off to one side. The monster danced away, wary, and I used that moment to bring the flare gun back in close, grabbing one of the reloads from my pocket.

      “Come on, just give me another minute...”

      It bounded in again, and I screamed, trying to snap the gun closed in time, knowing I wasn’t going to make it.

      Gunshots hammered through the dark. The monster jerked as bullets tore into it. They didn’t seem to slow it down much, but at least its attention was on something other than me for a moment. I slipped out of the crack, firing at it again. It dodged away – another miss! I was starting to get a better feel for the way the flare gun fired, but I wasn’t going to have a chance to reload. It close with me, grabbed my shoulders. I fell back under its weight, slick skin pressing me down against the gravel floor. My back and shoulders hit the ground hard, knocking the wind from my lungs.

      I dropped the flare gun. It was useless anyway. I reached for the knife in my belt instead.

      The thing opened its maw wide, jaws impossibly huge, lunging in to snap at my face, red eyes glaring hatred at me.

      I stabbed upward into the thing. The dagger plunged into its belly, and the blade snapped off at the hilt, leaving the blade inside the beast.

      I don’t know what I was expecting. I’m not sure I was thinking about what to expect. As soon as the dagger pierced it, the thing froze. It just stopped moving completely for a moment, and a long stream of gooey drool ran out of its open mouth, drizzling onto my face. But it didn’t turn into a pile of goo, like Kane had said it would.

      It’s eyes changed from red to a brilliant blue.

      And then it let me go, bounding up and away from me, slipping through the crack in the wall. I could hear Cordelia crying now, somewhere deep in that fissure. It was going after her. I tossed the useless knife hilt aside, struggling to get back to my feet.

      “Let me help,” someone next to me said. A hand reached down toward me. I took it, putting my weight on the arm to help me back to my feet. Every muscle in my body was screaming now.

      Standing, I found myself looking into the eyes of Drew, the cop I’d been questioned by last night.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked, confused.

      “Shouldn’t I be asking you that?” he replied. “What the hell was that thing?”

      He was dressed in the same brown suit he’d worn when we met before. His eyes were full of concern. For me, I realized. He’d seen the thing, and I felt part of myself sag with relief. Someone else had seen it. Someone else knew it was real. There was another human being in the world I could talk to about what had happened who wouldn’t have me locked up as a nut.

      I suddenly wanted nothing more than to sag into his arms and let him shelter me from all the darkness that had entered my life. And then I heard Cordelia scream with terror.

      “No time!” I said. I pulled away from him, heading after the monster again. “It’s got my daughter!” I scooped up the flare gun and reloaded it quickly.

      “What?”

      I left him behind, slipping through the hole in the wall. My phone was gone. No light. Damn. I couldn’t fire the gun blind, either. Cordelia was in here somewhere. But her cries had stopped.

      I saw a light up ahead, and worked my way though the narrow space toward it. I squeezed out the other side and found myself at the bottom of a storm drain. Enough light poured down from the street above that I was able to see the space inside. It was dry right now, but probably filled up during a heavy rain. There was enough space for me to stand with no risk of bumping my head. Off on the side a bit was a little alcove. The floor was littered with gnawed bones. It had killed more than one person. Why the hell had it left Cordelia alive?

      The pendant. I pulled it out, and it showed a light, then the light flickered out. I turned, and the light came back. The thing had her, and it was moving. Where was it going?

      A set of metal rungs built into the wall gave easy access to the street, and the steel cap was already off the manhole above. The thing must have snatched her up and fled into the street above. I gritted my teeth against the pain, tucked the flare gun into my jacket pocket, and climbed.

      I thought furiously as I ascended. Kane’s pendant seemed to work perfectly. Why hadn’t the knife killed it? What had happened when I stabbed the monster? It was about to chew my face off, and the knife wound didn’t seem to slow it down much. So why did it suddenly change its mind about eating me, grab Cordelia, and make tracks?

      I thought about the eyes, then. The thing had red eyes last night when it attacked David and I. It had red eyes at my house too, come to think of it. But when I’d stabbed it, the eyes had turned blue.

      The same color as Kane’s.

      The son of a bitch had lied to me.

      I was about halfway up when Drew made it into the space. I heard him swear, down below. Then he looked up, saw me, and called “Raven! Wait!”

      “No time,” I said. I reached the street, and was relieved to see I was only a couple of blocks from where I’d gone in. I sprinted for my bike. I slammed the helmet on my head, and pulled the pendant out to guide me. But I already knew where the thing was headed.

      I kicked the bike into gear and took off for the Silver Serpent.
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      The street was dead quiet when I got there. Nothing moved at all. The pedestrian traffic of the hot day was long gone and even the homeless seemed to have moved away from this place tonight. Like they sensed something was wrong and, uneasy, left for greener pastures. I parked the bike a ways up the street. I didn’t want Kane to know I was coming. I wasn’t going to have a lot of advantages tonight, but surprise might be the one that counted.

      I reached into the bike’s saddlebag and pulled the pistol I’d acquired from my purse. It was a revolver: small, snub nosed, and gleaming a little in the faint light. I figured out how to open the chamber and counted the shots remaining – five. It would have to be enough. I wasn’t going to be able to get reloads tonight, and I was out of time. I checked the flare gun to make sure it was loaded. Then I stuck one gun in each pocket of my jacket.

      Inside, I felt nothing but felt cold. Kane had lied to me. Why? What was his game?

      The lights were all out inside the building. I didn’t know of another way in besides the front door, so I carefully crept down the steps. The door was locked. I grimaced. So much for the element of surprise. I walked back up the steps, found a likely brick loose on the pavement, and picked it up. Walking back down, I threw it at the window on the front door. The pane shattered, glass sparkling in the faint light cast down from the street lamps. I reached inside and undid the lock, moving quickly but trying not to cut my arm up on the sharp bits still clinging to the frame. Unlocking the door was a simple twist of a knob, and then I was in.

      It was the destination I’d been tumbling headlong toward since that first disastrous encounter with the monster. Despite that, I wanted to be anywhere else but here. I didn’t know what was waiting for me in there. All I knew is that it would be bad.

      But Cordelia needed me. I steeled my shoulders, and stepped inside.

      The store was even creepier at night than it was during the day. The flickering lights in the workshop beyond didn’t help. I could see them flashing through the tapestry drape, casting shimmering shadows through the room. With all the odd piles of junk scattered around the store, anyone or anything could be hiding there, and I’d never see it. I took another step and the first wave of...something...washed over me. It seemed to flood from Kane’s workshop, a sense of wrongness, like the universe was inside out for a moment. I wanted to run away screaming.

      I don’t know where I summoned the courage to take the next step, but once I had it was easier to keep going than to stop. I slipped a hand into one pocket, using the other to pull aside the curtain, and stepped into the workroom beyond.

      Kane was there, wearing a long white robe that concealed everything but his head and hands. The monster was there too, crouching next to Kane like a pet dog. Cordelia lay on a table in the middle of the room, staring wide-eyed up at Kane. She was surrounded by lit candles of various heights in assorted colors.

      But what really drew my eye was the swirling, glowing circle floating just beyond the table. Hanging like a mirror – but without a wall – it was purple around the outside ring, swirling into darker colors and finally black in the middle. I looked at it and wondered if that was what a black hole looked like. I stared into the center, and was suddenly rocked by another wave of nausea. That wrongness, whatever it was – it was coming from the disk. I doubled over, holding my belly, trying not to throw up.

      “Ah, my dear. You should have had the good sense to stay so very far away,” Kane said, still facing away from me. “You might have lived, then.”

      He turned. His eyes were the same cold blue I had seen the creature wearing after I’d stabbed it.

      “Why?” I managed to croak out. “I thought you were helping me.”

      “Helping you? I was using you. The creature slipped away from my control, you see.” He patted the thing on the head, again looking for all the world like a master fondling a favorite dog. The image was grotesque.

      “I wanted it to bring me a child, and that compulsion made it snatch your daughter and keep her alive. But it was willful enough to refuse my summons to return. At least, until you helped me regain control,” he said.

      “The knife?” I wasn’t sure how it worked, but I knew that somehow that knife had been the key.

      “Exactly. I carved it with runes which gave me direct control again. But you weren’t supposed to keep following it after you stabbed it!” he said.

      I stood back up. The disk was spinning faster now. Whatever he was doing, it was proceeding while he talked to me. He was stalling for time with this long, evil overlord style speech. I took a step forward.

      He saw it, and frowned. “Sad. I might have kept you alive for a while, since you’ve been useful. But you seem so determined to die tonight. I suppose I can do nothing but oblige you.”

      “Wait,” I said, taking another step. “Why Cordelia?”

      “I just needed a baby to feed something on the other side of the Gate,” he said. I could hear the capital letter in the word as he spoke it. “Once she goes through, I’ll be rewarded with more power.”

      I was standing up straight again. The nausea was easier to bear, knowing what was on the line. He saw me take another step, easing closer to him. He frowned again. “But you’ve clearly outlived your usefulness,” he said. He glanced at his monster and said, “Kill her.”

      At his command, the thing rose up and stalked toward me, eyes glowing azure. I was ready for it this time, though. It came on fast, picking up speed as it came, maw opening wide. Same tactic as before. Not a smart beastie.

      I pulled my left hand from my pocket, flare gun in hand, and shoved it toward the thing’s open mouth, ignoring the huge teeth as best I could. I stepped off to the right as I did, gliding out of the path of the thing. I fired the flare at point blank range. This time, I didn’t miss.

      The flare glowed a brilliant red, smacked into the roof of the thing’s mouth, and then proceeded down its throat. The monster shrieked, clawing at its mouth, and couldn’t slow enough to stop. It smashed into the wall, slumping to the floor. I saw red fire flashing and burning holes in its body.

      “Eat fire, you shithead,” I said to it. The flames continued to build, bursting out through its sides. It thrashed there on the floor, clawing at its own flesh where it was burning, trying to put out the flames. Nothing it could do would put out the fire. In seconds, it was engulfed, and stopped moving — a pile of burning stuff that had once been something out of a nightmare.

      I cast the flare gun aside and drew the revolver. Holding it in one hand, I aimed it at the middle of Kane’s chest.

      “Give me my daughter back, you asshole.”

      He looked at me, smiling now, and clapped his hands. “A brave performance, dear. But still useless. You’ve missed one thing.”

      “What’s that?” I asked. I kept the gun aimed at him, and took another step toward Cordelia. She was so close — all I had to do was take another couple of steps and I’d have her back.

      “My brother,” he replied.

      I felt something cold brush my temple. I turned, staring down the barrel of a handgun, and gulped. My hands dropped to my sides. It took a second for me to look past the big, round hole in the front of the pistol to the person holding it. He wasn’t wearing a police uniform this time, but I recognized the face right away. The white hair. The blue eyes.

      “You?” I asked. It was the kindly old cop who’d offered me comfort and advice. And who, I realized, had sent me on to Kane’s shop in the first place.

      “Sorry, miss,” he said. “Blood is blood. I told you to stay out of this.” He cocked his pistol.

      The thunder from the pistol report was stunning. It filled the room, a deafening roar. Another shot. Another. Three shots in the space of a second or two. I looked down, wondering when the pain would begin, and realized I wasn’t bleeding.

      The old cop was.

      He sagged down, clutching a chest which suddenly ran red. He managed to gasp out one word, “Damn,” before slumping to the ground.

      “You are a hard woman to follow,” Drew said from the doorway. He had his pistol drawn and trained on Kane. “What the hell is going on here?”

      I didn’t have time to explain, or to wonder how the hell he had followed me. The Gate flashed. The swirling stopped. Instead it pulsed with something that was the reverse of light. Darkness pulsed into the room.

      “You’re too late,” Kane crooned.

      The darkness swirled into tentacles of black mist, extending out from the Gate, reaching, questing...

      For Cordelia.

      I raised the handgun and fired. One round after another, I emptied my entire gun on Kane. But the bullets sparked off something floating in front of him. He flicked his hand, and Drew flew back against the wall before he could shoot.

      “Your weapons can’t hurt me now,” he said, chuckling.

      My pistol was empty. The flare gun was gone. The tentacles had Cordelia now, lifting her gently into the air. So I did the only thing I could think to do, the only thing a mother could do: I rushed to my daughter.

      The moment I touched her hand, a brilliant yellow light flashed around her. The tentacles recoiled from the light, almost dropping her. But they hung on tenaciously, drawing her in toward the Gate.

      Kane swung at my face. “You can’t stop me, bitch!”

      I had to let go of Cordelia to deal with Kane. I ducked under the blow, caught his wrist as it slid past my head, and twisted. His momentum was redirected, and he slipped, off balance. He toppled forward, and he was moving with enough force that he flipped forward. He hit the table with a crash.

      His legs landed in the Gate, and went through. They didn’t appear on the other side. They’d vanished...somewhere else. New tentacles snaked out from the thing, wreathing him in their coils.

      “No. No! Not me!” he screamed. He kept screaming as the things dragged him deeper into the Gate. More of him was simply vanishing into the thing every second. He clutched at the table for something to hold to, and his fingers grabbed Cordelia.

      I snatched at my daughter, too, holding on tight. One of the tentacles snaked its way from her, up my arm, and I screamed at the icy touch, so cold it burned. But I couldn’t let go. She needed me.

      Motherhood wasn’t my life plan. A lot of women want to be moms, and know they want to be moms, and they plan their life around achieving that goal. Me, I’d planned to be a doctor. I’d sacrificed to be a doctor. I’d given up so much. I’d worked so hard. And then after I’d made it through my internship and finally begun the work I’d always wanted, David had started talking about having kids. And I just went along with it without really considering what it would do to my goals. So instead of working hard at my practice, my career, I was stuck taking care of a body that didn’t behave the way I was used to – and then this squalling little thing. She was in many ways the antithesis of everything I had hoped and planned and dreamed. But she was my little girl. And she needed me.

      Those coils of black mist wreathed further up my arms, reaching to my shoulders. I was still clinging tight to Cordelia, who was screaming her highest pitched baby screech. I dug in my heels. It wasn’t enough. We were being dragged into the Gate. I watched as Kane blubbered in fear while his chest, then his neck vanished into the thing. He was still dragging us in with him.

      A little voice in my head said that I could still let go. I could probably get away right now if I just released her. She wasn’t something I had wanted anyway. I hadn’t been a very good mother. I had tried my best. It wasn’t my fault that I had failed her.

      That last thought woke me up a little, because I knew it wasn’t mine. It was coming from someone else. “I haven’t failed,” I said. I gritted my teeth, grinding them together and straining. It wasn’t any use. I didn’t have the strength to pull us back. But I wouldn’t let go, either.

      It was over, and in another minute I’d join Kane in the abyss forever, locked in the embrace of nameless things that would make me wish for death. Kane was screaming, and then his scream cut off. I looked up. I could still see his wide eyes, staring back at me, but his mouth was inside the Gate now, and nothing was coming out of it. Not even his screams.

      That was where I was going, the voice said, if I didn’t let go.

      It wasn’t my inner thoughts. I could tell that now. Those weren’t my feelings. I hadn’t been the best mom, no. But I loved my daughter. I would save her, or die trying.

      Kane vanished entirely into the Gate.

      Cordelia’s toe touched the edge of the shimmering barrier. I shouted, fighting to hold on to her.

      The portal flashed a brilliant white, so bright it hurt my eyes. The tentacles burst into showers of sparks, hot as they fell on my hands and face. And then the light grew so bright that I couldn’t see anything at all, I just knew I had to hold on, hang on to my daughter.

      And then she was simply gone.

      I looked up, blinking to try to clear my vision. The room was dark. The only light remaining was cast by the flickering remains of the monster I’d torched with the flare and the few candles that hadn’t been put out. The portal was gone. Kane was gone. And Cordelia was gone.

      I sank to my knees, sobbing.
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      Half an hour later, I was in the back of yet another ambulance. I wasn’t really hurt this time. I had some first-degree burns on my hands and face from the sparks. But I’d come off astonishingly well, considering everything I’d been through over the last few days. I kept bursting into tears every time I thought of my daughter, though, which alarmed the EMS folks enough that they decided they were going to keep me under observation for a bit. I was clearly in shock, they said.

      Drew came around and chased off the EMT buzzing around me like a mother hen. Once we were alone, he handed me a small cup. As soon as the steam hit my nose I could smell the aroma of coffee. I sipped gratefully, and we stood in companionable silence for a minute. Drew broke the quiet first.

      “Tell me, Raven. How am I supposed to word this report?” he asked.

      “Write it like it happened?” I said, my voice cracking a little.

      “I’ll be tossed in the looney bin,” he said. “Hell, I feel like I ought to be in the looney bin, after seeing what I saw in there. And I gather I missed some of the fireworks after he knocked me out?”

      I nodded, unable to speak.

      “I’m sorry about your daughter,” he said softly. “You’re sure she’s gone?”

      I nodded again.

      “I’ll do what I can to keep you out of the report as much as possible,” he said. “But if you find yourself needing help about this sort of thing again…come find me, OK?”

      I looked up into his eyes. That warm concern I’d seen earlier was still there. The sensation I’d had earlier of wanting to pour myself into his arms came back even stronger than before. Here was someone who would believe me, comfort me, and help me, I felt.

      Drew smiled. For a moment, I thought he was going to lean in and kiss me.

      That was too much. The raw pain from my losses scalded my heart, and the thought of a kiss made me feel selfish and uncaring. David had been dead for days. What was I thinking? I turned my face away from him.

      He flinched back. Just a small movement of his body, but it was enough to show he’d seen what I was feeling. Drew stood there fore another few moments, as if considering me. I didn’t look back up at him.

      He patted my arm and left. There wasn’t much else he could do, anyway.

      I sat there a little longer, until I saw someone walking through the crowd who didn’t look like he really belonged at an emergency scene. He was sort of a dumpy man, wearing a black shirt, black pants, and the little white-collar thingie – a priest. He was short, a little fat, and balding. I watched, mostly not caring, but the tiniest bit curious, as he stopped to ask one of the EMTs something. The EMT pointed at me.

      He came my way. That got my eyebrows up.

      “Hi,” he said. “I’m Father Mike.”

      “I’m Raven.”

      He nodded, and sat down on the back end of the ambulance next to me. We sat together a short while. It felt oddly like — and not like — the silence that had stretched between Drew and I. This felt more like a friendly quiet, instead of a helpless one.  Finally, he cleared his throat.

      “This might sound a little odd,” he said.

      “Father, trust me – nothing you say can sound odd, after the day I’ve had.”

      He chuckled. “Oh, this might. You see, I’m here because of a dream.”

      I raised an eyebrow.

      “Yeah, I thought you might look at me like that.”

      “No. Father, I just fought a monster that looked like some sort of demon from the pit. And then my daughter was sucked through a Gate to who knows where. Trust me, you coming here for a dream is no more strange than the rest of my day.”

      His eyes got wide. “Perhaps you ought to tell me the whole story.”

      I thought about it a minute. I’d already gotten into trouble asking for help. I recalled the old cop’s advice not to tell anyone anything. I remembered what Drew had said about people locking him up if he wrote his report the way things actually happened. I could still make my life really terrible, if I was’t careful.

      But I needed help, too. And I needed someone to talk to. I had to start trusting somewhere.

      So I did. I regaled him with the entire tale. When the ambulance crew got ready to pack up, I was only partway through the telling. He told them that he’d take care of me, make sure I was OK. They let me borrow the blanket I’d been wrapped in, and he led me down the street, up one block and over another until we reached an old but well maintained Catholic church.

      “My place is in back,” he said, showing me around. Around the back was a little stone cottage, built on to the back side of the church. He unlocked the door, let us both in, and turned on the lights to reveal a small but homey space. The first room was the kitchen, filled with the smells of vanilla and cinnamon. I smiled at the warmth and joy I could feel seeping out of the walls here. It was the first time I’d smiled since losing Cordelia. I was surprised to smile so soon. I wasn’t sure if that made me a bad person, to let go of my grief enough to smile, or a good one for finding joy even in the worst of times. Maybe both?

      He sat me down inside and poured us both some tea before he bade me go on. I finished my story. By the time I was done I was crying again, tears pouring down my face. But I felt a little better, too. He never once looked at me like I was crazy. He never once broke in and questioned what I was saying. He just listened, and when I was done he quietly got up and refilled my tea cup. Then he stood again, looking out the window into the back yard garden.

      “Raven,” he said, while I sipped more tea. “You told me that your daughter was sucked into this Gate, yes?”

      I nodded. The memory was fresh and raw, like an open wound.

      “But before she went in, what happened?”

      “The Gate lit up all white and golden, and the tentacles vanished.” I thought about it a bit. It did sound very strange.

      “Raven, I came to see you because I was woken from a sound sleep, absolutely sure that there was someone in need of my help. I didn’t know who, or where. I just went for a walk. And found you.”

      My brain was starting to go over the memories again. The portal had changed, before Cordelia vanished. It had entirely changed the instant my daughter’s toe had touched it, and the things coming from it had exploded. What did it mean?

      “I think it meant that your love – and your willingness to sacrifice yourself – changed the nature of the Gate,” he answered. I hadn’t realized I’d spoken aloud.

      “If you’re right – where did she go? How can I find her?” I asked. I felt hope glimmering in my heart.

      “I don’t know. But look at your necklace,” he said. “Didn’t Kane say it would glow so long as she is alive?”

      I looked down at the pendant. The crystal was still glowing. I turned right and left, and it kept glowing. I stood up and spun all the way around, and the crystal glowed no matter which way I turned.

      “It doesn’t work. If she’s still alive, how can I find her now?” I cried.

      He reached out and took my hand. I sat back down. His touch was a cool pool of water in the middle of the raging torrent of my thoughts and emotions.

      “Maybe you can’t find her, right now. But you know that somewhere, she is still alive. And she is not where that Kane tried to send her, Raven. Of that, I am sure,” he said.

      I cried some more, weeping over and over through the night. I cried out my fear, my pain, my longing for Cordelia. I cried until I thought I was out of tears, and then cried some more. But each tear was like a balm for the wound of her loss. I kept looking at the pendant again and again, the faint glow like a ray of hope. Cordelia was out there, somewhere. She was my daughter. And somehow, some way, I would find her again.
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      It was my first day back at work. I was an hour into the shift. And I was already thinking about quitting.

      They’d given me a month off, after David had died and Cordelia went...missing. At first everyone expressed their condolences for David and their hopes that Cordy would be found. I had to keep my mouth shut. Nobody would believe me if I told them that I knew no one was going to find my daughter. She’d vanished into a glowing portal created by the asshole who ran some kind of New Age supply shop. One moment she was there, the next she was gone.

      It was his bid for some sort of power arrangement. He fed a monster on the other side of the portal, and the monster gave him magic to use in our world.

      My only consolation was that I made sure he got fed to the thing on the other side instead of Cordy. She didn’t go through to the other side. I was pretty sure of that. She’d vanished, but I had no idea where she’d gone or how I could ever find her again.

      A month off, lots of therapy sessions, and way too much time on my hands to brood. I’d fallen into a pretty bad depression for a while. I knew I needed to get back to my old life somehow, find something normal to cling to if I was going to hang on to my sanity. So I asked to come back to work, and they were glad to have me return.

      It probably wasn’t my brightest move. I’m a doctor; David and I had met at med school, graduated together, gone through the hell of our internships together, and gone to work at the same practice together. We did a lot of things that way, for a lot of years, and I missed him horribly.

      But worse, the practice we’d started working at was a pediatric office. General practice, so we weren’t seeing awfully sick kids. Just normal kids with the flu, or babies coming in for checkups, stuff like that.

      In short, for a new mom who just lost her baby a month ago, it was probably the last place in the world I wanted to be.

      I managed to not break down while examining my first patient, a little three month old who looked so much like Cordelia that it hurt. I got through the whole exam, pronounced the baby fit as a fiddle, gave the new mom and dad some advice, and got back to my office before collapsing in a puddle of tears. My day didn’t get any easier than that as it went on. If I was seeing an older kid, I’d be thinking about what Cordelia might look like a few years down the road, and wondering if I’d ever see her grow up like that. If it was another baby, I thought of my little one crying and sucking on my finger right before she’d been ripped away from me.

      I was no super-mom. Right before I’d lost Cordelia, I’d wondered if having her had been a bad idea, if I had sacrificed my career for her. I’d been feeling regret. It took losing her to make me realize how important to me she was.

      Surrounded by babies and kids, I couldn’t help but feel it all again and again. It was torture.

      “Sam, I’m gonna jet early. I’m wiped out,” I said. Samantha was our nurse and general go-to person to get things done in the office. She’d been a nurse for decades. Maybe forever. She knew everything about every patient, it seemed.

      “You look it,” she said. She ran her hands through her hair, pulling it back into a gray ponytail again. “You doing OK?”

      “Not really.” Lying wasn’t going to help here. Sam had the preternatural ability to see through fabrications.

      Her face broke into a sympathetic frown. “I get it,” she said. And I knew she did. I didn’t know if she had any kids or not, but I had a feeling she knew what was going through my head all day. It wasn’t like I’d been able to hide my feelings.

      “Listen,” she said. “You’ve been to a therapist, right?”

      “Yeah. I suppose it helped, some.” Not really. I had to lie to the therapist, just like I had to lie to everyone else about everything that had happened to David, Cordelia, and I.

      “I might know someone who can help more,” she went on.

      “Really?” I asked with feigned interest. Nobody was going to be able to help, not with this. How can someone help you get over the trauma of seeing your husband killed by a monster if you can’t even tell anyone about the monster? Well, I could tell. But they’d lock me up in a heartbeat.

      Sam took my hand, and the gesture made me look up into her eyes. “Really,” she said. “This woman specializes in…your kind of loss. The loss of a child. I know some women she’s helped.”

      She seemed so earnest, so wanting to help me. And if I was being honest to myself, I was going to need some sort of help. Today had proved that so squarely there was no way I could deny it. I was still hurting badly. I needed to find a way to deal with it, or it would drive me crazy. More crazy.

      “OK,” I said.

      “Good!” She smiled broadly, and turned away to grab a scrap of paper. She scribbled something down and handed it to me. “Her phone number and address. Give her a call. She runs group sessions every week, and tonight’s the night.”

      I took the paper. It was an address somewhere in Waltham, a town just a bit west of the city. “Do you go to these sessions?” I asked.

      Her eyes got a little misty for a moment before she replied. “No. Not anymore. But I think she could help you. By the way, that’s a cute necklace you’re wearing. Is it new? I love how it reflects the light.”

      My hand clutched to my chest, fingers wrapping protectively around the small crystal pendant. “Yes, it’s new.”

      What else could I say? I couldn’t tell Sam that it wasn’t reflecting light - it glowed. When it was given to me, it glowed when I held it in the right direction to find Cordelia - a magic tracking device. But when she’d vanished, it hadn’t stopped glowing. Instead, it glowed all the time. The man who’d made it said it would glow for as long as she was alive - but he’d lied to me and betrayed me, so who knew if that was the truth? I didn’t know for sure if Cordelia was alive or dead, but I wore the thing all the time now. It was the last link I had to my daughter.

      “Well, it’s pretty,” she said. We were back in the land of casual office small talk.

      “Thanks,” I replied, gradually relaxing my fingers and tucking the charm carefully into my shirt. “I appreciate the tip. I’ll give her a call.”

      Why not? Nothing else I had done was working. I was still having nightmares. And there was no way I was going to be able to continue working in this practice if I couldn’t get through a shift without tears.

      “Great!” Sam said. “You won’t regret it.”
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      I little while later I pulled into a big Waltham driveway, already regretting it.

      Making the call had been damned hard. I’m not good at asking for help in general. I’m especially not good about asking for help with head stuff. And asking for help had already gotten me into trouble once. To say that I was shy about trying again was an understatement.

      But the woman who answered the phone seemed nice enough and was happy to invite me to the session that evening once she knew Sam had referred me. Her name was Amy, her voice crisp but friendly, sounding like a woman well into middle age.

      “Don’t you want to know why she referred me?” I asked.

      “No, dear. You can tell me when you come. Just do come. I’d love to meet you.”

      So I came. I grabbed some fast food on the way after work. My diet was shit these days - another thing I was going to have to work on. Then I drove to her address, which turned out to be a large home on a residential side street. The house had a large driveway, already filled with half a dozen cars before I got there.

      It was minivan heaven. Well, not quite. Of the six vehicles there, I saw three minivans, two SUVs, and a single four-door sedan. It made me wince a little as I edged my Harley 750 in between the SUVs. I’d had one of those, once. Complete with an infant car seat in the back, just like the car on my left. Until we’d run into a monster - literally - and totaled the car. The insurance company had already paid out, but after paying off the rest of the car loan there wasn’t much of that left. I was going to need to buy a new car before it started snowing. For now, I was just as happy riding the bike. It gave me a feeling of power that my life was otherwise lacking.

      I took off my helmet, hooked it on the handlebars, and shook out my hair. I was wearing a jacket for the road, but take the black leather off and I looked like any other Boston professional. I dropped the jacket into one of my saddlebags and started up the walk toward the house. The walk was paved concrete tiles, the lawn trimmed but a bit disheveled. The house was large with a few signs of wear and tear. Garden bushes decorated the front of the house. The beds around them were weeded, but the bushes themselves hadn’t been trimmed recently.

      In short, it looked like most middle class suburban houses might. There wasn’t much about the place to recommend it, and nothing about it looked like I was walking into some crazy cat lady’s place, either.

      The front door opened when I was about halfway down the path, and a woman stepped out. She was middle aged, with greying hair cropped fairly short. She waved and smiled, her face brightening into rosy dimples as she did.

      “Hello!” she called out. “You must be Raven? I’m Amy.”

      “That’s me,” I said as I came up the steps toward the front door.

      “Excellent. Come in, come in,” she said, beckoning.

      I stepped through the door and she closed it behind me. For a moment I felt nervous, cut off from escape by the door, but I stilled my nerves. Being cautious was OK. I was going to have to draw the line at paranoia, though.

      “Welcome,” Amy went on. “Everyone else who is coming to tonight’s session is already here. Come into my living room - I’ll introduce you.”

      I followed her off to the left, and found myself in a room that seemed wholly surrounded by sofas and chairs. There was a large L-shaped sofa, a smaller settee, and scads of chairs with deep, cushiony upholstery. Most of the seats had people in them - two women sitting in the larger sofa, a woman and man sitting close together on the smaller one, and three women sitting in various chairs.

      “Folks, this is Raven. This is her first night with us, so please make her welcome,” Amy said. There were polite murmurs from various voices around the room. I tried my best to smile and nod back. It was hard, being around so many strangers right now. I remembered what Samantha said about this woman specializing in people who’d had losses like mine. Had all these people experienced the loss of a baby? A child? I wondered how broad Amy’s specialty went.

      Amy went through a brief round of introductions, but I was never especially good at names and distracted as I was most of them left my head as quickly as I heard them.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I don’t know how many of these names I’ll be able to remember.”

      There were a few rueful chuckles at that.

      “Don’t worry,” one woman chimed in. Was her name Jane? Jennifer? I’d already lost track. “I think most of us feel that way at first. It gets better.”

      “It will indeed,” Amy said. “After all, that’s why we’re all here. To help make things better. So, is there anyone having particular trouble this week?”

      Everyone got silent and thoughtful for a moment. I held my tongue, even when Amy looked at me expectantly for a second. She glanced away just as quickly, meeting the eyes of one person after another. Just as well she passed me by. I was never happy getting called on in school and this felt worse. I’d rather see how Amy ran these sessions before I opened my mouth.

      Amy’s eyes flicked to a woman sitting alone in a chair, her arms wrapped tight around herself. “Meghan, how are you doing, hon?”

      Tears began to leak freely from Meghan’s eyes, and she hugged herself even more tightly. “Not so well,” she replied in a small voice.

      “What are you feeling?” Amy asked in a soft voice.

      “Lost. Hurt. Alone.”

      I could feel the anguish in her voice. There was an echo of that same pain in my own heart, and it burned there like an ember in my chest. I almost started crying myself. One of the other women did - hot tears spilling from her eyes and rolling down her cheeks.

      “But you’re not alone,” Amy said, keeping her voice soft, her words slowly rolling from her lips. “You have a husband who loves you and needs you, Meghan.”

      Meghan nodded slowly like she was trying to convince herself.

      “And you have us, too,” Amy said, standing up to come over to Meghan’s side. She laid her hands on the other woman’s shoulders and began to stroke them gently. Almost immediately I saw Meghan begin to relax under her touch, the stress falling away from her face. Her arms rolled lightly to her sides. Her mouth opened a little bit, and her eyes closed. Holy hell, that was one powerful massage. What was Amy doing to her?

      It went on for another minute. Amy said some other things, but I lost track of them. I was too wrapped up in watching her hands knead those tired and pained shoulders. It seemed to me like those hands were sucking all of the pain out of Meghan. Just sucking it out, like you’d draw infection from a wound.

      And then it was over. Amy stepped away from her, and smiled. “How do you feel?”

      Meghan smiled back, something I wouldn’t have thought possible a few minutes ago. “Much better. Thank you so much.”

      Amy turned, scanning the room again. “But I think there’s someone else whose pain is great today. Whose desperation to find a way to end that pain drew her to us.” She turned to face me. “Raven, I can feel your hurt from here. What happened, hon?”

      I couldn’t help myself. Looking into those soft eyes, that caring face, I broke down crying. I’d managed to keep it in before, but it simply wasn’t possible to hold it back any longer. “My daughter,” I cried between sobs. “I lost her.”

      “Most of us here have lost children, Raven,” Amy said softly. “We understand your pain. We’ve felt it too. You are not alone.”

      She’d circled around behind me while she was talking, and laid her hands on my shoulders. They felt warm, almost hot, even through my shirt. She started working at the muscles there, fingers biting deep into the tight spots left by too much tension held for too many weeks.

      The thumb of her right hand trailed up toward my neck, easing the knot there, and I moaned from the release.

      Then her hands were gone - no warning, no ending, just gone. Part of me was left keening for those hands, wanting that gentle touch back, wanting to have her keep doing whatever it was she was doing. The rest of me rebelled instantly. Why would I want her touch so badly? I wasn’t a touchy person. I didn’t like being touched.

      I turned to look over my shoulder at her. I was confused, my head spinning a little from the sudden change. Why had she stopped? What had she been doing?

      Amy was holding her right thumb wrapped tightly in her left hand, and her face was a mask of anger. For a moment I thought she was going to lash out at me, strike me.

      Then that melted away, and she was back to the kind and gentle caregiver so rapidly that I almost wondered if I’d actually seen the anger at all. Almost. But I had seen her face. I had seen it briefly mottle with rage - and fear - before settling again into the same bland expression she’d been wearing since I met her.

      I glanced around the room, but the other people present didn’t seem to have noticed anything amiss. Amy walked back over to her chair and looked about to sit, then turned and stepped out of the room for a moment.

      That got everyone’s attention. I gathered this was not typical behavior from the way they all started murmuring quietly to each other.

      “What’s going on?” I whispered to the woman next to me.

      “I don’t know. Never seen her leave a session before it was done,” she replied.

      Amy came back a moment later, looking harried. She shot me a brief glance, then looked back over the group. “I’m so sorry, but something has come up. I’m going to need to cancel the rest of this session. We’ll pick up where we left off next week, all right?”

      Some of her patients gave sad little sighs, but nobody argued. I supposed that was one advantage of working with deeply depressed people. Most of your patients weren’t going to have the energy to argue with anything you said. I got up and headed for the door, moving in about the middle of the pack. Once I was outside, I went right to my bike. I wanted out of there - as fast as that bike could carry me. I wasn’t waiting around for the soccer mom parade to slowly ease out of the driveway.

      I tossed my helmet on. The jacket could wait. I started the motorcycle up and zipped out of the driveway. I could imagine the surprised squawks as I motored past the minivans while they were still putting keys into ignitions. The thought made me smile, despite how anxious I was feeling. I didn’t know why I wanted to get the hell out of there, but I’d been through enough lately that I trusted my instincts. If my gut said to get out, I got.

      The road went downhill for a bit, so I kept the bike at a modest pace. A little train of cars was getting ready to pull out of the driveway, but a black car came by first, driving down the hill toward me at a pretty good pace. My gut clenched. I reached the bottom of the hill and turned left without stopping. The car followed. I jumped up the acceleration a bit, roaring down the road, but the black car kept pace with me.

      Last shot at seeing if it was really following me. I turned off down a quiet side road, one of those residential roads with lots of pretty houses on either side of the street. The car followed, and that was it. I was ready to see how fast this guy really wanted to go - when the car following me flipped on its blue lights. It was an unmarked police car.
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      Shit, he’d got me. I had my helmet on, but I’d definitely blown through the stop sign at the bottom of the hill, and I was speeding for sure. Still, I felt oddly relieved that it was something as mundane as a traffic stop. It was annoying, but it wasn’t threatening - not like the sense I’d gotten from Amy when she touched my neck.

      Or was it my neck? I pulled off to the side of the road and dropped my kick stand. Then I ran my fingers over the space where she’d been touching me when she reacted so strangely. The skin there felt like it tingled a little, but that could have been my imagination. I slid my fingers over, tracing where hers had been by the tingle - and they ran right into the chain of my necklace.

      Cordelia’s necklace. Coincidence? I had a bad feeling that there was no such thing, at least as far as I was concerned. The asshole who’d made the charm in the first place had said it was a powerful tool, one that could draw attention - of the nasty and dangerous variety. He’d lied to me about so much. What if he’d been telling the truth about that, though? My hand went to clutch the charm where it hung inside my shirt. Even it was dangerous, I could never give it up.

      The unmarked cruiser came to a slow stop on the gravel behind me. The crunch of the tires brought my attention back to the present. The cop inside would be getting out soon, walking up to give me a lecture and probably a ticket. I was a little pissed about that. If he hadn’t been following me, I wouldn’t have run the stop sign, and I wouldn’t have been speeding. I heard the door open and then shut, the crackle of footsteps over the crushed stones.

      I flipped off the helmet and glared back over my shoulder. Batting my eyes was probably more likely to get me off without a ticket, but I was never really good at hiding my emotions, and this asshole had pissed me off.

      I froze when I saw him. I knew that face. It wasn’t one I was expecting to see here, not at all.

      “I thought I recognized that bike. Why am I not surprised to see you here?” Drew said.

      I opened my mouth to say something, but couldn’t think of what to say, so I closed it again. Drew was one of the cops who’d interviewed me after I survived the first attack by the monster that had killed my husband. Then he’d tracked me while I was chasing it down to find Cordelia. Finally, he’d saved my life when I went to deal with the person who’d summoned the monster in the first place. So he’d seen a lot of the same things I had. He, of all the people I knew, might actually understand some of the fear and horror I felt just walking down the street at night. Because I’d learned that shadows were not always just shadows and that monsters were real.

      He had to be sharing some of that same burden. Maybe it was a little easier for him, with a gun riding on his hip. And he hadn’t lost family to the thing. But were the circles under his eyes a little darker than the last time I had seen him? Was there a little more grey hair at his temples, where there had been just a touch dotting his dark brown hair three weeks ago? It was hard to tell for sure.

      “Oh darn. I was hoping for a tall, dark, handsome stranger,” I quipped. I tried to ignore how my heart sped up a bit as I said it. He was hot. But I was in control of my own feelings, and the last thing I needed right now was to go crushing on someone. Seriously, I was twenty-six. I was too old for this teenager crap.

      “You won’t settle for a non-stranger instead?” he replied, smiling.

      “I suppose I have to.” I waved at the flashing lights on his car.

      “Oh, yeah.” He grimaced. “Sorry if I scared you. I thought it was you, so I followed you.”

      I blinked. He followed me? What would he do that for? “Why?” I asked aloud.

      He looked around, suddenly nervous. His eyes flickered to a pool of darkness in the trees on the side of the road, and then back to my face. I recognized the twitch. I did it myself often enough, these days. It might even be considered a survival trait, given that we now knew what might be lurking in a shadow. But I was thinking it was mostly PTSD, in my case. He was probably dealing with a lot of the same sort of stress.

      “Listen, I don’t want to talk about an active investigation out here. But since you’re obviously involved in some way, I do want to talk with you,” he said.

      “Active investigation?” I put two and two together. “You’re investigating the creepy woman running therapy in her living room?”

      “Creepy woman? You mean Amy Webb,” Drew replied. “And how the hell do you know her, anyway?”

      “I asked first,” I said.

      He looked annoyed, then resigned. “Like I ever could get a straight answer out of you. Listen - if I answer your questions, will you answer mine?”

      “Sounds fine to me.”

      “But not here.” He glanced around again. His nerves were starting to make me worry. What was going on that he would be so jumpy? “Follow me.”

      “OK,” I said, and grabbed my helmet again. He turned back to his car without adding anything else. A minute later, and we were headed back up to the main road.

      Why would he be investigating Amy? I remembered the web search I did on her before making the phone call. She looked legit. She had the right license for the job she was trying to do. Maybe running the sessions in your living room was a bit odd. Most therapists tended to rent an office. But I could see how using such a homey, comfortable space would help a group feel at ease. It was her way of showing trust in the group, that she would have them over to her place, right?

      That rang a bell for me. I recalled talking to a Larissa, social worker who was involved in some of the patients at my practice. Most therapists don’t give out any information about their personal life to clients. They didn’t talk about their family, or their own lives and certainly never gave away where they lived. Because when you were working with the mentally ill and bereaved, you never knew when you were going to run into a patient who was seriously disturbed enough to take it home with them - to your home.

      There was even a story she’d told me about a social worker in Vermont who’d been murdered by a bereaved mother. No, most people in that business kept their private and working lives separate with an intensity that put us doctors to shame. Which meant that Amy was either stupid enough to go against the common practice of her profession - or she was supremely confident in her ability to keep herself safe. I recalled the look on her face after she’d jumped away from me - the rage and hatred. I had a hunch that she was the latter.

      She was dangerous. I wasn’t sure just how. But I was certain of it.

      Drew was slowing down ahead of me, and flashing his left blinker. He was pulling into the parking lot of a Starbucks. I rolled my eyes. Seriously, the man was making himself into a caricature. Cops and coffee breaks? I smiled inside my helmet. Not that I’d been any better, back when I was pulling all-nighters as an intern. He rolled into a parking space, and I pulled up alongside him.

      “Can I offer you a coffee?” he asked, stepping out of his car.

      I laughed, enjoying the sound. I missed that feeling. “How about I treat, and we’ll call that my speeding ticket?”

      He chuckled in return. “Fair enough. After you?” he said, stepping up to hold the door for me. A gentleman, then. I wasn’t surprised.

      We ordered and took a pair of seats at the back of the store. It was mostly empty, which surprised me. Downtown, the Starbucks were packed pretty nearly the entire time they were open. If it wasn’t the college students, it was businessmen on breaks or working from outside the office, or some wannabe writer trying to pen her latest masterpiece. I’d made a game once of counting the laptops every time I went into the local store, to tally which was winning - Mac or PC.

      But out here in the suburbs, I guessed most people had coffee pots at home or something. Maybe they felt less inclined to get the hell out of their homes, when they had a sprawling house instead of a five hundred square foot apartment. I winced, thinking about my own home. The fire damage from one of my fights with the monster had been repaired, but I still hated going there. It was way too big for me, and it was just too haunted with memories. I kept thinking about moving, but kept putting it off. If I sold the house, that would be one more tie with David and Cordelia severed.

      I sat down across from Drew and tried to pull my head out of the clouds. A sip of the coffee helped some. “So,” I said. “You promised me some answers.”

      “We promised each other some answers.”

      “True. I asked first though.” I arched an eyebrow. “Are you investigating Amy Webb?”

      “Yes,” he replied.

      “Just that? What for?”

      “Ah. One question,” he said, grinning. “Now my turn. How do you know her?”

      I growled. “That’s not fair.”

      “Ask better questions.”

      I gave a little hmmph sound, perturbed as much by my own lack of forethought as by his pat answer. He’d clearly been thinking about how to answer that question the whole drive over here, and I hadn’t been. He wasn’t a stupid man. It would do well for me to remember that.

      “A co-worker referred me to her therapy group. For mothers who’d recently lost children.”

      He winced at that. Drew was one of the police who’d been working my case. He’d tried to find Cordelia when she went missing - and he’d been there at the end when she vanished. He knew more about my story than anyone. Was he feeling guilty about not saving her? I wondered at that. He’d done all he could, and more than most. I didn’t think any guilt ought to lay on his shoulders. If anyone was to blame for not saving Cordy, it had to be me.

      “My turn. Why are you investigating her?”

      “That’s an awkward question. If I tell you, I could lose my job,” he said.

      “And if you don’t tell me, I can’t help you. I gather you’re hoping for my help.”

      He hesitated, drumming his fingers on the table. “Yes. Yes, I could use your help.”

      I reached out my hand to stop the drumming before it drove me nuts. His hand was warm under mine, strong and solid. His eyes lifted and met mine, and I could feel that sense of connection again, just like I had that night when he’d tried to help me against the monster and the man who’d summoned it.

      “If you want my help, you’re going to have to trust me,” I said softly.

      He slipped his hand away from mine and reached for his coffee, breaking our stare to take a sip. When he set the cup down, I could see he’d resolved something.

      “You’re right. I do need to trust you. And I hope you can help,” he said. He brought his voice lower, just over a whisper. “I think…I think this case is something like yours.”

      I froze. I knew what he meant by that. And worse, I had a good hunch he was right. If Amy had reacted the way she did because she’d touched my necklace and sensed something unusual about it, then she was definitely someone from the “spooky side”. Hells, was I ever going to be free of this crap? I’d barely survived monsters and evil magicians. Now it was happening again. My guts turned to ice, my mind filling with memories of horror too recently seen to be forgotten.

      It must have shown in my face. Drew reached out a hand and wrapped mine in it. I looked at his face, scanning to try to see what he was thinking, what he was feeling. I saw concern there. He was worried for me, and for some reason that made me feel better.

      “You OK?” he asked.

      “Yeah. Just a lot to take in. I wish...” My voice trailed off.

      “Me too. Some things, you can’t un-see.”

      “And they change you,” I agreed. Changed us, I thought as I stared into his eyes. Shit, here was someone who Got It. Who understood how I was feeling in a way that no therapist could.

      “So what’s the score with miss therapist?” I asked. “She seemed mostly harmless to me.”

      “Mostly?” Drew asked. Then he seemed to drop whatever he’d been thinking. “Well, I have reason to believe she’s not just a therapist. There are a lot of mothers of dead children visiting those therapy groups of hers.”

      “Why would that be suspicious? Isn’t that her specialty?”

      “Yes, but it’s how it happens that bugged me,” Drew said. “You know we track all crime or potential crime by computer, right?”

      I nodded. As a physician I was a mandatory reporter of certain types of injury - anything where abuse was suspected, for example, or wounds that looked like they were caused by violence. Gunshot wounds, stab wounds, injuries that looked like they resulted from being hit or beaten. It didn’t shock me that someone was collating such data on a computer someplace.

      “Well, the computer spat out some information about an unusual increase in the death rate of children age five and under in a geographically localized area. I was tasked with checking it out.”

      “Around Waltham?” I guessed.

      He nodded. “About twice the usual rate.”

      I shivered. It wasn’t cold, but the thought of children dying touched wounds still too raw.

      “So as I investigated, I didn’t see much correlation at first. Causes of death were various - SIDS, drowning, pneumonia, mostly stuff like that. Sad, but, y’know, not unusual. But then I noticed one link.”

      “Webb,” I said.

      “Yup. In about half the cases, she’d taken one or both of the parents on as clients after the death of their child.”

      “How many kids are we talking about here?” I asked.

      “The affected area is about four hundred thousand people. About twenty five thousand kids in the five and under age group. And about a hundred deaths per year,” he said. I must have looked shocked by the numbers, because he went on. “That’s below the national average. These communities are mostly middle class, and the local hospital and emergencies services are great. I know it seems like a lot...”

      “Yeah,” I said. “But it happens.” I knew it did. Every year, kids died. I’d seen enough of them working pediatrics during my internship. It was just jarring to hear about it as a statistic.

      “Anyway, the rate this past year was one hundred and ninety four.”

      I winced. How else can you react to that sort of news? “How many of them became her clients?”

      “Eighty seven.”

      I thought about her fingers on my neck again, recalling the tingling sensation. It made my neck crawl now. Had those same hands been killing kids? It didn’t seem possible, if all you saw was her kindly public face. But then I’d seen her other face, hadn’t I? And that one had scared the hell out of me. I was willing to believe the person wearing that face could kill. In fact, I found it didn’t surprise me at all.
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      Drew and I agreed to meet again after work tomorrow, and I headed for home. My house was in Arlington. It was huge, two stories with enough bedrooms to house a huge family. David fell in love with the place at first sight, and although I’d privately thought it was way more home than we needed I’d gone along with it to make him happy.

      With just me, the place was a sprawling empty mess full of echoes and memories. I tried to spend as little time there as I could, but I’d put it off for as long as I could today. So I rode home, pressing the button for the garage door on my bike. The security system recognized the signal and unlocked the garage for me as I slowed down coming into the driveway. David had installed the security system - state of the art everything, ready to alarm the police and fire departments if there was any trouble, with locks that would keep out anyone but the most determined intruder.

      I’d pointed out that if someone really wanted to get in, they could just break a window. He’d shown me how the system would alarm if a window pane was shattered, too. It really was a good security suite. But it hadn’t helped against the monster when it had come after me to finish me off. I’d saved myself - because I’d been observant, and lucky. The best alarms in the world wouldn’t always help against things not from my normal world.

      I thumbed the button again and the garage door slowly slid toward the ground, cutting off the gloomy shadows brewing in the twilight outside. I’d have to figure out what to do about the house soon. Together, David and my salaries had made the mortgage workable. But alone I was going to be in over my head. I’d have to sell it. I had no idea how to start that process, or where I’d go. My mind rebelled every time I thought about leaving.

      I hated it here. And I couldn’t let it go. It was maddening.

      I skipped dinner, as I did far too often these days. The snack I’d eaten earlier would tide me over until I could grab something tomorrow. Shopping was a chore I just didn’t feel like tackling most days, so the fridge was pretty bare anyway. I stripped off my clothes and hopped into the shower, sudsing off the day’s grime. I wished I could wash the stains from my mind as easily.

      A big black spider dropped from the ceiling toward my head. I made a face. Generally, I like spiders. They do their thing, I do mine. I don’t run screaming from them, and I don’t squash them on sight. But as the little critter dropped toward my shoulder, I decided I had to draw a line at having them plop onto my naked body in the shower.

      I shifted sideways a little and blew gently. The spider spun into the stream of water and hit the floor of my tub. It spun a few times and then swirled down the drain.

      The spider already forgotten, I rinsed off and hopped out of the shower more than ready for bed. It had been a long day, and I had to deal with the office again in the morning. Just the thought was enough to bring me to the edge of tears. How was I supposed to continue being a doctor if I couldn’t stand being around my patients?

      I finished drying off and tossed the towel onto the floor in a heap, atop the clothes I’d been wearing all day. A t-shirt would do for sleeping in. I had just enough energy to pull the covers back before I fell into bed. Exhaustion took over from there, and I was out faster than I’d thought possible.

      My dreams were a messy nightmare of creeping things, horrors with long teeth and fangs, and monsters in the shadows that I could only half see. At some point in the nightmare I fell into a pit filled with insects of some sort. I couldn’t see them, but I could feel their legs as they crawled all over my body. And then I could feel their fangs as they bit down, one after another. Each bite was an agony.

      I woke up screaming.

      Moonlight poured through the window and spilled across my bed. I was groggy, and to my bleary eyes it looked for a moment like my bed was moving. I lifted my right arm and saw black spots moving around on it. Then I felt searing pain in my arm, my back, my legs, and I realized it wasn’t my bed moving. It was things moving on my bed.

      They were spiders. There must have been hundreds of them, crawling about on the covers and diving beneath. They were working their way in toward my skin and biting down. I brushed them off my arm, but more were coming up my shirt now, both outside where I could see them and inside where I could only feel them, moving and biting.

      I screamed again. I frantically brushed spiders off as quickly as I could. I yanked my legs clear of the blanket - the things were all over my legs, leaving red welts where they’d bitten me. I slid off the bed, but one leg was still partly tangled in the sheet and I tripped. My arms broke my fall painfully as I hit the floor.

      The floor was moving, too. There were hundreds of spiders, and they were everywhere. They poured over my body, fangs punching through skin over and over. Some were scuttling through my hair. I screamed again and one tried to slip into my mouth. I spat it out, but not before it bit my lip.

      Spiders are usually not a real danger to humans. A few really toxic ones aside, the venom of most spiders just causes a painful lump. But it was rare to see a lot of bites all at one time. I’d never seen anyone with more than a few. How many spider bites before it became dangerous? Even with my medical training, I had no idea. As more of the things crawled over my body I started to panic. I had no way to get rid of them, and there seemed to be more every moment. I could feel their legs all over me.

      I had to get out of the room somehow. The door was too far away. I went for the window, little black bodies falling off as I moved only to be replaced by more swarming up my legs. Every muscle in my body burned now. Every movement was agony. There was a chair next to my bed. I picked it up and rammed it into the window.

      The sound of glass shattering was almost comforting. It drowned out the sound of scuttling legs as the swarm tracked me across my hardwood floor, following me like bloodhounds on the scent.

      The chair had broken apart most of the glass, and somewhere I heard an alarm blaring. David’s alarm system was going off, sending it’s automatic distress call. Help was coming. Some shards of glass remained in the frame, so I punched those out with the back of the chair. I heard someone screaming, and realized it was me, crying and yelling at the same time.

      The window was clear of glass. I dove out.

      My bedroom was on the second story, but part of the roof extended out a bit past my window. I hit the tar shingles with my hip and rolled, small bodies squashing under me as I went.

      Then I reached the edge of the roof and kept rolling. I was falling, dropping faster. I didn’t even have time to shout before I hit the soft bed of the garden at the edge of the house. All my breath left at once.

      Everything hurt. But I still had spiders on me. I could feel some of them there, in my hair, in places they hadn’t yet been squished. I rolled again, patting at my body and killing the damned things.

      I saw flashing lights, red and blue. Everything seemed so fuzzy. I staggered to my feet, fell, and then got upright again. Waves of dizziness crashed over me, and I fell forward again, my stomach heaving. Somewhere nearby, someone was shouting. Lots of yelling, and then there were people running toward me. I crawled toward them, not trusting my legs to support me. Even on hands and knees I was unsteady, and the nausea was getting worse. My vision was getting darker too.

      There were hands touching me, lifting me. At first I tried to slap them away, thinking that they were more spiders, but they lifted me anyway, placing me onto a stretcher. We were rolling then, bouncing away down my driveway.

      As they lifted me into the waiting ambulance, I caught a glimpse of Drew’s face. He looked as frightened as he had that night we’d faced a monster together. It seemed funny at the time. I wasn’t as scary as a monster, was I?

      “We have to stop meeting like this,” I mumbled. And then I fell asleep.
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      The first thing I felt when I came to was pain. Every muscle seemed like it was on fire. My scalp burned. I jerked my arms and legs convulsively in reaction, and found I couldn’t move them. I opened my eyes to see what was restraining me, and closed them again immediately - the light was too bright.

      I sniffed the air - my nose seemed to be working, although my throat felt raw. I smelled starch and disinfectant. I was in a hospital, then. The lingering sensation of things crawling on my skin was a vestige of nightmares I thankfully only half remembered. What the hell had happened? Why was I restrained?

      My eyes still burned the second time I opened them, but I did it more slowly, peering out through slitted lids at first. All I could see were rows of ceiling tiles above me. I tilted my head just a little despite the pain, and saw a drawn hospital curtain. Somewhere nearby, a machine was beeping in a gentle rhythm.

      I opened parched lips, trying to form words in a throat that felt like it had been scraped with a scalpel. “Help,” I managed to croak out.

      A young blonde nurse in blue scrubs came instantly to my bedside. She looked down at me, then up at something over my head. “You’re awake. Good. We were worried about you,” she said, smiling.

      “Ow,” I said.

      “Yes, you’re due for pain meds. Hold on a moment,” she said. The nurse vanished for a moment. When she returned, she had a syringe in her hand. In smooth motions, she uncapped the medication and inserted it into an IV line. I tilted my head just enough to watch the motion - even that hurt. I had an IV going into my right arm, and a whole mess of leads attached to my chest for heart monitoring. I’d been in bad shape, if they were doing that.

      “What happened?” My voice was starting to come back a little. I thought I could feel the pain medication working its way into my veins, grabbing the agony I felt by the throat and turning it into something a little more manageable.

      “We were sort of hoping you could help us with that,” she said. “I’ve never seen someone with so many spider bites.”

      Spiders. So that much had been real, not nightmare. I remembered the attack, fleeing out my window, rolling across the ground to crush the things.

      “Don’t know. I was sleeping...woke up, they were all over me.”

      “Well, far as I’ve know nobody here has ever heard of anything like it,” she went on.

      “How bad was I?”

      “Pretty bad.”

      I grimaced. I needed more information than she was giving me. “I’m a doctor. Hit me with terms I can understand.”

      She made a wry face. “You almost stopped breathing in the ambulance on the way to the ER. The ambulance crew kept you going, and then the emergency room crew stabilized you. Lots of bites. I don’t have an exact count, but it was a couple hundred at least. You had enough neurotoxin in your blood that it almost stopped your heart.”

      She took a breath, watching my face carefully. I nodded for her to go on. “Once they were sure you weren’t going to crash if we moved you, we got you up here to the ICU.”

      Intensive Care Unit. Where they sent the really, really sick people who needed constant attention. I’d been near death’s door, then. I tried to reframe a bunch of spiders into a near-death experience in my head. It wasn’t hard. I could still remember every moment of the terror and panic I’d felt. In fact, just thinking about it I started shaking again. The nurse saw it and gently took my hand in hers.

      “Listen,” she said. “You’re safe now. Just rest for a bit. You’ve got meds in the IV to take down the inflammation, and we’ve already countered the neurotoxin from the bites. You’ll be right as rain soon.”

      “Why the straps?” I asked, shaking my other hand. It was strapped to the side of my bed.

      “You were scratching and trying to gouge at your body in your sleep,” she said with a grimace. “We did it to protect you. They can come off now, I think.”

      She reached over and undid the straps from my arms, then did the same for my legs. I rubbed my wrists. They were raw from where the straps had been, and my arms were covered with swollen bite marks. I could only imagine what the rest of me looked like.

      Suddenly I was feeling very tired again. The meds, probably, and the venom likely wasn’t helping either. “I think you’re right about the sleep,” I said.

      She smiled that bright smile again. “Rest a bit. We can chat more when you wake up.”

      I don’t know how long it was before I came to again, but it was almost as confusing an experience as the first time. I was in a new place. It was an entirely different room - the tiles on the ceiling were different, and even the paint color was a pale blue instead of the cream color used in the ICU. Same hospital smells, though. Could never mistake those.

      My eyes opened without the searing agony I remembered. I looked down at my arms - still pocked with angry red welts from all the bites, but I could move them again without too much pain. That was a definite improvement. And although I still had an IV trailing into my arm, the restraints were nowhere in sight, so I guess I’d been a good girl while I was sleeping this time.

      “About time you woke up,” Drew said.

      I looked up. I hadn’t noticed him at first. He was in a chair in the corner of the room with something large on his lap. Some sort of canister? I couldn’t be sure.

      “I was starting to think you’d be out for the rest of the week. Docs said you’d wake when you woke, which is fine for them,” he went on. “But less helpful for those of us standing guard over you.”

      “Standing guard?” I asked.

      He stood up and took a few steps closer. I could see what he was holding now - a red fire extinguisher. “Yeah. My new weapon of choice, you like it?” he asked, brandishing the thing like it was a flamethrower.

      I chuckled. My throat wasn’t hurting anymore, but I could still feel a faint rawness there. “It’s cute. Very much you.”

      “Those spiders didn’t think it was very cute.”

      I froze. “What did you say?”

      He grinned, more baring his teeth than a real smile. “Oh, they followed you here. Right into the ICU. Scared the hell out of the nurses there. I heard the yelling and ran in, stomped a whole mess of them. They were pouring in through the ventilation. Too many to stomp. So I grabbed this thing and hosed them down. Stopped them cold.”

      They’d chased me even here? How the hell had the spiders found me? For that matter, why were spiders swarming after me in the first place? Was this linked to my necklace, somehow? I wondered if it was going to be some kind of weirdness magnet forever.

      “Thanks,” I said. “For looking out for me.”

      “Starting to feel like that’s my new job,” Drew said. But he said it with a smile that implied he didn’t mind. I had to admit, I didn’t mind either. Not only had he saved my butt more than once now, it was nice having him around.

      “They moved you here,” he said, waving his hand to indicate the room. “Infectious disease room. Negative air pressure. Only way in is through that door - the vents lead out, via an incinerator. So I’ve been watching the door.”

      I remembered the fuzzy events when the ambulance had picked me up, recalled seeing Drew’s worried face. “Was that you, at my house?” I asked.

      He pulled his chair closer and sat down. “Yeah. That was me. Heard the alarm over the radio and flew to get there fast as I could. Figured it might have something to do with my case. Or something else.” He looked grim for a moment, and I knew his mind was going back into memories that had to be as hard for him to deal with as mine were for me. Then he shook his head to clear it. “So, want to tell me why the hell spiders are chasing you all over town?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe I look like a tasty fly for their web?” I joked. Then something clicked. It was pretty obvious. Shit.

      “Drew, her last name. Amy’s last name....”

      “Webb,” he said. I could see on his face that he’d clearly come to the same conclusion I had. “But how? How could she be responsible...?”

      “No idea. But she was doing her little backrub routine on me in the meeting, and flinched away when she touched my necklace. She’s into the spooky business for sure.”

      He wrinkled his brow. “What’s special about the necklace?”

      “Oh,” I replied, my hand going automatically to the charm. I hadn’t told Drew about it yet. I hadn’t spoken about it to anyone, but then most people weren’t going to believe me anyway. Drew might. Of all people, he might not think it was nuts. I took a deep breath and then plunged ahead.

      “Kane gave it to me, to track Cordy,” I said. “That’s how I found her and the monster. It used to glow when I pointed it in the right direction. But once she vanished...” I choked up. For a moment I couldn’t go on. Drew was awesome about it. He just sat there listening. He didn’t try to console me. He didn’t pat my hand. Either of those would have annoyed me just then. I hated feeling patronized. But he kept his ears open and his mouth shut, and simply waited until I could go on.

      I gave him a smile in thanks. “When she vanished, it just started glowing all of the time,” I said. And I opened my hand to show him.

      He looked curious, but didn’t reach out to try to touch it. “So... It’s magic then, or something?”

      There it was, the elephant in the room. That word - magic. I hadn’t been using it to talk about what I’d been through. After all, everyone knew that magic wasn’t real. But then, everyone knew that monsters weren’t real, and babies didn’t vanish into glowing disks in the air. And nice women in the suburbs can’t summon up swarms of spiders to attack people. Except all of those things had happened, so what everyone knew was wrong.

      I held the pendant up so that I could see it. Silver wire, a small clear crystal that glowed from somewhere deep within the stone, and if I looked closely I could still see the bits of Cordelia’s hair woven into the twisted bands of wire. There was no way I could deny it. The pendant was magic. All of these crazy things that had been happening to me were magic. It was real.

      I looked up at Drew and shrugged. “I guess so? I don’t know what else to call it. Do you?”

      He scratched his head and wrinkled his brow. “I’m not really happy about it, but no. I don’t have a better word for the weirdness that is your life.” He softened the words with a half grin.

      “My life is indeed weird.”

      “So is mine, thanks to you,” he replied.

      “You could just stay away,” I suggested.

      “Nah,” he replied. “What fun would that be? Now, we think we know the spider culprit. The next question is: what do we do about it?”
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      The doctors’ verdict was immutable. I was stuck in a hospital bed for two more days. I grumbled and tried to pull rank with my MD license, but they were not hearing any of it. I was in the ICU, so they were simply not willing to discharge me right away. I could leave AMA - against medical advice - if I wanted to, but they were not going to give me my walking papers. I seriously thought about leaving anyway. Sitting still there, I was in more danger. I figured I’d be better off as a moving target.

      But Drew left the fire extinguisher next to my bedside. And the hospital staff didn’t even try to take the thing away. Maybe they were as weirded out about spiders pouring through their ventilations system as I was.

      The police guard outside my door helped, too. I wasn’t sure how Drew managed that, but he had someone posted there for my protection. “Because I’ve invested too much in you now to see you become spider chow. Stay safe,” he said, before he left.

      I hoped he’d be safe, too. Somehow, I had a feeling he might have made himself a target by helping me.

      The two days passed like molasses running uphill. I started itching the morning of the first day, and was scratching like mad until they gave me some Benedryl. That seemed to help, although all of the spider bites still cried out for scratching from time to time. Then a bunch of them burst open, oozing fluid and goo. It was disgusting. I felt like my whole body was weeping yellow puss. I began plotting one dark vengeance after another, but discarded each one as too lenient and gentle.

      The afternoon of the second day I tromped down the hall to the nurse’s station to express my displeasure. They’d given me my last doses of anti-venin and antihistamine with breakfast, and I should have been discharged hours earlier. I was starting to think they were putting me off.

      “Hi,” I said, trying for a smile.

      The nurse behind the desk smiled back awkwardly. “Can I help you?”

      “Yes,” I replied. “You can hand me discharge papers and send me on my way.”

      “Oh.” Her face fell. “The doctor said something about maybe keeping you for observation, for those open sites...”

      What followed was me practicing my very best authoritative doctor voice on the nurse, who was young enough and fresh enough that she buckled in an instant. I was lucky, really. If she’d been some old guard nurse with twenty years on the job, she’d have grabbed me by my ear and hauled me back to bed. Seriously. Those old nurses have magical powers of their own, and one of them is this withering look they can give young doctors that just shuts us right down.

      But this one was new, and so the doctor was called. I got my discharge papers a short while later.

      It was dusky out by the time I was dressed and headed through the lobby for the door. My legs were a still little shaky, and my whole body itched. I’d just taken another antihistamine, and hoped it would cut in soon. But I was free. I went out through the front doors, and whipped out my cell phone to summon a cab home.

      “Going my way?” Drew said.

      I turned, and he was sitting on the hood of a car, parked a few feet to my left.

      “Maybe,” I said, grinning despite my annoyance at being surprised. “Where have you been, while I was stuck in hospital hell?”

      “Been on stakeout duty. Came running when the guy watching your door said they were getting ready to finally kick you out.”

      “It was more like I yelled at them until they reluctantly released their claws from me,” I grumbled.

      “I bet,” he said. “Can’t have seen too many cases like you. They must be all kinds of interested.”

      That hadn’t occurred to me, but he was right. I was a doctor, and I’d never even read about someone with as many spider bites as I’d gotten. Someone was probably writing a paper on this case right now. For all I knew, my name was in the local paper, too. I was going to need to be more careful about this sort of thing. I’d been hospitalized twice lately, both under unusual circumstances. Sooner or later someone was going to take notice.

      “So what’s the next move?” I asked, trying to think about something other than wondering what the newspaper headline for my story had been.

      He looked me up and down and cocked an eyebrow. “You up to anything but getting some sleep? You look like I should be taking you home.”

      I mustered the energy for a grin from somewhere. He was right. I knew it. But I had no interest at all in going back to that house. If it had been filled with bad memories and nightmares before, it was gonna be a thousand times worse now. No, going back to the house wasn’t an option.

      “I’m game for whatever,” I said. I tried for blithe, but to my own ears I just sounded worn out.

      “If you’re sure,” he said. Maybe he sensed my distress, because he added, “I can always take you to a hotel, if you want.”

      I shook my head, walking over to the passenger side of his car. “I’ll sleep better once we deal with the spider issue.”

      “OK.” He got into the car and started it up.

      I buckled in and looked up at him to indicate I was ready to roll. The warmth in the smile he gave me launched goosebumps up and down my arms. I smiled back automatically.

      Then I had a thought. “You know, there are a few things at my place that might be useful. Can we swing by there first?”

      “Sure,” Drew said.

      “Then let’s do this.”
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      The stop at my place only took a few minutes, but I was shaking by the time I get back to the car where Drew was waiting for me. There was no doubt in my mind anymore. I had to find a new place to live. I was never going to be able to sleep in that house again, not after everything that had happened to me there. The realization brought me both pain and relief. It felt good to be certain, to know that I had to move. But it was painful to think about severing yet one more link to the family I had lost.

      I shoved those thoughts from my mind as best I could. It wasn’t far from Arlington to Waltham. I’d worry about finding a new place to sleep after we’d figured out how to stop Amy.

      Drew drove us down a side street and up another, wending his way toward Amy’s house. His car was plain, non-descript. It was the perfect unmarked police car. The odds were against anyone who saw us roll by suspecting that we were doing anything but driving home for the evening. If anything, I was pretty good additional camouflage.

      Her house came into sight. Again, the driveway was packed with cars, and a few were parked on the road too.

      “Looks like she’s running another therapy session tonight,” I said.

      “Mhmm,” Drew murmured. “She does several nights a week.”

      He kept on driving, past the house and up the hill a little ways. Once the house was out of sight again, he turned the car around and eased back down the road, stopping when I could just barely see the front of the house again. We were back a bit, hidden behind some bushes for the most part. Hard to spot, but we had a great view.

      “This is where you’ve been sitting?” I asked him.

      “Yup.” He reached into the back seat and pulled out a thermos. “Coffee? Probably going to be waiting a while.”

      “Sure.”

      He poured me a cup. The smell of the steam filled my nostrils. I wasn’t the world’s biggest coffee fan, but it’s hard to get through med school without acquiring a taste for the stuff. I was about to reach for the mug he offered when I felt a stabbing pain in the side of my neck.

      Instinctively I reacted by slapping the spot that hurt, hard. My hand hit something that wiggled briefly under the blow. I pulled my fingers away. The corpse of a quarter-sized spider was spattered against them. I shook my hand, horrified. The shattered body fell on the floor of the car somewhere.

      “She knows. Drew, she knows we’re here.”

      He held up a hand. “It’s a spider. It might be her, but it might just be a spider.”

      I gave him a glare, and he withered.

      “OK, after what we’ve seen, it’s probably not just a spider. But you killed it. Maybe it was just like a guard dog. Attack spiders on the lookout?” he ventured.

      I thought hard. She’d been able to track me to my home, to the hospital. It made sense that she could find me practically in her back yard. I wasn’t sure how she knew where I was, but she’d demonstrated clearly that she could find me with ease.

      “She knows I’m here,” I said. “She just had it bite me so I’d know she knew.”

      He nodded, slowly at first then more firmly. “OK. What do we do about it?”

      She could attack the car anytime she wanted to. She could pour thousands of spiders into the vehicle through every crevasse and crack. I scanned the bushes and weeds alongside the road. Was she readying her army right now? Was that why she was waiting? I imagined I was seeing movement out there, little black bodies lining up in ranks and files.

      “I don’t know. Why doesn’t she just attack?” I asked.

      “Maybe she is just trying to make us afraid of her,” Drew offered.

      That rang true for some reason. I thought back to how she had acted when she touched my necklace. She’d been angry, but also shocked and afraid. Then she’d gone after me at my home, and again at the hospital. But here, she sent one spider after me. Here, at her home base, I thought surely she’d be able to do more than that.

      I scanned the house again, and my eyes came to rest on the cars lined up outside. Maybe she was more afraid than I thought.

      “Drew, you think she’s killing babies, right?”

      “That’s my hunch,” he replied. “Based on the way she tends to find these bereaved parents, and how high the infant mortality rate has climbed since she opened her shop, it seems like a good bet she’s involved.”

      “But why?” I asked. “I mean, if she’s after kids, why all this?” I waved down the hill at the cars. “Why the parents?”

      I recalled her hands on my shoulders. I remembered how she’d done that for another woman just before touching me, how much the massage had seemed to calm the woman down.

      “She might be the murderer, but I have a feeling she’s not after the kids so much as the parents,” I said.

      Drew’s brows knotted together. “Explain?”

      The more I thought about it, the more right it felt. “Loss of a child is one of the strongest emotions someone can experience.” I knew that, right in my gut. “What if she’s using that emotion, somehow?”

      “Feeding on it?” Drew suggested. Then he shook his head. “It sounds like something out of a Twilight Zone episode.”

      “So does all of this,” I said. Which didn’t mean it wasn’t true, and we both knew it.

      If those therapy sessions were important to her, she’d want to protect them at any cost. She knew I was out here, and she felt I was a threat to her. Whether she was right or not, I didn’t know… But she thought I was, and that was what mattered most.

      She’d probably do just about anything to keep me from disrupting the session in progress. And something simple, like sending a spider to bite me? Something that was designed to remind me how strong she was?

      “She’s trying to scare me off,” I said. I was struck by a sudden urge to do the opposite. I wanted to show her I wasn’t afraid, even though I was terrified inside. I wanted to take the fight to her.

      I opened the car door and stepped out.

      “Raven?” Drew asked, unbuckling his seat belt to follow me.

      “I think it’s time we said hello,” I said, walking down the hill toward the house.

      I could hear him curse under his breath as he quickly came to follow me. His heels clicked on the hard pavement. The wind ruffled my hair, and spun through the grass on either side of the road. I tried to ignore the motion. My mind wanted to turn it into the movement of hundreds of small bodies scurrying after me.

      Drew caught up to me when I was already in Amy’s driveway, marching through the rows of suburban success-story vehicles. He touched my arm gently, and I turned to face him.

      “Just follow my lead,” I said.

      “You’re gonna get me fired.”

      “You want to nail her or not?” I asked.

      He sighed. “I want to get the killer, but I need evidence. And harassing a suspect doesn’t help.”

      He was so used to doing things a certain way. I thought he knew deep down that things were not going to happen here the way they would for an ordinary case. How was a court going to try her? How was a jail going to hold her? If she could send lethal spiders to kill an infant miles away from her, how would anyone ever collect evidence that a court would even admit?

      And Drew knew all that. I could see it pass across his face. The knowledge that the law wasn’t going to help him here hurt him. I hated to see it. I wanted to run my hand across his jaw and soothe the injury I saw etched there. But this wasn’t the time or place for that. I hardened my own face.

      “Are you still with me?” I asked.

      “Of course,” he replied, the hurt spilling into his voice.

      “Good.”

      I turned back to face the door. My knees were just about knocking together. This woman had hurt me badly, right in my home. Attacked me in my bed. I figured I had reason to be scared. But I was angry too. I wasn’t going to let her beat me. Not without a fight. And I’d learned from the past that taking the fight to the other guy was the best way to stay alive.

      I put my hand on the doorknob, smeared my widest and best smile across my face, and opened the door.
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      I opened the door, still beaming with that big smile. The scene inside was familiar. It was the same house, the same cool pine scent. Same crazy lady sitting in her chair at one end of her living room, with a band of mournful parents gathered around her. Sure, the scene was much the same, but it was even creepier now that I knew she had most likely caused the deaths of many of those parents’ children.

      Everyone looked up at me as I came in. I fought to keep that smile on my face.

      “Hello! Oh, Amy, I hope I’m not too late,” I said, rushing forward into the room.

      She glared at me, daggers in her eyes. But to give her credit, she recovered pretty rapidly. “This isn’t the day for your session, dear,” she said. “That would be next week.”

      I needed to act quickly to keep her off balance. I was gambling that her need to maintain appearances around these people would be high. I took a few more steps into the room and went to my knees. I let the smile crumble and started weeping instead.

      Hey, it wasn’t great theater, but after everything I’d been through lately, crying on demand wasn’t difficult. All I had to do was think about Cordelia.

      “Please?” I said between sobs. “I need to be here. I need some sort of release from all this pain. My Cordelia...”

      I peeked through the hair that had flopped partway over my eyes. The other parents were buying my act. I could see it in their eyes, the sympathy etched there. Some of them seemed perturbed by the interruption, but they were too into their own pain to not pay attention to mine.

      Amy wasn’t buying it for a second, of course. Her eyes flashed with anger. If she could have gotten away with it, I had no doubt that I’d have spiders marching their way over to chomp me to bits. But not here, not in front of so many people. Not in front of what I was guessing was her food source. I watched as she calmed herself quickly. She’d reached a decision about how to deal with me.

      “That’s quite enough,” Amy said. “Of course I will help you, my dear.”

      Could everyone else hear how she was practically speaking through gritted teeth? Or were these people so well indoctrinated by her little coaching sessions that they could only her the compassion that rang so hollowly in my ears? I wasn’t sure. But it seemed they looked around a bit uncertainly, like they were unclear just what they should do. They were unsettled. She saw it, too, and took action.

      “I’m sorry, folks, but this young woman seems to be in dire straights. I’m sure you understand that an emergency has to have my full attention.” That got them looking back at her, and they didn’t seem thrilled about where this conversation was going.

      “We will resume our session again next week,” she went on. “I’m very sorry for the disturbance, and of course I won’t be charging any of you for this session.”

      They seemed a little mollified at that. After all, it was forty minutes into their hour. They were being cut short, but at least they weren’t paying for the time they’d gotten with her. One by one they stood up and shuffled toward the door. Most of them shot baleful glances at Drew and I, but one woman seemed about ready to burst into tears on my behalf. I felt bad about that. She wanted to help me, I could see it in her eyes. I’d won her over with my theatrics, and it felt wrong to have taken advantage of her in that way.

      And then I remembered why she was there, and what Amy had done to her. I smiled back at the woman as she left. It was all I could really do for her. That and make sure that no more children were killed.

      Finally they’d all filed out. Drew silently closed the door behind the last parent, settling in beside me without a word. I got back to my feet. The only sound was from outside, where car engines starting up signaled the departure of suburban vehicles. Amy remained in her chair, motionless as a spider.

      When she rose, I shifted away from her without thinking about it. She saw, and smirked.

      “So what am I to do with you?” she asked.

      Drew and I both held our tongues. Amy took a step toward us.

      “I have here the police officer who’s been prying into things he should not,” she murmured. “And then I have you, my little black haired enigma.”

      “We know what you’ve been doing,” I said.

      “Do you?” She paused, motionless again.

      “Yes,” I replied.

      She continued holding stock still. I watched her closely and it looked for several moments like she wasn’t even breathing. My eyes went to her throat, and I wasn’t sure I could see a pulse there. She wasn’t even pretending to be human anymore. It was uncanny, how quickly my mind screamed at me that this was a predator, and I needed to flee.

      What the hell was she?

      “Well?” she asked. “Isn’t this where you tell me what I’ve been doing that’s so very wrong?” Her eyes locked with mine.

      “I…” I started to say something, and then lost my train of thought. I wasn’t sure about what I thought I had seen a moment ago. She was breathing normally now, anyway. Her posture looked annoyed, but not angry or upset. Had I been misreading the entire thing? Was I just over reacting? Maybe I needed therapy more than I had thought. The trauma of the monstrous attack, Cordelia’s loss, finding her again only to lose her once more all tumbled through my mind. I was well and truly fucked up, if I was starting to see monsters in every corner.

      “Raven, are you OK?” Drew asked.

      I looked over my shoulder at him. Had I led him into this with my paranoia? He’d get into all sorts of trouble. He might even lose his job. He’d hate me. The one person I felt any personal connection with, the one person I could really talk to about my recent experiences, and he’d turn away from me. I had to salvage this. I remembered that I’d told him to follow my lead. Maybe he still would?

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” I said. But my voice sounded shaky to my ears.

      “OK,” he said. His voice was quiet, like he was distracted or thinking about something else.

      “Listen,” Amy broke in. “I’m sure there is a reasonable explanation for all of your concerns. Why don’t you come into my study with me. We’ll sit, have tea, and talk.”

      It sounded like a plan. Tea was better than her pressing charges or filing a complaint against Drew. My head was too fuzzy and anxious to think beyond that.

      “OK,” I said.

      “Good.” Amy led the way, and I followed her down the hall toward her kitchen. For a moment I thought Drew wasn’t going to follow, but he did. He stayed close on my heels.

      The hallway opened into her kitchen, and then she turned, facing toward a wooden door right next to the hall. She gripped the handle with one hand and then turned to us so quickly that I bumped into her, and Drew in turn bumped into me.

      “You’ll have to forgive my study,” she said. “It’s a bit of a mess right now.” Then she turned the knob.

      A thought stuttered through the fog in my brain. We were in the kitchen. What about the tea?

      The door opened away from us. I couldn’t see anything beyond the frame but a pool of darkness. Adrenaline hit my system with a rush as soon as I saw the shadowed space, and I dug in my heels. It was like a fog lifted from my brain, and my thoughts went from sluggish to normal speed in an instant. I turned, trying to grab hold of Amy.

      She was too quick for me. With a twist of her arm and more strength than I’d thought possible in someone so small, she reached around behind Drew and I, shoving us both forward. We pitched over the edge. I managed a yell, trying to grip the door, the edge of the frame - anything! But then Drew’s body slammed into me from behind, and we were both falling down into darkness somewhere below.
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      I twisted as I fell, turning in hopes of breaking my fall when I finally hit the bottom - wherever that was. The fall didn’t last long. I couldn’t have dropped more than ten feet before I slapped into something that felt like a hammock. It was springy, and flexed as I crashed into it, absorbing the impact. I tried to roll over to get my bearings, but I couldn’t move. I was stuck to the thing beneath me.

      It was an enormous web. I couldn’t see it. Amy must have shut the door above, and everything around me was impenetrable darkness. But it had to be a web. From an enormous spider. I had a sudden, sick feeling in the pit of my stomach that Amy could do a lot more than control hordes of small arachnids.

      “Raven, you OK?” It was Drew. He was just a few feet away from me, but I couldn’t see or touch him.

      “I’m here. But...”

      “What the hell was that? Why did we agree to go with her?” He sounded angry.

      “I don’t know.” I tried to shake my head, but nearly ripped my hair out by the roots instead. It was stuck fast to the web beneath me. I tried to recall what had happened upstairs. Why had I agreed to go with her? What the hell had I been thinking? I knew she was deadly, but I went off with her to have tea? That was insane. Those memories felt wrong to me, like I’d been seeing the world through a fog. I remembered her eyes meeting mine, and then everything went sort of dim.

      “I think she trapped us with something in her eyes, Drew,” I called out. “Don’t look her in the eyes.”

      He grunted an affirmative noise. I could hear him off to one side, struggling with the webbing. It was sticky stuff. I wondered if it was sticking to me though, or just to my clothes? Experimentally, I lifted my arm away from the web. The sleeve of my jacket was stuck fast, but I was still able to pull my arm away. Carefully as I could, I pulled my right arm out of the leather jacket. A few moments later it was free. That was a step in the right direction, at least.

      My hair was another matter. I’d have to cut it to get loose. But if I could get to my jacket pocket without getting stuck again, I had a knife there, which should do the job.

      “No, I don’t think so,” Amy’s voice said in the darkness. I looked for her, but everything was still completely black. Her voice came from somewhere above me.

      Then something heavy dropped on me. I couldn’t see whatever it was, but I batted at it with my free hand. It had too many legs and a hard, carapaced body.

      “You are mine now.” Horribly, Amy’s voice was coming from the thing pinning me against the web. I screamed.

      Something sharp went into my right arm. The pain went away instantly as first the arm went numb, then the fingers and shoulder. I could feel a cold tingling spreading through my body. As quickly as it had arrived the thing was gone, scuttling away from me along the web. I tried to call out a warning to Drew, but found I couldn’t speak. My voice wouldn’t respond. My legs wouldn’t move. Nothing worked. All I could do was draw one shallow breath after another.

      A few moments later Drew gave a yelp, and then he was silent.

      I lay there helpless in the web, cursing silently in my head. My breaths were ragged gasps now. Every heartbeat thundered in my ears, but I wondered how long that would keep going. She had bitten me. That was the pain I’d felt in my arm. She’d bitten me and injected some sort of venom. So far I could still breathe, but how long would that last? Would the poison work its way into my heart and kill me?

      I focused on breathing, trying to calm my rising panic. I heard a whispering sound from somewhere nearby, and knew it had to be spider legs moving over the web. The spider was doing something to Drew, but I had no way of knowing what she was up to.

      After what felt like a long time I felt a gentle bouncing in the web. She was moving again. I tried to tense my muscles, but they wouldn’t move. I was utterly helpless. I couldn’t even scream as a spider leg reached out and touched my arm, gently tracing patterns there.

      “Don’t worry, dear,” Amy said. “I know you’re wondering if the poison will kill you. They always wonder that. It won’t.”

      She moved above me, killing any relief her words might have brought. I could feel her legs working around me. They lifted me gently from the web and spun me around in circles. I felt nauseated, both from the spinning darkness and from her touch. She was crooning something as she span me. Then she pulled on something, and my legs were yanked together. She kept spinning me, and I could feel something wrapping about me tightly, starting near my feet and moving up.

      She was wrapping me up in web. I started screaming inside my head. Unable to voice the sound, to let it out, I kept screaming silently for a long while.

      By the time she was done, I was wrapped up tightly from my toes to my face. She’d left me a space to breathe through, but my arms were pinned at my sides. Not that it mattered much. I still couldn’t move anyway. I couldn’t even struggle against the bonds holding me. Sucking in another breath, I tried to move my fingers, but nothing worked.

      “Ah, your terror is such sweet sustenance,” she crooned at me. “But then, you already knew that, didn’t you? Too smart for your own good.”

      She scuttled up next to my face and clacked her mandibles next to my cheek. I wanted to flinch away but couldn’t even do that. My breaths were ragged pants, by heartbeat raced.

      “Yes, I will keep you both alive for a while,” she went on. “For as long as you last, anyway. Your fear and pain will feed me well.”

      She leaned in close to me and whispered in my ear, the sound terrible and rasping yet somehow still clearly her voice. “And if you last long enough, well... Soon my young will hatch, and your bodies can be their first feast.”

      Then she was gone, leaving me alone and helpless in the dark.
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      I don’t know how long I lay there motionless after she left. I might have slept for a while, dozing in nightmares. It was hard to tell the nightmare from the waking horror. But one moment I knew I woke up, because I broke out of a dream with an audible gasp.

      Everything around me was still as dark as before. I strained to hear even the smallest sound. Was that Drew’s breath I could hear? I thought so.

      No sign of the spider.

      My arm throbbed. That was new. It hadn’t hurt before. I hadn’t been able to feel much of anything through the numbing effect of the venom. The bite wound hurt now, and instinctively I tried to move to alleviate the pain.

      My fingers twitched.

      That was definitely new. And had I really gasped when I woke? Experimenting, I tried to say something and managed a small cough. It wasn’t much, but it was something! I tried moving everything I could: fingers and toes worked, but I couldn’t move my arms or legs just yet. I coughed again, my mouth and throat terribly dry.

      A short while passed. Still no sign of the spider, so I decided to risk a whisper. I had to know if Drew was able to move, too.

      “Drew,” I hissed softly. I couldn’t form any more words. I had to hope that would be enough. But there was no respond. No return whisper, not even the rustle of movement against webbing. Was he asleep? Or was the venom still keeping him paralyzed?

      I remembered all the antivenin that the hospital had dumped into me. The last dose had been today. Was it somehow working to fight off this venom too? It was possible. Every minute that went by left me a little more free to move.

      But I was still wrapped in webbing. Even as I found myself able to move my hands and arms again, they were pinned fast against my sides and chest. I thrashed around some, trying to work the bonds loose. No luck. The stuff the web was made from was thick and strong, and she’d wrapped a lot of layers of it around me.

      My left hand banged into something hard in my jacket pocket. That was my flare gun. I’d grabbed it from the house when I stopped by there earlier. I had the flare gun and a few reloads in the left pocket, and an illegal snub-nosed revolver in the right. The webs had my right hand pinned against my chest. Too far from the pockets to do any good. But I just might be able reach the flare gun with my left.

      I worked my hand up toward the pocket slowly, one inch at a time. It was painstaking effort. I was only starting to recover from the venom, and my muscles didn’t seem to want to respond properly. They were sluggish, and felt tired. It was hard to move against the webs, too. The pocket was only a few inches away, but it was a struggle to get my fingers up even that short distance.

      And then I’d done it. My hand slipped into the small space, and my fingers tightened over the flare pistol. Now the question was: what to do with it?

      As a weapon the thing was mediocre at best. I’d used it on the monster that stole Cordelia away. That thing burned like it was made of napalm. One solid hit had destroyed it. I wasn’t sure the flare would have the same effect on the spider, and besides - she was fast. If I missed, I doubted I would have time to reload. The pistol in my other pocket was a better bet, but first I had to get free to use it.

      There was one option which occurred to me, but I didn’t care for it at all. I’d burned away cobwebs as a kid. Light a match, set it to the web, and whoosh! The whole thing goes up in flames. I had a hunch that the stuff I was wrapped in would go up in smoke pretty much the same way.

      The problem was that the web was all around me this time. If I managed to set it on fire, I wasn’t sure how much damage it would do to me before it burned away. I grimaced. My gut said that I didn’t have too long to think about this, either. The spider would come back sooner or later. Might come back any minute now, and if she saw that I could move again she’d bite me again. Maybe even decide I was more trouble than I was worth and kill me.

      I didn’t think that I could pretend to be immobile, not if she came up close to me. I shuddered involuntarily even thinking about the way those legs had wrapped around me while she spun the cocoon.

      Carefully, I eased my hand back out of the pocket. No sense setting off the flare inside my clothes! I eased the flare gun off to my side a little. The flare would hit the web and likely burn through. I had to hope that it would burn enough of the web to set me free in the process.

      Nothing left to do but try it. I gritted my teeth together and pulled the trigger.

      The flare threw the room into sudden brilliant red illumination. It fired down alongside my leg, burning a path through the web as it went. The bright light blinded me for a moment after being in darkness for so long. I closed my eyes to shut it out.

      There was a rush of heat around me and something snapped. I was falling again, and opened my eyes just in time to hit the cold concrete floor. Flames were everywhere. I snapped my eyes shut again and started rolling. The cool surface beneath me was a balm for skin that felt like it had been flash-sunburnt.

      I sat up, taking in the scene by the flickering light of flames and the flare which had come to rest against the far wall. The space was an ordinary basement. It was what was in the basement that wasn’t normal. Webbing was everywhere, with flames guttering where it had caught fire from the flare. I could see the door that Amy had pushed us through, but the stairs up and out had been removed. I couldn’t see any obvious way out - which probably didn’t bother Amy at all, since she could just climb her way clear as a spider.

      My right arm hurt from both her bite and the light burns. I had a feeling a lot of my hair was gone, flashed away in the fire, and my face felt singed. But my clothes had protected me from the worst of it and the web had burned away too quickly to do much damage. I’d been lucky.

      Where was Drew? I spotted his little cocoon a few feet away from me. It had fallen to the floor, and the bottom end was singed, but it wasn’t burning. He wasn’t moving, either. The venom must still have him in its grip.

      I reached back against the wall behind me to lever myself to my feet. The flare and the fire had made noise. So had my fall. If Amy was in the building, she’d be on her way here. I didn’t know how much time I had left, and I had to be ready to face her.

      My hand met something sticky and I yanked it away quickly, before I could become stuck fast. I peeked over my shoulder and froze.

      The wall was covered with round balls about the size of a small melon. There had to be a couple dozen of them. The nearest was just a foot or so from my face. They were tacked to the wall with webbing in a clump. And they were moving. They pulsed with an erratic motion, like there was something inside each of the bundles trying to get out.

      That had to be her young. Getting ready to hatch. More little hungry monsters, about to be unleashed on the world. If I couldn’t stop her, she’d unleash dozens more of these monsters to prey on people.

      I climbed slowly to my feet, loading a new flare into the flare pistol. She had to be stopped. My right arm fumbled a bit with the reload. It wasn’t working that well still, so I slipped the flare gun back into my pocket and pulled the .38 special out of the right pocket, transferring it to my left hand. I wasn’t an especially good shot. It wasn’t a skill I’d ever thought I would need, growing up. And shooting off-hand was bound to hurt my aim, but I could barely lift the right arm. The left hand would have to do.

      I heard a noise upstairs. She was coming. I backed away from the basement door and took aim. Long moments passed, but no monstrous spider came tearing through the doorway at me. Sweat dripped from my forehead into my eyes, and I wiped it away.

      A noise startled me, the faint sound of something scraping over stone. I whirled, bringing the pistol around to face the sound.

      She was there. She was right behind me, no longer trying to be silent. The spider was the size of a lion. Red flare light glinted off huge fangs and smooth black carapace. She lunged forward at me.

      I fired.
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      The pistol’s report echoed deafeningly in the small space. My shot went wide. I hadn’t brought the gun around enough yet, and the spider was almost on top of me. I fired again. This time my aim was better, but I couldn’t tell for sure if I’d hit or not. The thing kept coming at me.

      “You bitch!” she said. I still couldn’t get used to hearing Amy’s voice coming from the nightmare thing I was fighting. It closed faster than I could have imagined. I tried to dive aside, but one of her forelegs caught me in the ribs on my right side. It felt like someone had hit me with a hammer, even though I rolled with the impact. I fell over, sprawling on the ground and the gun skittered from my hand across the concrete.

      “What did you do?” she screamed. She reared back, front four legs in the air and fangs glistening. I rolled just before her bulk crashed down where I had lain. I’d rolled in the wrong direction though. Now I was even further away from my weapon. I had to get the pistol back!

      There were steel columns supporting the ceiling, and I put one of them between her and I. She came at me again, more cautious this time. I took the spare moment to pull the knife from my pocket. It wasn’t much. The blade was only about five inches long. But it was sharp, and it was better than nothing. I waved the blade out where she could see it, and she slowed down, wary.

      “Ought to make sure your captives are unarmed before you leave them,” I taunted.

      “My bite should have paralyzed you for hours yet,” she said. “How? What magic do you possess?”

      She wasn’t just worried about the knife, I realized. She thought I had some power of my own that I had used to overcome her venom. If I had that power, what other abilities might I possess? She was scared. I had to take advantage of that.

      “What, you thought I would come in here defenseless?” I asked.

      “You fell prey to mezmerization quickly enough,” she replied.

      I acknowledged her with a nod. She used the moment to slash at me with one of her legs. I knew how strong those limbs were, and I didn’t want to take another blow. My ribs still ached. If she got me in the head, she might take it clean off. I ducked to one side of the steel support pole and let the leg clang against it instead.

      “You fooled me once,” I said. “But I am not unprepared.”

      Which was entirely untrue. I felt woefully unprepared. If I’d known I was going to be facing off against a giant spider, I’d have brought much better weapons with me. Like a tank. I’d never imagined she was really this...thing. Whatever it was.

      She darted forward again, slashing with her legs. I yelped, backing away, and she almost caught me with her fangs instead. I backpeddled quickly and tucked myself behind another support.

      “There are only so many places you can run,” she said.

      “Who says I am planning on running?” I countered. And this time I meant it. I couldn’t run from this. I couldn’t leave Drew here helpless. Even if I could somehow escape, she’d kill him for sure. Even the thought of that burned in my mind. I would not let that happen.

      And those eggs... If I ran, how long would it be before there wasn’t one spider demon after me, but twenty or more?

      At the same time, I knew she was right. There were precious few places to shelter from her in here. She dashed in toward the pole I was hiding behind, and slashed in at me from both sides this time, legs cutting through the air. I ducked, and cut at one of her legs with my knife. The blade bounced off the hard shell, almost knocking my weapon out of my hand. I was running out of things to hide behind.

      The spider came around the pole at me with lightning speed, scuttling forward on all eight legs. I did the only thing I could think of - I ran. The flare I’d fired earlier was starting to gutter out, but the dim light it still cast illuminated a white gob of something flying toward me. I stopped cold, and the ball of web hit the ground right in front of me with a wet splat.

      Sure she’d fire another, I hit the ground and rolled away. And I was right. A second ball of the stuff flew by over my head. I heard it spatter somewhere, but I was too busy getting back to my feet again. I looked back over my shoulder, and she was coming.

      “Don’t you go shooting that stuff at me,” I called, panting with the effort.

      She hissed in frustration. “You are just another insolent fly. I’ll catch you soon enough.”

      Not if I had anything to say about it. My run was calculated. The pistol was on the floor just ahead of me. I dropped the knife and went into a baseball style slide so hard I could feel the concrete tearing up my jeans. But I had the gun again. I raised it and aimed it at the monster.

      She saw the threat, but she was coming at me too quickly to dodge right away. My first shot cracked against the wall behind her. The report was the loudest sound I had ever heard, but I kept my focus on her. I fired again, and again. The second shot hit her somewhere. I heard her squeal with pain and rage, and she darted sideways so quickly that my third shot missed.

      I did a little quick math in my head. The gun was a revolver. I’d started out with six rounds. I was pretty sure I only had one shot left. I took careful aim. I had to make this count. She was moving so fast! I paused, tracking her as she ran across the basement. As soon as she stopped, she’d be mine.

      But the light in the basement was fading, and I didn’t see where she was going until she’d reached Drew’s still form. He was wrapped in his cocoon, motionless as he had been through the entire fight. I was sure he had to be awake. There was no way he could have slept through all the gunshots. He was awake, helpless, and knew precisely what was going on around him.

      The spider came to a stop directly over him. Her fangs were inches from his body. Before I could shoot, Amy’s voice rasped out to me.

      “Shoot me, if you want,” she said. “But do you think your gun can kill me before I stab downward and slay this man? You might kill me, but I will slay him with my last breath, if need be.”

      I sucked in a breath. My hand wavered. I kept the pistol trained on her, but I didn’t fire. I had to save Drew. There had to be a way. The thought of him dying in here was like a punch to the gut.

      “No?” she asked. “I didn’t think so. Perhaps we can bargain, then?”

      I kept my eyes on her. I could see her spider eyes, glinting in the last bits of red light from my flare. Eight eyes, right? Spiders have eight? It seemed like so many. She had eyes and eyes and more eyes, and all of them were focused on me.

      “Yes, I think we can bargain,” she said. “You just want to get out of here, right?”

      “Yes,” I said. “I want both of us out.” I was feeling dizzy. Was the venom working on me again? My left arm was growing heavy, holding the gun out.

      “We are well matched, you and I,” she said. “Either of us might kill the other, and I have no wish to die. I will let you go if we mutually swear to never come near one another again.”

      It sounded like a good idea. Peace was what I really wanted. I’d had so much pain lately. Peace was all I needed. A chance to rest. My left hand was as tired as the rest of me. I let it sag toward the ground.

      Amy came forward a few feet toward me. “Come. I’ll show you the way out. You can bring your friend.”

      The last bits of my flare went out, plunging the room into near total darkness. There was only one bit of white light left, and it was coming from my chest. I glanced down, surprised. It was the glow from my necklace. During the fight, the pendant had tumbled out of my shirt and was hanging freely in front of me. It wasn’t very bright, but in the otherwise total darkness, it glowed fiercely. I smiled, thinking of Cordelia alive somewhere.

      The thought of my daughter snapped me back to reality. It was like a veil lifted from my mind, and the spider demon’s mesmerizing power slipped away. It was still moving cautiously toward me, but seemed to know the instant I broke its hold. Even as I trained the pistol back on her, she hissed again and leaped back toward Drew. She’d kill him. I had only a few seconds to act. I was tired, my hands were both shaking. Perspiration was pouring into my eyes. I was just about out of adrenaline and luck. But I had an idea.

      “Bitch,” I said, reaching into my left pocket with my injured hand. I wasn’t going to need much strength or great aim for this. “I’m not the only one with someone to lose in here.”

      I yanked the flare gun free. I aimed it at the nest of eggs, all covered with spider silk. And I fired.

      The flare lit and flew from the muzzle of the gun like a red rocket. It illuminated the room with brilliant crimson fire, blazing a trail through the dark. In less than a second it slammed into the webs pinning her eggs to the wall. It burned through the webbing, hit the eggs themselves - and stuck fast there. The webbing burst into flames.
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      The Amy-spider didn’t hesitate. She burst into action.

      “Noooooo!” she shrieked, racing across the floor almost as fast as the flare had flown. She made a jump that cleared the last five feet, landing sideways on the wall. Her limbs began to tear into the webbing, trying to rip the eggs free from the inferno surrounding them. “My babies!”

      I felt an unexpected pang of remorse. I’d been right where she was, desperately fighting to save my daughter. I had a sense that I knew precisely what she was feeling just then, the desperation and dread. One after another the eggs nearest to the flare crisped. She sobbed, tearing away burning bits of web, heedless to the damage the fire was doing to her.

      Sure, it was terrible. But so was what she had done to so many other mothers. And would do to so many more, if I let her escape. I steeled myself to do what had to be done.

      She was still trying to rip her eggs loose. The flames had set the wooden wall alight as well and were spreading fast now. I had a good sense that the entire house might go up if this kept going. I had to get Drew and I out of here, and that meant I had to finish the spider off first.

      I came up behind her. Her legs were all burning now, and I thought I could smell the scent of crisped insect mixing with the smoke from burning wood. From two feet away, I couldn’t possibly miss, even with just one bullet left. The gun felt steady in my hand, and I leveled it at the back of her head, right behind the eyes.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, meaning it. And fired.

      Her body twitched as the bullet shattered the carapace around her head. Then she fell to the floor, pulling burning eggs and web down atop her. The flames engulfed her body completely, the legs curling up toward her abdomen as they burned.

      I looked up. The fire was spreading across the ceiling now, too. The basement was filling with smoke. Where to go? There were no stairs. Coughing heavily in the billowing smoke, I made my way over to Drew and grabbed the webs holding his feet together. My hand stuck to the stuff. It wouldn’t let me go. That was OK. Live or die, we’d do it together.

      I thought quickly. Amy had clearly had another way to get down here. She hadn’t used the door to sneak up on me after I broke loose. So that meant there had to be another way in and out. This was a regular house she lived in. And the basement was just like any other normal basement, if you ignored the missing stairs and the webs.

      Which meant there ought to be windows. Maybe even a door, somewhere. She had to have covered them with something to block out the light.

      I made my way over to what I thought was the back end of the house. If there was a door anywhere, that’s where it would likely be. I could barely see now, the smoke was so thick, and I knew I was only a minute or two away from passing out from smoke inhalation. I could feel my breaths coming raggedly, each one a gasp for air that simply wasn’t there anymore.

      And then the flames hit another web on the ceiling, and raced across. I ducked as the sheet of flame went by over my head, hitting the wall in front of me and lighting still more webs all over the wall. As the webs burned away, sunlight leaked through.

      Webs. She’d covered the windows with webs. They were too high to climb up to carrying Drew, though. And I couldn’t leave him. I kept low, trying to avoid the worst of the smoke and the flames still lingering on the ceiling beams. The walls were all burning now. And there! That glint of light had to be a door. I struggled on in that direction.

      The door was on fire. The webbing had been especially heavy there. It looked like she’d built a blind that let her open the door, come through, and not have the light seen by anyone she held trapped inside. That had to be her second way in. Now the webs were all gone, and the wood was fast becoming a wall of flame.

      I tucked my right hand into my leather jacket, hoping it would save me from the worst of the fire, and reached out through the blaze to find the door handle. The heat was unbearable, and I smelled the leather burning. The knob twisted in my hand. The door opened a crack. I kicked hard at it, and it flew open.

      With the last of my strength I ran through the fire, dragging Drew with me. I came out into a back yard full of carefully manicured lawn. A small flower bed ran along the back side of the house. It looked like any other pleasant suburban home, and the image was crazily out of synch with everything I’d seen inside.

      Drew’s cocoon was burning. I pulled him a few feet further from the house and then rolled him over a few times, smothering the flames in the grass. Was he all right? He’d been helpless in there. If he’d inhaled too much smoke, or been banged around too much… He had to be all right!

      I looked at his face. His eyes were open. He wasn’t moving at all.

      “Drew! Drew, are you all right? Please, please be all right,” I said, half sobbing out of fear.

      He smiled up at me, a small smile and all the movement he could make. But it was enough. I sagged against him, exhaustion warring with relief. The nightmare was over.
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      The apartment was bright, sunny, and so full of boxes that I could barely move around. Sunlight streamed in through skylights, and six foot windows let in the brilliance from outside in all its glory. The whole place smelled of pine and lemon, scents lingering from my cleaning frenzy over the last couple of days. Not that the rooms had been really dirty before. It was just my way of putting my stamp on my new home.

      “Over there please,” I said, pointing at a wall to direct the pair of moving men carrying a sofa in through the front door. I’d kept a lot of the furnishings from the old house. What I couldn’t fit, I would give away to some charity or another. But it was a spacious apartment, especially for downtown Boston. Two bedrooms, a living room, a kitchen, and even a small study. All the space I would need and a bit more.

      “What about this one, miss?” another man asked. I had hired four movers. There was a lot of stuff to move around, and it seemed worth the expense. I turned to face the man asking the question, and froze for a moment.

      He and his partner were carrying in Cordelia’s crib. I’d thought long and hard about whether to keep it or not. After all, it was just a crib. If - when - I got Cordelia back, I could buy another. But somehow, getting rid of it seemed to me like I would be giving up on her. Keeping it felt like hope. Like I was keeping her alive with me in my new home.

      I reached up to the pendant that never left my neck. “In the second bedroom, please.”

      They nodded and moved on. That would be her room, once I got her back. I was saving a space for her in my life.

      The necklace was still glowing. Even through the bright sunlight, the glow was still faintly visible. I had to believe she was still out there somewhere. And if she was, I would find her. I’d learned that the world was a stranger place than I’d imagined possible. There were demons, and sorcerers, and glowing portals to strange places. There were women who could turn into spiders - or maybe spiders that turned into women, I still wasn’t quite sure which. Magic was real. But that meant the charm on the necklace was real. The glow was real. And Cordelia was still alive.

      “Hey, nice place,” Drew said. He was standing in the doorway. He had a cup of coffee in each hand and held one out to me. “Thought you might want this.”

      “Thanks,” I said, accepting the cup. I sipped. He’d remembered how I took my coffee from that one cup he’d bought me a month ago? “I haven’t seen you in a bit. How have you been?”

      It had been almost a month, anyway. I’d been busy. I quit the pediatric practice. I just wasn’t going to be able to work around all kids all the time, at least for a while. I had some savings and a medical license; I’d find a job. Meanwhile I’d used my free time to find this apartment, pack up my life, and put the old Arlington house on the market. All from a hotel room. I’d never spent another night in that house. I never would. Too many nightmares lingered there.

      “Busy,” he replied, echoing my own thoughts. “I was suspended for a bit while they investigated the fire. Went home to visit my folks.”

      “Ouch. Sorry.”

      “Don’t be. It was a nice vacation, and when they ruled that my report was accurate, and the woman I’d been investigating had knocked us out and tried to kill us all by burning the house down around us, they changed the suspension to leave with pay. Free vacation.” He smiled.

      “Sounds nice, then.”

      “Yeah.” His eyes got distant. I recognize the look. He was thinking about the things he’d seen. Like me, he’d seen too much. The world looked very different when you knew about the things that lived in the dark corners.

      Then he broke from whatever he was thinking about. “Listen. I’m off today. Once they get you all settled in here, want to go get a bite to eat? I know an awesome restaurant in Cambridge. Small place called Night Market, great food.”

      He paused, hesitating a moment, then added, “I thought it would be a great way to celebrate your new place.”

      I thought about it for a moment. Was he asking me on a date? Was I ready for a date? Images of David flashed past my eyes, but it was hard to think about David without seeing how he had died - torn to bits by a demon. Something of those memories must have shown in my face, because Drew held up a hand.

      “No pressure,” he said. I could hear him backing off emotionally as he said it.

      I reached out and took his hand in mine. “No. I’d love to.”

      And surprisingly, I really meant it.

      “You sure?” he asked.

      “Yes.” I smiled. “Come on, let me show you around the place.”

      New home. New start. It was a good day. The darkness was still out there. But in the blaze of sunlight filling every inch of the room around me, it seemed very far away.
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      Wrong place, wrong time. Sometimes I think that’s the story of my life. I was walking down the street to my new apartment with an armful of groceries when I heard the scream.

      It came from close by. I wasn’t quite sure from where, but I knew trouble wasn’t far away. That was a scream of pure panic. Someone was in a level of mortal terror that I knew all too well. Worse yet it was a child’s scream.

      My nerves were a bit raw. I’d run into nasty surprises in the strangest parts of Boston more than once. It left me maybe too aware of everything going on around me. When I took the T, I got on the train warily eying every other passenger. I tried to avoid walking the streets alone at night, and when I did I took all kinds of precautions that I would never have considered six months ago.

      But I could never ignore a kid. I might not be a pediatrician anymore, but I still felt it whenever a kid got hurt. It was like a punch in the gut. I’d remember how I lost my own little girl. How alone I felt. A child in trouble wasn’t something I could just leave be.

      The scream came again, but the tone had changed. This time, the cry was one of pain. The child wasn’t just scared anymore. Someone was hurting him.

      It came from down the street a bit and off to the right. Either inside one of the buildings or in an alley between them. I wasn’t sure which, but there wasn’t time to wait for a third cry for help. I dumped my groceries unceremoniously to the sidewalk and sprinted toward the sound.

      I’d been right about the alley. I rounded the corner and heard the sounds of a struggle. Little whimpers and short screams coming from a spot I couldn’t quite see between some garbage cans. And...growls? I had an image of someone’s dog gotten loose, tearing into a little kid.

      I pulled my pistol from my pocket and rushed forward. I wasn’t sure exactly what I had in mind – maybe scare the thing off if I could, or shoot it if I couldn’t. Of course, in the back of my head was the same fear I had every time I went someplace where there was more shadow than sun – that something was waiting in the darkness for me.

      I shook my head to clear it. The sun still reached the floor of the alley, even in the late afternoon. It wasn’t broad daylight, but it would do. I was tired of being afraid of the dark. I gave a yell as I got closer, and kicked the can blocking my view. There was enough trash in the can that it didn’t go flying in the satisfying way I’d pictured. And my foot hurt, telling me I was going to pay for that kick later. But it did tumble over on its side, spilling refuse all over.

      On the other side of the can were a kid and a dog, more or less as I’d pictured it. The kid was trying to fend the thing off. He was maybe ten years old and babbling something in Spanish as he tried to keep deadly fangs away from his face.

      The dog wasn’t what I’d expected at all. It stood as tall as my waist. Long dark grey fur, sharp muzzle, sharper teeth. Pointed ears adorned its head. I startled it, but instead of turning tail to run it looked at me and growled a warning.

      This wasn’t a house pet. This was a wild thing. I’d never seen one in person before, but the back of my brain was screaming wolf as loud as it could. The thing was huge, a wiry ball of snarling muscle, fur, and fang.

      “No, you don’t,” I said, leveling my gun at the thing. It seemed to know what I was up to and turned to face me. I figured it was about to leap at me and fired. The wolf jumped sideways instead, and my shot missed. I took aim again.

      It whined, a strangely expressive sound ringing with frustration and exasperation. I squeezed the trigger. Instead of trying to dodge again, the wolf did the last thing I expected. It turned back to the boy and bit down hard on his leg. He screamed as the teeth tore through his jeans, finding tender skin underneath.

      The report from my gun tore through the air a moment after his cry. It took the wolf somewhere in its belly. I saw it buckle sideways from the impact. But that didn’t stop the thing. It let go of the boy and whirled in place, jumping the fallen trash can and dashing further into the alley.

      I aimed again, trying to get off another shot. But these were houses here. If I missed, I could kill someone. I held my fire and ran after it.

      It rounded a corner up ahead, turning down another alleyway. I tried to keep up, but the thing was so fast! Still, it was bleeding. I could follow the drops of blood. I knew I’d hurt it, but I wasn’t sure how badly. It had to make sure it wasn’t going to go after anyone else.

      I rounded the corner, gun up and at the ready. The alley was a dead-end, a cluster of brick buildings forming a solid wall in front of me. But the wolf was gone.

      The trail of blood stopped about ten feet from the corner, near a fire escape. Had the wolf somehow leapt up there? I looked, but I couldn’t see any signs of blood on the metal, at least not from down here. So where had it gone?

      I kept up the search for a few more minutes before giving up. I couldn’t tell how the thing had gotten away. And I knew I’d hurt it badly. Maybe it would crawl off someplace to bleed to death.

      I had a feeling that was wishful thinking.

      But I couldn’t spend too long looking. That boy still needed my help. I walked back toward the scene of the struggle, staying alert as I went. Just in case. The hair on the back of my neck was prickling with warning. I imagined that every bit of leaf shifting in the breeze was the wolf, quietly stalking me.

      I found the spot where the boy had been attacked easily enough. The wound must have been pretty bad. He’d bled quite a lot. Not enough that I was worried he’d bleed out, but enough so that he should see a doctor.

      He wasn’t there to help. He’d gone running off, and how could I blame him? Hopefully he’d run home to his parents, and they’d patch him up and take him to the nearest hospital.

      I was only a few buildings away from my own apartment. This wasn’t a bad neighborhood. Nice mixed ethnicity, a ton of cultural diversity. Some middle class mixed in with folks who were struggling just to get by. The idea that something like the huge wolf I’d seen was wandering around in the alleys didn’t do my confidence any good. If anything, I felt validated for my fear of going out at night.

      My groceries were still lying in the sidewalk where I’d left them. That was Boston for you. I picked up the bags and continued my walk, thinking about what I’d seen. I had the feeling I wasn’t going to get too much sleep tonight.
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      I was just up and making coffee when I heard a knock at the door. My watch said it was still only eight in the morning. Too early for it to be Drew. He’d only just gotten off shift a little while ago, and I knew not to expect him just yet. I frowned. I wasn’t expecting anyone else to stop by today.

      I was still in a bathrobe, PJs, and socks. It would have to do. Whoever it was would take me as I was, or not. I really didn’t care what other people thought of me until after my first cup or two of coffee. I went to answer the door.

      The woman on the other side was a total stranger. She was older than me by at least ten years, but her face had a hard weathered look that made it difficult to place her age. Her clothes had a long worn look to them. Deep lines in her face showed from a life of hard work. She looked like maybe fifty but might be younger. It was hard to tell sometimes with people who worked too many hours at unforgiving jobs. She was Latina, and as she spoke her accent was deep enough and her English broken enough that I pegged her for a first generation immigrant.

      “My name is Maria,” she said. “I am so sorry to bother you, but I need to thank you.”

      “For what?” I asked, confused.

      She reached around behind her and pulled a boy forward where I could see him. He’d been hiding behind her, and was shyly looking down at the floor now that he’d been dragged into the open. I recognized him at once. He was the child I’d saved from the dog the other day. He was limping a little on his injured leg.

      “You saved my boy,” she said. “This is Daniel. He says it was you who saved him from the wolf?”

      “From some sort of big dog, yes,” I said, smiling at the boy. He didn’t look up or return the smile.

      His mother did, though. She was beaming, and even tearing up a little. “Thank you. Thank you so much.”

      “I was glad to help,” I said. I checked out the kid’s leg. He’d been bitten pretty badly, and it looked like someone had put some sort of dressing on the wound. Cloth wraps, anyway. But it didn’t look like a professional job. “Did he see a doctor about the bite?”

      “I washed it and wrapped it,” the mother said. “But now it hurts him, and it is red and angry.”

      “He should go to a hospital or clinic,” I told her.

      “I… I have heard you are a doctor?” she asked timidly.

      I looked her over again. She was likely an undocumented immigrant. For all I knew, the boy might be as well. The local hospitals would take him in and treat him anyway. But people in her situation lived in fear of authorities and far too often would avoid treatment centers because of it. She was afraid she’d end up on the wrong radar, arrested and deported back to wherever she had come from.

      Or maybe I was reading too much into it and she was just poor enough that the co-pay for a clinic visit would bankrupt them. Either way, I could probably do a dressing on the wound as easily as anyone else could.

      “My name is Raven. Come on in, I’ll take a look,” I said, stepping away from the door so they could enter. It wasn’t the smart thing to do. My license to practice was still valid, but taking strangers into your home and treating them was a recipe for malpractice lawsuits. My med-school teachers would have screamed bloody murder at me for what I was about to do. But turning her away just felt wrong.

      The boy was silent through our entire exchange. I could feel his distrust rolling off him in waves. Poor kid was nervous as could be. I guided him and his mother over to my couch.

      “Have a seat. I’ll grab my things,” I said. My aid bag was in the bathroom. I’d found it never hurt to have a bag with all your stuff for a crisis in one place. I brought it over and unzipped it, then pulled out a pair of gloves and slipped them on. I poked around in the bag until I found what I needed – gauze in patches and a roll, tape, sterile saline, and a little antibiotic ointment. Hopefully that would be enough. The kid should really go get his shots updated, just to be sure, but I didn’t know if I could talk them into that.

      I carefully unwrapped the cloth his mother had tied around the wound. I winced when I saw it. The bite had been pretty deep. The dog’s fangs had punctured the skin and gone into the muscle underneath. But the wound looked fairly good, overall. I looked for the redness she had mentioned and didn’t see any. No signs of infection at all, which was a bloody miracle.

      “You did a really good job on this,” I said. “It looks like it’s already starting to heal.”

      “It no look like this last night,” she said. “Was worse.”

      “Well, it looks like you did the right things,” I said. I got to work anyway. No sense not doing the job, now that I’d gone this far. I washed out the wounds with the saline. The boy winced but remained silent. Then I dabbed a little of the ointment in each puncture mark, and laid gauze patches on top of the wounds. I wrapped a clean roll of gauze over the whole thing, and taped it in place.

      “There! Should do the job for now. I can take another look in a day or two, if you’d like?” I asked.

      “Thank you. That would be wonderful,” Maria said. Then she cuffed her son lightly on the cheek and said something to him in Spanish.

      “Gracias,” he mumbled to me.

      “English!” his mother said to him in a stern voice. They’d clearly had this conversation before. I worked to keep a smile from my face.

      “It does not matter!” he shouted at his mother. “El lobo has bitten me. He will come for me now. Nothing matters!”

      Then he burst into tears and ran to my door. Before I could react, he had opened the door and darted outside.

      “What was that all about?” I asked, alarmed.

      “Street stories,” Maria said. She waved her hand dismissively, but I could see fear in her eyes.

      “I saw the dog – wolf – whatever it was,” I said carefully. “Has it been attacking other people too?”

      “Yes.”

      “Many?” I pressed. She looked hesitant to answer. “Please? Maybe I can help them, too.”

      “No,” she said. “You cannot.”

      “Did the wolf kill them?” I asked. I was already going to let Drew know about the dog attack and give him a description. Bad enough that there was a dog hurting kids. If there was a killer canine on the loose around here, the police needed to know about it.

      “No,” Maria said. “But three other children were bitten. And all of them are gone.”

      “Gone?” I was confused. Not dead, but…?

      “They say the wolf came for them in the night,” she whispered. “And spirited them away with him.”

      I was silent. I couldn’t think of anything else to ask, and the hairs on the back of my neck were all standing on end. The worst thing was, I couldn’t just dismiss her story. I’d seen too much of the dark side of things, lately. Most people would hear her tale and just think it was some superstitious nonsense. But I knew better. There were things out there that preyed on us, and most people didn’t even know they existed. I had a bad feeling there was something like that stalking my neighborhood.

      The loud rapping on my door made both of us jump.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          3

        

      

    
    
      I went to get the door, figuring it was just Daniel returning. But I opened it to see an exhausted Drew standing here. He gave me a small smile, and all my worries about the wolf went out of my head for a moment.

      “Hey there,” I said, smiling.

      “Hey there yourself,” he replied, letting himself in. “I am so tired. Feel like I need to sleep for a week.”

      “Well, you’ve got a couple of days off now, right?” I asked. Drew worked long shifts, and he usually had the late shift these days. I hadn’t asked him if he’d asked for the overnight work or if he’d just been drawing the short straw a lot lately. Part of me wondered if he’d picked night shifts deliberately because he knew that was when things started creeping out and looking for tasty people-type snacks.

      “Yup. And hoping to spend a lot of that time with you,” he said. Then he spotted Maria, who was sitting stock-still on my sofa. “Oh! Sorry – I didn’t know you had company.”

      “I was just leaving,” Maria mumbled, her eyes downcast.

      Her entire manner had changed. She’d been so open and trusting, just a few minutes ago. I looked from her to Drew, and then back. Oh. Yeah, Drew might be in plain clothes, but he fairly screamed ‘cop’ to anyone with half an eye for such things. Something about the way he carried himself.

      She stood up and started for my open door. I stopped her with a hand on her wrist before she could slip away.

      “Maria, bring him back if he gets any worse. Please? And I’ll be glad to change the dressing again tomorrow, OK?” I said.

      She nodded, and left without saying another word. I quietly closed the door behind her.

      “Sorry,” I said. “I think you made her nervous.”

      “Illegal?” Drew asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “Undocumented immigrant?” I replied, plunking myself down on the sofa again. “Yeah, that’s my guess.”

      “Tomato, tomahto,” he replied. He went to the sink and poured himself a glass of water.

      I winced, trying not to be appalled. In the medical field, we helped everyone. Didn’t matter where they were from. Usually didn’t even matter if they could pay. If someone was hurt badly enough, we found a way to help them. And calling someone an ‘illegal’ grated on my nerves. I realized I still hadn’t had my coffee yet, which was probably making my reaction worse than it might have been. I got back up and stalked my way back to the kitchen, where my morning cup was still waiting, just brewed. I stirred in some milk and sugar, letting my temper settle a bit.

      Drew and I hadn’t had a fight, and I didn’t want to pick one with him now. It didn’t seem important enough to worry about. He was tired and obviously frazzled from work.

      “How was your night?” I asked, settling down on the sofa again. He’d settled into a chair at my table.

      “Crappy,” he answered.

      “Want coffee?”

      “No. Need to get to sleep soon,” he replied. He closed his eyes, leaning back. “Thanks for asking, though.”

      “Glad to. Want to talk about it?” I asked. I didn’t want to pry, but if I could help, I wanted to.

      “Just the usual crap.”

      I sipped my coffee. “That woman mentioned some missing kids. You hear anything about that?”

      He opened his eyes. They looked a little haunted. “Lots of kids go missing. Anything special about these?”

      “She said they’d been bitten by a wolf. And then they were lost. Or taken. Or something.” It sounded stupid as I said it, but I recalled the deadly intelligence behind the eyes of the canine I’d seen attack the boy. The memory sent chills down my spine.

      “Dog attacks do happen,” Drew said. He rubbed his eyes, trying to clear the sleep away from them. “Dog attacks and disappearances? I hadn’t heard about it before, no. You sure she wasn’t putting you on?”

      “No. But I saw a big dog attack that kid I was treating. And it did look a lot like a wolf.” I filled him in on the attack, my appearance, and the wolf-dog’s odd escape.

      He scowled. “Damn it, Raven. You can’t just go shooting at any stray dog you meet. You get the permit to have a firearm yet?”

      “Yes,” I said, stung. He’d helped me push through the application. Of course, the pistol I owned was still illegal. I’d stolen it from a street thug who’d tried to threaten me with it. I wanted to get rid of it, but I kept finding it too useful to have around. I’d dump it when I got a new, legal one. Soon.

      “The city has listening devices. A gun goes off anywhere in Boston, the police usually have GPS coordinates in minutes, and squad car is on the way in short order. They see you?” he asked.

      “No.” I hadn’t seen them, either. But I’d cleared out of the alley pretty quickly, too.

      “Well, that’s something,” he said, running his hand through his hair. Then he stopped and gave me a strange look. “I am tired. You think this is some sort of spooky business, don’t you?”

      That was our code word. When we said ‘spooky business’, we meant that we were dealing with something that had to do with magic. Or monsters.

      Most of the world didn’t believe in either. But we knew better.

      “I don’t know,” I said. I shrugged, then hugged myself, feeling suddenly cold. I’d had two run-ins with the nasty end of ‘spooky business’. Both had been horrific experiences. I was still having nightmares more often than not. “But my gut says yes.”

      “Damn.” Drew stood up and paced a moment. Then he turned to me. “Raven, stay out of it this time? Please? We survived the last thing…”

      “I killed the last thing, you mean,” I said. A spider demon that had been preying on children and their parents for who knew how long.

      Drew winced. He’d been poisoned, trapped, and helpless through that fight. “It almost killed us.”

      “Almost only counts in horseshoes and hand grenades,” I quipped. It didn’t sound as light as I’d meant it to.

      Drew walked over to the sofa and knelt on the floor in front of me. He took both my hands in his and looked into my eyes. Those eyes of his were to die for. I melted a little, just looking at him, and smiled in spite of the turn our conversation had taken.

      “Please,” he said. “I know you. I know how you want to help everyone. But stay out of this if you can?”

      I sighed and looked away. It was the same story. Kids were in danger, and I had a feeling it was of the ‘spooky’ sort. Which meant that the usual authorities were going to be useless. Worse, if this thing were just targeting undocumented people, then they might not be able to go to get official help at all. It could attack, kill, kidnap, whatever it was doing without ever fearing retribution from the police. Drew and his friends in the Boston police department would never even hear about it.

      If I didn’t try to help these kids, who would?

      Drew stood up. I looked back at him, but his face was a blank mask. He’d put on what I called his ‘cop look’. I knew that I’d hurt him, by not just agreeing with him. Damn it, he wasn’t wrong! We’d almost been killed, and here I was ready to throw myself back into the fire again. Why couldn’t I just do what he asked?

      But I couldn’t ignore this. I knew that, deep inside. And he knew it too. What I wasn’t certain of was whether that would break us or not.

      Drew didn’t say anything else. He turned and went into the bedroom, and shut the door behind him. Off to sleep, probably. He’d had a long night.

      Part of me wanted to go in there and talk with him. If we hashed this out now, maybe we could get past whatever wall had suddenly dropped between us. I loved it when he looked at me with that care in his eyes. And I hated it when he retreated behind a passionless mask just as much as I loved the other him.

      I drained the last of my coffee. He’d gone to bed. If he’d wanted to talk right now he’d have stayed out here and talked. But I really did need to find someone to speak with about all this. And the number of people who knew magic was a real thing didn’t give me a lot of options. I was lucky though. There was one person I could think of who might be able to help me. I tossed on a light coat against the autumn breeze and headed out, trying not to think about the man asleep in my bed. Trying not to wish things this morning had gone very differently.
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      Father Mike’s church was only a short bike ride away. I took my motorcycle, letting the wind wash away some of my worries while I rode. Life hadn’t been so confusing, before. What was I going to do about Drew? He was in my life. I liked having him in my life. But it wasn’t going to work out if he thought he could just shut me down or stop me from doing what I felt I had to.

      For that matter, why did I feel a pressing need to get involved in every crisis that rolled my way? Or was it really every crisis? Seemed to me like the ones I kept getting wrapped up in had to do with kids. Which probably meant it had to do with Cordelia – my daughter, still lost…somewhere.

      I knew I probably needed therapy over the whole mess. But my last attempt to find someone to handle that job hadn’t worked out well. The therapist had turned out to be another monster. Literally. She almost ate Drew and I before I killed her.

      Was that all I had left? Going around killing monsters? It didn’t seem like a reliable way to make a living. I was flush with cash for the moment, but that wouldn’t last forever. I needed to get back to being a doctor, or find something else to do with myself.

      My head was still a jumble as I pulled into the church parking lot. Father Mike was out back, raking leaves into a neat pile. He waved when he saw me. He was a short man, almost as round as he was tall, and balding a little. He was a strange one, too. One of the only two people I’d confided my whole story to, he never batted an eye through the telling. His belief helped keep me sane through some rough days.

      I wasn’t Catholic, but I gave a reverent nod to the church as I passed by. Father Mike believed. That was enough for me to show some respect.

      “Rough day?” he asked as I got closer.

      “You could say that.”

      “Come inside for some tea.”

      His tea rack was to die for. The man had an entire cupboard full of teas I’d never even heard of before. Once I was sitting down and sipping some lavender Earl Grey, the story sort of just spilled out of me. Everything that was bothering me left in a flood. Father Mike just sat and listened through all of it, nodding here and there. He was a good listener.

      “What’s bothering you more,” he asked when I was done. “That you think you’ve run into yet another monster? Or that Andrew is asking you not to get involved this time?”

      “I don’t know,” I said, shrugging while I looked down into my tea.

      “Or is what’s really bugging you the fact that you feel driven to save these children?” he asked gently.

      That stung. I was a pediatrician. Of course I wanted to help kids. I looked up sharply, a retort ready on my lips. But it died when I saw the compassionate look in his eyes.

      “Obviously that hit home,” he said softly. “Raven, have you considered that all your actions since losing Cordelia have been impacted by that loss? You’re fighting monsters, yes. But my guess is that there are many monsters out there. Why are you fighting the ones preying on children?”

      “Because those are the ones I keep running into?” I asked.

      He nodded. “That could be. But why? Why are you finding yourself at odds with just those predators who target the young?”

      I thought about it for a moment. I didn’t really have a good answer for him. “These things just seem to happen to me. It’s not like I go looking for trouble,” I said.

      “The first time, you went after the person who stole your child. Quite persistently. The second, you were attacked, and once you found out the nature of the attacker you went after her anyway. Because she attacked you? Or because she was preying on children?”

      I shook my head. “It’s not that simple…”

      “And now,” he went on, “there’s a case where someone close to you is suggesting you stay out. You have nothing on the line here. The monster isn’t after you. It hasn’t hurt you at all. It’s hurting children. But you feel a drive to hunt it down and stop it anyway, don’t you?”

      “Yes, damn it!” I said. My voice was louder than I’d meant it to be. With an effort I relaxed, and lowered my volume before going on. “It’s hurting kids, Mike.”

      He nodded again. And then just looked at me, his eyes asking me to keep talking.

      “So you think I just, what? Want to stop things from eating kids? What’s wrong with that?” I asked.

      “Nothing,” he said. “But they won’t replace Cordelia.”

      That did it. Tears started running from my eyes. Because he was right. No matter how many kids I saved, they would never be my daughter. They’d never replace her. I could never expunge my failure to save her. Nothing I could do would ever remove that stain from my spirit.

      “You’re still feeling that same guilt,” Mike said in a reproving tone. “We’ve talked about that. Raven, I know you want your daughter back. But has it occurred to you that she might be well off wherever she is right now?”

      Memories of the night she vanished flashed through my mind. The black portal, tentacles snaking out of it and dragging her in. Then the portal flashing white, just as her foot touched the edge. The portal vanished a second later and Cordelia had disappeared at the same moment. Father Mike was convinced that she hadn’t fallen into whatever dark realm she’d been intended to go to, but had gone somewhere else instead.

      Where, he didn’t know.

      “I wish I could think that,” I said miserably.

      “Have a little faith,” Father Mike said, a smile crooking the corner of his mouth.

      I smiled back, wiping some of the tears from my cheeks. “It’s not easy to have faith after all I’ve seen.”

      “On the contrary,” he said. “You’ve all the more reason to believe. You’ve seen that monsters and magic are real with your own eyes. How can you think that there are not good things to balance that darkness?”

      He had a point, at that. I’d seen so much… Was it really so implausible that there would be good things out there too? And if there were, perhaps all I needed to do was find them, and they might be able to lead me to Cordelia. It was a chance. A slim one, but it might be worth something.

      And how better to attract the attention of the light than by fighting back against the darkness? That settled things in my mind. I was resolved. I knew now what I had to do.

      “Thanks for the tea, Father Mike. And the advice.”

      His eyebrows lifted. “Done so soon? Well, I do have a yard to finish tending to.”

      “I have a dog to catch,” I said.

      “Be careful then,” he warned. “Wolves are not easy to catch, even natural ones. And if you’re right and this is something else… Well, remember that the legends say werewolves don’t like silver, but they’re wrong. Try wolfsbane instead.” He added the last with a chuckle that made me wonder if he was joking around or not.

      But I shivered, recalling how the thing had vanished so completely when I was chasing it. How it had run off even after being shot. I didn’t know exactly what it was I was dealing with, but would need to be prepared for anything.
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      I figured I would swing back by the house. If Drew was up, it was time for a chat. I wasn’t thrilled with the idea of his trying to run my life for me. He was obviously equally unhappy about the idea of my going and facing off against monsters. If we were going to continue having a relationship we needed to hash the issue out. Otherwise it was going to break us.

      That was my plan, anyway. But as soon as I saw Maria standing in the bottom of the stairwell up to my apartment, I knew something was up. Her eyes were dark with fear.

      “Miss Raven, please,” she said. “I need your help. Daniel needs your help.”

      She was distraught. I could see the streaks left from tears on her face. Her eyes were red and puffy. Something was very wrong.

      “What’s happened?” I asked. “Is it Daniel’s wound?”

      “No,” she said, waving the thought away with her hand. “It seemed to barely hurt him after he left here. He is gone. Daniel is gone.”

      “Gone?” I asked. “Missing, or…”

      “He was taken,” she said, her voice dropping to a whisper. “Like the other children the wolf bit.”

      “Show me,” I said. I didn’t have time to go get Drew. If the boy was taken, he might not have long. Given how he’d acted around them earlier, getting Drew on board to help would take too much time. That discussion I’d wanted to have with him would have to wait. I snagged a few things from the saddlebags of my motorcycle and then we left.

      She took me outside and down the block, then across a street and up a narrow footpath between two buildings. Boston is full of little warrens and byways that lead to unexpected places. This path led to a rundown old apartment building. The place had seen much better days. Trash littered the brick court out front, and graffiti decorated the front walls. The window on the front door had a huge series of cracks running across it. She unlocked the front door and let me in.

      The inside was a bit better than the out. It was run down, but clean. She started up the stairs.

      “Top floor,” Maria said.

      I sighed, wishing I’d had jogging shoes on instead of my riding boots. It was a long way up. I’d obviously not been keeping up on my fitness as well as I ought, because I was a little winded by the time we reached the top. If Maria felt the same, she wasn’t showing it. She stopped in front of a brown painted door and started undoing locks.

      “Through here,” she said, guiding me past a small living area and kitchen. “His room is here.”

      She gestured at an open door. I could feel a breeze coming from the room. As soon as I stepped inside, I saw why. The window was shattered. Glass was scattered all over the room. There were some signs of a struggle in the room: an overturned chair, covers pulled from the bed and tangled on the floor, and a splash of blood on a small shard of glass.

      “The window was broken in from the outside,” I said. The glass was all over the floor of the room, but none was on the fire escape landing just outside the window. “Someone broke in here. Have you called the police?”

      Maria shook her head. “No, I cannot call the police.”

      “They can help!” I said.

      “Help how? By locking me up and taking away my boy?”

      I sighed. There was no way I was going to overcome her fear. It was too well grounded, and not without cause. It was hard for undocumented people to get help or services of any kind. Hard for them to trust enough to ask in the first place. That was why this monster was going after these people in the first place. They were helpless, and as far as the authorities were concerned, they didn’t exist in the first place. If a few ‘illegals’ vanished, nobody in power was going to care. It made me furious. It also made them the perfect victims.

      There was no way that a wolf could have carried the boy out through the window and gotten away with him down the fire escape. Even if he’d been knocked out, Daniel would still have been an impossible weight for the animal to carry away without causing damage. I scanned the metal rails and platform, but there wasn’t any sign of blood. I was convinced he hadn’t been carried off by a wolf.

      “The other missing children. Are you sure they were all bitten?” Maybe we were dealing with a human culprit.

      “Si,” she said. “All of them.”

      Or maybe it was something that was only a wolf part of the time. I’d run into a monster that shifted from human form into a giant spider, after all. I remembered Father Mike’s joke about werewolves. What was I getting myself into, here?

      I stepped out through the gaping window and onto the fire escape. How was I going to track the thing? There was no trail. There was nothing here to show where it might have gone. I found myself wishing Drew were here after all, along with a team of forensics folks. He could bring in resources that might actually help. But there was no way she was going to let me summon the police to her home.

      I scanned the view from the balcony. It wasn’t much. Lots of old buildings. Some, like this one, were run down and starting to show their age. But not far away were some that were much cleaner, nicer – newly updated and expensive. Drew said he hadn’t heard about any canine attacks on kids, which meant none of the attacks had been reported to the police. The wealthy were a few steps away from the poor and this thing was only targeting those who couldn’t go anywhere for help.

      Except to me. Maria had come to me.

      I could almost see the alley where Daniel was attacked from here. We were certainly close enough for whatever it was to still consider this its territory. What if there were some clues left behind in the alley that I’d missed?

      “I’m going to try to find him, Maria,” I said. “I’ll try to bring him home.”

      She nodded, her eyes sad. I could see her grieving already. She’d all but given up. But then, she’d been hearing about these attacks on kids for a while now. She knew when Daniel was bitten that he was still in danger.

      “Thank you,” she said. But her eyes held no hope.

      I growled and started down the fire escape. Somehow, I had to bring that boy home to his mother.
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      What do all the movie good guys do when they want to find the bad guy? They go back to the scene of the crime. It seemed like it the best idea at the time. Perhaps there was some clue left behind. Something that might tell me more about the nature of what it was I was fighting, at least. I’d cleared out pretty fast before. Maybe a closer look would help.

      Or maybe the critter would have a lair somewhere nearby, and I’d be able to find it and deal with it once and for all. I made sure my pistol and flare gun were handy, just in case. I’d grabbed them from my motorcycle bags earlier, but I made sure they were both loose enough in my jacket pockets that I could draw them quickly in a pinch.

      I didn’t have any silver bullets, but I’d made the thing bleed with a normal round before. If I shot it enough times, it ought to take it down. If that didn’t work, maybe setting it on fire with a flare would.

      Hey, it had been doing the trick for me so far.

      They alley was deserted. Not a huge shock. It wasn’t a bad part of town, but people don’t tend to hang out in dead end alleys even in the nice parts of Boston. I peered down, looking for movement. Nothing seemed to be waiting to jump out at me.

      The garbage cans were just as I’d left them. Maybe a bit more full, but nothing odd. The drops of blood had faded to rust color where they’d landed on the pavement. I stalked them again, tracking the path deeper into the gloomy shadow shed by the tall brownstones on either side of me. I hadn’t been able to follow the wolf before, but if I failed this time a lot more was on the line.

      The alley opened up a bit at the end. Piles of junk and refuse filled the left hand side. Old pallets left half rotted mixed with a few plastic bags filled with trash were heaped haphazardly against the stone wall. Off to my right was the direction the wolf had fled. I could still see a few of the spots where the blood had dried on the ground.

      There was one last drop right under the fire escape. The trail ended cold, right there. I looked up. The nearest rung was about ten feet in the air. How had it managed to get up that high? I couldn’t imagine a wolf jumping up ten feet in the air. Not a normal wolf, anyway. Heck, I couldn’t get up that high. I looked around for something to pull the ladder down, and settled on an old signpost someone had dropped here as trash. It ought to work.

      The sign was heavy. I could barely hold the thing over my head. But I managed to hook the bottom rung of the ladder with the sign. Once that was done all I had to do was yank down hard to bring the ladder to me. It came down to the ground level with a screeching sound of rusty metal. I looked around, sure someone was going to come ask me what the hell I was doing, but no one so much as looked out a window. Boston – weird noises were the norm, not the exception.

      I started making my way up the ladder. On the first landing, I scanned the metal carefully. It took me a moment, but I found what I was looking for. A small reddish splotch against the black painted steel. It had come up this way! I still didn’t know how it had managed the jump, but I’d seen enough to know that whatever it was I was hunting, it was no normal wolf. My best guess was that it had continued climbing all the way to the roof. Most likely it had finished the climb after I rounded the corner. I was looking for it at ground level. If it was quiet enough, I’d never have seen it.

      Climbing up the rest of those stairs was a nerve-wracking experience. For all I knew the monster wolf was waiting for me up there, fangs ready to tear out my throat as soon as I was in range. I reached into my pocket, taking careful hold of my pistol. I didn’t want to flash the gun around and scare a bunch of people. Plus Drew would give me hell if I were arrested for waving a gun in public. But I wanted it close at hand. Just in case. The stairs came to a halt at the roof. Carefully I peeked out over the top, and…

      Nothing. The roof was a flat open space. Tarpaper covered it. A few brick chimneys jutted out here and there. And there was a doorway to a stairwell in the middle. But no wolf. I exhaled, trying to get myself to relax a little. It wasn’t here. There was nothing to worry about. I felt a moment of disappointment. I’d been hoping for something more than an empty roof. I really should have known better, but I was desperate. I could almost feel the time dripping away from me. How long did Daniel have? Was I already too late?

      I clambered over the edge of the roof, slinging one leg and then the other over the brickwork wall dividing the fire escape from the tarpaper. It wasn’t until I had my second boot set down again that I heard the low growl.

      From behind me.

      I whirled, hand going to my pistol as I tried to turn around in time. A grey flash tore through the air, slamming hard into my shoulder. The force of the impact knocked me off my feet and I slammed into the roof hard.

      It was the wolf. The thing was huge, and circled me, snarling as it sauntered up from my feet around closer to my head. Another moment and it would lunge in. One snap of those jaws on my neck and I’d be done. Feral yellow eyes bored into mine.

      The wolf snapped its teeth by my knee. I jerked away, and my fingers clenched in reaction. Smooth metal met my right hand. The touch of my gun brought some clarity back to my thinking. I wasn’t helpless. I wasn’t defenseless. I could fight.

      I drew the pistol from my pocket in one fluid motion. The wolf had been waiting for the move though, and lunged in. Its teeth caught my arm, but I was still wearing my riding jacket. The tough leather held. It clamped down its jaws anyway, and it hurt! I screamed and dropped the pistol.

      One more shot. I had another weapon. Panting with the effort, I shoved my left hand into my jacket and drew my flare gun. I fired the flare into the wolf’s face at point blank range. Blazing light flashed. I could smell singed fur. The wolf yelped and dashed clear, pawing at its eyes in distress.

      I rolled back to my feet, cradling the injured arm. Agony flashed through my forearm every time I moved it. I didn’t think the bone was broken, but it had been a near thing. There was no way I was going to be able to reload the flare gun in time. I had to grab the pistol. It was right there in front of me, bare metal gleaming against the black rooftop. The trouble was that it was about halfway in between the wolf and me. And the wolf was recovering. The flare had singed it and blinded it a moment, but it wasn’t badly hurt.

      I dove for the gun, reaching out my good left hand.

      The wolf snarled and slashed at me with its teeth, cutting open the back of my hand. I cried out again, but my fingers connected with steel and I came up shooting. I got off two shots before the furry beast slammed into me again, driving me back to the ground. At least one of the shots had hit, but it wasn’t enough to stop the thing.

      My head hit the roof. Stars flashed in front of my vision. The wolf padded forward. Blood was dripping from its shoulder. It was limping a little bit. Good, at least I’d hurt the thing. I could barely move, and blackness was curling in around the edges of my vision.

      Its lips drew back in a vicious snarl. I refused to close my eyes. I’d fight the thing with my last breath. I was sorry though. So sorry that Drew had been right – I should never have come after this monster. There was always going to be one that was too fast, too tough, too powerful for me. I’d gotten lucky twice, but what made me think I could take on every dark thing that haunted this city?

      The wolf lunged in at my neck. Something black blurred alongside me and slammed into the wolf a moment before its fangs sank into my carotid. There was a yelp, and more snarling. Was it fighting? What was going on?

      I struggled up on one arm just in time to see something black as night rush at me, almost too fast to see it moving. It smacked into my chest and sent my head back against the roof again. This fall was too much too fast. I blacked out.
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      I came to in a rush of jumbled scents and sensations. Sharp odors assaulted my nose, like being in the middle of a tea store with all the jars open. I was laying on something soft and warm, and covered up to my neck. I opened my eyes and had a moment of disorientation. This wasn’t someplace I recognized. The room was dimly lit, but I could see enough to tell I was in a cluttered bedroom somewhere, laying on a small bed. The cover over me was a heavy blanket that smelled like wool and dog. Where was I? How had I gotten here?

      Things came back to me in a quick burst. The rooftop. The fight with the wolf. Then something else had come in and saved me just when I was about to become puppy chow. I shivered. I could still recall those fangs, just inches away from my face. It had been a near thing.

      My hand burned. I tried to pull it up to look at the wound I’d gotten from the wolf, but my hand tangled in the covers. I brought it carefully out where I could see it. Someone had wrapped the bite carefully with gauze. Whoever it was, they’d done a creditable job. It showed both care and some experience with wound care. I decided to leave the wrap alone, at least for now.

      “Awake at last?”

      The voice was from a woman standing in the doorway. I hadn’t heard her arrive there, and she startled me. She was taller than I was. Leaning against the door frame her head came very nearly to the top. She was slim, with hair as dark as mine, wearing black leggings and a black t-shirt. She held a mug in one hand.

      “Did you save me?” I asked.

      “Good. If you remember the attack, then your head was not too badly hurt. You might want to go be seen by a doctor anyway,” she said, padding into the room. She was barefoot. I couldn’t hear her footfalls on the carpeted floor. The way she walked reminded me of how I’d seen my Tai Chi instructors move. She had that same easy grace about her.

      “I am a doctor,” I said. I levered myself up a bit on one arm, using the other to gingerly touch my head. But I didn’t seem to have any major bruises. A faint headache was still sitting there in the back of my head, but it was bearable.

      “A doctor of what?” she asked, her eyebrows going up. She’d reached my bedside and sat down on the bed next to me.

      “Medicine,” I said. “Pediatrics.”

      She nodded, as if that made sense. “And what were you doing hunting things better left alone?”

      “A dog attacked a kid. I was looking for clues about where it might have gone before it hurt someone else.”

      Her lips grew tight. “I think you know full well that was no dog,” she said.

      “I don’t know what you mean,” I replied. Better to keep my secrets to myself until I knew who this woman was. I’d seen bad things happen before when I spilled too much information about myself.

      She leaned in toward me. Her body came uncomfortably close, well inside my personal space. I could smell her from here, which surprised me. My sense of smell isn’t usually that good, but she smelled of some sort of combination of musk and pine. My heart beat a little faster. Her face was only a foot away from mine.

      Then she snaked out a hand, faster than I could react, and pulled my pendant free from my shirt. The glow, so easy to pass off as just reflections during the day, was easy to spot in the faint light of the room. That glow was my last link to Cordelia. Before, it had glowed only when I’d pointed it in her direction, like a tracking device. Once she’d vanished it simply glowed all the time. The wizard who’d made it said that it would glow as long as she was alive. He’d lied about nearly everything else, but I clung to the hope that he had told the truth about the little talisman. It was the last link I had to my daughter.

      “You are a terrible liar,” she said. “And your secrets reveal themselves far too willingly.”

      I reached up and snatched the necklace back from her. She let it go and backed away a bit. The moment of intimacy was gone. Part of me was relieved, part of me wanted it back. It was a confusing array of emotions.

      “Who are you?” I asked.

      “Someone who saved your life,” she said. “At some great risk to myself.”

      “Is the wolf dead, then?”

      “No,” she frowned. “He got away. I was concerned for you, and didn’t chase. But don’t worry. Now that I know he is out there, I will make sure he is dealt with.”

      “I don’t understand!” I said, frustrated.

      “You don’t have to,” she replied. She held out the mug to me. “Tea? You’ll feel better.”

      I suddenly realized I was horribly thirsty, and hungry too. I took the cup. If she’d meant me harm, she could have done whatever she’d wanted while I was unconscious. I sniffed the tea anyway. I could smell black tea leaves in the mix, and something else too. I wasn’t sure quite what. I took a tentative sip. It was bitter, but mostly just tasted of unsweetened tea. I took a bigger gulp.

      “I have honey, if you like,” she said.

      “No, thanks though. I prefer my tea plain,” I said. I felt dry as a bone. “How did you know I would be thirsty?”

      “You’ve been laying there for over twelve hours. Most people wake up thirsty after so long. And you had a light fever too,” she said. “I applied a dressing to the wound on your hand, along with an ointment to draw out any…infection that might have spread to you from the bite. The tea should help in that as well.”

      I sipped a bit more of the tea and then almost spat it back out again as what she said sank in. “Twelve hours? What time is it?”

      “Almost midnight,” she replied.

      “Shit.” Drew was going to be worried to death. Worse than that. When I didn’t come home he would have gone out looking for me. I doubted that he would call for a police search. If monsters were involved, he’d want to keep things quiet. But he would be out looking for me. And he was good at his job. He’d probably think to check the alley himself. If the wolf was still around there somewhere, Drew might be in trouble. He might already have been hurt.

      Then I remembered Daniel. I winced. It would probably already be too late for the kid. I didn’t know how long the wolf was likely to keep prey alive, but I didn’t think it would be forever. Why had it dragged him away alive, anyway? Not enough blood in his room for it to have just killed him there. Why didn’t it?

      “What’s wrong?” she asked.

      She still hadn’t told me so much as her name, and she knew far more about me than I was comfortable with. I wasn’t about to tell her about Drew, no matter how much I was worried for him. Daniel seemed like a safe topic, though.

      “There’s a boy. He was bitten by the wolf this morning, and then stolen away from his room this afternoon. I was out hoping to find him, but it might be too late,” I said. “There’s been a recent string of kidnappings after bites. All children of people who can’t report the loss to the authorities.”

      She hissed and slid further away from me. “Damn him.”

      My turn to ask. “What’s wrong?” And who was ‘him’, I wanted to add.

      “It’s almost certainly too late for the boy, but not how you think. How many of these children have been stolen?” she asked.

      “In total? Four that I know of.”

      “Damn,” she repeated. “He’s really doing it.”

      “Doing what?” I asked. She’d completely lost me. But she obviously knew a lot more about what we were facing, and I wanted the information. I sat up the rest of the way and glared daggers at her. “If you know anything that can help me help them, spill it!”

      “Why do you care?” she spat. “Go back to your home. This is not your problem. It’s not even your world.”

      Her question reminded me of my conversation with Father Mike earlier. Why did I care? Why did these kids matter enough to me that I was willing to risk my life to save one of them? Was it just because I was still reeling from the loss of Cordelia? Was it only because I was trying to make up for the guilt of having failed her? I had a small flash of insight.

      “I care because nobody else is willing to care,” I said. My tone was cool, and calm. But I said it with force, too – more surety and intensity than I’d thought I felt around it.

      Her eyes narrowed. “Who made you their protector?”

      “I did.”

      She stood up and stalked away from the bed. “You don’t even know what you’re getting into. Go home, woman.”

      I swung my legs off the bed. I still had my clothes on, even if they were a bit rumpled. My feet were bare, but the carpet felt good on my toes. I set the tea mug down on a small tablet next to the bed.

      “Then tell me,” I said. “Maybe we can help each other.”

      “The day I need help from the likes of you to deal with one rogue wolf…” she muttered. Then her eyes focused on my chest. I wasn’t sure what she was looking at for a moment, but when I looked down the glow from my necklace was radiant as ever.

      “Then again, you are certainly more than just what you seem,” she said. “We’ll see how well you handle this truth, then.

      She stripped off her shirt.

      “I don’t…” I started to say something. I wasn’t sure just what.

      She put her finger to her lips. “Shhhh.”

      Then she hooked her fingers into her leggings and slid them off. I blinked. What the hell was she doing? I could feel my face heat up as a deep blush hit my cheeks.

      And then her form shimmered and changed in front of me.
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      One moment there was a naked woman standing in front of me making me blush. The next there was a huge black wolf standing where she had been.

      Nothing I’d ever seen could have prepared me for the experience. I’d seen a spider that changed into a woman – or the other way around, I was never quite sure which. But I’d never actually seen her transformation. I’d only imagined it had been like something out of old B films. A slow, painful transformation from one form to the other, the body slowly reshaping itself into the new shape.

      This was nothing like that. I wasn’t quite sure what it was like. It happened too quickly for me to follow. It was almost like a shimmer, like I was looking at her through a mirage. The next moment the shimmer was gone, and the wolf was there instead of the woman.

      My first thought was that this was the same wolf I’d fought on the roof. I was over the bed on the other side before I could blink. I reached my hands for my weapons instinctively. But I wasn’t wearing my coat. It was draped over the chair across the room. I didn’t even know if the weapons were back in the pockets there, if I’d lost them up on the roof during the fight, or if the woman in front of me had saved them and put them somewhere else.

      The woman. She’d been talking about the wolf I’d fought as a he. And this wolf wasn’t the same. It was nearly pure black, and the other wolf had been grey. They were clearly alike: huge animals, far bigger than most canines I’d seen or heard about. But this wasn’t the one that had attacked me.

      I tried to relax a little. She was an amazing creature. Graceful, in a way that made my instincts scream danger at the top of their lungs. Yellow eyes blinked at me. She hadn’t moved from where she stood across the room from me.

      “You’re beautiful,” I said to her.

      She leaped forward onto the bed. I dropped my right leg back, left arm up and guarding my neck, right hand chambering back to strike if I needed it. In a hand to fang contest, I was going to lose. But if she was rushing at me to fight, I wasn’t going to go quietly.

      But she didn’t strike. She stopped atop the bed. She sniffed the air between us and then lay down on the bed where I’d been just a few minutes earlier. Then she shimmered again.

      A moment later she was back in human form. She stretched, and smiled up at me.

      “You’re brave for a human, I’ll give you that,” she said. “Not a scream, not a yell. You stood your ground when I came at you. You smell of fear, but also of defiance.”

      She reached out a hand and ran it down my thigh. I could feel the heat of her fingers through my jeans.

      “And you called me beautiful. You get points for that, too,” she said.

      I pulled away from her hand and sat down on the foot of the bed. I worked hard to keep the blush off my cheeks this time. I wasn’t sure if it was working.

      “Werewolf?” I said. I couldn’t think of much else to say.

      “You might call us that,” she replied. She propped herself up on one elbow.

      “The other wolf. He’s one too?”

      “Yes,” she growled. “Of my pack. And breaking the rules. I’m going to need to deal with him permanently.”

      “How is he breaking the rules?” I asked. “By attacking the children?”

      She sighed. “We try to avoid killing humans. It gets noticed. Our survival largely depends on people not believing that we exist. You can understand that, I assume?” She nodded at my pendant again.

      I wondered what she thought I was. Clearly, she recognized the pendant as magic. She knew I was human, but she did she think I had some sort of special powers, like the wizard who’d crafted the pendant? I nodded back at her.

      “But he’s not killing those children,” she said.

      I breathed out a huge sigh of relief. If he wasn’t killing them... “Then I can save them. I can bring Daniel back to his mother.”

      She frowned. “That will be a problem. He’s not killing them, because he is biting them. Making them into beings like himself. And like me.”

      All of the stories I’d heard about werewolves came back to me in a rush. They didn’t all say that a bite from one of their kind would turn you into one yourself. But a lot of the stories agreed on that. I looked down at my bandaged hand with a sense of growing dread. And the smallest bit of something else.

      “Am I going to get furry from this?” I asked, holding my hand up for her.

      “I don’t think so, no. I got to you in time. The poultice I applied should counteract the bite’s effects for the most part. The tea you drank was also laced with a counter agent. You may feel some effects, but you shouldn’t experience the change. I didn’t think you wanted to ‘get furry’?” She asked that last like it was a question, her eyebrows raising.

      “Not really, no. Thank you,” I said. And I meant it, or thought I did. So why did a little part of me feel let down?

      “Just so,” she said.

      “Can’t we just give the children the same treatment?” I asked. I had a feeling I wasn’t going to like the answer.

      “It’s too late. If I’d gotten to them within the first hour or so of being bitten, I could have helped. But by now the change will have already taken deep root within them. Nothing will return them to what they were now.”

      Damn. Even if I could save Daniel and the other children, they’d be werewolves. I wasn’t sure how Maria might react to that. I had a feeling this wasn’t going to be an easy reunion.

      “I am Sylvia,” she said. She rose from the bed and went back to where she’d dropped her clothes, slipping them back on again. The part of my brain that had been distracted silently thanked her. The rest of my brain wondered what the heck was up with that. I was a doctor. I’d been around naked women plenty of times before without getting all embarrassed about it.

      Hot, naked, sensuous women who turn into wolves? the little corner of my brain asked me. I told it to shut up.

      “I’m Raven,” I said. “Thank you for trusting me.”

      “Oh, I don’t trust you,” she replied easily. “You don’t win my trust that easily. But I know where you live. I can track you with ease. And if you betray me, you’ll be simple enough to kill.”

      I stood up and smiled at her. “Others thought that, too. They aren’t here anymore. I am.”

      She matched my smile, showing about as many teeth as I did. “Don’t put it to the test this time,” she said.

      I didn’t have time for this. Drew was probably out there in danger right now. I needed to go find him before he got himself in a tussle with this thing. I walked over and hooked my jacket from where it was draped over the back of a chair. From the weight, it felt like she’d replaced my weapons back into the pockets. That was showing me trust enough, for now anyway.

      “There’s someone who will be out looking for me by now. If the wolf finds him first...”

      “He’ll die, most likely. Is he a good hunter?” she asked.

      I thought about Drew, with his police skills and his knowledge that monsters were real, out there looking for me. “Yes,” I said.

      “Then we should hurry.”
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      The night time streets were mostly deserted. Sylvia started jogging along the sidewalk like she knew precisely where she was headed. I followed along in her wake. We weren’t far from the rooftop where I’d fought the other wolf. Just a few blocks. I only hoped we would be in time to help Drew. I’d tried calling him, but he wasn’t answering his smartphone. That made me even more concerned. If he was out looking for me, he should have answered right away. Even if he’d been called in to work or something, he would have responded with a quick text. If he could.

      “How do you know where to go?” I asked as we jogged along.

      “I know where all my pack live,” she said.

      “There’s more of you? Why not ask others for help?”

      “You ask a lot of questions, you know that?” she replied. For a moment I thought she wasn’t going to answer. “Mario is changing these children to build his own pack. It’s a direct challenge to my leadership. If I can’t deal with it by myself, then I don’t deserve to be their leader. Mario will take over.”

      That sounded like a disaster waiting to happen. This Mario seemed to have no qualms about making helpless people into beings like himself. I imagined an army of werewolf teenagers loosed on Boston. It wasn’t a pretty picture.

      “The others won’t get involved at all?” I asked.

      “Not until after I deal with Mario. They’ll wait to see which of us wins.”

      It seemed overly simplistic, and I got the impression that I was only being told part of the story. Like there was more to all of this, just beneath the surface. But I held the questions boiling in my brain. Sylvia had been pretty forthcoming so far. I didn’t feel like pushing her too much.

      I still wasn’t sure quite what to make of her. We were allies in this fight, at least. But was she a monster herself? Something I ought to be fighting, so that she could never hurt other people? Was she one of those good magical beings Father Mike had alluded to? Or was the magical world simply as complex as the mundane one, full of a whole bunch of beings that all had their own wants and needs? I had a feeling that was the real answer, and it didn’t make me happy. It would be so much easier to see the world in terms of black and white – monsters versus humans. Pick a side and fight.

      The real world rarely works that way.

      We’d gone three blocks at a good clip, and I wasn’t feeling winded. I wondered about that a little bit.

      “Guess I’m in better shape than I thought,” I muttered quietly to myself.

      “You were bitten,” Sylvia said.

      I almost tripped. “I thought you said you fixed that?”

      “Mostly. You may feel some small effects. Your reflexes might be a bit better, you might be able to run a little faster, things like that. It may not last long,” she warned.

      “I’ll take it while it does.”

      “Don’t try to challenge one of us close up, either. We’ll still be stronger and faster than you. Use your weapons if you must fight.”

      “Got it,” I said. I checked and reloaded the weapons as we ran. The flare gun hadn’t seemed all that useful except as a distraction, but I still wanted both guns ready to go. I also had my knife with me. Given my preferences, I’d rather have had something with more kick. Like a tank. But I’d make do.

      We jogged down another block of brownstones and rounded the corner into a significantly lower rent district. The street was dark. The buildings were mostly dark, with a few lights on here and there. The sidewalks hadn’t been cleaned up lately, and trash was scattered about. It wasn’t the sort of place I’d want to go at night if I had a choice. Sylvia led us straight down the street toward a half gutted building at the end.

      It looked like it had been the victim of a fire. The blaze hadn’t ruined the structure completely, but it was badly damaged. At least part of the roof had caved in, and there were holes showing in the stonework. The windows and front door were boarded up. She stopped in front of the steps, sniffing the air.

      “He’s here,” she whispered.

      “How do we get in?” I said.

      “Back door. Follow me.”

      We crept along the side of the building, sticking to pools of deep shadow whenever we could. I envied her surety of step. I could hear the crack of every twig I stepped on, the swish of each blade of grass. Maybe it was more effects from the bite, or maybe I was just nervous. But to my ears I sounded like an elephant on approach. In contrast, Sylvia was like a patch of darkness gliding between shadows.

      We reached the corner. She peeked around the edge and held up a hand for me to halt. I froze.

      “Someone outside. Wait here,” she whispered, her voice so low I could barely hear the words.

      She slipped around the edge of the building, moving fast. I crept to the spot where she’d been and peeked out. I could see the person she’d spotted. He was right there at the back door, doing something with the door knob. Breaking in? I wasn’t sure, but he was in the way, and Sylvia was about to remove the obstacle. I wasn’t sure how much restraint she was likely to use.

      Then the person at the door shrugged his shoulders in a way I knew perfectly well. It was Drew.

      I launched myself into an all out sprint. If Sylvia reached him, he was a dead man. I wanted to shout, to yell a warning, but I didn’t want to let the enemy know we were here, either. Instead I settled for a whisper, trusting in Sylvia’s hearing to pick it up.

      “He’s a friend!” I whispered.

      She stopped short.

      He looked up, hearing the noise I was making rushing toward them. I could tell he was startled. I saw him go for his gun. Sylvia saw it too and tried to burst into action again. One of them was going to kill the other in the next three seconds, and I had no idea which it would be.

      “Andrew, stop!” I said. This time I pitched my voice loud enough to carry to him.

      He heard me and stopped drawing the pistol. His hand remained near it though. He watched Sylvia warily, but she stopped walking as soon as he stopped drawing the weapon. She glanced back over her shoulder at me, her eyes frosty.

      “Raven? What the hell are you doing here? I’ve been looking for you all over,” he said. He pointed at Sylvia. “And who is she?”

      “She’s with me. I’m sorry I worried you,” I said. I’d dropped from my run into a walk. “The wolf attacked me, knocked me out. She helped me.” I added, pointing at Sylvia.

      “Thank you,” Drew said to her. He turned and gave me a hug. “When you didn’t come home, I hit the street. Found some people who had seen a big wild dog. The stories led me here.”

      “I’m sorry. I tried to call you.”

      Drew chuckled. “Figures. I shut my phone off when I started staking this place out. I saw the wolf go up that fire escape and inside, but I haven’t seen it come back out again.”

      “If you two are done?” Sylvia broke in. She was clearly angry. We both got quiet. “The wolf is inside. And with all this noise, he definitely knows we are here. Our job is now ten times harder.” She shot me a frustrated glance. “This one had better have been worth all the trouble.”

      “Well, I almost had the door open,” Drew said. “Give me a minute and I’ll get us in.”

      “Better idea,” Sylvia said. She walked up to the door and kicked hard at the lock. Her heel connected. There was a shriek of metal twisting, and the door flew open. “No point in subtlety now.”

      She stalked ahead into the darkness.

      “Who is she?” Drew asked.

      “Another wolf,” I whispered back. “Drew… There’s a lot to this. The kids are still alive, most likely inside here somewhere. Some sort of infighting in their pack.”

      “Werewolves?” Drew said. “You found werewolves.”

      “You don’t sound shocked.”

      “Nothing you run into can shock me anymore.”

      Sylvia’s voice came to us from the hallway inside. “Are you two coming?”

      We followed her in. Drew took out his pistol, holding it in one hand and a flashlight in the other. I drew one of my guns for each hand. Never knew which would be more useful. And my vision seemed to be picking things up pretty well even in the relative darkness. I wondered what that meant for me. How much had that bite changed me? How long would it last?
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      Sylvia stopped so sharply that I almost ran into her.

      “The trail leads down from here,” she said. Then she jumped forward and vanished.

      I looked ahead where she’d gone. There was a gaping hole in the hallway floor, stretching maybe ten feet across. Below was a pool of darkness that my eyes could barely penetrate. Drew shone his light into the hole, revealing piles of rubble and scattered bricks. Sylvia was nowhere in sight.

      “Great. How do we get down?” Drew asked.

      I spotted a pipe half twisted from its mounting, jutting out partway across the hole. The end of the pipe was about five feet away from me.

      “I think I can make that pipe,” I said. Before Drew could tell me it was too dangerous, I jumped.

      I caught the pipe easily with both hands. It bent as it took my weight, and I swung down toward the basement floor. I let go as soon as I felt my feet brushing the concrete. Then I looked back up, grinning. I felt good – great even. That was an awesome jump, and I’d made it easily.

      Drew was frowning down at me. “What about me?” he asked. “Never mind. I can work my way down.” He put away his gun and tossed the flashlight down to me, then stuck his legs out into the hole. He rolled over on his belly and slowly lowered himself down.

      He started to slide when his feet were still about six feet off the floor. I looked at the rocks underneath him. He was going to have a rough landing.

      “Shit!” he said. He started to fall.

      I was underneath him before I had time to think about it. I reached out both arms and caught him. He looked up into my eyes, both my arms cradling him. I’d expected his usual good humor, a joke, or even a smile. But what crossed his face instead was fear.

      I set him down gently, and he dusted himself off.

      “How did you do that?” he asked. “I weigh about two hundred pounds. I could have hurt you. I should have hurt you.”

      I suddenly didn’t want to talk to him about the bite. But his eyes were already looking at the bandage on my hand. What could I tell him? What could I say that would make that fear and worry in his eyes go away?

      “I’m sure my arms are going to be sore in the morning,” I quipped.

      He didn’t buy it. “What did they do to you?” he asked softly.

      “They didn’t do anything,” I said, stressing the first word. “The gray wolf bit me. On the hand. Their change is transmitted by bite, but Sylvia says she got to me in time to stop it.”

      “Sylvia says,” he replied, deadpan. “And you trust her.”

      “She could have let me die. She could have killed me herself, more than once.”

      “Or she could have had a reason to keep you alive. To use you. Raven, these are monsters...like the spider. Like Kane. They prey on us.” And now he wasn’t sure if I was still ‘us’, or if I’d suddenly become ‘them’. I could see it in his eyes, and it hurt.

      “She said I might see a few effects, temporarily,” I said.

      “How do you know she was telling the truth?” he asked.

      “I don’t. But I don’t have a lot of other options right now, do I?” I put my hands on my hips. I was about done with this conversation. “Are you going to help me rescue the kids, or not?”

      “Of course I will. It’s us against them,” he said.

      I let it drop. The kids weren’t human anymore. Not fully human, not if what Sylvia had said was the truth. They had changed into whatever she was. And Drew knew that. But he was ignoring the truth because it was easier to keep things black and white. God, I wished that I could go back to seeing things in that same black and white myself. But I’d never been really good at that in the first place.

      Drew took back his flashlight and we went looking for Sylvia. At first I wasn’t sure how we were going to find her. The basement was large, and had a series of connected rooms. But then I spotted a flickering light from up ahead and heard voices. I took two steps toward the light and spotted clothing on the floor. It was Sylvia’s leggings and shirt. I scooped them up from the floor to bring them along. She must have changed.

      “Shut off the flashlight,” I whispered to Drew.

      He did as I asked, and we moved toward the light as quietly as we could. We stopped just outside a large room and peered within.

      A fire pit lit the room, casting the flickering shadows I’d spotted that led us here. Rubble was heaped against the walls in piles. Sylvia was there, in wolf form. Her black wolf was surrounded by four smaller wolves in varying colors. Brown, tan, and two gray canines all snapped at her from different angles. She growled at them, snarling and keeping them at bay, but only just.

      I wasn’t sure why she didn’t move from that spot at first. She was standing halfway up a pile of rubble, but she could have bounded away from the smaller wolves easily. Then I saw the gleam of metal around her leg. She’d stepped into some sort of trap, and it had snared her. She couldn’t get away.

      The big gray was there too. He wasn’t involved in the fight. He sat on his haunches a few feet away, his tongue lolling out of his mouth. It looked suspiciously like wolf laughter. The bastard was enjoying this.

      Four smaller wolves... I knew what had to be going on.

      “Drew,” I said. “Those smaller wolves. Those are the kids.”

      “That’s who we’re rescuing?” he whispered back, incredulous. I recalled his earlier comments about us and them, and frowned. I needed him to stick with me here.

      “If we can. Think about them as kids who’ve been warped by an asshole to break the law. We take down the asshole.”

      “I can do that,” he said, his brow still furrowed. This whole mess was pushing Drew’s limits. But he was a good man. I had confidence he’d pull through.

      One of the smaller wolves got too close and Sylvia snapped her jaws closed on its foreleg. She bit down hard. I could hear the bones crack from across the room. It whined and jumped back, favoring the leg as it hopped clear. But the other pups – it was hard to think about something the size of a collie as a pup, but that’s what they really were – took advantage of the distraction. They lunged in. Sylvia twisted and dodged as best she could, but one of them managed to bite down hard on her neck.

      She pawed at her attacker’s mouth and when that didn’t work she shifted back to human mode and grabbed the pup by its jaws with both hands. She pulled the teeth away from her neck, grunting from the strain. Still holding the pup’s snout, she tossed it against the wall nearby. It cried out as it hit, but it was already trying to stagger back to its feet.

      Sylvia fell backwards against the rubble. Blood poured down her chest. Her leg was badly damaged as well. I knew these werewolves could take a lot of damage. The one I’d shot this morning seemed perfectly OK now. But I wasn’t sure how much more even Sylvia could take before she went down.

      “This is not our way!” she spat at the gray wolf, Mario.

      He shifted back to human form. He was tall, lanky, with a short head of wavy salt and pepper hair and a beard to match. His muscles rippled – the guy was ripped. Maybe all werewolves were in good shape? He was as naked as Sylvia was, and his body was a long line of powerful muscle.

      “It might not be your way,” he said. “But ways change.”

      “Damn you,” she said. “The rest of the pack will never follow you, if you win like this.”

      “With their leader and champion dead? I think they will fall in line.” He paced toward her a bit. “But even if they don’t, what matter? They will discuss, and debate, and by the time they take action my army will be ten times this big. Any dissenters will each die one at a time until the rest fall in line.”

      The pups were closing back in again. Even the wounded two were going to join in on the kill. I could see the flash of desperation flicker through Sylvia’s eyes, replaced almost immediately by resignation. Then she sniffed the air.

      And looked my way. Her eyes met mine for just a moment.

      Drew could be right about her. Perhaps she had been planning to use me in some way. And I didn’t know for certain if she’d told me part of the truth or half-truths. Or even lies. But I felt like I ought to trust her, like she was on the right side here. I trusted my intuition.

      I drew both guns from my pockets and stepped out into the room shooting.
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      I fired the flare gun first. I’d been practicing with the thing and I’d gotten to be a fair shot. The round took Mario square in the chest. He shouted in fear and alarm.

      “Nothing like having a chunk of burning magnesium slam into your chest at high velocity to make your day a little brighter,” I said.

      Then I turned on the pups, who were just whirling around to face this new threat. The two unhurt pups rushed at me. I grimaced, hoping that they would heal as fast and as well as the bigger wolves. I fired twice, putting a .38 round into each of them. I aimed for the hindquarters, hoping I could avoid hitting anything vital. I wanted them out of the fight, not dead. Not if there was still a chance of saving them.

      Both of them stopped running as soon as the slugs hit them. They fell over, whining and biting at the wound. The other two pups, already hurt, decided they’d had enough. They scattered for the shadows.

      That left Mario. He’d recovered from the flare and was coming at us. He roared with anger. The air shimmered around him, and I already knew what that meant. A moment later a huge gray canine was rushing at me with teeth bared.

      Gunfire from right beside me made me jump. I glanced to my right. Drew was aiming careful shots at the wolf as it rushed us. But it seemed to know where he was going to aim. It danced sideways and the shots went wide. Drew kept firing a few more shots.

      “Grab her and let’s get out of here,” he said. “I can’t keep that wolf off us much longer.” His shots were stopping Mario from being able to rush us. But Drew was going to run out of ammunition before I got Sylvia free. The smart move would have been to head for the hills and let these wolves work out their own problems. I ran to her side anyway.

      “Help me pull the jaws open,” she said. Her face was pale and slick with sweat. I grabbed one of the iron jaws pinning her shin. It was a steel leg trap, the kind you’d use for trapping wild animals. And it had done some serious damage to her leg. I could tell without needing to palpate that the bones weren’t just broken, they were shattered. Multiple breaks in both bones of her lower leg. The pain must have been horrific.

      On anyone else I wouldn’t want to open the jaws until I had a medical team standing by to stop the bleeding. An ordinary person might bleed out from these wounds. But Sylvia seemed confident enough in her ability to heal. And the gash in her neck from the smaller wolf had already stopped bleeding. So I grabbed the bar and pulled.

      Together we opened the leg trap. Sylvia managed to not pass out during the ordeal, but I could tell it was touch and go. Blood poured from her leg as soon as the bars were clear from the wound. But as I watched, the flow slowed, the wounds beginning to knit again.

      “How soon can you walk?” I asked. Part of me couldn’t believe I was even asking that question. A human would be going in for emergency surgery in the hopes of maybe saving that leg so they could walk again someday. But I had a feeling Sylvia was going to be able to walk a lot faster.

      “Soon. Need a few minutes to catch my breath,” she gasped.

      “I’m not sure we have a few minutes!” I said. I looked over my shoulder.

      Mario was running sideways, still presenting a moving target for Drew. I could tell at least one shot had tagged him, but it didn’t seem to have done much damage. Then he zig-zagged again and changed his angle.

      Andrew’s gun clicked empty. “Raven, watch out!” he shouted.

      Mario heard the gun, knew there was one less threat he had to worry about. Ignoring Drew, he rushed at Sylvia instead. There was only one thing between him and her now: me.

      I stood up, pulling my gun back out and firing as I rose. One, two, three times I fired. The first two shots missed, but the last shot slammed into the wolf as it leaped into the air at me. He yelped – a strange sound from such a huge animal – and started to shimmer again. I sidestepped, trying to get out from underneath him before he changed. I wasn’t quite fast enough. Mario transformed back into human form in midair. His right arm slammed into my pistol, knocking it from my hands. The impact of his arm was enough to knock me backward onto the rocks.

      I hit the ground rolling, trying to get back to my feet before he did. I’d lost the gun. It was nowhere to be seen. The flare gun had been dropped sometime during those first few minutes of the fight. So I was down to one last weapon. I pulled my knife out.

      Despite the gunshot wound Mario was back on his feet only a moments after I was. He was clutching his left shoulder with his right arm and wincing with the pain. Blood poured from torn flesh, dripping from his hip and down his bare leg. For a moment I hoped he might bleed enough to just lose consciousness and save us all a lot of trouble. But as I watched his skin was already beginning to knit itself back together.

      “Come back for another bite?” he asked. His voice had a raspy, sarcastic sound that made my skin crawl.

      “No thanks,” I said.

      “That’s OK, sweetie,” he said. He was closing with me while he spoke, and I watched him carefully for when he finally made his move. “I was planning to bite your neck this time, not your hand.”

      “Not my kink,” I said, slashing out at his arm with my knife. He dodged back easily, chuckling.

      “Not in a fun way, sweetie,” he said. He gnashed his teeth together in illustration. I’d had enough of the stupid pet names. I stabbed up at his face, almost nicking his chin. He stepped back just in time.

      “You’re fast,” he said. “I’m still faster.”

      I didn’t need to be faster. I just needed to keep him busy long enough for Drew to sneak up behind him and jump on his back. Drew wrapped an arm around Mario’s neck, locking his other arm into a sleeper hold. It was a good bet. Even werewolves must need blood flow to the brain. Cut it off and he’d go down just like anyone else.

      Mario must have thought the same thing. He thrashed, slamming an elbow back into his attacker’s gut. Drew hung on, but it looked like he was losing his hold. Mario hit him in the gut a second time.

      I rushed in with my knife and stabbed as hard as I could. But he was moving around too much. Instead of a clean belly shot, my knife went in between two of his ribs. It scraped against bone, and didn’t go deep enough to do serious damage.

      It must have hurt though. He roared with anger and slapped me across the face with his hand. One moment I was standing there in front of him. The next I was six feet away, laying on my back in the rubble. My jaw felt like it had almost snapped from the impact, and my back was one big bruise from the fall. But otherwise I seemed to be in one piece. I’d lost the knife when he hit me. It was stuck there between his ribs.

      “Bitch!” he shouted. “That hurt!” He grabbed Drew and pulled him into a shoulder throw. Drew hit the ground hard, trying to get back to his feet.

      “Stay down, asshole,” Mario said to Drew. He emphasized the point by stomping down on his belly. Drew curled around himself, making retching noises.

      Sylvia staggered upright, but she still wasn’t able to put any weight on her broken leg. And she was too far away to help. I recalled what she’d told me earlier, her warning to not get into close combat with any of her kind. Well, I’d messed that up.

      I got about halfway back to my feet before Mario was on me. He hands hit my shoulders hard, slamming me backwards again as he fell with his entire weight on top of me, his hands moving to my neck. I saw stars as my head hit a rock, but I hung on. I reached up with one hand and stabbed with my fingers at his throat.

      “Still not fast enough,” he said, grabbing my hand in his. I felt fingers break and screamed. He pinned the arm against the floor. His other hand went to my neck, trailing bloody fingers along my carotid. I was very aware of his naked body above mine, and how badly this scene was about to go for me if I didn’t come up with something fast.

      “I should just rip your throat out with my human teeth,” he said. When I didn’t reply right away he went on. “Why the human teeth? Because they’re dull. It’ll hurt more.” He looked at me for a moment like he was expecting some sort of response.

      “Seriously, your breath is probably more dangerous than your human teeth,” I said.

      “Nobody appreciates classic movies anymore,” he mourned. “Oh. I have a better idea. I’ll just turn back into a wolf and eat your innards,” he said. As he did he reached down and clutched at my belly. I clenched my teeth together hard, trying not to react to his slippery fingers ripping my shirt.

      He was starting to shimmer right there on top of me. He was really going to do it. I didn’t know if I ought to be relieved that he wasn’t going to rape me, or terrified that he planned to eat me while I was still breathing. All I knew was that I needed to do something fast. Two more seconds and those terrible teeth would be ripping into me.

      Something banged into my ribs as he ground against me in the grips of his transformation. I remembered the knife. It was only half visible through the shimmer surrounding Mario’s form, but I could just make out the hilt where it stuck out from his side.

      I reached up with my good hand, grabbed the hilt and pushed. Mario howled with pain. My hands vanished into the visual distortion. I couldn’t see where I was aiming the knife. All I could do was work by feel. I yanked the knife back away from him and stabbed again hard, then a third time. Mario was in full wolf mode now. Blood was everywhere. I must have hit something vital, because it felt like buckets of blood and gore were pouring from his body, soaking me.

      I kept stabbing at his body. He convulsed with the blow. His eyes had faded from their old vibrant gold. They were growing cloudy, foggy with coming death. One last time I stabbed at him. He lunged forward as I did, trying to take my neck and finish me with his last breath. I rolled just enough to keep my throat away from his fangs. His teeth sank into my shoulder instead, and I screamed as he died.
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      Waves of dizziness and nausea washed over me. I couldn’t move. Mario was dead, or at least he’d stopped moving. But his teeth were locked on my shoulder, and I didn’t have the strength to move his body off mine anyway. His weight was enough that it was hard just to draw a breath.

      “Hang on, Raven,” Drew said. “I’ll get you free.”

      He was working at the wolf’s jaw, trying to pry its teeth lose without much luck. He was swearing a long string of curses. I wanted to tell him that it would be OK, that I was going to be all right. But I couldn’t find enough breath to manage it.

      Then there was another pair of hands alongside his. Strong, thin hands that helped Drew pry the teeth out of my shoulder. I saw Sylvia, her face a grim mask. I screamed as they opened the dead jaws locked around me. I might have passed out for a moment or two. Mario’s body was hauled off mine and I found that I could take deep breaths again. It hurt, but I could find air.

      Drew ripped open the shoulder of my shirt and used the cloth to tie a makeshift dressing over the wound. I couldn’t see it, but I knew it had to be ugly from the worry on his face. All I could feel from the fingers in the hand Mario had mauled was a dull, steady throbbing pain. But I figured that would turn to raw agony once the shock abated a little. I’d felt bones break when he grabbed me. I didn’t know how many.

      “How bad off am I?” I asked aloud.

      “You’ll mend,” Sylvia said, her face carefully blank.

      The bite. I’d been bitten by a werewolf. Again.

      “You can stop it though, right?” Drew asked. “You can fix her wound again, like you did last time?”

      Funny how he believed her now, when he’d been all suspicious before. But when you’re faced with something terrible, you’ll clutch at any possibility of a cure.

      Sylvia stood up, shaking her head. I thought she looked sad.

      Drew balled his hands into fists. “What do you mean? You have to fix her!” He rose as if he thought he could make her do as he demanded. Even injured as she was she’d break him in half. I opened my mouth to tell him to calm down.

      Before I could say a word we heard a low growl. It seemed to come from all around us. I glanced around. The pups were back. They sat on their haunches all around me. But their eyes were tracking Drew’s every move.

      “Drew, stop,” I managed to say. “They’ll kill you.”

      He looked down at me, fear filling his eyes. Was he afraid for me, or of me?

      “I would help her if I could. We are too far from my house. By the time we got Raven there, it would already be too late,” Sylvia said. “And even if I had the supplies right here I’ve never seen them work on so great a wound. She will change. Or she will die.”

      Wait. I hadn’t heard about that possibility. “Die?” I asked.

      “Some do,” Sylvia said. “The old. The already sick. And those who can’t accept the change.” She added that last while looking at Drew.

      Then she stepped in toward me and knelt at my side. She was still naked, a gleaming goddess smelling of sweat and crusted with dried blood. She brought her face close to mine, stared into my eyes.

      “I don’t think you will die,” she said. Then she leaned in and kissed me on the lips.

      She stood on both legs, favoring the hurt one but already walking again. I was amazed by how fast she was able to heal. She turned away from us and walked back out the way we’d come in, the four pups following along behind her.

      “Come find me, when you want to learn more about what you are,” she said. Then she walked away.

      Drew and I sat there in silence a few moments. We might have stayed longer, but I started to feel a tingling sensation in my wounded shoulder. It began as something like an itch, but it started to turn into more of a burning feeling, like someone was rubbing a sunburn there.

      “Drew, my shoulder,” I said. My breaths were becoming quicker. I could feel my pulse starting to pound in my ears.

      “I know. We need to get you to a hospital. Can you walk? There’s a stairwell over there I think we can use to get out of here.”

      “It feels weird,” I said. Then the burning turned intense, like someone was branding my skin with a hot iron. I screamed, my back arched uncontrollably.

      “Raven! What is it, what’s wrong?” Through the red agony I could hear Drew saying those things as he worried over me, looking for what might be causing the sudden pain.

      I knew what it was, though. It was Mario’s bite. Or rather, the magic he’d transmitted to me through his bite. It was working its way into my body. Changing me. The fire was spreading from my shoulder through my chest and down my arm.

      “No hospital,” I gasped out. I didn’t know what they’d make of this at Mass General, but I didn’t want to find out.

      “Then what?” he asked.

      I thought hard, and the first face that came to my mind was Father Mike’s kindly smile. I wondered why I was thinking of him at a time like this. Then I remembered his off-hand comment about using wolfsbane instead of silver. Maybe he knew something that could help me now?

      “Father Mike,” I said. “Take me to him.”

      Drew didn’t hesitate. He scooped me up into his arms and carried me across the basement to the stairwell. The door was shut. He kicked it hard, and the old wood splintered around the lock. Another kick and the door flew open. Stairs led upward to another door. This one was locked too, but he repeated the process and we were out in the open air again.

      “Don’t need to be a werewolf to kick down doors,” Drew groused. I could tell he was just scared for me, but there was nothing I could do to reassure him. It was all I could do to keep from screaming again with every footstep he took. The fire had spread through my whole body now, burning every inch of me.

      He carried me quickly to his car, parked down the street. He slid me into the back seat as carefully as he could. The cool fake leather upholstery felt soothing on my back.

      “Thanks,” I said, managing a small smile.

      “Hang in there,” he replied.

      Then we were racing down the road toward Father Mike’s church.
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      Concerned voices floated at the edge of my awareness. Through the pain wreathing my body and the fog across my vision, Drew’s face came into focus briefly. Then Father Mike was looking down at me, his eyes concerned and sad.

      “Get her inside, quickly,” he said.

      I was moving again, and it hurt so much that I lost track of where I was for a bit. The next thing I saw was dim lights, and the brown wood paneling I knew so well from inside Father Mike’s living room. I was laying on his sofa. An arm wrapped around behind my back, lifting me up while someone held something to my lips.

      “Drink,” a voice said.

      I drank a few sips of whatever it was in the cup. I’d tasted something similar, but couldn’t remember when. It seemed important, but I wasn’t able to focus well enough to remember.

      “Will that work?” That was Drew, his voice sounding so worried. I wanted to console him, tell him I would be all right. But I couldn’t find the strength to speak. And everything hurt so much that I wasn’t at all sure it would be the truth. Sylvia said some people die. Was this what dying felt like?

      “With a bite like this? It might buy her some time. Take away some of her pain,” Father Mike said.

      The cup was back and I drank more. If it might take away even a little of this searing agony it was worth the effort. Then the cup went away, and I was allowed to lie back down. I drifted that way for what felt like a long while.

      After a bit it did feel like the pain had receded some. I opened my eyes. I was still lying on the sofa. The burning had receded enough that only my shoulder felt like it was on fire, instead of my entire body. It was enough. I opened my mouth, trying to form words. Nothing came out. My tongue felt dry as dust.

      Father Mike saw the movement though. He was at my side in an instant, helping me to sit up a bit. He held another cup of tea up in front of my mouth, and I drank thirstily from it.

      “Feeling a little better?” he asked.

      I nodded.

      “Raven, you have to understand. There is little I can do. A smaller wound, maybe. But this…” Father Mike’s voice trailed off helplessly.

      “I understand,” I said. My voice was thin and raspy to my ears.

      He shook his head. “I don’t think you do.”

      Drew came into view. “She’s awake.”

      “Hi there,” I said. I tried for a smile. Judging from the look on his face, I didn’t quite manage one.

      “You had us worried for a bit,” Drew said. He came in close and brushed some hair away from my face. His hand pulled back as soon as he touched my skin though, and he hissed.

      “She’s still burning with fever,” Drew said, his voice accusing.

      “I told you the tea would only help a little,” Father Mike said.

      “What about the hospital idea, then?” Drew asked. I had a feeling this was something they’d already discussed.

      “No,” I said. “They’ll dissect me.”

      “They would not,” Father Mike said. “But one of the assorted powers would assuredly make certain that you vanished, your records with you. There are powerful beings who have much invested in making sure most people never have an inkling that creatures like werewolves exist.”

      I relaxed back onto the sofa. “So that’s it, then? I’m stuck?”

      “I’m afraid so,” Mike said.

      “Tell her the rest then,” Drew said, his voice angry.

      Mike let out a long sigh and looked away. Whatever it was Drew wanted me to hear, it was bad enough news that Father Mike wanted to spare me it if he could. He seemed to steel himself. I placed my unbroken hand gently on his arm.

      “Tell me. I can take it,” I said.

      “You’ll be a young werewolf,” he said. “There is a pack hierarchy. You’ll be under the command of whatever alpha claims you.”

      “I’ve refused orders before,” I said.

      “She has,” Drew said. Mister supportive, that one. I gave him the best glare I could manage. He shrugged, giving me a small smile.

      “Not like this,” Father Mike said. “You won’t be able to refuse.”

      “Like mind control?” I asked.

      “More like you won’t want to refuse. Your instincts will tell you to obey. It’s hard to explain,” he replied.

      That didn’t sound good at all. I liked having my freedom. This was sounding more like a curse all the time. Something didn’t make sense, though. “Mario was able to resist Sylvia,” I said.

      “The rogue wolf? Yes. As you age and grow in strength, you’d be able to resist. In time.”

      “How much time?” I asked.

      “If she controls Boston’s pack, my guess is that Sylvia is probably at least a hundred years old.”

      I winced. Pain was trickling back down through my body again. Sparks flew in front of my vision. “Then end it,” I said. “I don’t want to be under her control. Or anyone else’s.”

      Both men were silent for a long moment. I closed my eyes, thinking about my possible futures. A lifetime or more in servitude to creatures whose morality I didn’t entirely trust sounded like a living nightmare to me. How long would I be that way before I was able to break free? Would I end up just like Mario, willing to do just about anything, hurt anyone, just to be my own person again? Better to just die.

      “There is one more thing I can offer,” Father Mike said. His voice was quiet, hesitant.

      I opened my eyes. “I’m listening,” I said.

      “You never asked how I knew all these things,” he said. Everything about his body language showed how reluctant he was to say another word. “But the truth is, I used to have some power myself. I was – I am, I suppose – a guardian.”

      “What does that mean?” Drew asked. I glanced his way. He’d grown so silent I’d almost forgotten he was there. But his eyes were alert and attentive.

      “We’re an old order. A long time ago, the dark creatures of magic were much worse than they are today. They preyed on humanity openly. Guardians fought them,” Father Mike said.

      “Sounds like what Raven and I have been doing,” Drew said.

      “More or less. But being a guardian is a bit different. It is a mantle of power that one passes on to an apprentice, after a long training.” Mike looked down at me. “I’m old, and my powers have long since faded. I can sometimes see when someone is in need of aid still, like I did for you after the fight with Kane. But that’s all I have left.”

      He folded his hands over mine. “I had hoped that in you I might have found an apprentice I could train and pass my mantle to, in time.”

      “How does this help me now?” I asked.

      “If I pass the mantle to you, right now, it should interfere with the control other werewolves would have over you. But it’s never been done. No one has ever passed the mantle over to someone who’s not human anymore.”

      There it was. He’d said it. That thing I’d been fearing as the change burned through my body. The thing hanging over all of us while we sat here talking.

      I wasn’t human anymore. Not really. I was becoming something else.

      “What would it do to me?” I asked. The pain was coming back with a vengeance.

      “I don’t know,” Mike said helplessly. “I’m sorry.”

      “Just do it!” Drew said. “She’s fading again!”

      Mike shook his head. “It has to be her choice. There is a price to pay for power; she must choose if she will pay it.”

      What a choice. I would never allow myself to be controlled by Sylvia and those like her. I knew that much. I’d fought against monsters too many times to allow someone else to turn me into one. That decision was made reflexively. I didn’t even need to think about it. Better death than that fate.

      But what was my other option? Life as a werewolf – and guardian – whatever that was and whatever that meant to me. I wished now that I’d spent more time over here chatting with Father Mike. Maybe then he’d have had time to explain more to me. Maybe I’d know more about what he was talking about. Powers, mantles, guardians – there was an entirely new world that I was being cast into, whether I liked it or not.

      Living meant surviving that world. Surviving that world and staying true to myself would mean taking on Mike’s mantle. I had a sense that there was more to it than he’d said. He’d mentioned power, and I’d never seen power come without a cost attached to it. But if it meant being free, being my own person, then it was worth any cost I could imagine.

      “Do it,” I said.

      Mike grimaced and looked down. For a moment I thought he would refuse after all. Then he looked back up at me. His eyes held mine for a long moment. I had a sense that he was looking deeply into me. He looked sad, even resigned. There was more to this than he’d been able to tell me.

      “Very well,” he said.

      He placed both of his hands on my face. They felt cool, but maybe that was just the fever Drew had mentioned. The cool sensation spread from my face though, down across my head, through my neck. The slow liquid feeling stopped for a moment when it reached my shoulder wound. But then it continued, dousing the fire burning there as it passed over my body. I felt the it reach down to my toes. I closed my eyes, exhausted. My body felt relaxed, calm, at peace after a long struggle.

      “It is done,” Mike said. His voice sounded as tired as I felt.

      I drifted off into a gentle sleep.
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      I woke up to the sounds of birds singing, and the faint light of morning peeking through the blinds. One of the first things I noticed was that the pain was gone. My shoulder ached a little, but the burning sensation had vanished. Whatever it was Father Mike had done, it seemed to have worked wonders for me.

      Looking around, I saw Drew asleep on a chair next to me. I was still laid out on the sofa, a pillow under my head. I slid up to a sitting position as quietly as I could. Drew looked exhausted, and I didn’t want to wake him any sooner than I had to. It had been a strange night for both of us. I couldn’t forget the look of fear he’d had on his face. Had he been afraid for me, or of me? I was still worried that I wouldn’t like the answer.

      I pushed myself to my feet and realized my hand didn’t hurt anymore, either. I worked the fingers that I knew had been broken the night before. They were whole again. The hand throbbed a bit when I moved it, but the damage was gone. I shivered. That shouldn’t have been possible.

      My hand went to the dressing that covered the bite on my shoulder. It was soaked with old blood. I pulled the mess away from the wound so I could check out the damage. But all I saw underneath the bandaging was pink skin. There wasn’t even a scar.

      I’d seen two inch fangs tear into me. I was a doctor. I’d been able to assess what the damage must have been. Skin torn, blood vessels broken, muscles ripped. All of it healed overnight.

      Someone had left a t-shirt folded neatly at the foot of the sofa. That had to be Father Mike’s doing. My own shirt was in tatters, so I slid it off and slipped into the clean shirt. I needed a shower, but this would do for now. The shirt was huge on me. I tucked it into my jeans.

      Then I padded from the room looking for Father Mike. And hopefully some answers.

      He was sitting at the small kitchen table, a cup of tea in his hands. For a moment I almost didn’t recognize him. It looked like he’d aged twenty years overnight. Wisps of white had replaced the salt and pepper I knew so well. Deep lines had set in on his face and his hands. I’d figured him for being in his fifties, although I’d never asked. Now he looked more like a man in his seventies.

      “Come in,” he said. His voice was still as strong as ever. “Pour some tea and sit.”

      I stopped gaping and did as he bid. The kettle was still hot. He’d already set out a mug and placed a teabag in it. It smelled of cinnamon and vanilla. I could tell without holding it up to my nose. I poured hot water while enjoying the fresh way I seemed to be able to appreciate scents.

      Mike smiled when I sat down across from him. He sipped a bit of tea, and I noticed a tremor in the hand holding the cup.

      “Father Mike, what happened?” I asked.

      “To me, or to you?” he replied.

      “Yes.”

      He smiled again, set the cup down and opened his arms expansively. “I’m easy enough to explain. The mantle I wore was magic, child. And I am far older than I like to admit. Now I’ve passed that magic to you.”

      “What can we do?” I asked. It hurt me to see him like this, especially since I was the reason why.

      “Nothing. Nature will take her course with me, as she does with everyone. I have lived over a hundred years now. By noon or so, I think, my body will revert to the age it should be if the mantle hadn’t shielded me.”

      It took me a moment to take that in. “You’re dying,” I said. “You’ll die.”

      “Yes.”

      “Then take it back!” I said. I was near tears. “I don’t want it, if it means you dying!”

      “Last night you said you were willing to pay the price,” he chided gently.

      “It should be me paying it. Not you.”

      He sighed deeply and closed his eyes. I blinked away tears. I was literally watching him die in front of me. This hurt worse than anything I’d suffered the night before.

      “I had hoped to pass the mantle of guardian on to you in time,” he said. “Of course, my plans included some time to teach you first. To train you. Now there is no time for that.”

      He sipped some tea and looked at me again. “You will have to leave here. Leave Boston.”

      “What?” I said. “No. This is my home. I can’t go.”

      “You need to go somewhere that you can learn to control your powers. Both the guardian ones, and those of the werewolf you have become.”

      I’d known it. Seeing how quickly my wounds had healed, and how sharp my senses had become, I’d known it. But hearing it said aloud made it feel real in a way that it hadn’t been before.

      “Why can’t I do that here?” I asked. I felt lost, like I was being cast out into a world I barely understood.

      “What happens,” he asked with sudden fierceness in his voice, “if someone comes after Drew because of you? Tries to hurt him? To kill him?”

      “I’ll fight them!” I said. In the back of my head, the thought continued. I’d fight. Rend them apart. Tear them to shreds. Taste their blood on my tongue. The thoughts had an appeal to them which jarred with my consciousness.

      “Raven, stop!” Father Mike said.

      I’d closed my eyes. I opened them again and found a shimmer in the air around me. I stood up quickly, knocking over my chair in my haste. The shimmer continued to grow. I’d seen it before. I knew what it meant.

      “Focus,” Mike said, his voice calm and reassuring. “Breathe in and out slowly. There is no danger here. You are safe here.”

      He went on in that gentle monotone. I closed my eyes again, breathing in time with his words. I felt the violence and rage that had surged inside me subside. When I opened my eyes again, the shimmering was gone.

      “And now you see why you need to leave,” Father Mike said. “You almost lost control of yourself over the barest of reactions. You have a lot to learn, and it’s best you did it far away from humans.”

      “Where can I go?” I asked, miserable. He was right. I had no control over anything in my life anymore. I wasn’t even human. I’d become something else entirely. Whatever a guardian was, I was that. And I was a wolf as well. I’d become some sort of monster. Part of the spooky stuff Drew and I had spent so much time fighting.

      Drew. He’d hate me. The fear I’d seen in his eyes before would be nothing compared with how he’d look at me the first time he saw me change. And he would, with my control as crap as it was. I had to get far away from here.

      “Raven, I know you think this is the end of your world, but it’s not,” Father Mike said. “It’s the beginning. I don’t know what the mantle will do for you. It’s different for everyone. But one thing it will do is ensure no one can control you through magic. No one can charm you to make you act against your own will. You are ultimately free. That’s something no other new werewolf has ever had. Use it.”

      “As for where,” he went on, fishing into a pocket as he spoke. “I would suggest Vermont. I know of only one other guardian on the East Coast, and he lives there. Somewhere. I’ve lost track of him over the years, but his name is Jerome Summerfield. He may be able to help you.”

      He handed me a piece of paper, carefully folded over and sealed. I took it. My hands were shaking as much as his.

      “That’s an introduction, should you find him. I think he will help you if you do.” He finished his tea. “Now I suggest you go. I find I need to rest, and I don’t know how much longer I have here. And I think you would rather leave before Andrew wakes up, yes?”

      “Yes,” I said. He’d try to talk me out of going. I’d have to leave anyway, which would be ten times as painful if he were begging me to stay. And if I faltered, stayed because he wanted me to, it could be disastrous for both of us.

      I stood and turned to go. Before I left, I looked back at the old man who’d given me literally everything he had. My eyes filled with unshed tears.

      “Thank you,” I said. “For all you’ve done.”

      “Thank me by living well, Raven.”

      And then I left.

      

      An hour later I was on a bus, headed north. I hadn’t stopped by my apartment. I hadn’t picked up my bike, or my credit cards, or anything else that Drew might be able to track me by. I’d even ditched my cell phone. I had my wallet, and I’d hit the bank to close out my account there. They’d been surprised, but they handed over the cash.

      The idea of carrying so much money made me jittery at first, but then again I was pretty sure a mugger was going to be in for more trouble than he was ready for.

      So it was with a mixture of hope and dread that I traveled north to Vermont. I had no idea where the man I was searching for might be, and the state was a big place. But at least it was rural. Lots of land without a lot of people around. Plenty of places where I could go lose myself for a long time and not bother anyone. Space and time to learn what I was now, and who I would become.

      I looked out the window at the Boston skyline receding in the distance and wondered if I’d ever go back. I’d left so much behind there. But what I was taking with me felt like it was the important parts. I still had Cordelia’s necklace. I had Father Mike’s mantle, and a mission to discover what that meant for me. I had myself.

      It would have to be enough for whatever the road ahead brought.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Afterword

        

      

    
    
      This ends the first trilogy of Raven’s story. There’s more to come in the future as she learns just what she’s become, and figures out where her life will go from here.

      Thanks for following along with her tale! I hope you’ve enjoyed these books. If you did, consider leaving a review to help other readers find them. It’s the best thank-you any author can receive.

      If you’ve enjoyed this book, you might want to check out the Ryan Blackwell novels, set in the same universe. There will almost certainly be some connections between the two storylines in the books ahead, as Ryan lives in Vermont - and already knows the man Raven is looking for, Jerome Summerfield.

      The first Blackwell novel is free on Amazon right now - check it out at By Darkness Revealed.

      If you’d like to sign up for an email list where you can hear about each new release as soon as it’s out, click here: Join Us!
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